
        
            
                
            
        

    



Daniel
Tomelin, a battle-worn vet haunted by the carnage of World War 1, abandons his
family in the Great Depression and goes on the road in search of relief from his
horrific nightmares, and returns to find his family has become victims of
violence.  A novel set in a tragic era when hope was sometimes all they had.
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"We in America today are nearer to the final
triumph over poverty than ever


before in the history of any land. The poorhouse is
vanishing from among us."


 


Herbert Hoover, accepting the Republican presidential
nomination.


Palo Alto, California, August 1928

















Chapter 1


 


May, 1932


 


The
walk across town in the merciless heat was more than he'd bargained for. He
hoped he didn't stink, but the way his shirt was sticking to his back, he
figured it was already too late. But smelly clothes were the least of his
worries. How would these people feel meeting a man who watched their son die?
He wouldn't blame them for running him off the premises.


He
set his gunnysack on the front porch, adjusted his tools, and straightened his
overalls. Removed his cap and wiped the sweat from his scalp. He hesitated a
moment, then picked up the brass knocker.


An
older gentleman opened the door, and the resemblance was startling. He
recognized every detail of this man's features—how could he forget, when
Frankie's face was permanently burned in his memory?


"Yes?"


"Good
afternoon, sir. My name's Daniel. I'm looking for the family of my Army friend
Frankie Kimball." He fished a scrap of paper from his pocket and checked
the house number again. "It's the address they gave me at the gas
station."


The
man stared at Daniel a moment, then came out on the porch and shook his hand.


"Yes,
I'm Frankie's dad. You took me by surprise—it's been thirteen years. Please
come in, Mr.—?"


"Tomelin.
But you can call me Daniel. I'd be much obliged if you could give this ol' bum
a drink of water." He looked down at his feet. "I must look like
something the cat buried in the petunias. If you want, I'll go 'round back so I
won't track up your floors."


"You're
a welcome guest in this house," Kimball said, "not a servant. My son
wouldn't turn you away and neither will I." He smiled. "Besides,
floors can be cleaned."


"I
wouldn't blame you none for not trusting a stranger," Daniel said.
"But I'll be glad to come in and sit. That walk darn near wore me
out."


He
wiped his shoes on the mat and followed Mr. Kimball into a parlor with
furniture too nice to sit on in sweaty overalls.


"Please
have a seat, Daniel. I'll tell my wife you're here."


Daniel
hesitated, then sat cautiously on the edge of an overstuffed chair near a large
stone fireplace, crushing his cap in his hands. So this is where Frankie
lived. He looked around the room at the various artifacts and photos,
feeling embarrassed in surroundings far beyond his means. His glance swept
across the top of the mantel and came to rest on an eight-by-ten-inch
photograph in a gold frame.


It
was Frankie, all decked out in his uniform, his service hat placed squarely
above his brows. When his eyes met those of his friend, Frankie smiled, and the
memories came back.


The
trenches. The mud. Everybody hated the mud. They ate in it, waded in it, slept
in it. The weary horses struggled through mud axle-deep to deliver rations to
the front lines. The noise. Earsplitting blasts echoing in your skull long
after they stopped. Shells bursting overhead, sending his pals and himself
flying for cover. Frank bleeding, crying, begging. Daniel cradling his friend's
head in his arms, weeping onto a face filled with the terror of dying.


"T-tell
my mother I—"


He
thought he knew what Frank's unfinished words were.


The
glass over the print clouded and blurred Frank's don't-give-a-damn expression.


"Mr.
Tomelin?"


A
soft voice and a hand on his shoulder. He blinked back tears and looked up into
a woman's gentle face.


"I—I'm
sorry, ma'am." He removed his glasses and dried his eyes with his cap.
"Something just came over me."


"It's
quite all right." She handed him a glass of water and stepped away from
him. "I'm Frank's mother."


Daniel
nodded and pulled himself together. "Thank you kindly. I mostly travel in
the evening when it ain't so hot. This'll wet my whistle just fine." He drank
the cold water straight down, handed her the empty glass, and wiped his mouth
with his shirtsleeve.


She
gave Mr. Kimball a weary look and took a seat across from Daniel.


"My
husband tells me you fought with our son in the war." She smiled.
"It's all right to talk about now. Enough time has gone by that ..."


"Yes
ma'am, side-by-side. We called him Frankie the Yankee." Daniel
sensed Frank's lingering vibrations in his childhood home. Here, in this room.
He felt a chill go through him, along with an urge to blurt out his feelings,
but caught himself in time.


"Frank
mentioned the nickname in one of his letters," Mr. Kimball said. "You
must be Shine."


A
sheepish grin crossed Daniel's face as he ran a hand over his slick bald head.
"Yes sir, but only my war buddies called me that."


Mrs.
Kimball rose. "Come out to the kitchen. You've probably come a long way.
The least we can do is offer you some lunch."


"Well,
yes, I've been all over the country. But I didn't come for food, ma'am, just to
meet Frank's folks he talked so much about." He grinned. "It was
either you or baseball. We couldn't get him to shut up. He talked about the
Boston Red Sox and Babe Ruth." He shrugged. "I'm not much for the
game myself."


"Ah
yes," Mr. Kimball said. "The 'Babe,'
a great pitcher and a hard hitter. My son and I saw Ruth's first World Series
game right before Frank joined the Army. It's too bad he didn't live to see his
hero become a legend."


"That
day at the ballpark was special for your son, Mr. Kimball. He never
forgot."


"Did
he tell you he put away six hotdogs? And popcorn, peanuts, and too much to
drink."


"Is
that right? That sounds like Frankie. Of course, he was a only a teenager and
still growing." He stopped growing on the battlefield.


Mrs.
Kimball seemed more withdrawn and formal than her husband. Daniel thought she
might be uncomfortable with a man in her parlor who looked like a tramp and no
doubt smelled like a goat. It was too late now to do anything about his
appearance.


"It
seems like yesterday our boy went to war." She nodded at her husband.
"We were so proud of him—I framed his medals and hung them over his
bed."


"Yes
ma'am. Frankie would like that." He fiddled with his cap. "But the
reason I came, I told myself I was going to find the families of my buddies who
were lost in the war. I always meant to, but the years flew by and I had other
responsibilities."


"What
a wonderful idea. Did you find them?" She motioned for him to follow.


"Nope.
Just you folks and another family. Two others had moved. Nobody seen hide nor hair
of them."


"So
many are suffering from the Depression," she said. "Families breaking
up, people dying."


Daniel
spoke as he followed the couple through the house, mindful his shoes might be
tracking up the rugs.


"I
found Big Woody's family in Tennessee."


They
passed through the dining room arch into a large sunny kitchen with pots of red
geraniums on the windowsill. She pulled out a chair for him and began preparing
a meal.


"Where
did you say you're from?" Mr. Kimball asked.


"Independence,
Missouri." Daniel hung his cap on the back of the chair and sat down.


"So
that's where your accent comes from. The 'Show Me' state."


"You
been there? Guess my accent's pretty sad, ain't it?"


"Not
at all." Kimball glanced around as his wife came over with plates and
napkins and dishes of food. "Ah, here we go. Now don't be shy, Daniel,
just help yourself," he continued. "I visited Missouri years ago. One
day I got an urge to see where the Santa Fe trail started."


"Is
that right?"


Mrs.
Kimball took a seat and graciously passed him a bowl of chicken salad.


"Tell
us about your family, Mr. Tomelin—Daniel. Don't mind if I pry." She handed
him a basket of hard rolls covered with a white cloth napkin, and uncovered a
crystal butter dish.


"I
have a dear wife and three youngins," he said. "A sweet little girl
and two ornery boys that take after their daddy."


It
was cooler in the house. He wished he could unbutton his shirt and roll his
long sleeves back up, but he dared not. He was the surprise guest of his
friend's parents. He could play the gentleman if he had to, albeit a gentleman
dressed in overalls, dusty worn-out shoes, and sweat running down his sides.
Again, he wondered if he smelled too ripe. I should've found a place to
clean up before coming here.


He
spread his napkin on his lap and tried to remember his manners, so they
wouldn't suspect he was on the edge of starvation. He helped himself to a slice
of ham and a generous serving of green beans with bacon. The food smelled so
good, he wanted to lay his face in the plate and inhale every morsel. But he
laid his knife and fork down between bites and chewed his food thoroughly
before swallowing. It wouldn't do to eat like a pig and insult these fine
people. But my goodness, his poor stomach was groaning to beat the band.


Mr.
Kimball eyed Daniel's tools.


"I
assume you're away from home on business. Not everyone carries carpenters'
tools when they travel."


Mrs.
Kimball agreed. "Yes, please tell us. You must be lonely away from your
family."


Daniel
compared the Kimballs with Woody's family, who had seemed to resent hearing about
their son. They were in dire straits, but there wasn't anything he could do
about that.


He
became aware of Mrs. Kimball speaking.


"Beg
pardon?"


"You
were far away. I asked about your family. Maybe you'd rather not talk about
them."


He
told them his story, because to not tell them wouldn't be fair. Yes, he'd left
his family to look for carpenter work, traveling by foot, freight, and
mule-drawn cart. At the same time, it had seemed a good plan to look up the families.


But
the nightmares? No, he couldn't talk about those—it was bad enough he'd
deserted his loved ones in time of need. His life had become a jigsaw puzzle he
couldn't fit together. How could he explain it to anyone till he figured it out
himself?


"Where
will you go next?" Mrs. Kimball raised a brow.


How
could he go back and face his wife, his children, or his own father, for that
matter, without a job?


His
hostess waited for an answer, which wasn't long coming.


"I
heard about a cash bonus the government set aside to reward us veterans for our
service," Daniel said. "But we can't collect it until 1945."


"Why
on earth? It seems to me they'd give it to those poor wretches when they need
it most. This makes me furious!" She turned to her husband, who nodded in
agreement. "The veterans earned that money, some with their lives."


Daniel
wiped his mouth and placed the crumpled napkin by his plate.


"That's
what others are thinking, too. Some are going to march to Washington, D.C., and
ask for their money early. Maybe I'll go along. It can't hurt."


"I
should say not," she replied.


Mr.
Kimball rose and motioned for Daniel to follow, and when they got to the
parlor, he stopped before Frankie's photograph. He brought it down, polished
the glass on his shirt, and replaced it exactly as before.


"We
tried talking him out of enlisting, but his friends had gone and he didn't want
to be left behind. I only hope he didn't die without a purpose."


Daniel
bowed his head. "Frankie served his country well, Mr. Kimball. His was a noble
purpose." He glanced up as Mrs. Kimball came in and stood beside him. "What
I came to say, Mr. and Mrs. Kimball, is that your son told me with his last
breath that he loves you."


The
woman's voice caught. "Oh—and was he, I mean, did he suffer? Please,
Daniel, we have to know."


"Frankie
was brave, Mrs. Kimball. He passed on while I held him, and there was peace on
his face."


He
looked at Kimball, who stared at his son's image without speaking. If he'd been
to war himself, he would've known the bravery part was a lie, and just dying in
someone's arms was a luxury few soldiers experienced.


Mrs.
Kimball took both of Daniel's hands in hers, gripping them tightly, weeping.


"God
bless you for coming." She gave his hands a little shake before releasing
them. "Don't leave until I pack some food for your trip to
Washington."


"Aw
shucks, ma'am, the food I just ate was plenty."


She
smiled through her tears. "Oh, I so want to do this, if you'll allow
me."


Mr.
Kimball excused himself and went up a wide flight of stairs off the foyer,
returning shortly with a well-worn catcher's mitt.


"This
belonged to Frank. He burned his initials in the leather, see? F.K." He
handed the mitt to Daniel.


Daniel
slipped his hand into the glove. He could almost picture Frankie catching a fly-ball
and throwing it to third base.


"Looks
like he used this a lot."


"Take
it."


"Wh—?"


"It's
yours if you want it." Daniel started to protest, but Kimball cut him off.
"You were Frank's friend, and you went to all the trouble to find us. He'd
want you to have it."


"That's
right," Mrs. Kimball said. "Frank was our only child, so we have no
grandsons to play with it."


"But
it's a dear keepsake, ma'am. It's like giving part of your son away."


"We
gave all of our son away the day he went to war," she replied.
"Besides, you have sons, so it'll get some use again." She turned and
started for the kitchen. "Now don't you leave till I pack your dinner."
She paused a moment in the doorway and smiled back at him.


She's
just like Frankie when he made up his mind to do something. Daniel's heart warmed at the thought as he turned
back to Frank Sr.


"I
didn't come for gifts."


"I
know, but she's right. We'll be honored. Please take it. Unless it would be too
much extra to carry."


Daniel
shook his head and grinned. He stretched his arm to catch an invisible ball,
then reached out to shake hands, remembering to remove the mitt first.


"This
means a lot, Mr. Kimball. I'll make room in my pack for this great gift. Thank
you."


The
couple saw him to the front porch, where he picked up his gunnysack and started
down the steps. He looked back once and waved before walking down the street.

















Chapter 2


 


LaDaisy
nestled the baby against her breast, trying to ignore her own mother as the
woman moved lazily around the room examining whatnots and pictures. Pausing
once at Daniel's shelf, Vera absentmindedly picked up a hand-carved walnut
toothpick cup with a snake encircling the outside, stared at it a minute, then
put it back.


Her
mother didn't understand Daniel's lust for a talent to call his own; his
passionate desire to add a part of himself to the accumulation of Tomelin
artifacts: oil paintings, music, and religious poetry filled with the fear of
God.


Vera
finally walked over to the open front door and gazed thoughtfully through the
patched screen at the shady yard. Halfway between the house and street, a huge
white oak spread its summer canopy of dark green leaves. Daniel had tied a
thick rope to one of the limbs for a tire swing. Not only the Tomelin children,
but the neighbors, as well, had twirled, twisted, and dragged their feet
beneath the tire until the grass grew a big oval dirt patch.


"Where
are the kids?" Vera asked without turning.


"Bobby's
napping. Earl and Catherine are outside somewhere. Didn't you see them when you
came in?"


"No."
Vera paused. "Saul's hanging around again." She glanced over her
shoulder. "He still lives in the little shack out back, doesn't he? I
think Clayton wants to tear that down."


"Over
my dead body, Mama. It'd be just like him to throw that kind old man out on his
ear. Not going to happen as long as I can help it."


"So,
what good is Saul?"


"That's
a hateful thing to ask. What's come over you?"


"It
wasn't meant to be hateful," Vera said. "You know me better, LaDaisy.
I only meant, what does he do with his time? Does he work? Probably too old to
work."


"He's
more good than you know. Yes, he works hard. He tends his little garden, keeps
me in potatoes and green beans. Plays with the kids, pushes them in the swing
and takes them for walks. Gets them out of my hair for a few minutes so I can
think. He comes in and sits sometimes to keep me company."


"You
trust him?"


"Really,
Mama, your nasty remarks offend me."


"Humph."
Vera stared through the screen. "I just saw him go around back and the
kids weren't with him."


"Little
rascals must've taken off again. Oh, well, they don't go far. Maybe they're
looking for milk bottle caps again."


Vera
turned.


"Milk
caps? As if you need more clutter."


"Earl
pretends they're money. When he finds ten, he runs over to the store and Bart
gives him a stick of horehound candy. Lord knows he doesn't have much else in
the store these days, and nobody buying it anyhow." Then she chuckled.
"Earl also collects soda pop caps. He pries the cork linings out and uses
them to attach the metal caps to his beanie. Daniel showed him how."


"I'll
never understand you," Vera said, "letting those little ones outdoors
all by themselves. Certainly no child of mine would—"


LaDaisy
stifled a yawn. 


"Would
ever do this, would ever do that, would ever would ever. Oh Mama,
stop."


"I
meant—"


"They're
probably at Rose's house."


"You
let them go alone?"


"It's
not that far." LaDaisy sighed. "Rose gives your grandchildren
homemade bread right out of the oven. The cousins play with them, or they go to
the creek to find tadpoles." She looked her mother squarely in the eyes.
"When was the last time you baked light bread? Or invited my children to
come sample any?"


"You
don't need to get on your high horse," Vera sputtered. "You're their
mother. They should be here with you."


"They're
here enough. I can't be with them every minute. Besides, they're doing things
their dad would do with them if he was here."


"Oh
yes, if he was here." Vera turned back to the door. "That seems to be
the problem, doesn't it?"


Her
daughter ignored the remark. 


Daniel
Tomelin's children often waited for him on the front porch, eyeing every
movement on the road. Just a few days ago, Catherine ran inside, yelling,
"Mama! Mama! My daddy's here!" But when LaDaisy hurried outdoors to
look, she saw no one at all. "No, Cath, Daddy isn't here. You saw someone
else. If it was Daddy, he'd be swinging you around and hugging you right this
minute."


The
girl was crestfallen as LaDaisy stooped down and placed both hands on her
cheeks. She raised her daughter's face and met the confused hazel eyes staring
up at her.


"I
don't know when Daddy's coming home, honey. Maybe if we all ask Jesus, Daddy
will come." She gave the girl a hug, then rose. "Now run along and
play."


Another
time, Bobby thought he saw Daniel by his bed in the middle of the night.


"It
was just a dream," his mother had said, tucking him back into bed.


Vera
had no idea what it was like living with three frightened children who didn't
know from one day to another where their bread was coming from.


Mary
had fallen asleep, the nipple sliding out one corner of her mouth. LaDaisy
raised her to a shoulder, gently patted and rubbed her back. The soft baby skin
was sweaty, but smelled sweetly of talcum as she hunched her body and tried to
climb up her mother's chest. Then came a burp, and with it a bit of milk
against LaDaisy's print smock. Thank God she's too young to know.


She
was small for four months—the smallest of the whole Tomelin brood—and hadn't
thrived as the other babies had. While the others had teethed and babbled at
this age, their baby sister was unusually lethargic. LaDaisy worried about
this. But then she worried about a lot of other things these days, too.


She
frowned as she watched her mother. Vera looked out of place in the modest
Tomelin house, wearing a pastel crepe dress and a perky little straw hat with
fake asters around the crown. A cloud of pink veil encircled the hat, covering
the woman's tightly curled hair. But Vera fooled no one, least of all her
daughter. For all her money, she often shopped at Kresge's five-and-dime on the
Square, instead of the more expensive Knoepker or Bundschu department stores on
Maple. The hat was old, the dress homemade, and under the henna rinse was a
headful of gray.


LaDaisy
turned the baby face-down across her lap, patting and stroking as Mary dozed.


"Sit
down, Mama. You're driving me crazy."


Vera
turned and stared at her daughter, her double chins pressed closely to her
neck, her mouth a tight, straight crack outlined in blood.


"I
can't stay. I just came to check on you. If you had a telephone, it would save
me the trouble of driving over here."


You
came to snoop. LaDaisy rocked gently
back and forth in the rocker, her bare feet sliding—slish, slish, slish—on
the cool linoleum.


"I
can barely pay for electricity, let alone a telephone," she said.
"But as long as you're here, you're welcome to stay for supper."


Vera
came over and looked down at Mary.


"Rufus
likes me home when he gets off work, you know. We're having company for supper—Ida
and Clay. I just came out to shop and thought I'd drop by."


LaDaisy
looked up. "How's Ida Mae doing?"


"Some
better. She's not as queasy."


"She
looked miserable last time I saw her. I think she's feeling panicky about the
birth."


LaDaisy
recalled the conversation.


"Please
be honest with me," her sister had said. "Does it hurt much?"


"Does
it hurt? Oh yes. It hurts like hell sometimes. But you'll push the baby out,
then nurse it and forget all about the pain."


Ida
Mae wrung her hands. "I can't do it!"


"It's
too late now. You and Clayton made a baby and it can't stay in there
forever."


LaDaisy
and her sister were as different as rain and sunshine—one like her mother, the
other tall and slender after their father, Richard Blue. One outgoing, the
other backward and shy. Why Clay ever married Ida Mae was a mystery, unless he
wanted a woman he could dominate.


"The
girl's got no spunk," Daniel had said after meeting Ida Mae for the first
time. "She lets people walk all over her, and that includes your
mother."


Whatever
the reason for Ida's strange, retiring personality, there was certainly no love
lost between the two sisters. Competition had been fierce between them from
early childhood. After their parents' bitter divorce, LaDaisy got the brunt of
Vera's anger toward Richard, and Ida Mae quickly learned how to manipulate the
situation.


But
all that was in the past now, or at least it should be. As a woman and mother
herself, she sympathized with her sister's first experience with birth. Under
the circumstances, any woman would be nervous.


Her
mother was still rambling and LaDaisy brought her attention back.


"I
really came to insist you move back home. You can have your old room back—I
repapered it in a nice rosebud pattern and made new curtains and a bedspread.
Did I tell you? Maybe I did. Even your dolls are still propped up on the closet
shelf."


"I
don't play with dolls anymore, Mama. But you could bring them over here for
your granddaughters. I would've brought them when I moved out, but I
forgot."


"Oh,
no," Vera said, "those dolls are my only reminders of your childhood
at home. I won't part with them."


"Maybe
you should charge them rent."


"Don't
sass your mother!"


LaDaisy
kept on rocking, occasionally stroking Mary's sweaty curls away from her face.
It was useless trying to get the dolls, her personal property, given to her for
birthdays and Christmases. Catherine would delight in those baby dolls, since
she'd never had a store-bought one.


"You
didn't come here to talk about dolls," she said.


"I
already said why I came. If I told you once, I told you a hundred times, we can
easily make room for Daniel's children."


LaDaisy
stiffened. "Daniel's? For Pete's sake, Mama, do you think Daniel made our
children all by himself? Do you think I wouldn't uncross my legs and
help?"


"There's
no need to talk nasty. You know what I mean."


"Unfortunately,
I do. You mean Daniel put these kids in me without my knowledge or permission.
What you really mean is they're his children, not mine."


"You're
as stubborn as your father. I'll bet Richard hasn't been to see you for years.
Does he write?"


"Sometimes."


"He
knows about his grandchildren."


"Of
course." LaDaisy became thoughtful. "Anyway, having five beautiful
children is nothing to be ashamed of. Daddy would love Daniel if he knew him
better, as almost everyone does."


Vera
sat stiffly on the edge of the davenport, puffed out like an old hen settling
her feathers over a clutch of eggs. She wiggled inside her tight corset,
seeking to adjust her fat folds more comfortably. Beads of perspiration
glistened on her face.


"Why
can't you be sensible, child?"


"Maybe
that's the whole problem, Mama. Why do you treat me like a child when I'm a
grown woman with kids of my own?" LaDaisy glanced at her baby. "Would
you like to hold Mary?"


Vera
shook her head. "Not right now—she's probably wet and I'm wearing good
clothes."


You
never want to cuddle this baby.


LaDaisy
fought to keep her composure, thinking how selfish her mother was. Vera was all
wrapped up in Ida.


She
thought her sister had done a stupid thing, dropping out of school and getting
married right in the middle of the Depression. But their mother thought Ida Mae
had married well, for Clay had bought some property for back taxes, including
the house Daniel and his family rented. Now the girl was expecting, and her big
sister was beginning to think the two deserved each other.


It
was a wonder Ida Mae didn't see, but the heavier she grew, the more her husband
ogled other women. How could she not notice?


Now,
Vera stood and smoothed down her skirt.


"I
guess I know when I'm not welcome."


LaDaisy
had an uncanny way of shutting her mother's whining voice out of her mind. The
rocker creaked back and forth, back and forth. Her feet continued to hiss along
the floor. The antique clock ticked loudly in the otherwise quiet room. It was
the same old story. Ever since Daniel's disappearance, her mother had harped
about her going home.


She
nodded dreamily, her head tilted back. Through half-closed eyes she watched a
fly buzzing dangerously near a huge spider's web strung across one corner of
the ceiling, tempted to land on the sticky trap. She had better get the broom
later and sweep it down. Daniel always said spiders were mostly harmless—'less
of course you came across a black widow—and they rid the house of flies.


Again,
her mother's voice cut through her dreamy veil. LaDaisy half listened, half
not.


"I've
been thinking," Vera said. "You might as well divorce him."


The
fly landed on the web and fluttered its wings; the more it fought, the tighter
the spider glue held. Divorce Daniel? She struggled to refocus her eyes. The
rocker stopped rocking.


"What
did you say?"


"I
said you can divorce Daniel for walking out on you. I know this nice lawyer,
name's Roger Belton. He—"


LaDaisy
straightened up and blinked to clear her eyes; she'd almost fallen asleep
listening to her mother's constant drone. She glanced down at her infant,
softly stroked the fine, moist curls.


"Daniel
loves his babies. He'll be back."


"When?
He could be dead for all we know." She went over and picked up one of Daniel's
caps, stared at it for a few moments without speaking, then laid it on the end
table and brushed her hand on her skirt. "When's the last time Daniel said
he loved you?"


"More
recently than Rufus told you, I'm sure."


Mary
wiggled and grunted. LaDaisy raised her up against a shoulder. The last thing
she wanted was for Mary to wake up. If she didn't get her nap out, the house
would be in an uproar the rest of the day. She commenced rocking again, softly
patting Mary's bottom. The wet diaper had soaked LaDaisy's smock.


She
became aware of her mother staring, and looked up.


"It's
none of your business if he loves me or not."


Vera
crossed the room and retrieved her bag from the table by the front door.
LaDaisy thought of a little girl's Sunday school pocketbook; she could imagine
in it a hanky, two pennies, a stick of Spearmint gum, and the crumpled scrap of
her Sunday school work sheet.


"A
man who loves his wife tells her so," Vera said. "I'll bet Daniel
hasn't said those words since your wedding night."


"We
already know how each other feels," LaDaisy said, weary of the
conversation. "You don't live with someone, go through something like this
terrible Depression, and not know what they're thinking and feeling." I
am so tired of defending him.


"Ha!
Did you read his mind the day he ran out on you? If you did, you'd know where
he is, wouldn't you? But you don't know, and he isn't coming back to his
responsibilities. Mark my words, LaDaisy, Daniel saw his chance for
freedom."


LaDaisy
ran a shaky hand through her bobbed chestnut hair, around back of her neck. She
made no reply, but waited for her mother to leave.


Vera
stood on the other side of the room, as firmly planted as the giant oak out
front, her roots growing through the linoleum, her hand on the screen door
handle and gazing at her daughter.


"What
are you and the children eating? Or do you send them to their aunt's house for
meals?"


"We
manage."


"On
the meager wages you get from hemming up a few dresses and sewing rips in other
people's clothes? You weren't brought up for menial work, LaDaisy. Why land
sakes, a daughter of mine doing maid's work. Do you also take in laundry? No
wonder people call you La Crazy."


LaDaisy
frowned. La Crazy, La Lazy. Childhood nicknames her sister had called
her. She was doing well to get her own family's clothes washed.


"Laundry?
Hmmm, thanks for the suggestion."


"Daniel
wasn't good for anything except making babies," Vera said. "He made
another one, then took off, leaving you to give birth and care for four
children alone."


Mary's
diaper was soggy but it could wait. It was all LaDaisy could do to sit and
listen to her mother insulting Daniel Tomelin, the only man in the world she
couldn't live without.


"I
already told you he didn't know I was expecting."


Vera
shook her head, her curls bouncing close to her cheeks. Her rouge was too
bright against the pale funeral makeup, as was her lipstick. LaDaisy could
never understand why her mother, with all her money, would go around looking
like a clown.


She
knew Vera was peeved that she'd married into such a "plain" family—Vera's
own words. Now, something inside the younger woman snapped. Years of coping
with her mother's insults rose like bile in her throat.


"If
you ever talk about Daniel that way again, so help me God, I'll never speak to
you as long as I live."


"I'm
just offering my help."


"Your
help isn't needed." LaDaisy felt her face redden. "It's like Hoover
sitting up there in his fancy mansion telling us to cheer up, things are
getting better. Well I don't have chicken on my table every Sunday. Dammit to
hell, Mama! We know it won't be all right for a long time, if ever. I've got me
a scrub bucket out on the back porch. Why don't you and Hoover come over and
scrub my floors?"


"Now
you listen here!"


"No,
you listen. I don't need you or Rufus Baker, President Hoover, Daniel's
folks, or Clay Huff to take care of us. If Daniel never comes home, you'll see
I don't need him, either. We'll manage without charity."


Vera
tried to speak again, but LaDaisy cut her off, her eyes glistening with tears.
"I'm a Tomelin now, Mama, and we have pride if we don't have much
else."


Vera's
hand flew up to her chest, fluttering there like a moth. "You're not
yourself. I'll come back when you're feeling better." She paused in the
doorway, holding the screen door open. "Rufus will be by here later with a
box of clothes that might fit the children."


More
charity.


LaDaisy
had no grudges against her stepfather, for Rufus had always treated her well.
Still, she thought he should assert some authority over his wife and call her
down when she became a meddling shrew in her oldest daughter's life. The fact
is, the man was content to let Vera run things at home while he attended to
business at the store.


After
she left, LaDaisy carried Mary to the bedroom, put her down in the cradle, and
changed her diaper. Mary sighed and stuck her thumb in her mouth; for once,
LaDaisy left it there. She glanced at the basket of dirty laundry a neighbor
had delivered earlier, dreading the thought of heating water and filling tubs
to scrub the clothes by hand.


She
lay down on the bed and closed her eyes, settling her body from its emotional
onslaught in order to make milk; but her whirling thoughts would not settle.


Her
life was falling apart since Daniel disappeared. Could her mother be right?
Would he never return? She didn't know what to believe.


Politicians
encouraged citizens to hang on—"Things have to get better." But many
of their friends and neighbors had been out of work for months. Their lives had
become a hellish existence. Their children wore rags, and everyone slept in the
same bed in cold weather. Some had burned their furniture to keep warm. The
mothers were too depressed to look after the kids, and their papas had given up
looking for work and sat staring into space, smoking stale cigarette butts
collected from the gutters.


My
kids won't ever be in that condition, if I have to mend and scrub the shitty
underdrawers of all the gentry in Missouri.


As
for Daniel, wherever he was, he could still be proud of his family. LaDaisy told
herself he still cared what happened to them, but for some reason, he was
unable to face the hardships of the Depression. She thought of his mandolin on
the walnut shelf he made to keep it away from small, destructive hands.
Something must've bothered him badly to run off without it, or even a word of
good-bye.


Her
breath came heavily after the confrontation with her mother. A pulse battered
her temples and brought the first signs of a migraine, as though she hadn't
enough to contend with. When tears threatened, she willed them to stop—there
had to be milk for nursing Elizabeth Channing's infant. Strong, painful
emotions would dry up her supply.


Her
mother would faint if she knew that within the next hour her headstrong
daughter would wet-nurse another woman's baby.


She
reached over to the nightstand and switched the radio on, lay back again and
let the music soothe her mind. All of me. Why not take all of me. Her
hand moved absently to her belly and rested there while she remembered.


Her
husband had taken all of her before leaving for God knows where. She hadn't
thought about it much until now, when the memory of the embarrassing act
returned full-force. He'd seemed distracted when he finished too soon and
rolled over with his back to her. Was that when she'd conceived Mary?


She
hadn't suspected she was pregnant when Daniel left, and when she realized it
was true, the shock was frightening. Alone and pregnant? It was the worst thing
that could happen. But she gathered her wits and sought work to support herself
and the three children. She ironed and sewed for financially secure families in
big iron-fenced houses. To save money, she delivered Mary herself.


Mary's
arrival had been a blessing in disguise, for it provided a way to feed her
family. When she learned that young Elizabeth Channing was unable to feed her
own baby, LaDaisy seized the chance to wet-nurse baby Ralph in return for milk,
eggs, butter, and meat.


After
a few minutes of rest, she left the house by the enclosed back porch, past the
old wringer washer and galvanized tubs, and followed the path to the privy.
Returning, she heated water and bathed her breasts, inspecting her nipples for
signs of irritation. She toweled them gently and slipped into a clean brassiere
and smock.


She
looked in on her youngest son, grateful that Bobby usually napped long enough
for her to nurse Ralph. Quietly returning to the front room to wait for
Elizabeth, she considered her children.


While
blond-haired Bobby was the spitting image of his dad, six-year-old Earl was a
mix of both families, having inherited her side's dark hair and the Tomelin's
gentle disposition. Strong-willed Catherine was her daddy's joy. Beneath the
sugar-spun curls, behind the wide hazel eyes, was a four-year-old imp who put
her brothers to shame finding mischief.


What
possessed a father to abandon his children as if they didn't exist? No matter
how many times LaDaisy asked herself that question, there was never an answer
that made sense.


She
glanced at Daniel's old cap on the end table. Surely it wasn't true what her
mother had said about him not coming back. Of course he would. She'd been
around the Tomelin clan long enough to know that when they made commitments,
they honored them. But what had changed in his life to cause him to leave?


Still,
she often felt nagging doubts. Daniel was different from the others in many
ways, a wanderer at heart. Maybe he needed to get it out of his system and the
Depression gave him an excuse. But whatever it was, she was sure he still loved
his kids. She didn't want to think he'd stopped loving his wife.


"I'm
stuck with you," she whispered, "whether I want to be or not."


She
picked up the cap. Pressed it to her nose. Inhaled his scent in the material.
She turned it over and saw the sweat line on the band. Had he taken his other
cap? She hadn't seen it around the house, and Daniel Tomelin could not live
without his flat cap. 


She
closed her eyes tightly to dam the flood of tears welling for the second time
that day. Drawing in a deep breath, she opened her eyes and gazed at the cap
for a long time, as though his face would materialize beneath it. With a cry of
anguish, she hurled it as hard as she could to the other side of the room,
where it landed on top of a lamp shade.


LaDaisy
got mad and threw the cap at least once a week.


Calmer
now, she wiped her eyes, hating herself for the doubts her mother had planted
in her mind. But suppose Vera was right and he never intended to come home?
What would she do if it turned out he no longer loved her? Divorce? Out of the
question. No matter what he was up to, she was his wife and she still loved
him. LaDaisy Tomelin was still Daniel's girl. Everyone knew that.


A
short time later, Rufus arrived with a box of used children's clothing and
missed Elizabeth Channing by minutes. LaDaisy watched nervously out the window,
hoping she wouldn't have to explain to her stepdad about the wet-nursing. It
wasn't common knowledge around Independence. Not to mention that Rufus and Mr.
Channing belonged to the same men's club and were on the county election board
together. No, she would keep the secret: Elizabeth produced less than a thimble
of milk for Ralph.


The
heat had clearly gotten to Rufus. His pulpy cheeks were moist and red, and even
his eyes appeared to sweat. Carrying the box had been an effort.


"It's
pretty warm out," he said.


"Would
you like something to drink?" Say no, please. "I have cold tea
in the icebox."


"I
can't stay, LaDaisy. A glass of water will do."


Rufus
declined to sit, and she went to the kitchen and returned with a glass of
water.


"Don't
drink it too fast."


"Ah,
thank you, just what I need."


LaDaisy
thought she heard a car and jerked her head toward the door.


"Something
wrong?" he asked.


"What?
Oh, no. I thought I heard something." She smiled. "So, how are things
at the store?"


"Hectic,
if I must say so. Despite the poor economy, would you believe some people are
still willing to spend a few dollars?"


"Well,
that's good, isn't it? For you and Mama, I mean." Leave now, Rufus,
please. 


He
drained the glass and handed it to her.


"I
must get home now. Much obliged for the drink."


Ten
minutes later, the Channing's Ford V-8 pulled in behind Daniel's 1925 Model T
pickup. The truck was an eyesore, and LaDaisy had considered getting rid of it.
But she couldn't bear to give her husband's truck away. The previous owner had
replaced the truck's back wheels with tractor tires so Daniel could drag a plow
through the fields. He'd never gotten around to changing them, and Elizabeth's
spanking new auto put it to shame.

















Chapter 3


 


The
white dome of the U.S. Capitol rose majestically in the distance when Daniel
climbed off the freight train a few miles from the federal grounds, realizing
the longer he stayed on the train, the tighter the security would be with a
bigger chance of getting arrested for vagrancy. Sweating and disheveled, he
went over to a shady sycamore tree and set down his gunnysack so he could size
up the situation.


This
road he was on ran parallel to a river, laid out in the general direction of
the Capital. Easy enough to find his way. But when he got there, then what?
Most towns had laws forbidding vagrants from assembling, and he definitely
looked the part: grubby, whiskered, reeking of sweat; scuffed, rundown shoes
and baggy bib overalls about six times too big, and his flat cap had seen
better days. After bumming around the country for the past year, he looked older
than his thirty-four years.


Summer's
relentless heat was taking its toll on him, but his lack of food since leaving
the Kimballs' was a bigger worry. The supper Frankie's mother had packed had
consisted of two meatloaf sandwiches on homemade bread, a deviled egg, and
chocolate cake with butter-cream icing. He'd bolted down the meal almost around
the next bend in the road. Now his empty stomach complained.


He
pulled off his cap and exposed his naked head to the air, his thoughts turning
to his family. If he had any sense, he'd go home, beg LaDaisy's forgiveness and
hope she wouldn't kill him for deserting them. How would he explain the
nightmares? He was surprised she hadn't figured it out all by herself after a
few years of marriage. Would she understand those horrible experiences stole a
man's pride and sanity? And how could he admit his shame for being unable to
provide for them? It was a hurtful situation for a proud family man. I
promised you a vine-covered cottage, girl, not a ramshackle house with a yard
full of weeds. You at least deserve someone who can pay the rent.


He
put his cap back on, picked up his sack and started walking again. He hadn't
gone far when a dusty truck pulled up beside him, and one glance told him he
needn't have worried about his appearance. Men with unshaven, tired faces rode
standing up in the back of the truck. A few sat at the rear with their legs
dangling over the tailgate. A large sign hung from the side of the truck: BONUS
ARMY. He would not have described any of those pathetic men as a bonus to the
Army.


The
driver stuck his head out the window and waved him over.


"I
reckon you're headed our way." He motioned behind him to the truck bed.
"Hop in, if you can find an empty spot."


Daniel
tipped his cap and nodded. "Much obliged, mister."


He
handed his pack up to one of the men, then grabbed an outstretched hand and
clambered aboard. The men wedged him between them as the truck started up and
continued down the road.


He
got his breath and turned to the man beside him.


"My
poor ol' feet are killing me."


"Been
walking long?"


"Nope.
Got off a train a ways back. But the longer I walk, the heavier my pack and
tools get. Miserable weather, ain't it? I feel like a toad that got run over by
a car and been laying out in the sun for a week."


He
closed his aching eyes, thinking how good it would be to collect his bonus and
head for home.


The
truck rolled past the mansions of the rich, and a short time later, Daniel
joined the throngs of veterans of the Bonus Expeditionary Force, which had
descended on Washington, D.C., and demanded immediate payment of their cash
bonuses. Like himself, many were unemployed victims of the Depression—ragged,
sad, hungry, and mighty pissed off at the crooked politicians who'd let the
country sink into such a sorry state.


After
leaving his long-faced companions, he toured the area for a few blocks,
marveling at the stately homes, and grimacing at the hovels springing up within
spitting distance of them. He stopped not far from the Capitol, appraised the
building's handiwork but cursed the men who worked inside. This is where all
our misery comes from. Damn politicians sitting on their asses. Refusing to
help the poor, starving citizens buy a loaf of bread or a few lumps of coal to
heat their houses.


The
sun was already down by the time he found a secluded spot to park his weary
body. He lay on the hard ground with his head on his pack—for comfort and safe-keeping.
Frankie's catcher's mitt made a decent pillow, cradling his head in the soft
leather.


Early
next morning, Daniel awakened to the smell of coffee and followed his nose to a
shack built from corrugated sheet metal and scraps of old lumber.


"Howdy,"
he said to a squat little man tending a kerosene burner outside his building.
"My name's Daniel. Can you can tell me where I can find a privy? I can't
hold it much longer."


"I'm
Chester." The man glanced up a dirt road with one eye, while the other
looked in a different direction. "You can't miss it, but you might have to
wait in line at this hour."


Daniel
waited for Chester's eye to refocus. He didn't want to stare, but he couldn't
help wishing he could fix the eyeball so it wouldn't roam all over the place. A
moment later, he felt ashamed of himself. This was undoubtedly an old war
injury.


"Maybe
I'll just find me a tree somewhere. Standing in line don't sound like a good
idea." Daniel cracked a grin, but hesitated, tasting the smell of fresh
coffee in his mouth. "Any chance of finding work here?" He looked
around, noting the enormous crowd gathering on this side of the river,
surprised to see women and children in the group. "What are all these poor
folks going to eat?"


"Your
guess is good as mine." Chester paused, his eye turning outward again.
"I think some steal their food."


"Can't
say I'd blame them none, 'specially hard-up folks with youngins to feed."
He nodded at the coffee that smelled so good. "What would you take for a
cup of that coffee?"


"What
have you got?"


Daniel
chuckled, though his stomach rumbled. "Not much."


"Everybody's
in the same boat. When's the last time you ate?"


"Couple
days ago."


"I'll
show you where to find work," Chester said. "What kind of work you
looking for?"


"Most
anything," Daniel replied. "I'm a cabinetmaker by trade, but I can be
a farmhand or a dowser."


"Dowser,
huh? A real specialty. One of a kind."


"Well,
I come by it naturally," Daniel said. "But I can't dig a well by
myself. It's hard work. There's many odd jobs I can do, like sharpen knives and
stuff. Fixing things."


A
few cents earned here and there—it all went into the small leather purse he
carried in his shirt pocket beneath the bib of his carpenter overalls, over his
heart. These pennies he hoarded, guarded with his life if necessary. Someday
he'd hand over the pouch to LaDaisy—if she was still speaking to him.


"You're
welcome to share my shack while you're here," Chester said. "I can
use the company."


Daniel
thanked him and hurried off to find the privy. When he returned, Chester explained
he needed to register and prove he had an honorable discharge.


"Got
your service papers?" He handed Daniel a cup of steaming coffee and a dry
biscuit.


"Yep.
I had sense enough to bring them along."


He
drank the coffee, then found his way to the group leader's tent, spread his
military documents on the table, and waited for Walter Waters, a former Sergeant,
to examine them.


"Honorable
discharge." Waters added Daniel's name to a list. "I see you have
tools. Good. We need shelters and streets built. Latrines dug. We'll hold
formations daily, just like when you were in the Army."


"Yes,
sir."


"One
more thing," Waters said. "We're here for the duration and we're not
going to starve, and we're going to keep ourselves a simon-pure veterans'
organization."


"I
understand, sir."


"Discipline
has been good so far, but some of the residents don't trust us. I intend to see
that nobody does anything to bring us shame." Waters glanced at the men
waiting in line behind Daniel. "If we get our bonuses, our economic conditions
will be relieved. You're in, Tomelin. Move along."


"Thank
you kindly, sir."


Daniel
saluted before realizing the man was no longer an Army officer, causing an
outburst of laughter from the men behind him.


But
Waters returned a full salute with a smile.


"Good
luck, soldier."


 


As
the population of veterans swelled, Daniel put his tools to work, erecting
shelters from old boards, corrugated boxes, scrap metal, and whatever materials
could be dragged from the junk piles. At Anacostia Flats—a swampy, muddy area
across the Anacostia River from the Capital—the largest camp housed tens of
thousands of veterans and their families.


Daniel
worked in the shantytowns through the end of May and into June. On
Massachusetts Avenue, ragged hikers in scraps of old uniforms mingled with
Washington's elite. A sullen-looking group, they'd swarmed across the continent
from every part of the country, descending on the city like hordes of locusts
and chewing up every available inch of space.


One
morning, the wife of the owner of the Washington Post approached him as
he erected a wall for a new shack.


"My
name's Evalyn McLean," she said. "Have you eaten?"


He
laid his hammer down and removed his cap. "I ate some beans and a corn
fritter last night, ma'am, but my poor ol' stomach's never satisfied."


She
nodded. "I thought as much. You must be famished."


"Yes,
I am," Daniel said. "But I survived this long, and I can last a
little longer if I put my mind to it."


"Well,
if that isn't the greatest attitude I ever heard." She gestured to the
crowd. "Last night, I saw plain evidence of hunger on their faces. Such a
pity. I wanted to thank the veterans who participated in wartime parades on
these very grounds. If not for them, the war might still be going on." She
handed him a meat sandwich from a basket. "Take this, please, and God
bless you."


Daniel
accepted the food with gratitude and watched as she worked her way through the
bivouacked men, asking each one, "Have you eaten?"


He
was itching to move again, and wished he could hurry and get his money. The
veterans and their families were, through no fault of their own, getting on his
nerves.


In
memory, he found himself still on the battlefields in France, the horrific
scenes returning full-force whenever he shut his eyes. The war was over. His
common sense knew that. Yet here he was fighting it still. In his mind, shells
blasted, kicking up dirt near the trenches. He woke screaming more than once,
no doubt causing distress for his shantytown neighbors. They could not know how
tortured he was. On the other hand, maybe they had the same nightmares.


A
veteran in uniform approached him before dusk one evening. "Hey mister,
did ya hear the news?"


"What
news?" Daniel yanked a bent nail out of an old board and dropped it in a
can of rusty nails.


The man
pointed toward the crowded Capital grounds, where ten thousand marchers awaited
the outcome of the Senate vote.


"They
say the House already passed a bill to give us our bonuses. We're expecting the
Senate's vote any minute. Pretty soon we'll all have money in our pockets and
we'll go home."


But
when Walter Waters appeared a short time later, Daniel read the story on his
face before he spoke.


"The
Senate defeated the bill by a vote of sixty-two to eighteen."


Stunned
silence spread through the crowd, and Waters commanded them: "Sing America
and go back to your billets."


On that
day, a silent "death march" began in front of the Capitol. But some
folks refused to join the march and returned to their homes empty-handed.


Daniel
wasn't sure what to do, but there was no hurry to leave now.


"I've
come this far with nothing in my pocket," he told Chester. "So I
ain't losing anything."


Yet
he waited. Here were people in the same fix. There was nowhere else to go.
Home? Of course he could always go home. But this late in the game he suspected
his beloved wife probably hated his guts, with good reason. He'd be going home
without a dime. If he walked through the front door right now, he wouldn't be
able to look LaDaisy in the face.


Finally,
he made up his mind and joined the death marchers proudly flying Old Glory. But
as he walked along, his mind tricked him into believing he was back at the
front with his battery position and first artillery experience, ducking shells
and diving headfirst into the ground. War planes flew overhead in the darkness,
but he couldn't see them.


His
mind went blank at times. He couldn't tell one day from the next as he worked
automatically at this or that job, marched with other humans on blistered
soles, and took meals when he could. And when he couldn't, he didn't. The
nightmares continued. In the middle of one, Mrs. McLean appeared as an angel
feeding the veterans ... and when her image dissolved, LaDaisy took her place.
He'd reached out to touch his wife, but his screams woke him before he could
make contact. Gasping for air and drenched with sweat, he pulled Frankie's mitt
from his sack, clutched it to his chest, and wept silently.


On
Thursday, July 28, the festering boil of Bonus Marchers came to a head and all
hell broke loose. President Hoover ordered the Army to clear out the veterans.
Infantry and cavalry supported by six tanks were dispatched, with Chief of
Staff General Douglas MacArthur in command. Major Dwight D. Eisenhower served
as his liaison with the Washington police, and Major George Patton led the
cavalry. By early afternoon, troops were stationed on Pennsylvania Avenue.


"I'll
be damned," someone shouted, "would you look at that?"


The
veterans hoisted their flags higher and the crowd roared.


"We've
won! They called out the military, the generals, the whole shebang to honor us."


More
cheers arose throughout the crowd.


But
Daniel hit the ground running and screaming.


"Take
cover!"


He
grabbed a young woman dressed as an infantryman and pulled her out of harm's
way just as Patton's troopers charged. Soldiers with fixed bayonets hurled tear
gas into the crowd.


Daniel
fell upon the woman in a nearby ditch, shielding her body with his own. His
right shoulder hurt like hell, as though it had been ripped from its socket.
The woman cried and struggled as he pinned her down.


"Stay
still," he whispered. "They'll kill us."


"Let
me go!"


"It's
too late for me to save Woody or Frank or the others." He stopped to get
his breath. "But by the Lord, if I can't save the life of just one person,
then my own life ain't worth a damn."


She
cried, and he covered her mouth with his hand.


"You—you
see what they're doing. They ain't going to give us our money. They're going to
kill every last one of us. Our own government's trying to kill us."


"No!"
The woman escaped his clutches and scrambled to her feet. "My husband! Oh
my God, I have to find him!"


"Come
back—" He reached for her, but she took off running.


"Jim!"
she screamed. "Jim, where are you?"


Daniel's
heart lurched as the woman ran blindly toward the group of veterans. Her
screams echoed in his head. No longer able to see her, he crouched in the
ditch, waiting and watching in horror as soldiers on horseback attempted to
evacuate men, women, and babies from the federal grounds with tanks, rifles,
and bayonets. All around him people fell screaming. Others retreated across the
river. When a canister of tear gas landed nearby, he yanked his overalls' bib
over his nose and mouth, choking and gagging on the fumes. His eyes watered and
burned, his tears mingled with the sweat of his fear, and the living nightmares
returned full-force.


Darkness
fell, and MacArthur—ignoring the injured around him—led his infantry to the
main camp, and by morning the camp was in flames.


Daniel
didn't know if he'd passed out from sheer terror or simply fell asleep, but his
next awareness was a smoke-filled sky and burning lungs. Scenes of war clogged
his brain. He knew from experience it would take awhile before they faded enough
for him to think straight.


He
shook his head to clear it, wiped sweat from his face, sat up in the ditch and
saw destruction wherever he looked. He straightened his glasses and found his
cap on the ground. Slapped the dust from the cap and covered his head. The
veterans had been ragged and hungry, hollow-eyed and lost, and their own
government had tried to kill them. Never in all his born days would Daniel
Tomelin have imagined this could happen in his own country. How could the
president condone such treatment of its citizens? His trip to Washington D.C.
had planted him smack-dab in the middle of a war between the wealthy and the
desperate. He thought of the young woman he'd tried to save, and wondered if
she found her husband.


He
left the scene in a daze, found his tools and gunnysack where he'd stashed them
in Chester's shack. A deep sorrow came over him when he saw the hovels he'd
helped build lying in ruins. Damn. All our hard work shot to hell. There
was no sign of the man who befriended him his first day in camp—had Chester
made it to safety? Or was he sitting off somewhere nursing a grudge and a
broken heart. He was glad nobody was around to see his own tears.


Daniel
adjusted his tools in the loops and pockets of his overalls, checked his pack
and slung it over his shoulder. He took one last, sad look at the veterans'
disbanded camp—signs of fighting, hoof and boot prints in the dust—then left
the city the way he'd come almost two months before, by the back roads near the
Anacostia River. Toward evening, when the opportunity presented itself, he took
refuge aboard a freight going west. The rocking of the train lulled him into a
restless sleep filled with ghastly images of the Bonus Marchers' camp in
flames.


 


When
the train slowed the next morning, he grabbed his pack and hopped from the car
to the ground, dusted himself off and started walking away from the pink sky in
the east.


As
the light came up, buildings appeared on the horizon, and the closer he got, he
could see the dilapidated evidence of a Hooverville hobo camp. Knowing from
experience what to expect, he removed some dimes from his leather purse and
dropped them in his pants pocket.


 He
approached the squalor, set his pack on the ground and squatted near a
smoldering campfire with a lard can of coffee simmering over the coals. The
aroma whet his appetite and he licked his lips. Three filthy, unshaven tramps
sat on milk crates around the fire, smoking snipes and spitting tobacco juice
into the coals. Faces hardened by despair and suspicion, they watched him like
a pack of hungry wolves. 


"Can
you spare a little coffee? I can pay."


"You
got your own cup?" The man shifted his eyes at the others as Daniel opened
his pack and removed his tin cup.


He
watched the man fill it, then blew the steam away before sipping.


"Where
you been?" a second man asked.


Daniel
handed each person a dime and found himself a box to sit on. For good measure,
he pulled his screwdriver out of its loop and laid it across his lap. His head
was clear. Gone were the nightmares, for now. He drank the coffee, taking his
time, knowing the bums were eyeing him and wondering where he kept the rest of
his money.


"I
been in D.C. with the Bonus Army."


"Yeah?"


A
grizzled old tramp in ragged clothes inched closer to Daniel, and Daniel's free
hand moved ever so slightly toward his screwdriver. The man retreated, leaving
him to his hot drink as he scanned the group with one eye open for trouble. The
coffee was strong and bitter.


"A
terrible tragedy happened in Washington," he said. "Maybe you heard
about it."


"Word
travels fast in hobo jungles." The man nodded. "That was shameful.
You can't trust nobody these days."


"Only
one good thing can come of it." Daniel raised his cup and drank. "If
Hoover had any chance of getting re-elected, it ended that day."


The
other man rose and took a leak in a nearby weed patch, and when he came back,
Daniel continued.


"Some
people in this country are still decent. This rich society lady went around
asking people, 'Have you ate?' Then later she came with coffee and cigarettes
for the whole bunch, and a thousand sandwiches, to boot. That's something you
don't see every day."


He
waited for someone to speak, but the bums sat silently staring at him, their
eyes half closed in grubby faces. All of a sudden, he felt an uneasy urge to
leave this camp of drifters. Hunger makes a man crazy and dangerous. 


He
rose and stretched, shook the leavings from his cup and replaced it in his bag.


"Gonna
git now."


"Where
ya going?"


"I'm
not sure. Hop a train maybe. Or strike out over the hills to find work."


"It's
a damn cold day in hell when there's a lick of work in this country." The
man spat in the hot coals.


"So
be it," Daniel said. "We'll find out when Mr. Roosevelt gets elected,
won't we?"


He
tipped his cap and moved off into the morning. 


 


Crouching
in the shadows of a deserted shack somewhere in eastern Ohio, Daniel held his
breath and watched the flashlight beam approach in the darkness. Heavy
footsteps crunched in the gravel. The light stopped moving. Except for crickets
reporting the temperature in the hot, humid air and the faint hissing of other
night insects, all was quiet. The light moved; the footsteps resumed. From
somewhere a dog barked. Then silence.


The
dark figure of a railroad "bull" worked its way along the freight
sitting idle on the tracks half a mile from the depot. There was no great hurry
yet. The man would make his rounds first, checking inside every car.


Keeping
his ears open for the train's whistle and one eye on the train, Daniel observed
George's outline in the darkness, hating to disturb him as he huddled against
the building half asleep. But the train would be pulling out soon and they both
wanted to be on it. He didn't think the old man could do it himself. He
recalled their first meeting, thinking how things were different now.


Last
December. Cincinnati. They were waiting outdoors in a soup line as a cold wind
with traces of sleet whistled through the alley between the downtown buildings.
If Daniel himself was freezing in his old winter coat and thin overalls, it was
a lot worse for the old man with a banjo directly ahead of him.


"We'll
both feel better with a little soup in our bellies," he said.


"Even
if it is thin and watery slop," the man replied. "I hope it ain't
dishwater."


Daniel
leaned closer. "What do you mean?" He grabbed his cap as the wind
lifted it up.


"Some
people pour dishwater in the slop bucket and feed it to their hogs."


"No
kidding? Why would they do that?"


A
shrug. "Can't waste nothing these days."


"Well,
this soup might be thin, but it'll warm us up." Daniel opened his pack and
removed a small, tattered blanket. "Here now, let me wrap this ol' rag
round your shoulders so you don't freeze to death." George had nodded and
let Daniel tuck the blanket around him. "There, how's that?"


"Mighty
good. Thanks."


"Nice
of the soup folks to take pity on us," Daniel said. 


"We
can thank Al Capone for the soup."


"Al
Capone? The gangster?"


"Yep.
Capone opened the first soup kitchen right after the Crash. Three meals a
day." People turned and stared at him. "Well, it's true!" he
said, his gritty voice rising. "Al Capone had a good side, crook or
not." They turned away, shaking their heads.


Cold
air crept down Daniel's collar. His gunnysack, held against him for warmth, did
little to block the cold. He hunched down into his coat and motioned to
George's banjo. "Can you play that thing?"


"Not
till my fingers thaw out."


"Where
you headed? Got family somewhere?"


George
had a faraway look in his eyes, but offered no reply.


"You
got a name?"


"George."


"Well,
George, I'm Daniel Tomelin. There, we've met. Now we can take soup
together."


Though
George would never admit it, Daniel suspected he rode the rails from one end of
the country to the other, simply because he was all alone in the world and had
nowhere else to go. They traveled together for a few weeks, George following
him around like a lost pup, and Daniel started calling him the "banjo
man," for the playing he did after his fingers thawed. 


Then
George disappeared, and he didn't know if the old man had fallen climbing into
a boxcar and got crushed under the wheels, or if he'd just got tired of
Daniel's company and wandered away.


Whatever
the reason, Daniel Tomelin was damned if he knew how the old tramp always ended
up in the same boxcar as himself. He thought he'd lost George before going to
Baltimore to see the Kimballs. But he'd popped up again yesterday in a
one-gas-pump village in the middle of nowhere, waiting for a farmer to dump a
load of old cabbages and turnips on the ground for the bums to pick through.
The two men resumed their relationship, and Daniel was beginning to feel
responsible for him. Sometime between now and the last time he saw him, George's
health had deteriorated.


Now,
a noise over by the tracks caught Daniel's attention and he turned to see the
officer swing himself up into a boxcar. He tapped George's shoulder.


"Wake
up, train's leaving any minute." George mumbled and tried to stand. Daniel
helped him up and  lay a hand on his shoulder. "You okay, buddy? Watch
your step."


George
coughed. "Yeah—hand me ol' Betsy there."


Daniel
picked up George's banjo and his parcel, then jerked around as the train
whistle blasted. "Come on!" He shoved George's belongings at him and
grabbed his gunnysack. "Can you make it?"


"Dunno.
Maybe."


They
clutched their bundles and hurried to the train as the man with the light—a
detective hired by the railroad to apprehend vagrants—jumped down from the car
and continued searching. He moved away from them, shining his light inside the
freight cars.


"Ready?"
Daniel asked.


The
train lurched backward then moved forward very slowly, accompanied by a long,
shrill whistle and belching black coal smoke from its stack. The officer
disappeared into a boxcar a good distance ahead as the freight came to a halt,
and before the wheels turned again, Daniel grabbed a hand rail and hauled
himself aboard. He was getting better at hopping a boxcar while still hanging
onto his pack. He steadied himself in the doorway and waited for George to
catch up.


"Here
... grab my hand ... careful ..."


He
pulled George up into the car just as loud shouting erupted ahead. Several men
jumped to the gravel bed and scattered in different directions to evade the
officer's club, escaping into the night. A loud cry pierced the air as one
unfortunate passenger caught the blows from the club and was dragged away to a
vehicle parked on the other side of the shack.


The
freight picked up speed and clacked along at a good pace as the new stowaways,
feeling their way in the dim light, stumbled away from the big sliding door and
moved into a far corner. Safe for now, they lowered their packs to the dusty
floor and lay with their heads against them.


"Reckon
some poor soak got it," Daniel said.


"Damn
railroad bulls. Oughtta be a law against clubbing people."


"Better
get some shuteye, George. Morning'll be here before we know it."


"I'm
damn near tuckered out."


It
was close to midnight, that summer of 1932, and the two men were already asleep
as the B & O freight smoked up the tracks on its way through Ohio, stopping
at small depots along the way for as long as an hour at a time as it headed
west toward southern Illinois and the Mississippi River.
















Chapter 4


 


Elizabeth
brought her baby in the house and handed him over to LaDaisy. Ralph Channing
squirmed and fretted, turning his mouth toward LaDaisy's chest, his curled
fists hammering and digging at her smock.


"Would
you look at him?" exclaimed his mother. "He's starving. He couldn't
wait till we left the doctor's to start raising cane. Even the sugar tit didn't
console him."


Elizabeth
looked frazzled, from the heat and from coping with a hungry baby for the drive
from town. She was a petite woman next to LaDaisy, with a small turned-up nose
and frosty, light brown curls. LaDaisy was no match for Elizabeth's perfect
complexion and delicate features, but she was far ahead with bosom, for
Elizabeth Channing was built like an undernourished boy.


Ralph
whimpered and grunted as his mother trailed LaDaisy to the rocker. There was a
spark of jealousy in her eyes as she watched her son attack with gusto the
stiff brown nipple of a stranger; however, Elizabeth had learned to wear a
smiling mask.


LaDaisy
adjusted the baby's head to a more comfortable angle and rested her arm on the
arm of the rocker. 


She
had heard that when wet-nursed babies grew up, they snubbed the women who'd
given them life. It wouldn't bother her, of course—she felt no maternal
leanings toward Ralph Channing. She was simply a milking machine. Sometimes she
was irritated because he seemed to be having a good time tugging at her own
baby's breasts. It was a horrid feeling, and she resolved never to wet-nurse
another.


"What
did the doctor say?" she asked.


Elizabeth
laughed. "Ralph weighs almost sixteen pounds. Your milk certainly agrees
with him."


"That's
good."


LaDaisy
nodded and patted the baby's rompered bottom. He didn't resemble his mother in
the least, but instead his father, with deep brown, wide-awake eyes and a
headful of dark curly hair. As he nursed, he stared at her face.


Elizabeth
glanced toward LaDaisy's bedroom. "How's your baby? Mind if I take a
peek?"


Without
waiting for an answer, she tiptoed into the room and peered in the cradle. Coming
back, she smiled wistfully at LaDaisy.


"She's
beautiful. Peaches and creamy. I'd give anything for a little girl. I love my
Ralphie. Don't get me wrong, you know, it's just—"


LaDaisy
smiled. "Maybe you think you can dress a girl in fancy bonnets and lacy
dresses. But when you turn your back, they're out playing in the mud. Or
letting the hound jump in their faces. They might get a bloody nose and bleed
all over the starched little pinafore. The boys will yank the ribbons out of
their pigtails. It doesn't matter if you birth boys or girls—they all end up
looking like the devil's pigpen a couple hours past breakfast."


She
observed Ralph's white kid-skin shoes and turned to Elizabeth.


"Will
you go in my bedroom and bring me the little wooden box on my dresser? Looks
like a trinket box."


Elizabeth
got the box and brought it out to her. 


"This?"


"Open
it."


Elizabeth
lifted the small metal clasp and raised the lid. She looked in the box, then
back at LaDaisy.


She
removed a small brown baby shoe—soft and wrinkled, with tiny buttons running up
one side of the high-top leather. She turned it over and over in her hand, then
looked back at the woman in the rocker.


"Which
one of your babies wore this?"


LaDaisy
stared hard at Elizabeth before replying in a low voice.


"The
dead one."


"Th-the
dead one? Do you mean? Oh my God, you don't mean a-a dead baby."


LaDaisy
nodded.


"Whose
baby?" Elizabeth returned the shoe to the box and gently lowered the lid
before sitting on the davenport. 


"Our
first baby boy, little Wayne. He died of pneumonia."


LaDaisy
gentled Ralph against her breast, recalling those final hours before her baby's
soul slipped away.


"His
fever was one-hundred-six degrees. He was too weak to cry. He was so sick. My
poor baby pulled his hair out by the handfuls."


"Oh,
don't!"


"I
was holding him. He went limp in my arms. I couldn't stop screaming."


"Please
don't talk about it! I don't want to know. Please stop."


But
there was no stopping.


"Daniel
and I, we lost our minds." She closed her eyes. "We buried him next
to Daniel's grandmother."


She
opened her eyes and looked at Elizabeth Channing, who wept quietly. 


"It
seems so long ago he went in the frozen ground." Her tears broke loose and
flowed down her cheeks as the other woman sat in stunned silence. 


"I—I
wanted to go to the cemetery and put a blanket on him—it was so cold—and change
his diaper. If Daniel hadn't been there to stop me, I might've gone and—and dug
up his casket with my bare hands." A choking sound came from her throat.
"Part of me wonders if there's really a God. A God who could tear a living
child from its mother's arms—"


Elizabeth
rose. "I don't know why you're putting yourself through this." She
wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, then went to the bedroom, returning
without the box. 


"You've
upset yourself," she said. "And me, too."


"I
know and I'm sorry. Guess I needed to tell someone." She glanced down at
Ralph. "It won't bring Wayne back."


"No."


"My
husband made the box to keep the baby shoes in."


It
was Wayne for whom Daniel had also built the large cradle, and each child right
on down the line had used it. It was made of black walnut wood with a small
white lamb inlaid in the high-backed headboard. The baby's grave had a small
concrete statue of a reposing lamb; but someone had been mean enough to break
it year before last. Daniel's father, Saul, had mended it so well you couldn't
see the damage.


Elizabeth's
voice intruded on LaDaisy's thoughts.


"By
the time Mr. Tomelin returns to build Ralphie's cradle, I'm afraid Ralphie's
grandson will need it." 


Now
what brought that on? Where on earth did she get the idea Daniel would make her
a cradle?


"He's
coming back, isn't he?"


"Well
I ... of course, I'm sure Daniel ..."


"I
want a cradle like the one he made for Fannie Gudgell—"


LaDaisy
interrupted. "I—I don't believe he built a cradle for Mrs. Gudgell,
Elizabeth. I remember her asking, but he never mentioned doing it." Could
Daniel have done the work without her knowing? It wasn't like him to change his
mind once it was made up. Surely he would've told her.


Before
she could organize her thoughts, Elizabeth said, "Of course he did. Fannie
showed it to me. It's a beautiful piece of work." Then she smiled.
"But instead of the lamb, I want a big letter 'R' for Ralph. I'll use it
for my other babies when we decide to have them."


LaDaisy
glanced at Elizabeth's chest. You might have them, girl, but I ain't nursing
them.


"I
never understood how other women actually plan their families," she said,
"as if they were planning to get their hair permanent-waved. Do they tell
their misters 'no,' and risk an angry husband for weeks at a time?"


Elizabeth
looked stricken. "Oh, my, you do know there's protection?"


"That's
true. But a woman in her right mind won't say 'no' to her husband. The Bible
says a wife has to submit."


"Well,
I—" 


"Only
a few times did I have courage to reject Daniel," LaDaisy admitted.
"He understood I was out of sorts, or having my monthlies. But there were
times even the monthlies couldn't stop him."


"Oh,
a wife never refuses if she can help it, and—and a real gentleman would never
ask at the wrong time. But there are ways."


"I
don't know what he did to relieve himself when I refused," LaDaisy said,
enjoying Elizabeth's discomfort. "Spilled the seed on the ground, I
suppose. I imagined a crop of babies sprouting up behind the outhouse."


She
smiled at Elizabeth, whose embarrassment bordered on apoplexy. The woman had no
choice but to listen. 


Suddenly,
Ralph clamped his gums on LaDaisy's nipple hard enough to bring tears. For an
instant, she wanted to slap him. But she caught herself in time and slipped a
finger in a corner of his mouth to break the suction, then pushed him away from
her breast.


"What
is it?" Elizabeth asked.


"The
little shit bit me!"


"Oh,
dear, I'm sorry."


"Must
be getting a tooth."


"So
soon? Oh, it must hurt. The biting, I mean."


Elizabeth
came over and gently scolded her baby. 


"Bad
Ralphie. You can't bite the nice lady who feeds you."


LaDaisy
grimaced. Biting your nice old cow, Ralph. But it's all right. They won't be
fit for anything when you get done with them.


Some
days Ralph's nursing made her so nervous she could scream. With her own babies,
she'd sometimes felt a pleasant little jolt in her privates—she'd never tell
anyone, but it was much better than the biting.


Now
she changed the subject. "About the cradle—" 


"Oh,
look who's here," Elizabeth cried. 


The
silver-haired toddler stood in the other bedroom doorway, holding onto the
jamb. He stared at Elizabeth and rubbed sleep from his eyes with a fist.


"Baby
Ralph's here, Bobby." LaDaisy poked her nipple back in the baby's mouth.
"See?"


Dressed
only in a diaper, the little boy appeared too thin. LaDaisy could never get the
right food down him, and his appetite was poor. When she could afford it, she
gave all the children cod liver oil, a thankless chore just getting them to
lick the fishy oil from a teaspoon without gagging. She didn't know if cod
liver oil would help this boy or not. How could anything put meat on a child's
bones if he refused to eat?


Bobby
came over and touched Ralph's head.


Elizabeth
spoke softly to him and patted the davenport.


"Climb
up here with me, sweetheart." 


Bobby
stayed by his mother, watching Ralph Channing nurse.


LaDaisy
had been about to say that Daniel would never build a cradle for any other
baby. But perhaps he might, when she told him how kind Elizabeth was to their
children. Besides, who was she to know what Daniel would or wouldn't do when he
made up his mind?


When
Ralph had nursed his fill and fallen asleep, LaDaisy closed her brassiere and
rose to pass him back to his mother. 


Elizabeth
placed her son against her shoulder, patted and crooned. She smiled as LaDaisy
snapped her smock.


"Oh,"
she said, "we mustn't forget to bring in the milk and eggs. They should go
right in the icebox."


LaDaisy
took Bobby's hand and led him outdoors, his small bare feet running to keep up.
They returned with a gallon lard can of fresh milk and a sack of large brown
eggs. She'd fix jamboree for tomorrow's supper. Too bad Daniel wouldn't be here
to eat one of his favorite dishes, the scrambled mixture of eggs, onions,
peppers, and tomatoes. But LaDaisy knew she could always eat her husband's
share. With two nursing babies, her appetite was enormous. 


Was
Daniel getting jamboree and pap, the simple chocolate pudding his grandmother
had often served the kids for breakfast? Did anyone else know how to cook
things the way he liked them? Or care?


She
watched from the front door as Elizabeth laid her son beside her on the
passenger seat, started the auto and drove up the road in a cloud of dust.


In
the kitchen, she pried up the tight lid of the milk can with a table knife,
then poured off the thick yellow cream to save for making butter. 


She
poured herself a jelly glass of milk and offered Bobby some, which he declined
with a frown and a shake of his head. She opened the icebox; the ice was almost
gone. She sighed, knowing she'd have to dig into her precious store of pennies
to buy another block. Bobby reached in the ice pan below and found a sliver of
ice to suck on.


"You
eat ice, but won't drink milk. What'll I do with you?"


In
winter the Tomelin family saved the price of ice by storing perishables in a
special window icebox Daniel had built. But summer was expensive. Ice didn't
last long in the Missouri heat and humidity. Food spoiled quickly. Of course,
now there wasn't much food left to spoil. They were scraping the bottom of the
bowl. 


Daniel
had delivered ice to the community when he and LaDaisy first met, carrying
burlap-wrapped blocks over his shoulder all day. Some blocks had weighed a
hundred pounds, and by the end of the day, he could barely straighten up. But
he'd enjoyed the work during hot weather, when the ice melted and soaked his
shirt.


LaDaisy
removed her card from behind the bread box and placed it in the kitchen window
so the iceman could see the number. Tomorrow he'd deliver a twenty-five-pound
block of ice.
















Chapter 5


 


Daniel
awoke with a jolt as a loud rumble and shrill whistle signaled the train
slowing to a crawl. The great wheels screeched on the rails as he glanced
toward the open door, thinking the night had passed too quickly. But it was
still dark outside, with a heavy mist hanging in the air. 


He searched
the floor of the boxcar for his cap and put it on. Stretched his legs. Scraped
a fingernail across his front teeth. Rolled down the long sleeves of his
threadbare shirt, brushed them off and re-rolled them past his elbows. Standing,
he struggled for balance in the swaying car, then carefully made his way to the
open doorway to relieve his full bladder. Closing his fly, he braced himself
and stared out at the dark countryside, unable to tell if they were in Ohio or
Indiana. Maybe they'd already crossed the state line into Illinois. He
staggered back to his belongings and sat on the floor again. 


George
leaned against the wall of the car, head lowered, fingers gently stroking the
long neck of his five-string instrument. He plucked a string or two, then
stopped.


"You
didn't have to stick along with me." 


"Who
says? " Daniel massaged his aching legs. It would feel good to stretch
again, to feel the earth beneath them as he walked.


"Where
you been since I saw you last?" George cleared his throat.


Daniel
removed his wire-rimmed glasses and wiped them with his shirttail, thinking
how useless they were. He'd bought them from a peddler for fifteen cents and
suspected they were plain old glass. Hardly a day passed without eyestrain or
headaches.


"I
already told you."


George
coughed deeply several times, wheezing and gasping for breath.


Daniel
touched his arm. "You okay, buddy?"


"Yeah,
I—I'm all right." He coughed again. "Hell, I don't know—"


"Don't
sound all right. You been breathing too much coal dust." 


George
lapsed into silence, occasionally strumming the banjo.


"I
been out to Santa Fe," Daniel said.


"Why?"


"Why
not? I always hankered to see the mountains out by Denver and Montana."


George
snorted. "Santa Fe Trail don't go by Montana." 


Daniel
pulled his cap off and polished the top of his head with his shirt sleeve. The
boys from his platoon had nicknamed him "Shine" and cautioned him not
to remove his helmet at night, lest his head give away their position.


Neither
man spoke for several minutes. Then George stated matter-of-factly, "You
got a family somewhere."


"Huh?
What makes you think that?" 


"How
long you been gone?"


"Long
enough."


"Chrissakes!"


"TELL
HIM!" somebody yelled. "Tell him, so I can get some more damn
sleep!"


Scraping
sounds came from the other end of the car, but it was too dim yet to see more
than shadows from a few packing crates.


George
cleared his throat with a gargling sound.


"You
mumble in your sleep. Who's LaDaisy, your wife?"


"Maybe,
or I might have me a cow named LaDaisy."


"Naw.
You ain't even got a pot to piss in. If you had a cow you'd be home right now
a-milking her. Of course it ain't none of my business."


"Come
on, George, I feel bad enough without you picking on me."


"You
don't gotta be sore about it."


Daniel
turned away and stared out the open door, watching the scenery roll by as the
mist lifted and the sky lightened. And when he spoke again he was all choked
up.


"I
gotta tell somebody about this before I bust. I'm so ashamed of myself I can't
stand it. I—I left my family when they needed me most." 


"I
guessed. Go on, get it out of your system."


"I
didn't know what else to do." Daniel pulled off his cap and squeezed it
between his hands. "I lost my job and couldn't find work."


"Aw,
damn."


"I
love my family more than anything, George, but I couldn't take it
anymore."


He
doesn't have to know about Clay and the rest of that crap. Clayton Huff—owner of the four-room house on Hereford
Avenue that Daniel rented with his wife and kids. He had no use for that
sucker, but he was family after marrying LaDaisy's sister, Ida.


The
day before he left, Clay had approached him on the sidewalk outside the barbershop
across from the courthouse on the Square.


Daniel
touched the bill of his cap and nodded.


"Afternoon,
Clay."


Clay
squared his shoulders and stuck out his rotund belly, pulled a Corona from his
vest pocket, stripped off the band, sliced off the end of the cigar with his
thumbnail, and stuck the weed between his teeth.


Daniel
stepped backward into the barber pole as Clay lit the cigar with his fancy
Zippo lighter and blew smoke in his face.


"Now,
Daniel, about the rent."


"Save
your breath, I ain't got it."


"You're
four months behind."


"I
know it." Daniel wanted to leave but was pinned to the barber pole by the
man's biscuit and gravy belly. "I'm gonna get it." I don't know
how, but the fat prick will get his damn rent.


There
wasn't much Clay could do but gripe, because he sure wouldn't evict his wife's
sister and her kids. If he was mean enough to kick them out, the house
would likely stand empty for months. Who else could afford to rent the place
with the economy as bad as it was? Everyone was in the same situation, except
for people like Clay Huff and LaDaisy's mama, Vera Baker. His mother-in-law was
married to Clay's uncle, Rufus Baker, who owned the local haberdashery. They
lived in a big, fancy house on North Liberty Street, much nicer than anything
Daniel could afford. Rufus was a decent sort, but his nephew was a smart-assed
troublemaker.


Daniel
closed his eyes. If only the fool wasn't both his landlord and his
brother-in-law. It was partly because of him that he'd left LaDaisy and the
kids to shift for themselves. He'd come to the end of his rope looking for work
that didn't exist, and Clay didn't leave a man with any pride when he hounded
him for money at every turn. By the time he got home again, he'd probably owe
the bastard three-hundred dollars in back rent.


George
interrupted his thoughts. "Wonder how your little wife's making out. Maybe
having a hard time."


"She's
got more sense than her no-good husband. She'll make it."


They
lapsed into silence for a few minutes.


"I
been lying to myself, too," George said. "There ain't nobody to go
home to, but I'm going anyhow."


Daylight
was filling the boxcar now. Distractedly, Daniel emptied his gunnysack and checked
his belongings: extra clothes, rain slicker, cooking utensils, small
carbon-encrusted skillet wrapped in a yellowed Kansas City Times. Sliver
of soap, shaving cup and brush. Jackknife that doubled as a razor. 


Several
weeks had passed since he'd shaved, but he was in no hurry to scrape off the
coarse beard and leave his skin raw. Besides, if he looked better than the
other hobos, they wouldn't let him within a mile of their camps.


George
started rambling again. "They don't need men to work anymore. The only
ones got work are preachers and undertakers."


Daniel
placed the gunnysack next to his tools.


"That's
the truth."


"And
the rich don't care, so long's they have plenty." George plinked a banjo
string for emphasis. "Why does everything have value 'cept humans?" 


"Humans
are valuable to God."


"Why?"


"Don't
ask me. I guess He made them for a reason."


"So
we can find out what it's like to starve to death?"


"Politicians
did that."


"Well,
you're right. It's the same old bunkum coming down every depression. They're
gonna help us but they can't."


Every
tramp Daniel had talked to for the past year had said the same thing: Got no money,
no home. I'm down and out, and the only good thing is, there's not much further
down I can go.


"I
been fighting one damn thing after another all my life," George said.
"Worked many days when I couldn't even stand up. Now I'm just too tired to
put up with myself anymore. Know what I mean?"


"Yep,
I sure do."


Suddenly
Daniel's heart chilled. George is going home to die.


A
deep sadness came over Daniel as he eyed George's banjo.


"Got
me a 'tater-bug' mandolin back home. My gramps gave it to me when I was
fourteen, and my brother a banjo."


"You
shoulda brung it. Me and ol' Betsy here couldn't be split up for love or money.
Right, Bets?" George patted the banjo affectionately. "Better'n a
wife any day."


"Sometimes
a wife comes in handy for things a banjo can't do!"


"You
just gotta be a smart aleck, don'tcha?" 


"Don't
I have me enough load without a musical instrument?" Daniel laughed.
"I ain't a dadgum mule."


"I
reckon."


"But
I sure do miss the mandolin. Learned to play both instruments. Used to swipe
the banjo when my brother wasn't around." He paused. "How's about
playing me a little tune before we get to your jumping-off place?"


George
adjusted the head of the banjo in his lap. He plunked and plinked a couple of
strings, twisted their tuning pegs. When he thought he had it just right, he
quickly placed his fingers on the frets. Ol' Betsy came alive and a few twangy
notes reverberated through the boxcar. 


A
husky voice yelled encouragement, and Daniel saw one man, then another emerge
from their hiding places to listen and keep time with their feet. As George
played and sang, some of the words got lost in the back of his throat as he kept
clearing the coal smoke out: Been down so long, not worried no more. / Been
down so long, not worried no more. / Just pack it all in / Cross over the
shore.


The
banjo man came to the end of his song and gazed thoughtfully out the door. His
beard in profile was thick and bushy, a scraggly patch of brush full of briars
and thorns, maybe vermin. The old man obviously hadn't touched soap nor
hairbrush for weeks. Now, he dug in his pocket and came up with a snipe, and
Daniel handed him a matchbook. He coughed deeply once or twice as he got the
cigarette going and blew stale smoke toward the open door.


"You're
killing your lungs," Daniel said. "You better stop smoking."


"Nah,
it's too late, Daniel."


The
cigarette burned down to nothing in his brown-stained fingers. He twisted it
out on the boxcar floor as the train jerked and the whistle blared again.


"Would
you listen to that?" George cocked his head to one side. "Ain't that
the lonesomest whistle you ever heard? Most mournful sound in the world."


"Means
we'll be parting company soon."


"Ain'tcha
coming to town with me?"


"Big
cities make me nervous with all them tramps hanging around," Daniel said.
"Some are so desperate they'll knife you for a nickel."


"If
you got a nickel," George replied. "I gotta get used to the city all
over again. Find my way around all the old streets where I grew up. First thing
is to see if the Dixie Deli's still there. Best beefsteak sandwiches and
pastrami on homemade rye bread I ever ate."


"Could
you pay four bucks for a sandwich, George? That's what it would cost these
days, if not more."


George
coughed hard again. "Maybe they'd let me lick off the plate for free. Sure
wish you was coming with me." 


"I
gotta strike out over the hills where the big houses and the money are."


The
whistle blasted again as the freight slowed. When the train was going about
three miles per hour, one of the other "passengers" came over and
looked out the door.


"None
of them rich bastards will give you the time of day!" he said. "You'll
bunk in hobo jungles like the rest of us." 


The
man checked to see if the coast was clear, then jumped to the ground and
vanished.


"Barns
are better," Daniel said.


"Better'n
what?"


"Tarpaper
shacks in Hoovervilles. Hell, George, I've been caught riding the rails and
tossed in the clink. I've slept in flop houses. Some people would never think
to eat grass or posies or tree bark to keep alive. Grass makes good
salad."


"Unless
a skunk pissed on it."


Daniel
smiled and nodded. "And dandelions. In season. Posies, too. Grandma used
to scold me for eating her nasturtiums, but I told her they was real tasty
little flowers. There's lots of things people can do to survive when they're
hard up, and barns are good for sleeping—if you don't mind the smell—so I curl
up in barns when I can."


"Find
you a LaDaisy cow to cuddle."


The
place Daniel Tomelin liked to sleep was right next to LaDaisy. Sadness poured
over him now as he recalled a night of love-making that left him exhausted and
his poor wife unsatisfied when he fizzled out too soon. When she tried to
console him, he'd rolled over in deep embarrassment and lay awake the rest of
the night. 


"Don't
worry about it," she said. "I'll survive." When she leaned over
and kissed his cheek, he felt worse than ever. "You were tired and
distracted. Next time will be better."


Except
he'd run out on her before there could be a next time.


The
train lurched, throwing him back against the wall. He shook his head and looked
to see if the old man was still in one piece as the train moved a little way
then stopped again. After a few minutes, it began rolling.


George
thrust the banjo toward Daniel. "Here, play me a concert."


"Oh,
now, I don't—" 


"You
practically said you liked banjos better'n mandolins."


"So
I did, but—"


His
eyes still on George's face, Daniel plinked a note. He plunked another, and
strummed a chord to get the feel of the instrument. Then, suddenly, he struck
up with "Oh, Susannah," strumming and finger-picking and hammering-on
till he thought his heart would split wide open. 


Each
note echoed in the boxcar and in his mind. He wanted to make the tune last
forever, to drive all his problems away. The world revolved around him. He felt
the presence of an awestruck audience, as if his music had hypnotized
everybody, as if Mother Earth had stopped spinning and time had ceased.


Then,
feeling his strength had somehow drained from his body, he slowly switched to a
conclusion, saying good-bye to this golden moment of passion as the tune ended.
The instrument grew silent, but the notes echoed in his soul. With a tremendous
effort to get back to the real world, he put a smile on his face and gave the
banjo back to George as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened, when
in fact something had.


George
caressed the banjo and nodded. "That was mighty fine, Daniel. You must've
been born picking a banjo."


"I'm
rusty."


"You
put yourself down," George said. "Fact is, you got a mighty nice
pickin' style, and that's the almighty God's truth."   


"Oh,
well, guess I'll get myself a banjo someday, danged if I won't."


"What
happened to your finger?" George asked. "I never noticed it
before."


"Oh,
this?" Daniel held his hand up. "Well, let's see. One day I hit my
finger with a hammer. It swelled up so bad I couldn't get my wedding ring off,
so I took me a butcher knife and—"


"Hold
on," George said. "You ain't going to tell me you chopped off your
finger, are ya?"


"Nope.
I took the butcher knife and hacked me off a chunk of homemade bread and a hunk
of ham leftover from Sunday's dinner, and made myself a sandwich."


George
eyed the finger stub again and grinned.


"Damn,
if you ain't the biggest liar I ever met."


 


The
day wore on, the setting sun preceding them through the countryside. 


"Comin'
in somewhere," George said.


Daniel
looked outside and saw lights reflecting on water as the train crawled along
the tracks.


"Yep,
but don't jump off here or you'll drown.... We're crossing the Mississippi.
Next stop, St. Louis."


A
few minutes later, the freight left the river behind and moved south along the
wharf with great determination.


"Get
your stuff," Daniel said. "We're coming to a switchyard. Be ready to
jump when we slow down—watch your step, so you don't break your neck."


The
freight groaned and came almost to a complete stop. Inch by inch, it moved
among the many rails around them. Boxcars, gondolas, oil tankers, and cattle
cars sat idle on the sidings.


Covering
his naked head again, Daniel then eased George over the side of the car,
stretching to help him reach the ground. The train shuddered and moved a
little. Easy does it.


When
he was safely down, George laid the banjo on the ground a few feet away from
the tracks. "Hand me down your pack, Daniel. You can't jump with all that
stuff."


When
his bundle and the few tools were on the ground beside the banjo, Daniel
himself slipped over the side of the car. The long, shrill whistle blasted as
he scrambled away from the great wheels.


He
stood in the growing twilight, taking stock of his surroundings. The dusty
freight had buried its snoot directly in the freight yard up ahead, its tail
snaking out for a half-mile or so behind. They were still a good distance from
the city proper.


He'd
been to St. Louis only once—before the Depression, when he and LaDaisy got
married. I'm sorry you got stuck with a nobody, LaDaisy. You deserve better.


 


From
where he stood, Daniel couldn't tell how much had changed. October of 1923 had
been a year of prosperity. Along with the boom of factories, coal smoke
darkened the skies above the smokestacks. But night had concealed the blight of
smoke, dirt, and grit, and viewed from the deck of a paddlewheel riverboat, the
reflections of city lights had bounced on the surface of the Mississippi River.



Most
of the smoky atmosphere had vanished when the factories closed down one after
the other. Some were barely operating now, according to news reports, working
skeleton crews for long hours at slaves' wages. It was a vicious circle.
Employers couldn't afford to pay people to work, and even if they could
manufacture their products, few people had money to buy.


George
was asking for a dismal existence. What would he do? Where would he go? 


After
they parted, Daniel Tomelin would hightail it down the road looking for odd
jobs. A few more coins to fatten his purse, then he too could go home.


He
turned to George. "Maybe you should of rode further. You might get dizzy
trying to find your way out of this freight yard."


"Nah.
I know these tracks, Daniel." He sighed. "Now I've come to the end of
the line and there ain't no more tracks. It's hard to hop a freight when you
got rheumy-tiz. I almost pulled you under the train last time you helped me
up."


"I
didn't notice." Daniel retrieved his tools and stowed them away in his
overalls. "You'll be all right where you're going?" 


"Got
some friends in St. Louie. They'll help me get myself together again."


Daniel
hesitated, then stuck out his hand—a fine-boned hand with slender fingers and
knobby knuckles already showing signs of hard work.


"Take
care, George." He stepped away as George turned to go. The old man's gait
was unsteady. He stopped walking, then took a few more steps. He'll never
make it.


George
walked a little farther, then turned around.


"Well—"


Daniel
went over and stood before him. "Well what?"


George
slipped out of the banjo strap and handed the instrument to Daniel.


"What?
You want me to tune it or something? Got a busted string?" He examined the
five strings and found them all intact.


"Take
her, Daniel."


"Say
what? Hey, no, wait a minute. You can't—"


"She's
yours if you want her."


"Aw,
now you can't just give away a part of yourself. This banjo's like one of your
arms, or a leg. Why, it's like if I gave my cap away, I'd feel downright
naked."


George's
blue eyes bubbled.


"Go
on, make me proud. I've no more use for a banjo. This ol' tramp's been down so
long, he can't even sing a happy song no more. The old fingers is bent and
stiff." He reached out and touched the instrument. "Sure, she's been
a good friend. But there's things I need more'n any banjo, so you best take
her, unless you don't like her."


"Well,
I sure do like her."


"A
banjo's good company when you're alone at night under the stars. When you're
miles away from any other living soul with no one to talk to. Daniel Tomelin's
further away than he wants to admit."


Daniel
could not speak as the old man turned and walked away; there was nothing more
to say, and he understood more than he wanted George to know.


The
banjo man glanced over his shoulder once, and Daniel whisked his cap off his
head and waved it through the air. The lone figure grew faint in the looming
dusk, stepping carefully over ties and rails, heading north into the city.


Daniel
watched a moment longer, then retrieved his bundle, adjusted his burdens—the
beloved banjo slung over one shoulder—and began walking south, hoping to find a
cool pond or stream so he could rid his aching body of a week's accumulation of
grit and grime.


He
was too proud to call at the kitchens of rich people looking like a bum. 


 


After
leaving George, he wandered through the countryside, climbing barbed wire
fences, crossing grassy meadows, walking dusty roads, which were nothing more
than cow paths. Up and down and over the summer-blooming Missouri countryside
and rolling hills he went, stumbling over rocks and gullies and ravines.
Scrubby vegetation along the road offered only a few wild strawberries. He
would have given his right arm for a big steak or a plateful of cold fried
'taters and onions.


A
few automobiles passed him during the long sweltering afternoon, kicking clouds
of dust and grit in his eyes and making him cuss. Only one man stopped to offer
a ride or inquire about his destination, an old farmer in a mule-drawn wagon
full of old lumber.


"Going
far?" he asked.


"Far
enough." Daniel climbed up next to him on the wooden seat.


"I'll
take you a couple miles." The man tugged the reins and shouted at the
mules. "Giddup, Annie, you bag o' bones. Hey there, Ben, git movin'."


Daniel
nodded, staring straight ahead up the winding dirt road over the broad backs of
the animals. It was good to sit, good to smell the leather harnesses and sweaty
mules as they shook their heads and snorted hot air from their wide nostrils.
The plodders pulled in unison, their tails switching flies.


After
a few minutes of silence, the driver spoke. Out of the blue, he turned to
politics, the last thing in the world his passenger wanted to discuss.


"Waaaall,"
he drawled, adjusting his battered straw hat to shade his eyes, "if'n you
got a lick of sense, you'll vote for Mr. Roos'velt come November. Old Hoover,
he never done us poor farmers no good, no how."


"That
right?" Daniel watched the mules' long ears twitch, as though they were
listening, and wondered if they were Democrats or Republicans. He chuckled
silently, thinking they might be spies for the government. He removed his cap
and glanced sideways at the driver. "Not being a farmer, I wouldn't know
if it's true or not."


"Don't
you read the papers and listen to the radio?"


"Nope.
Can't afford them luxuries. Sometimes I pick up news at the barbershop."
He stopped as the other man turned and eyeballed Daniel's head, and Daniel
quickly put the cap back on.


"Mr.
Roos'velt's a good ol' boy," the man said, nodding.


After
a few miles, the team hauled up at the side of the road.


"Sorry
I can't take you no further," the driver said as Daniel retrieved his
supplies and climbed down. "Big family, too, or I'd ask you to stay and
eat."


"This
is good enough—you saved my feet a few blisters." He tipped his cap as the
team turned toward an old unpainted house set back from the road. "Much
obliged, mister."


He
squinted at the sun and started walking again.


The
longer he trod, the heavier his load seemed to grow. He rested several times at
the edge of a woods, removing his shoes and inspecting his tired, sweaty feet.
New blisters had split open and burned the backs of his heels. Calluses smarted
on the soles of his feet. The cardboard insoles inside his shoes were falling
apart. His stockings were in terrible shape, their front ends sliced to shreds
by his long toenails.


He
missed his rusty old Ford pickup, still parked in the side yard back home.
Sure, it had to still be there, because LaDaisy had never learned to drive. It
was probably still sitting there with an empty gas tank.


 


Daniel
soaked his bones in the pond, enjoying the squishy mud at the bottom and
feeling like a kid again. And when he was done, he stretched out on the bank so
the warm night air could lick his skin dry.


Frogs
croaked and crickets sang. A rain-dipper moon sagged low on the horizon, a pale
crescent of light rocking on its bottom. In the afternoon, there'd been a
mackerel sky streaked with mares' tails—according to old-timers, the
combination meant a storm was brewing. Water splashed nearby as a frog sprang
into the pond. The buzz of night insects eased his mind as he gazed at the
stars, noting how the constellations seemed to come partway down to meet him.
The faint whistle of a train carried through the clear night air, bringing to
his sleepy mind the events of the past few days.


Dozing
off and on, he woke at times to swat mosquitoes. Finally, having enough of the
pests, he put his clothes back on and lay with his head on Frank's catcher's
mitt and the banjo in his arms, the way he'd hold LaDaisy if she were there. 


A
cool breeze blew up around midnight. Small clouds appeared in the star-studded
sky. Daniel lay quietly, listening for sounds of life. But the night was
tomb-silent now. He recalled the barn he'd seen before coming upon the pond. A
barn would probably have cows, and there might be a henhouse nearby.


He
raised himself on an elbow and looked around, then put his shoes on and stood.
It wouldn't be far to the barn, and the farm family would be asleep. There were
a few hours left before the sun would pop over the hills. Time to find a
midnight snack. 


He
took his tin cup from the gunnysack and started up the hill. Yes, there was the
barn, and beyond it a two-story farmhouse. He looked back toward the pond, then
sneaked through the weeds and dirt and climbed over a barbed-wire fence.


A
horse whinnied. He glanced toward the house, saw it was still dark, then slipped
over to the barn and unlatched the door. His heart pounded as he cracked the
door open and slipped inside, getting a good whiff of alfalfa, manure, and
animal sweat. Nearby, a cow shifted position in a stall and lowed softly.


His
eyes adjusted to the darkness and he could see the dark outlines of a few
cattle. He knew they watched him with soulful brown eyes as he lay a hand on
one of the rumps and felt his way down the flank. Just my luck she's a darn
bull. But there it was, an udder almost to burst. As he reached for a teat,
she switched her tail at his face and stepped away.


"Steady,"
he whispered. "You'll spare me a cup of milk, won't you?"


He
tried again and she slipped out of his grasp. She switched her tail again, this
time almost knocking his glasses off. Finally, she stood still while he
squeezed the teat to get the milk flowing. He worked with one hand, holding his
cup with the other to catch the stream.


"Ah."
He tasted the warm liquid, then drank it straight down. Holding the empty cup
beneath the udder, he pulled the teat again till the milk squirted and
re-filled the cup.


Three
cups later, Daniel slapped the cow's hind end.


"Thank
ya, ma'am. Much obliged."


He
let himself out the barn door, careful not to let it creak behind him, and
lowered the bar into place. Nobody would ever know, and someday he'd pay it
back one way or another.


He
started back the way he'd come, then remembered there might be a chicken coop
nearby. He saw the outline of the shack, but it was too close to the main house
and he couldn't risk stirring up the hens and rousing the residents.


All
at once, his skin prickled, the hair on the back of his neck stuck straight
out. Instinct told him to leave, but it was too late. A big skinny dog came
tearing around the corner of the house, barking its fool head off.


He
took off at a run, the dog in pursuit. Down the hill to the pond, dropping the
cup on the way. He stopped to get his breath and listen. A door slammed. A man
shouted.


"Who's
out there? What's eating you, Buddy? Fox after the hens?"


Daniel
stayed very still, listening. When all was quiet again, he dared look toward
the house just as a light flicked off in a downstairs room.


The
moon was higher now, but the air was muggy. His heart raced and his chest
heaved as he went back to the pond. Close call. He removed his shoes
again and stretched out on the ground, arms around the banjo, head on his pack,
and thinking of the banjo man, LaDaisy, the cow, the dumb hound that probably
couldn't sniff its way out of a gunnysack. He was lucky the farmer hadn't
chased him and filled his ass with buckshot.


 


He woke
before dawn, his body chilled but refreshed. Sooner or later the farmer or his
wife or kids—or God forbid, the hound—would pop their heads over yonder
hilltop. His trespassing must come to an end before the sky got much lighter. He
rose and walked around the pond to relieve himself in the weeds, then gathered
his belongings.


He
needed fresh drinking water. Then he should search for George. What in the
world had he been thinking to let the old man wander off alone? Where was he
now? With friends? Doubtful. Daniel figured he could do both things at once,
get the water on his way back to town to find George.


By
the time the sun was up, he'd retrieved the cup, rinsed it in the pond, and was
headed back the way he'd come the day before.


Four
hours later, he found himself on a fairly deserted street on the outskirts of
the city. A hot wind from the west swirled scraps of paper in the road and
stirred up sewer smells. He felt lost, and a bit sick, too, the heat and
walking taking their toll on him. He dropped his sack and banjo to the curb and
sat beside them, his mind and body both numb.


"Paper,
mister?"


Daniel
startled and looked up into the face of a boy not much older than Earl, his eldest
after the one that died. There wasn't an ounce of flesh to spare on this
child's cheeks, nor the skinny hand that shoved a newspaper under his nose.
Smokey eyes beneath sweeping lashes lay deep in their sockets, full of pain and
hunger. Eyes too old for their age. What had they seen already in their young
life? Did the youngster have a home? It was hard to tell by the sober
expression on the dirty face peering at Daniel from beneath a floppy newsboy
cap of faded gray linen much like his own.


Daniel
shook his head "no."


"Five
cents." Pushing the paper at him.


"If
I had an extra nickel, I'd buy me a hunk of bread or cheese, not more bad news
of a country going to hell. Thanks anyway."


Daniel's
heart ached as he watched the boy return to his shelter in a nearby doorway.
The kid's shoes were in worse shape than his own, the whole front ends scuffed
out and bare toes sticking through. If I had me a lot of nickels, I'd give
you some for gravy and biscuits and a pair of shoes.


Rested
now, he rose and wandered the brick streets, picking his way over streetcar
tracks and between a few parked cars. There was no banjo man when he found the
Dixie Deli at 6th and Pine, just some younger men and a few more ragged street
urchins like the paperboy. He thought of going inside for a sandwich, but
decided to save his pennies. A customer stepped around him as if he were a pile
of steaming dog shit. 


At
7th and Market stood the American Hotel, where he and LaDaisy had spent their
first night of married life. His heart ached as he gazed up at the sturdy
building and tried to recall the name of the fancy restaurant inside. His
carpenter's sharp eye remembered the rare, quiet beauty of the wood on the
paneled walls, polished till it shone. The Rat Cellar? His new wife had
giggled. "It's Ratheskeller, silly."


Two
blocks north of the American, at 9th and St. Charles Streets, the eighteen
stories of the Mayfair Hotel stood proudly anchored to the earth, as he
remembered. 


Rounding
a corner at Washington Avenue, he saw a line of people snaking along the
sidewalk across the street for more than a block, and crossing over and making
another line on the other side. A bread- or soup-line. Daniel thought about
joining them, but the line moved slowly and his feet hurt too much to stand for
long. 


People
left the building with loaves of bread under their arms. A man and a small boy
crossed the street and approached him.


"Better
get yours before it runs out." The man indicated the loaf. "This is
all there is between my family and starvation. Seven children."


Daniel
started to speak, but glanced at the child and thought better of it. Guess
it never occurred to him to keep his trousers buttoned.


"Someone
else can have my share," he said, touching the bill of his cap. "Good
day, sir."


Continuing
on, Daniel peered through shop windows littered with signs: Beefsteak Sandwich.
$4.00. Another advertised links of baloney. But the original price of $0.25 a
pound had been crossed out. The owner would be desperate to sell the lunch meat
before it spoiled, but the price would go up anyway. Other signs said "Out
of Business," or "Closed."


He
had no idea where to search for George. Maybe he'd expected the old man to be
sitting on a curb somewhere with his head in his hands. He finally realized he
might never see his friend again. Should've ask him for an address.


At
one corner, he rummaged through an overflowing trash can, looking for nothing
in particular. He twisted the cap off a can of Cloverine salve and saw it
hadn't been used. When he raised it to his nose and sniffed, the mild menthol
scent spoke to him of home. He dropped it in his pack.


After
roaming the streets a while longer, he headed back the way he'd come.


He
stopped to rest by a group of tar-paper shacks, but kept his distance from the
sordid variety of vagrants. He was not one of them.


One man
caught a sheet of an old yellowed newspaper the wind blew past his hideout. He
reminded Daniel of Clay, and he hated the man on sight, without reason.


The
reason came a moment later when the man got up and read from an article.


"Hey,
listen to this crap! 'These unhappy times call for the building of plans.
That build from the bottom up and not from the top down. That put their faith
once more in the forgotten man at the bottom of the economic pyramid.'"
He waved the paper in the air. "What does the rich bastard know about
living on the bottom of the heap?"


"Shut
your trap!" someone yelled. "That's Mr. Roosevelt's speech."


"Yeah?"


"Look
at the date. It's from back in April."


The
reader glanced at the masthead and shrugged. "So?"


"So
I wiped my ass with it after taking a big crap last night."


Daniel
chuckled. "Is that right?"


"Yeah,
and that petrified asshole's rubbing his nose in it."


The
scoffer dropped the paper; the wind sailed it down the street.


"Why
didn't you tell me?"


"Why
should I? You saying stuff about Mr. Roosevelt don't set well with some folks.
Go on, beat it!"


This
was no place to be caught on a dark night. The squabble increased in volume as
one man yelled at another, and still another chimed in with his two cents. If
they didn't come to blows, it would be a miracle.


After
he left the bums, Daniel traveled west to 18th and Market and stood outside
Union Station, watching people enter and emerge from the building with heavy
luggage. It was here he and LaDaisy had boarded a passenger train for home. 


Knowing
he could not return to those blissful days, he left the shacks, the grit and
grime of the city, sucking in fresh air the farther away he got from the
smokestacks. He moved southwest toward farms, cows, chickens, and plowed fields
with new potatoes already in white blossom.


 


Toward
noon, Daniel stopped to rest his hot feet and smear a dab of Cloverine on his
calluses. He stopped often to adjust his pack, his tools, and the banjo, their
weight about to crush the life out of him.


A
mile or so farther, he came smack-dab upon a cornfield, whereupon he climbed
the fence and strolled with head high between the rows of rustling green stalks
as though he owned them. The plants were chin high, with small, immature ears
already spinning silk. He found a few ears of soft baby kernels, glanced over
his shoulder, then twisted off half a dozen tender ears and quickly shucked
them. Shaking off any hidden bugs, he devoured the corn, cobs and all. 


An
old truck rumbled by as he started walking again, throwing dust in his eyes. He
removed his cap, wiped his face with the back of his hand, put the cap back on.
The air was hot. Sweat rolled down his sides. The sun kept disappearing behind
the clouds. His forecast of rain appeared to be in the offing.


Gnats
swarmed before his face. Perhaps they devoured the thoughts from his restless
mind. Thoughts turning dark like the sky. Not exactly thoughts, but great
drag-you-down feelings. Premonitions. Storm feelings. Full moon feelings, too,
though there hadn't been a full moon last night. He felt a splatter of rain on
his face. Just a drop or two, not even enough to settle the dust. But the
clouds remained, promising more, teasing him with thoughts of blessed relief.


He
saw his grandfather Timothy walking behind a span of mules in a ragged,
suffering condition, wearing patched bib overalls, but proud doing honest work.
Daniel himself had been just a wee lad at the time. But the fact of the simple
life had impressed him deeply. Now he wondered: if Grandpa Tomelin's way of
living had made such an impression on young Daniel, then why was the older
Daniel wearing out his poor feet going nowhere along a country road, leaving
his family farther and farther behind with each step? It was no way to live. A
man needed soil to plant his feet in.


 


Daniel
trudged over hill and dale, through clouds of insects, blistering heat.
Breathing dust and wiping sweat. Stumbling over stones in the road, his feet
aching so much he could almost cry. He rested often to catch his breath and
sort out his feelings. He considered the farmer who unknowingly had fed him
corn. Was it stealing to swipe food when your body was chewing on itself? When
the time came for reckoning with God, he had a reasonable argument.


Well,
Lord, you designed my body to run on food. It's like my old truck can't run
without gas. What's a man to do? Sit by the side of the road and let his arms
and legs rust off?


The
truck reminded him of home; everything reminded him of home.


Damn
politicians. What do they care about
children going to bed hungry? Or the sacrifice of parents wringing twenty-one
meals from the seventy-five cents meant for coal to heat the house?


By
God, he'd not have his babies crying or begging for food. With him out of the
way, LaDaisy's mother would surely see they were fed. If he knew Vera Baker,
she'd enjoy rubbing it in when he came home.


Earl
had just turned six, old enough for school if his mother could afford to send
him. Catherine was four, and little Bobby twenty-one months, not yet housebroke
when his daddy left. 


Daniel
wondered if his kids would someday forgive him for leaving them and their mama,
never mind part of the reason was so he wouldn't make another baby. The last
thing he wanted was for LaDaisy to carry another youngin' when she had barely
enough to feed herself. At twenty-five, she'd already had more than her share
of troubles. Married at sixteen, she hadn't even reached her seventeenth
birthday before their first child came along, and died less than two years
later.


Well,
she'd get help faster without him moping around and scaring his family half to
death when he woke screaming from a nightmare.


He
hauled his weary body over to a small stream running parallel with the road and
set his pack on the ground. He noticed the wide cracks in the rock-hard soil;
rain kept promising, but rain wouldn't come. 


Finding
a shady spot, he slipped out of the banjo strap, laid the instrument next to
his pack and sat with his back against the bark of a black walnut tree. His load
was becoming heavier and heavier to bear. The only thing keeping him going was
the thought of earning enough money to pay the back rent on their little house
and to finish off the doctor for Bobby's birth.


That
bastard brother-in-law of his was mean enough to take the rent out of Daniel's
hide. But LaDaisy would probably find it easier making promises she couldn't
keep.


Tears
came, and when they'd flowed out of his heart, he dried the salt from his
lashes and picked up George's old banjo and looked it over. The bridge had been
broken and glued back together. He could whittle another if he found the right
wood. Part of the tailpiece had chipped off. The strings looked about to break.
The metal rim around the head was dented, like old George himself.


He
patted the instrument affectionately. It seemed unlikely George could be
mended. When a man got busted, you couldn't just run out and buy him a new
string or mend his frets. 


He
tuned the banjo and played a few chords, stopped to adjust the pegs and played
again. Now the sound came nearly perfect as he sang about his grandmother.


"Oh
she fed my daddy turnips / made him peel and made him slice. / She made him eat
them dadgum things all through the night. / But daddy don't hate turnips now. /
He loves 'em boiled and fried. / I'll never understand it if I live until I
die."


The
music was sweet, the words filled with homesickness. When he was done singing
for George, he sang for his children. He sang for his wife. He sang for a past
too far gone to make a difference anymore. He sang for two hours, making up
verses and stopping to dry tears with his shirttail. 


When
the fifth string sprang loose and hit him in the chin, he laid the banjo aside
and threw the string in the gunnysack. He brought out the catcher's mitt, sniffed
the soft old leather and held it to his chest, remembering Frankie. From his
bib pocket he took his penknife and a sharpened crochet hook, and examined his
unfinished walnut-wood carving with a critical eye: a three-inch-long chain
with movable links, each barely an eighth of an inch long.


Daniel
had tested his woodworking talent early in life. When his first child was born,
he built a cradle. As babies arrived one after the other, each claimed the
cradle for his own.


Then,
after Bobby's birth, the sheriff's wife, Fannie Gudgell, stopped by to see
LaDaisy about buying tickets to a flower show, and when she tiptoed into the
bedroom to see the new baby, she saw the cradle and offered him fifty bucks to
build one for her own expected child. Daniel fancied the idea of earning so
much money at one time. But he told the woman flat out, the cradle was a
one-of-a-kind piece of furniture made for his own offspring.


"I'll
mend your screen door or fix the busted boards in your back steps. But the
cradle is a special kind of love I built for my own kids."


"You'll
wish you'd made each of your children one when it's time to settle your
estate," the disappointed woman had replied. "They'll scrap like
wildcats over that furniture. Mark my words."


Daniel
told her he didn't plan on being around to help settle his estate. Besides,
when his kids got done with the cradle, it wouldn't be fit for kindling.


"I
reckon when I'm gone, they can fight over it if they have a mind to. If they
do, then I wasn't no account for a daddy in the first place if I didn't teach
'em better."


He
thought that was the end of it. But Fannie wouldn't take no for an answer and
pestered him at every turn. He was sick and tired of her persistence, and half
afraid to upset the sheriff's wife for fear it'd come back on him. He sure
didn't need an enemy who wore a gun and holster on his belt. What could he do? The
darn woman was possessed with that cradle.


Then
one day, after he'd painted her back porch railings, she led him out to her
gardening shed behind the house and showed him some beautiful pine lumber.
Nice, smooth boards just waiting for a carpenter's talented hands.


"This
is for you," she exclaimed. "I even bought nails and screws."


"Now
wait just a minute, Mrs. Gudgell. Didn't I say I wasn't building a cradle?"
He could not take his eyes off the wood, and his hands itched to create a work
of art.


She
smiled. "You like it, don't you, Mr. Tomelin? I can see it in your eyes."


Daniel
shook his head. "Now see here ... this is a dirty trick." How did she
know he was a sucker for a nice piece of wood?


He
glanced quickly at her swollen waist, thinking he'd better hurry up and get the
thing built before little sheriff junior arrived, which looked like it could be
any minute. What would LaDaisy think after he insisted he'd never build the
woman a cradle? The way women gossiped, he was surprised she never found out. But
he felt like a skunk for keeping it from her.


He
whittled contentedly. Trimmed. Picked. He gently gouged the wood, imparting a
delicate shape and curve to a tiny link. Thoughts of LaDaisy forced themselves
into his mind. He reckoned she'd consider their marriage over, since he wasn't
there to claim his half. He closed his eyes and held her in his arms, brushed
his lips against her soft, kissable mouth. Next, he sat in the rocker holding
his little girl as his wife sat sewing on the davenport …


 


… Catherine
settled herself on his bony knees. "Tell me a story, Daddy!"


He
stuck his nose in the fine blond curls freshly washed with homemade lye soap and
soft water from the rain barrel.


"Did
you eat your pap, little mouse? I can't tell you a story 'less you ate your
pap."


LaDaisy
looked up from the sock she was darning.


"Pap's
the only thing she does eat, Daniel. I'll swan, she's thin as a broom. Mama says
she ain't healthy."


"Your
mama's right, LaDaisy. Your mama ain't healthy."


"Oh,
that ain't what she meant. She meant Catherine."


Daniel
poked a special spot over the child's ribs till she squealed.


"Thin
as a broom you say? Why, shucks, Mother, then you must sweep the kitchen clean
with her."


He brushed
the hair away from his daughter's ears. Yes, she had inherited a small crease
in the right earlobe, passed from generation to generation in the Tomelin
family.


LaDaisy
looked up.


"Mama's
coming by later." She stretched a sock over the wooden darning egg and
wove the needle back and forth across the hole in tiny, neat stitches.


Daniel
hugged his daughter, then stood her on the floor and straightened the cotton
shift over her bloomers. The story forgotten for now, the girl scampered off.
He rose slowly. Stretched. Removed his cap. Rubbed his head. Replaced the cap ...


 


...
refolded his pocketknife. Replaced it in his bib pocket. The wood-carving went
into a matchbox with a whittled acorn and a miniature outhouse with a hinged
door and a seat with two holes. 


He
sighed, and allowed his thoughts to fall in the invisible muck.

















Chapter 6


 


Daniel's
cousin Rose kept the older children overnight. Mary was sound asleep, the house
quiet for a change. After the late breast feedings, LaDaisy had put Bobby to
bed and dropped exhausted into the four-poster she'd shared with Daniel since
their marriage.


But
tired as she was, she could not fall asleep. Her mind replayed past events, but
she found no reason Daniel would leave his family. It seemed he'd simply
dropped off the earth.


Maybe
he got hit on the head and has amnesia.
Sometimes she thought if he showed his face again, she'd do more than cause
amnesia. She missed him, but there were times she felt like knocking his brains
out. What on earth had possessed him to leave? Most of the time, she hurt so
badly she couldn't think.


Her
restless mind suddenly remembered something. She jumped out of bed, grabbed the
flashlight from the night table to save electricity and not wake the baby, and
hurried to the dresser to find the skeleton key in the top drawer. Crossing the
room in her bare feet, she hesitated before Daniel's private closet. This was
where he stored things he didn't want the kids into. 


She'd
never thought to look in here all the months he'd been gone. The closet was
full of junk, and she'd be damned if she was going to clean it out. She
inserted the long brass key in the keyhole and opened the door. Standing in one
corner was Daniel's 12-gauge shotgun. She'd always hated the sight of the
weapon. But its appearance now called to mind a gruesome idea she'd refused to
consider.


Thank
God he didn't take that thing.


She
relaxed, and remembered a time Daniel had asked what she'd do if he left her
for another woman. "I'd track you down," she'd replied, "and
shoot your ass full of holes with your own shotgun."


They'd
collapsed on the bed in a fit of laughter, hugging and kissing and stroking
each other's bodies. She'd pulled off his cap, held it at arm's length.
"You can't have any if you wear the cap."


"Give
it back." He swatted her on the butt. "You know I'm naked without
it."


She
threw a leg over his hip and planted a long, wet kiss on his mouth, ran the tip
of her tongue teasingly across his lips. She pulled away and gazed down at him,
caressing his face with her warm breath. "Take your choice. A naked head
or my naked body." She'd dropped the cap on the floor beside the bed as he
groaned and urgently worked the buttons of her dress. 


LaDaisy
backed away from the gun, intending to close the door. Then she stopped, her
eyes drawn to a small metal box on the closet shelf. Shotgun shells? But no,
she saw the box of buckshot at the back of the shelf.


She
carried the metal box to the bed and sat down. What's in here? Old papers? Snapshots?
The flashlight flickered off. She shook it a few times to get it going again. Damn,
it's either batteries or light bulbs, and I can't afford either one.


Why
had Daniel hidden part of his life in his closet? The gun she could understand.
But if there'd been family pictures from his childhood, she would loved to have
seen them. Pictures of his mother, Saul's wife, Martha, whom she'd never had
the privilege of knowing. Daniel in a lace christening gown? Short pants and
ruffled collars? She smiled, unable to imagine him dressed so fancy. Daniel
wearing knickers. Yes, she could see him in those. A favorite cap. Scores of
aunts, uncles, cousins. Maybe a pet terrier with a spot on its shoulder. His
whole childhood could be in this rusty metal box. Things his own kids would
like to see.


A
small keyhole indicated a way to unlock the box, but where was the key? She
tried to remember if she'd seen such a small key around the house. Maybe it's
why he let everything rust; he couldn't open the box.


I
can.


She
placed the box on the bed, got up and peeked in the cradle, then tiptoed to the
closet and closed the door. She didn't want Bobby to wake and see the shotgun,
or ask questions she couldn't answer. She locked the door before tiptoeing
through the darkened house to the kitchen.


A
few minutes later she returned with an ice pick, but found it was too big to
pick the lock. She thought for a moment, then went to her sewing basket on a
chair next to the dresser, shone the light in and found a slender crochet hook.
Perfect. After a few seconds of twisting the hook in the keyhole while
trying to hold the flashlight, she heard a small click.


The
cover opened easily despite the rusty hinges. She shined the light in the box.
There were only a few items. She drew them out one by one and examined them.
Daniel had been in the Army, she already knew. In Europe. But he hadn't wanted
to discuss his experiences in the Infantry, and she'd respected his feelings.


Here
were his draft papers and I.D. card with his picture, a good-looking
seventeen-year-old in an Army uniform. No discharge papers? She thumbed through
the items but didn't find any. He would've been nineteen when he was discharged
two years later. By then the war was winding down.


Weight.
Height. Hair? Prematurely bald. She couldn't help smiling a little at
the description, for Daniel had been practically hairless from the day she met
him. As with his uncles and father, Saul, there was only a fringe of hair
around the back of his head and above the ears.


She
laid the papers on the bed beside her and removed a yellowed envelope with
water spots on it, addressed: To my darling Daniel. A love letter?


Feeling
like the lowest of snoops, she pulled two items out of the envelope. Reading by
flashlight, she saw one was another military document. She dropped it on the
bed beside the other papers. Her curiosity got the better of her and she
unfolded the letter. 


For
Daniel Tomelin. To be opened after I pass over.


"Wh—?"


She
ran the light over the page, realizing the date was only a few months before
Daniel's mother had died. These were Martha's last thoughts to her son.


I'm
such a hypocrite. Tears collected in
the corners of LaDaisy's eyes. Unable to stop herself, she read words meant
only for her husband, the beam of light moving slowly across the page.


My
darling son, you have always been the joy & pride of my heart. Oh my dear
boy, I would give my life for my children gladly. Keep your life pure &
good that I may look down and rejoice and be sure I will recognize and welcome
you with open arms when your work on earth is done.


Your
loving mother.


LaDaisy
wept quietly, her tears falling onto the page. Why didn't he show me this? I
needed to know.


Her
heart breaking, she kissed the dead woman's signature. It seemed hours had
passed by the time she finally folded the letter and slipped it back in the
envelope. Laying it on top of the military documents, she remembered the other
paper and opened it. A "Certificate of Merit"? What on earth?


Reading
further, she discovered Daniel had received a merit award for at least three
months of overseas duty, and—LaDaisy almost dropped the paper—he was wounded?


She
read the document, though new tears blurred her vision. Daniel had lied about
his finger. The "accident" he claimed happened when he fell from a
tree as a kid never happened.


No.


She
continued reading, her stomach tightening with each word.


Wounded
from a round of machine gun fire. Shrapnel in his right shoulder. One-third of
his ring finger blown off. LaDaisy choked back a sob. He'd worn his wedding
band on his middle finger. He made up stories about the stub for his kids. "God
gave me just part of a finger because He needed the other piece for someone
else." Or a coon bit it off. Some such nonsense. And the kids believed
anything their daddy told them.


All
lies. Why, Daniel? Why couldn't you own up to a war injury?


Mary
stirred in her sleep. LaDaisy rose and looked in on her, then returned to the
box and searched some more.


Another
envelope contained a scrap of folded paper and a snapshot—four Army buddies,
with Daniel in the center, his arms around their shoulders and grinning for all
he was worth.


The
picture was captioned: War Brothers. She gazed at the soldiers for a
long time, noting the signatures penned underneath each one. Leonard. Frank.
Milt. Big Woody. Nice looking American boys still in their teens. Certainly
not men when they were drafted; definitely men after they met the enemy.


Where
are they now?


She
caressed her husband's face with a thumb, feeling paper instead of whiskers.
She kissed his image and pressed it against her cheek. But there was no
sensation of warmth, no pulse. No odor of sweat from his hard labor. Just a
dead sheet of paper.


She
laid it aside and found more pictures: a pretty young woman, soft and virginal
in a loose white dress, white cloche and gloves, a strand of pearls decorating
her bosom. An orchid pinned to her shirtwaist.


All
my love, Jenny.


She
turned the photograph over and recognized Daniel's squiggly handwriting: Give
to Paul McMillan's family, and below it the words: "Moved to Scotland."
Who's McMillan?


Unanswered
questions.


She
picked up the piece of paper she'd cast aside earlier. Carefully unfolding it,
she saw penciled at the top in an almost illegible scrawl: Proverbs. The
words were so faint she could barely make them out. Part of an edge was torn
off. She turned it over, but there wasn't any name. Whose? Daniel's? Saul's?
Words were missing where the paper had been creased. Only one sentence stood
out from the others: Proverbs 19-18. Chasten thy son while there is still
hope, and let not thy soul spare for his crying.


She
shrugged, returned the note and prints to the envelope and placed it with the
awards. She picked up a faded sepia print of another pretty woman: Your
loving mother, Martha.


She
laid it aside, too, and removed an envelope from the metal box. Inside was the
wound chevron, awarded to Daniel James Tomelin in the line of duty for his
country.


Damn
wars. Damned old men who start them. Cowardly old men who found ways to avoid
fighting. Mostly poor men were called to war, bribed with the scent of money.


LaDaisy
sniffed and wiped her eyes. She replaced the items in the box and shut the lid—except
for the chevron and her mother-in-law's letter. These she placed on top of the
dresser.


She
locked the box with the crochet hook and put it back on the closet shelf.


Hesitating,
she stared at the shotgun, thinking how Daniel must've felt taking lead in his
body, feeling the pain. Or worse, putting lead in someone else's body. She
shuddered, then locked the closet and returned the skeleton key to the drawer,
the flashlight to the night table.


She
picked up her jar of Pond's cold cream and spread a thin layer on her face. The
jar was almost empty.


Back
in bed, she hugged her pillow, listening to crickets through open windows and
doors. A breeze stirred gently through the window, across the bed, bringing in
the sweet scent of honeysuckle and iris. A poor woman's orchids. She pulled the
sheet up to her neck as an owl screeched nearby.


A
screech owl—was it an omen?


She
stared into the darkness, thinking, wondering, worrying. What would become of
them all if Daniel never returned?


Why
hadn't he told her about the wounds? About his award?


"Where
are you?"


From
the other side of town came the long whistle of the late train crossing the
high wooden trestle—on time for a change. Daniel always said he could set his
watch by the train. But with the Depression, the freight had been late more
than once.


What
if he never returned? Her lips moved in silent prayer. What's become of my
good man? Please send him home.


What
am I saying? Though she'd uttered the
words, she really didn't think Daniel would suddenly appear one day. After all,
more than a year had passed. If God had wanted him to come home, He would've
answered her prayers months ago. 


Some
days she couldn't even bring up the image of his face, or remember how nice he
smelled after shaving. Confused and unhappy one day, LaDaisy was infuriated the
next. She couldn't stay this way forever. But could she move on? Remarry? What
man would want a worn-out, used-up woman with four kids? Another man's
leftovers. No, she'd never find anyone willing to do that.


But
waiting for Daniel seemed a hopeless dream. If he left, it was obviously
because he didn't want her anymore—why would he come back? And if he did, what
would she say?


Welcome
home, it's good to see you. Did you have a good time pretending you weren't a
married man with kids? Maybe you were out making babies with some other woman.
How many little boys have your bald head? And how many girls the Tomelin birthmark
in their ear?


Not
a day went by that she didn't argue with herself: take Daniel back or kick his deserting
ass out the door? It was useless, because deep in her heart, she knew it was
over between them.


Silent
tears fell, and a short time later, she heard the patter of bare feet on the
linoleum. The side of the bed heaved, the springs creaked as a small sweaty
body climbed onto the bed and snuggled next to her.


"Bobby?
What's the matter, honey?"


"'fraid.
Sleep Mama."


She
gathered her son in her arms. Of course he was afraid, waking in the dark room
he shared with his brother and sister, finding himself alone. "It's okay, honey,
Mama's here."


Sometimes
mothers are afraid, too. These days, everyone's afraid.

















Chapter 7


 


Daniel
stood across the road watching the two-story white house. It wasn't long before
a man in a dark suit came outside and cranked a 1931 Ford Roadster, got the
engine running and climbed inside. He tipped his cap as the car backed down the
long driveway and pulled into the street. But the driver ignored him, stepped
on the gas and left him in a trail of exhaust and grit. He removed his glasses
and wiped his eyes. Picked up his sack, hitched the banjo up on his shoulder
and started across a dry lawn. Giant spirea and a few overgrown lilac bushes
framed the front porch. On the front railing sat a concrete urn with a few
bright but scraggly moss rose blossoms. Everywhere he went, he was reminded of
home. He could almost smell lingering traces of blossoms long dead as he
climbed the steps for the second time since midnight. 


A
wooden swing hung by two chains from one end of the porch ceiling. Last night
it had looked inviting. But when he'd sat in it, the chains had protested so
much he'd gotten out again for fear of waking the owners. 


Now
the front door was open, the heat of the day rushing into the house through the
screen. A young boy ran past on the other side of the door. He stopped and
stared as Daniel dropped the gunnysack on the porch and carefully placed the
banjo beside it.


The
youngster, about five years old, turned and ran yelling through the house.


"Mama,
Mama, there's an old tramp on the front porch!"


A
dark heavyset woman in a print dress hurried through an arch beyond the front
room. She scowled as she came to the door, wiping her hands on her apron.


"Shush,
Edward, you mama got a headache."


The
child pointed to Daniel. "But Daddy said no more bums, Miss Anna. No more
damn beggars."


Daniel
flinched. If any son of mine cussed, he'd get a good shellacking behind the
woodshed and his mouth washed out with laundry soap.


But
he put the thought behind him and touched the brim of his cap.


"Howdy,
ma'am. I wonder if you—"


The
maid thrust the boy behind her skirt and sized up the stranger through the
screen. She glanced behind him at the gunnysack, which lay on the porch like a
tired old hound.


"We
don't give handouts. Mr. Cornwallis, he say no more beggars, tramps, thieves,
or preachers."


Daniel,
not to be turned away before he'd stated his purpose, nodded politely.


"That's
very wise, ma'am. They'll eat you out of house and home if you let 'em."


"I'm
glad you understand," the maid replied as Edward peeked out from behind.
"Now you better—"


"Yes,
yes, of course," Daniel said. "I better introduce myself. I ain't no
ordinary tramp or bum, ma'am." He indicated the tools in their various
places in his overalls. "As a matter of fact, I'm just a simple tradesman.
A cabinetmaker looking for work."


She
shook her head. "We got cabinets."


"Of
course you do. But I ain't selling cabinets. I'm not just a carpenter, but an
all-purpose handyman. You got anything broke? I'll fix it for a drop of milk, a
sandwich, or a cold spud."


"No."
She backed away from the door. "Nothing broken here."


"Much
obliged, then. Sorry I bothered you."


As
he turned to go, he kicked the screen door and the top hinge fell out.


"Look
what you did!" cried the woman.


Daniel
removed his cap.


"I'm
sorry, ma'am." He shook his head. "You better have the mister look at
it when he gets home."


He
stuck his cap back on, picked up the gunnysack and banjo, and started down the
steps. Smiling to himself, he placed a foot exactly so on a certain board, just
enough to tip it.


"This
here step needs fixin', before someone breaks his neck."


"Wait!"
Anna called as he started down the walk.


He
turned around.


"You
could fix it," she said.


"Reckon
I could. But you already said you don't need nothing fixed."


Anna
stepped onto the porch to inspect the damage, then went back inside. "I'll
make you a bite to eat while you fix the door and step."


She
disappeared, going back toward the kitchen as Edward ran after her.


"But
Miss Anna, Daddy said no more damn tramps."


"Hush
up, child. You wake you po' mama. She spank you little britches for talking
nasty."


"But
Miss Anna, he—"


"Shhh!
I gotta tell you again, you get the switch."


Daniel
set down his gunnysack. He laid the banjo against it and reached in his bib
pocket. He grinned as he pulled out the nails and screws he'd removed from the
step and screen door earlier.


When
Edward came outside to watch, Daniel said, "You can help me if you want,
sonny." He laid a nail in the boy's hand. "You just hold that there
nail till I want it again. Don't dare let go of it."


Edward
clutched the nail in his fist and climbed up in the swing. "Yes, sir, I
won't lose it."


Daniel
went to work, humming to the squeak of the noisy swing as he reached for his
hammer and screwdriver. He held the door in place and positioned a screw in one
of the hinge holes.


"What's
in your sack?" Edward asked.


Daniel
glanced at the boy.


"Dead
chickens."


Edward
eyed the gunnysack. "What are they doing in there?"


Daniel
screwed the screw in the wood and got another from his pocket, held it between
his lips while he adjusted the hinge some more. He removed the screw from his
mouth to speak.


"They're
waiting for me to pull their feathers off so I can make myself a nice
pillow."


"They
are?"


"Yep.
You holding that nail nice and tight? Don't lose it."


Edward
opened his fist, showing Daniel the nail.


"Good
boy."


He
finished repairing the screen door, then set to work on the step. When he was
done, he turned to Edward.


"You
can gimmie the nail now, Eddy." The boy got out of the swing and dropped
the nail in Daniel's open palm. "And go tell your housekeeper she can
bring my food now."


Edward
ran into the house and through the archway beyond, and in a minute, the woman
came to the door.


"It's
too hot here on the porch. You can eat on the back steps. It's cooler under the
oak."


She
went back through the archway as Daniel retrieved his sack and banjo and went
behind the house to sit on the top step. A blooming columbine grew next to the
steps, again reminding him of home, as did a small garden off to one side.
Nearby stood a white hen house enclosed in chicken wire. A couple of hens pecked
in the dirt.


Anna
came outside from a screened-in porch and handed him a plate with a sliced
tomato, a pickle, a spoonful of potato salad, a roast beef sandwich, and a
dollop of cottage cheese.


"Thank
you," Daniel said. "Looks fit for a king."


The
woman watched him eat. "You mighty thin. When was the last time you
ate?"


He
swallowed before replying. "Can't recall. Maybe last night or two days
ago. Maybe a month ago."


"My
stars!"


Daniel
took a bite of sandwich, then picked up the fork and stabbed at a chunk of
potato dripping yellow with mustard and mayonnaise. He opened his mouth,
shoveled it in and chewed, savoring the sweet pickle flavor. 


"After
a while, you forget what time and what day it is. You just follow the dusty
roads, wearing out your shoes, not thinking about food till you almost pass
out."


"They's
lot of folks out of work," Anna said. "I'm luckier than some. Mr. and
Miz Cornwallis give me a home. Got a little room over the kitchen. Miz
Cornwallis is upstairs resting right now. Feeling po'ly she is, and it wouldn't
surprise me she's in the family way." 


Daniel
glanced sideways at her. "That right?"


"Mr.
Cornwallis is a banker." She paused a minute. "I shouldn't tell a
stranger, should I?"


Anna's
face and underarms were damp with sweat. Daniel thought her heavy bosom was
likely miserable with prickly heat. LaDaisy always complained about the rash,
but a sprinkle of cornstarch brought relief. He wondered if the maid knew about
the cornstarch; if she didn't, it wasn't a stranger's business to tell her. He
was a handyman, not a peddler of home remedies. 


She
fanned herself with the tail of her apron and sat on the step watching him eat.


"Whew,
hot, ain't it?"


"Fixin'
to storm."


"Where
you go when it storms?"


"Find
me a barn or a shed to stand in till it passes."


"We
don't get many bums around here," Anna said. "The missus, she told me
not to coddle 'em or they'll keep coming back. But sometimes I don't listen to
her."


"Well,
I ain't no bum."


"Tramp
or hobo, then, they's all the same.


"Nope.
Not neither one." Daniel ate some tomato, then shined his plate with a
piece of bread from the sandwich. "I'm an honorable man looking for work
to care for my family."


"Excuse
me." Anna rose and went inside, returning with a tall glass of lemonade.


"Here."
She watched him drink almost half a glass before coming up for air. "You
got children? How many? You divorced?"


Daniel
handed her the empty plate and wiped his brow with his shirt sleeve.


"Nope.
Got the best wife a man could want and three little ones."


Young
Edward skipped around the corner of the house and tackled an old tire swinging
from the oak.


"How
they making out with you gone?" asked the woman.


Daniel
shrugged. "I ain't there to find out, but better than I am, I hope."


"Why'd
you leave?"


Daniel
considered the question. "I reckon that's personal, ma'am." He rose
and stretched. "Thank ye for the dinner. It'll tide me over till I get to
the next weed patch."


"Weeds?
You eat weeds?"


"Yup.
Dandelions and other greens."


"Be
careful what you eat," she said. "You might get poisoned."


"Nah.
I only eat what the animals eat. Take cows. Cows won't eat something that'll
hurt them."


"You
should go back to the city, find some work there."


Daniel
shouldered the banjo and grabbed his gunnysack.


"Been
to the city already. There's no work. None."


"But—"


"Why
did you feed me?" he asked. "The boy said his daddy don't like bums—which
I ain't, of course. But why did you feed me?"


"You
fixed the screen door and step. Besides, my mama always say not to turn no
tramp away. Don't know why I'm telling you this."


"Cause
I asked."


"So
you did." She sat thinking. "She say a tramp could be Jesus in
disguise."


"Is
that right?"


"The
Bible say when the Lord returns, he'll come like a thief in the night and we
won't recanize him. Suppose I turn away a beggar and it's really Jesus?"


Daniel
smiled. "I never thought of it that way. It's a nice compliment, but I'm
pretty sure I ain't Jesus." He started down the steps and she called him
back.


"Wait."
Anna stepped back inside and reappeared in a minute. "Here. Take this for
you work." She held out a few coins.


"It's
mighty nice of you," he said. "But you already paid me with food. I
can't take your hard-earned money." He eyed the money, almost licking his
chops with hunger for it. 


"Go
ahead. Take it back to your family."


"Well."
He held out his hand and she dropped the coins in. "God bless you, miss.
I'd best be going now."


"If
you got a lick of sense, you'll go home. No decent man leaves his family and
roams all over creation."


She
stood on the top step as he reached the ground and turned.


"Yes,
yes, I will go home." When I get enough money. 


After
she went back inside, Edward ran up to him.


"Will
you come back to see us again?"


"Well,
now, I don't know." Daniel's bowels rumbled. "Say, can you show me
where the privy is?"


Edward
squinted up at him. "We got one in the house, but tramps can't go in
there." He pointed down a brick path. "Over there. It's for the
outdoor workers that cut the grass and weed the vegables."


"You
don't mind if I use it—?"


He didn't
wait for an answer, but hurried down the path and disappeared inside the
outhouse—a two-holer, one for the mister, one for the missus. A brand new
privy, from the looks of it, freshly dug.


He
unhooked his suspenders, dropped his overalls and underwear just in time. A few
minutes later he looked for something to wipe with and found a stack of
ripped-up newspapers on the seat next to him. He sat for a minute, considering
what Anna had said about Jesus and the tramps.


Then
a movement in one corner of the outhouse floor caught his eye—a white hen
sitting there all nice and quiet.


"Fine
place to lay your eggs."


The
hen stared at him.


He
hitched up his pants and picked up his supplies again. Before opening the privy
door, he leaned over and felt underneath the hen. Finding what he was looking
for—still warm from her feathers—he put it in his bib pocket. And soon he was
on his way down the road, belly full, bowels empty. Purse a little fatter and
an egg for tomorrow's breakfast.
















Chapter 8


 


Saul
entered through the back porch and set his peck basket on the kitchen table.


"Brought
you a few spuds and t'maters." He removed them from the basket one by one
and lined them up on the checkered oilcloth. "T'maters ain't doing so
good."


"It's
still early yet," she said. "Sit down and rest. It's hot."


"Hey?"


She
raised her voice. "I said sit and rest. It's hot outside."


"Gonna
rain." He hitched up his overalls, went to the water bucket and drank a
dipperful of water. "The air's close." He pulled out a chair and sat
down.


LaDaisy
looked out the window. "It wouldn't surprise me if we didn't get a
cyclone."


The
old man pulled off his battered straw hat and laid it on a nearby chair.


"Nope,
we won't. Sky's the wrong color. We'll get straight winds, no twisters."
Saul's shaky voice continued. "But rain? I don't know, maybe a few drops.
Not hardly enough to help the crops."


"How
do you know?"


"Just
do. Sometimes I smell the rain. Other times I get feelings what's going to
happen."


Saul
had aged considerably during the past year, but he was still spry for age
seventy- nine. His nose had sharpened and his ears stuck out like jug handles.
His mouth was caving in fast, the more teeth he lost. Without money for a
dentist, he extracted his own teeth, almost bleeding to death each time.
Sometimes he got lucky and his teeth fell out by themselves, or got stuck in an
ear of corn. Daniel used to say his dad didn't know how many teeth he swallowed
when he ate roasting ears.


LaDaisy
put the tomatoes in a sunny window and the potatoes in the bin underneath the
cabinet.


"Thanks
for these," she said. "Stay for supper?"


Saul
arose and put his hat back on. "I reckon not," he said. "They're
for you and the kids."


"They're
not here. Just Mary and me. The other three are staying over at Rose's tonight.
I can make us a good meal with this, you're welcome to stay."


"I
reckon not," he said again. "I need to hoe the turnips before it
rains."


"If
it rains." She shook her head. "It keeps on looking like rain, and
the air feels like it. But it won't rain. Everything's dusty. Even the sheets
are black when I bring them in off the line. I never saw such a hot, dry year.
Something's just not right with this weather." Then she added with a
little smirk, "Bet it's something the politicians in Washington's done to
aggravate us more than we already are. Wouldn't put it past them."


"Nope."
Saul picked up his basket and let himself out the door. He turned once, spoke
through the screen. "Much obliged for the invitation. Another time."
He waved, and was soon out of sight.


She
went to the door and watched him move up the dirt path to the outhouse, then
turn off toward his own shack before he reached it. The sky was darkening, with
clouds hanging in the west like full udders. But they would not release one
single drop of rain. The udders would grow bigger but the storm would pass
over, as it always did these days.


She
sighed, thinking of Daniel and how he'd look like Saul when he got old. She
shook her head and brushed away the thoughts that always made her cry when she
thought of her husband.


She
sliced herself a piece of stale yeast bread, then opened the icebox and took
out the dish of butter Elizabeth had brought last time. She spread some on the
bread and forced herself to eat. Her appetite had decreased with the heat, but
somehow she had to keep up her milk supply. The last thing she needed was to
dry up before the two babies could be weaned. If she could last another three
or four months, she'd be all right.


Finally,
she went to the front room and looked out the door. She could still see Clay's
red Deuce Coupe parked on the road beyond a row of poplars separating her yard
from a vacant lot overgrown with weeds. She wondered if Saul had seen it. He
probably had, because nothing escaped his attention. She'd hoped he would stay
longer, had silently pleaded with him. Clay never came to the house as long as
the old man was there. 


A
feeling of apprehension—a slight sensation of fear—washed over her at the
thought of her brother-in-law intruding on her privacy again. What did he want?
She'd already given him a small payment toward the rent. He was coming to the
house on a regular basis, just hanging around and staring at her. Examining the
furniture and Daniel's carvings. He even looked in the icebox. Next he'd be
going through her dirty laundry, when he should be home tending his pregnant
wife. 


Damn
him. He's waiting for Saul to leave before he comes in busting his suspenders,
drooling at the sight of a woman who isn't big with his child. Demanding money
she doesn't have.


She
stepped back from the door so he couldn't see her, not that he could through
the trees, but she wasn't sure. She watched the car from behind the faded
curtains, willing it to start its own engine and drive off. With a deep sigh,
she turned away from the window and went to the bedroom to check on Mary. The
little girl was awake and smiling.


"Well,
are you awake already?" LaDaisy scooped her up. "My goodness, you're
all hot and sweaty. A nice bath will help you sleep tonight."


She
glanced at the basket of dirty clothes by the bedroom door. If it didn't rain
after all, she needed to wash tomorrow.


She
carried Mary to the kitchen and put the wash pan in the sink, filled it with
hot water from the teakettle and cooled it down with a dipperful of cold water.


"Such
a good girl!" LaDaisy hummed as she removed Mary's diaper and shirt and
lowered her into the warm water. Mary cooed as she soaped the small body.
Rarely did this baby even smile. But now her blue eyes came alert as she
giggled and splashed in the water.


"I'm
going to scrub the sweat right off of you," LaDaisy sang as she leaned
down and kissed Mary's forehead. "Ummmm. You smell good already." She
washed the fine blond hair with homemade soap and rinsed it with a cup of
water, then lifted the dripping baby out and wrapped her in a towel.


"There
now. Let's put some cornstarch on the heat rash."


Mary
tugged at her mother's smock and fussed.


"Soon,
honey, after you're dressed. Would you like some mush first?"


She
returned to the kitchen after dressing Mary and propped her up in the old
wooden highchair, securing her around the waist with a tea towel. She cooked a
bit of cornmeal mush and spooned in a few bites that rolled right back out.


"Oh,
Mary. When will you stop pushing food out with your tongue?"


She
wiped her chin and mouth, then carried her back to the bedroom. There, she lay
on the bed, cradling her little girl in her arms as she opened her smock.


There
was more than enough milk tonight. Ralph was only coming in the mornings now
Elizabeth had decided to supplement cows' milk with breast milk. Whether the
change in diet agreed with him or not, LaDaisy was able to get some rest and
tend to her chores without breaking so often for nursing. Her own baby was
enough. Thankfully, the Channings continued to bring extra food.


She
dozed off as Mary nursed, patting her mama's breast.


All
at once, she was wide awake, staring in horror at the man in the doorway. She
eased the nipple out of the sleeping baby's mouth and struggled up on one
elbow, her heart pounding.


"H-how
did you get in?"


"Walked
in, how else?"


"You—you
can walk right back out," she said. "What business you got sneaking
in here and scaring the daylights out of a mother feeding her baby?"


Clay
smirked and stuck his thumbs in his suspenders, leaned back against the
doorjamb and thrust out his chest.


"The
door was wide open. I thought it was an invitation."


"I
didn't invite you. You're trespassing."


His
features gave her the creeps. The face her sister regarded as handsome soured LaDaisy's
stomach. His eyes were too close together—little pig eyes—and his long face
ended in a pointed chin. His mouth was startling—too wide for his face, as
though someone had tried to cut off his head and missed.


"Trespassing?
Lady, lady, you forget I own this house. Lock the damn doors if you don't want
company."


"I
forgot, okay? But it doesn't mean you can come in any time you want." She
sat up on the side of the bed and pulled the smock over her breast. "I—I'd
appreciate it if you'd leave now." She got up and put Mary in the cradle,
gave it a little push and turned to him again.


"You've
got a wife at home. Does Ida Mae know where you are? What would she
think?"


"She
thinks I'm collecting the rent. What else would she think?"


"She
knows I don't have any money. I told you I'll pay when I can, so go away and
leave me alone."


He
moved toward her. She tried to slip past him but wasn't fast enough. He whirled
around and grabbed her arm.


"Let
go—you're hurting me!"


He
pulled her up against his fat belly. "Come on now, be nice."


"No!"


"You've
got a pretty mouth, especially when you pout and push your lips out. Cuter'n
hell when you're mad."


"Stop!"


"Always
did think you were better looking than your sister."


She
tried to wiggle away, but he held firmly and brought his cruel mouth down on
hers. She pushed hard against his chest as he tried to force his tongue between
her teeth. Finally, he pushed her away.


"You're
no damn fun."


She
shook with anger and fear. "Go—go away." She tried to adjust her
dress, knowing he was getting a big kick out of upsetting her. "You stink
like whiskey. I don't know what you think you're doing, but you can forget it.
Just go."


Clay
sat down on the edge of bed, his eyes filled with lust. Suddenly, he grabbed
his crotch.


"Got
something for you. I'll make you an offer."


"Wh—?"


"You
be nice to your brother-in-law and he'll wipe out the back rent. How's that
sound?"


"You're
crazy."


"Nah,
I'm not crazy." He patted the bed. "Come over here like a good girl
and sit by me."


She
shook her head and backed away. Where could she run? How could she leave her
baby in the same room with this monster?


"W-we
might be related, but I'm a married woman. You're my sister's husband."


"Like
I said." He jumped up and grabbed her arm, and the rusty old bedsprings
protested as he pulled her down on top of him.


"No!
Please, no. I don't want to, Clay, I can't. Go away."


"Just
relax. I ain't going to hurt you." He laughed. "We both need some.
What's the harm?"


He
leered at her. His nose was close enough she could've bit it off had the
thought not been so nasty.


He
rolled her over on her back and fumbled with her clothes, ripped the smock down
to expose her breasts. Ran his hands over them. Licked the nipples, making
animal sounds.


"Ummm,
nice big titties."


She
shuddered, tried to push him away, but his weight was too much. Overcome with
grief, she squeezed her eyes shut.


"No
... please!"


He
raised his head. "What woman wouldn't want it with her husband gone? How
long's it been, a year? Two?"


She
sobbed and moaned as he pushed her shoulder down hard and reached for the
bottom of her dress with the other hand. She tried to press her legs together,
but he found his way through the folds of the dress, then her underwear. She
almost screamed when he pushed a finger in hard enough to hurt—where was Saul? God
help me. The scream wouldn't come—Clay's mouth was in the way, his tongue
snaking between her teeth as his fat finger twisted its way in and out. She was
dry, and it hurt. He forced his tongue to the back of her throat as she pounded
his back with her fists and scratched his arms.


His
breath was hot in her ear. "Stop fighting me!" 


She
opened her eyes as his erection pushed against her. He unzipped his pants, and
with one hand, he hiked her dress above her hips and lowered his disgusting
body over hers with a knee between her legs. He shoved her legs apart and
entered her with a hard thrust that almost made her black out.


"For
the back rent." He laughed. "Maybe next month I'll collect more. Bet
you'll like it by then."


She
choked back a sob as he pumped into her. At one point, her vision fell on the
closet door. The shotgun. But there was no way in hell she could reach it. No
chance to get the key from the dresser and unlock the door.


Her
head swam. All she could think of was blowing Clay's brains out as he finished
with a groan and collapsed on top of her.


Her
tears fell silently. It was over. There was nothing she could do about it now.
Then Mary cried out, and she fought to get out from under him.


"My
baby! Clay, my baby needs me!"


"Shut
up before someone hears you."


She
struggled again, tried to get up a knee to kick him where it would hurt most.


Her
voice rose. "I want my baby!"


He
slapped her sharply across the face. 


"Told
you to shut the hell up!"


LaDaisy
sobbed as he finally rose and began dressing.


"You
won't tell a soul, will you, sister-in-law?" 


She
got up and staggered to the cradle with tremendous pain in her thighs.
"Shhh, Mama's here." She gently lifted her baby and held her closely,
her heart breaking. Her dignity shattered. She wept into Mary's hair, then
turned to Clay with murder in her eyes.


"The
least you can do is give me a receipt."


"A
what?" He hitched his suspenders up over his shoulders. "You want a
what?"


"I
just paid my rent. I want a receipt."


"I'll
give you a fuckin' receipt, bitch." He looked around the room.
"Where's some paper?"


LaDaisy
found a scrap of yellowed notepaper and a pencil on the dresser.


"And
put the date on it."


He
scribbled a note and handed it back to her, then quickly left the house.


She
waited till she heard his car drive away. He was gone; she could lock the door
now. It never would've happened if she'd locked it in the first place. But she
knew all the neighbors, and not one of them would force their way inside her
house and assault her, as Clay had done. She clutched the receipt in her fist,
and held on to Mary for all she was worth. Tears fell freely, and Mary was
falling back to sleep. She laid her in the cradle, smoothed the paper and read.


Three
months rent paid by LaDaisy with consented prostitution.


"Oh,
my God."


Her
legs weakened. She sank to the side of the bed, staring at the words through
blinding tears. After a while, she crumpled the paper and threw it across the
room to the top of the dresser. When her rage and pain had subsided somewhat,
she smoothed out the note and placed it in the box with her baby's shoes.
Another part of her had just died.


She
went out to the kitchen and put two big kettles of water on the cook stove to
heat, then dragged the galvanized washtub in from the back porch and filled it.
She could try to scrub, but she knew she'd never get Clay's filth off her body.
Tears came again as she pulled down the tattered window shade, breaking off a
piece of the dry, brittle paper in the process. Then she pulled off her dirty
clothes and dropped them in the garbage before stepping into the tub of warm
water.


Hard
sobs racked her body as she sat with her eyes closed. No other man besides
Daniel had ever touched her.

















Chapter 9


 


Toward evening, Daniel came upon a Frisco
Railroad line out of St. Louis, with a long freight stopped right in the middle
of open country. He didn't much care where it was headed. But if luck was with
him, it might go to Springfield.


He
stared at the train with a heavy heart, his eyes burning and watering. He'd hardly
noticed when June became a scorching Missouri July. He'd lost track of the days
while his body withered and cracked in the heat.


Not
only had he become more gaunt this year, but even his mind felt emaciated and
haggard. Bouts of weeping came frequently. He wore out another pair of
"Hoover leather" insoles. His calluses scraped the rocks and brush
through holes growing bigger with each step. Where he'd find more cardboard to
line the shoes was anybody's guess.


His
feet were sore, and his can of Cloverine salve almost empty. Shoes were only
part of the problem. He felt pain throughout his body, from the top of his head
on down. His legs were worn-out inner tubes melting in the sun; the relentless
heat sucked the muscle right out of him. His gut ached and groaned, shriveling
from lack of food. His bowels were a mess—he was either plugged up or had the
runs from eating dandelions; wiping paper was nonexistent, forcing him to use
leaves and hope they weren't poison ivy. Sometimes there was no pond or spring
where he could clean his hands.


He'd
been glad to leave the tar-paper shacks and their assortment of riffraff
behind. The nights he'd spent in those places had not produced sleep for fear
someone would cut his throat.


Campfire
discussions were depressing, for the subject always turned mournful, sad, and
often angry with elected officials. Men no longer trusted their president, nor
their government, for that matter. The daily news was all the same, and people
gathered the old newspapers blowing in the streets to use for blankets.


Still,
some were excited to think Mr. Roosevelt might be elected and kick the crooks
out of office. Prisons would be filled with men who had lied and stolen from
the people who elected them. But November was a long way off; anything could
happen between then and now.


Daniel
had wearied of the incessant moaning and bitching, and when morning came he'd
grabbed his things and hit the road. Here was basically a happy soul who
carried enough worries of his own right now. He didn't need the burden of
someone else's. Time and again, he asked himself why some of those men didn't
get out and look for work. But the answer, as always, was the same: There was
no work to be had. Many of those homeless souls had given up in despair, their
hopes and aspirations sucked from their minds and hearts.


A
hot wind had come up at one point during the day and blown his cap off. He'd
spent an hour searching along the dirt road he'd traveled since leaving the
house where he'd received money, food, and good company—plus an egg nobody but
the hen knew was missing, and which he'd fried on his campfire a short time
later.


He
tried to avoid activity during the hottest hours of the day, for his face was
already blistered and the sun even penetrated his thin shirt. He'd taken to
traveling by foot during the cooler morning hours or after the sun went down.


He
wondered if the train was going anywhere. It hadn't budged; he didn't know if
it ever would. Maybe there was no train. Maybe his imagination was working
overtime.


Seeing
no other living soul, he nonetheless stayed hidden in the shadows of stunted
trees and thick undergrowth, scanning the length of the train until he found
what he was looking for—a boxcar with its door partly open.


He
wondered if government officials realized they'd done the vagrants a big favor
when they kept the railroads operating while bankrupt. Well, a night in a
boxcar wasn't much better than sleeping in a barn, except barns didn't have
wheels to take people to their destinations.


Daniel's
heart raced at the thought of being caught and clubbed by a railroad cop. When
finally he decided it was safe to emerge, he grabbed his belongings and ran
crouching alongside the freight cars. Reaching the red boxcar he'd chosen
earlier—with the company logo of a stretched coonskin on its side—he threw his
gunnysack through the open doorway, grabbed the handle and pulled himself up
into the hot, dusty interior. Breathing hard and sweating like a hog on a spit,
he slid the heavy door almost all the way shut, allowing just a crack to see
outside.


He
picked up his sack and moved to the interior of the car. And when his eyes
adjusted to the dimness, he saw he was alone in the forty feet of empty space.
He sat down on the wooden floor and leaned his head against a wall, gasping
from exertion, waiting for his heartbeat to steady. He wiped his sleeve across
his face, closed his eyes and tasted the salty sweat as it rolled over his
mouth and dripped off his chin, now covered with a two-day-old beard.


A
shrill blast from the freight's whistle nearly scared the daylights out of its
passenger. The train began moving slowly, then picked up speed through the
countryside. The rocking boxcar and clacking of steel wheels on the rails
lulled him to a meditative state. 


 


Daniel
awoke just before dawn when the freight rumbled across a railroad bridge.
Thinking he must be near a city, he gathered his supplies and waited for the
train to slow down. When he jumped to the ground, his left foot buckled when he
hit the cinders. Eyes watering, he held tightly to his gunnysack and banjo and
slid down the embankment on his hind end.


Sitting
in a ditch full of briars and weeds, he removed his shoe and carefully felt his
ankle for swelling. The pain was intense. But there didn't appear to be any
broken bones. Probably just a light sprain and would go away in a few days if
he didn't aggravate it too much.


An
early morning fog shrouded the countryside, providing cover and privacy. But he
was in the middle of nowhere, and which direction to take when he started
walking again was a mystery.


He
fell asleep, and awoke to find the sun burning off the fog. As early as it was—about
eight o'clock, judging from the sun's position—he could already tell the day
was going to be a scorcher. Too hot for walking, but walk he must. He had to
find a place to wash his sweaty clothes and tidy up before hitting the road
again to find work.


People
would be up and about by this time, and he needed food in the worst way. Would
he be lucky to find a woman as hospitable as the maid Anna? The woman who
fretted about turning bums away in case they were Jesus in disguise. He wished
everyone was as nice as she was. She hadn't seemed so at first, but he'd liked
her the minute the boy started screaming, "No more damn bums, Miss Anna."
The child knew she welcomed every tramp who knocked on the door—when the mister
and mistress weren't around. Some people were kind. But others were mean enough
to say, "Get the hell off my property before I call the sheriff!" and
mean it. Daniel had met his share of bad-tempered folks.


The
ankle was much improved. At least there were no jagged bones sticking out. It
was straight and sturdy enough to bear his weight as he retrieved his
belongings and walked away from the tracks with the sun behind him.


In
the distance rose forested foothills and low mountains, and for a minute he was
confused. Then he knew: The train had traveled toward the Ozark Plateau while
he slept, when he'd thought it should go straight west. He stopped walking and
gazed all around, wondering exactly where he was. Springfield? No, he couldn't
be so far south or west.


The
terrain was hilly and rocky, covered with undergrowth and scrub vegetation
along foot trails and dirt roads gouged with deep wagon ruts. Daniel stumbled
often over fallen logs and stones hidden in the weeds, at the same time careful
to watch for copperheads, rattlesnakes, and itch weed. Sumac and dogwood lined
the steep banks along the few dry creek beds. When autumn came this place would
be a riot of color: brilliant red, yellow, orange and bronze leaves, the air
heavily scented with red cedar. But the area was sadly lacking rain. One creek
bed was nothing more than a muddy puddle, unfit to drink or even wash in. 


He
took to the woods to avoid the relentless sun, and the woods were thick with
burrs, wood ticks, and "beggar's lice" just beginning to bloom. He
hated the sticky little seed pods covered with fine hairs. But he knew deer
browsed on the plants and many types of birds feasted on the seeds. He crossed
ravines and gullies, trod over footbridges and cattle guards—not surprised by
the lack of cattle in any shape or form. At one time or another, someone had
lived here and erected barriers to keep their livestock in.


Now
and then he scared up a doe and froze in his tracks to watch her grace and
speed as she leaped over the briars and vanished in the coolness of the woods.
He wished he could move his stiff, sore body like she did. But he could do
without all those burrs sticking to his overalls' cuffs.


He
could've kicked himself for jumping off the train in this rocky part of the
state. He was already exhausted and almost out of drinking water. The Shepherd
of the Hills region of Missouri—if he was indeed so far south—was no place for
a tramp with a bum ankle. At times he was forced to rest by the side of the
road, setting down his heavy sack and banjo and searching the distant hills for
signs of life. The few dilapidated cabins beyond the dusty weeds and broken
rail fences appeared deserted. Travel was slow over steep, winding dirt roads,
and when he'd finally had enough dust and grit up his nose, he took to the
woods. 


Sometime
later and dying of thirst, Daniel came upon a natural spring trickling through
some rocks in a glade protected by scrubby trees, black hickory and shortleaf
pine, and dotted with primrose, yellow coneflower, ferns, and other
shade-loving plants in a bed of Indian grass. A fence lizard darted across a
flat rock adjacent to the spring. He shed the banjo and gunnysack and leaned
over to catch a drink. Cool, clean mineral water flowed into his cupped hands,
and he gratefully quenched his thirst before rinsing his parched face and
refilling his water jug. He lowered himself to the ground and leaned back
against the lizard's rock, closed his eyes and dozed to the soothing trickle of
spring water, the scent of pine sap, and the staccato drilling of a woodpecker.



A
few minutes later, his rest was disturbed by the sound of a woman's voice in
this quiet wood. He opened his eyes, thinking he must be dreaming. But no, a
few yards away stood an old lady in a ragged print dress and old-fashioned
sunbonnet, waving a long stick and shouting like an auctioneer.


"Sooooeeeeeeeeeeee,
here Buttercup. Drat. Where'd she go?"


She
swung around as Daniel cleared his throat and automatically reached for his
coin purse.


"Oh."
She came closer and waved the stick in his face. "Where'd y'all come
from?"


"Careful
where you point that thing," he said, ducking.


She
tossed the stick aside and squatted on her heels to face him at eye level. 


"You
see a big spotted sow go by?"


"Nope,
did you lose one?" She was a living scarecrow with sprigs of gray hair
sticking out from under her cap and skin tougher than the leather in his shoes.


"Yes,"
she said, "and the sow's the only thing 'tween my family and starvation.
We got her bred to a neighbor's boar, so we owe him a baby pig when they come.
Darn her hide anyway. Be just like her to go off and have 'em in the
woods." She continued to gawk at Daniel, her eyes piercing him through and
through. "Where y'all headed so early?"


Daniel
squinted at the sun shining between the trees, and when he shut his eyes, small
orange balls floated across his vision.


"I
thought I was heading north to find work. But unless someone moved the earth, I
think I'm going the wrong direction." 


"What
kind o' work?" She eyed the pack and the banjo. "You a fiddler? You
got a hammer and stuff, too, so maybe—"


"I'm
a carpenter, ma'am."


"You
won't find no work around here. Me and Ezra—my old man—we got eight people in
our little house, four of 'em babies, and we's just skimpin' by." Her
voice was sad, but her eyes suffered drought and couldn't make water. 


"Yes,
ma'am. I'm real sorry."


"Ezra
hurt his back, so he can't plow or plant. The government's hard up, too. Over
at the county seat, they said everbody's up the same crik and there ain't no
more money to bail us out."


"A
new president's coming in November," Daniel said politely. "Least I
hope so. And I hear ol' Tom Pendergast is making new jobs up in Kan' City. I
wish I was there right now so he could give me one, danged if I don't."


She
rocked back on her heels and laughed. "Haw. You might as well wish in one
hand and shit in the other and see which one gets full the fastest. To hell
with Pendergast. I heard he ain't nothing but a damn crook." She shook her
finger in Daniel's face. "Mark my words, he's going to jail someday."



Standing
again, she cupped her hands around her mouth and called the sow.


"Sooooeeeeeeeeeeee.
Heeere Buttercup. Here pig."


"I
know some don't like Mr. Pendergast," Daniel said. "Sure, he's just
another politician and one's bad as another. But I figure he must have a decent
streak if he puts men to work. At least he's not as bad as Hoover."


Daniel
didn't like talking politics, especially with people who disagreed with him.
Nothing he could say would change their opinions anyway. What was he doing
discussing politics with a feisty old woman in the middle of the woods?


"You're
entitled to your opinion," she said.


"Maybe
your other folks could do the plowing if the mister can't," Daniel said,
changing the subject, "or even a neighbor. Your hog farmer, for
instance."


"He
won't. Nobody feels like plowing. The little ones can't and their mama's gotta
save her energy for nursing the baby. Why, the poor girl's all wore out. She's
like a dead woman sitting and staring with a baby hanging on her, and he
prob'ly gets as much milk from her as he would from a boar hog."


"I'm
sorry," he said again.


"Sorry
don't help and sorry don't feed people." The woman shrugged her skinny shoulders.
"Got no tractor, anyhow, just a miserable ol' mule. What could we plant?
Something that don't need water, I reckon, cause we ain't getting any rain
soon, are we?"


"Maybe
that's why the hog took off," Daniel said, "looking for a pond to
wallow in."


"Sow,"
she corrected. "Or maybe she's teched in the head, it being hot and her so
close to farrowin'."


Daniel
rose and stretched. "Yes, ma'am. Everything's dry and dusty. It's been so
long since it rained, I almost forgot what it looks like."


The
woman stuck out her hand. "Pleased to meet you, Mr.—?"


"Daniel."
He clasped her hand gently. 


"Mr.
Daniel, I'm Bess. You got family somewhere?"


"Yep."


She
nodded but didn't pry. Daniel assumed he wasn't the first family man she'd seen
roaming through the hills in search of work. 


"When
the new piggies are big enough, we'll sell 'em to a butcher across town."


"That
right?" Daniel looked around for a town, but didn't see any. 


The
town is a mirage. Old lady Bess is a mirage. The train I come in on and myself,
too, are just mirages. The whole of life is nothing but a big spankin' mirage.


"Well,
it was nice talking to you," Bess said, "but I need to find my cussed
sow or there won't be any babies to sell. I hope you find work, but I wouldn't
count on it too much if I was you." She stopped him with her hand on his
forearm as he turned to leave. "Hold on now—can you dig wells?"


Daniel
pulled off his cap and wiped his sweaty head. The last thing I want to do is
dig a well.


"Yes,
ma'am, I've dug me up some wells in my lifetime."


She
let out a whoop and grabbed his arm. "You're coming with me. The well we
got now is going dry. We're hauling water from the pond, and if it don't rain,
the pond's going dry, too."


"Well
now, I don't know."


Bess
wouldn't take no for an answer.


"C'mon
now, Mr. Daniel. You can meet the old man and the rest of the bunch. Ezra
started digging a well 'fore his back give out, but he couldn't find no
water." 


Daniel
hadn't witched in ages—did he dare get her hopes up?


"I've
dowsed some," he told the husband a short time later.


Ezra
was probably not as old as he looked—his body showed the ravages of the
Depression and he walked with a hickory cane. Hard times took a lot out of a
man, and he looked like he was down to his last wish.


Daniel's
own family had fared well—at least before he left, the situation hadn't gotten
that bad. What they were doing now, though, he was afraid to guess. But he
counted on Clay and LaDaisy's family to take care of the Tomelin brood till he
got himself together. 


Daniel
Tomelin was embarrassed to find himself in the company of such poverty: an
empty-eyed, unsmiling young women in a dress held together by safety pins
nursed a scrawny boy of about a year old, him taking all her strength as he
pulled at her flat, sagging breast.


Three
filthy children of walking age leaned against one another on an old davenport,
staring at the stranger with deep, hungry eyes, one with a thumb in her mouth.
Birthing so close together had pulled all the meat off their mother's frame. 


Another
man, who Daniel guessed was the young woman's husband, snored on a bed seen
through an open doorway. On the wall over the bed hung a framed marriage
certificate—in plain sight, lest someone thought the couple lived in sin. But
it made no sense. If God looked down at this poor family, he wouldn't find sin,
but instead hunger and dejection.


Now
Ezra nodded at Daniel.


"I'd
be much obliged if you could help me dig. If the sow she ever comes back, you
can have one of her babies for pay."


Daniel
could just see himself swinging along a country road with Buttercup's baby in
one arm, a banjo on his shoulder, tools spilling out of his clothes, seeing and
hearing things that weren't there. 


"It's
worth a try," he said, and they went outdoors together, Ezra prodding the
ground with his walking stick.


Daniel
spotted the diggings immediately and went over to examine the hole.


"You
did a lot of work already. Not a drop, huh?"


"Nary
a drop."


"Did
you dowse first?"


"I
don't have a gift for dowsing," Ezra said. "There was a man come by a
couple years ago offering to dowse, but I sent him away. We didn't need him
then. Now my dang well's going dry and the new one smelt like rotten eggs after
digging down a few feet."


"Sulfur,"
Daniel said, nodding. "Now you watch. I'll see what I can do. It's been a
long time since I done this, but I'll try to find you some clean drinking
water."


"Be
nice to stop bringing water from the crik." Ezra glanced at his wife as
she came over. Bess looked at Daniel, and Daniel guessed she was the one who
carried the water.


"We'll
be blessed if y'all find water," she said, nodding her head.


"And
that's just what I'm going to do, good woman, God willing." 


Daniel
found a forked branch from a huge weeping willow in front of the house. He
surmised that for a tree to grow as big as it had, its roots had to be near an
underground stream. He took out his pocketknife and trimmed the branch to a Y
shape that stuck out stiff as a young man's pecker.


The
whole family—minus the snoring husband—came out on the porch and watched solemnly
as he walked slowly around and around the yard holding the dowsing branch out
before him by both handles, with the point facing straight ahead. While he
walked, he concentrated on the water he knew was there—he'd seen the full moon
a few days before, and some dowsers believed the moon pulled water from the
earth.


About
thirty feet from the tree, the pointed end of the branch quivered suddenly and
made a nosedive at the ground. Daniel looked up and grinned.


"Right
here's your water, folks."


Ezra
hobbled over and looked to where the twig pointed.


"Nah,
I don't think so." He squinted at Daniel in the bright sunshine. "A
county agent said I wouldn't find no water here. Said it's on the other side of
the house."


"County
agents are wrong sometimes. Your water's right here or my name ain't
fiddlesticks." 


The
sun was a blasting furnace whose rays penetrated his hat and shirt—even now
sweat trickled down his sides into his underwear, and he already stunk so bad
he'd never get clean again. This was no time to be digging a well, but seeing
the long faces of the folks on the front porch, he turned to Ezra.


"Bring
me a shovel, a pick, and a steel rod, if you got any. Get a shovel, dirt
bucket, and stout rope for the young man sleeping in there. I can't do this by myself."


He
went back to the porch and removed his tools from the pockets and loops of his
overalls, laying them next to the gunnysack. Then he uncapped his water jug and
poured some down his parched throat, careful not to spill any. He nodded at the
young woman sitting there, thinking he should share his water, but knowing
there wasn't enough to go around.


"I've
got a family of my own," he said, "and I wouldn't want them to
thirst. So I'll dig you a well." Putting his jug away again, he turned to
the child staring up at him with big, brown eyes. "I reckon you're about
the same age as my own little girl. Her name's Catherine, what's yours?"
When she didn't reply, he patted the top of her head and went back to where
Ezra waited with the tools.


From
inside the house came Bess's high-pitched voice. 


"Get
up, William, you lazy cuss. There's a man here to dig a new well. You're gonna
help, so get up."


Daniel
heard the man swear, but after a while William came outdoors. He stared
suspiciously at the stranger who ordered his family around like he owned them,
then came over to the spot Daniel had marked. Ezra produced two short-handled
shovels, one for Daniel and one for William. An old five-gallon bucket sat on
the ground near a long steel rod and a rope coiled like a rattlesnake.


"Ain't
no water here," William said, rubbing the back of his neck.


Daniel
picked up one of the spades and looked the younger man squarely in the eye. He
reminded himself to go gently with William. From the looks of the unshaven,
hollow-eyed man, he belonged in the old graveyard he'd passed a few days ago.


"There
sure as shootin' is water here, and not too far down, neither. Now, if
you'll grab the handle of that there shovel, you can help me bring it up."


Daniel
turned up the cuffs of his pants, and William helped him shovel dirt and rock
from a hole barely wide enough for one man to maneuver with pick and shovel,
let alone two. William didn't speak, and to his credit he didn't complain. He
worked as hard as his partner as they broke through the rock with their picks
and scooped it up with a shovel. 


"There's
more rock than dirt down here," Daniel said.


He
stopped to wipe sweat off his brow. Growing too warm now, he unbuckled his
overalls, pulled off his shirt and threw it up out of the hole. Securing his
straps again, he commenced working shirtless. A wave of dizziness washed over
him momentarily—from the heat and from hunger—and for one horrible moment, he
imagined he was digging a trench back at the front. With great effort and his
head spinning, he forced himself back to the task at hand. There were no wild
poppies growing outside this hole. He'd almost slipped back into the nightmare,
but had caught himself before the sandbags blew up and caved in on him.


This
is Missouri, not France. I'm not Shine
and William is not Frank.


He
turned to his helper. "Much obliged for your work, William." But the
man didn't speak.


When
the well got too deep to throw out the dirt, William climbed out and lowered
the bucket on the rope for Daniel to fill, after which he pulled it back up to
the top and emptied it on the ground beside the hole. This action he repeated
time and again as daylight passed into evening. The mound of dirt beside the
hole rose higher. The heat of the day had lessened somewhat as the sun began
sinking over the western hills in a blaze of color, ready to disappear till
morning.


Inside
the hole, Daniel was cooler than he'd been all day. He loved the damp mineral
smell of the dirt as he used the pick to pry out the rocks. When William
lowered the bucket, Daniel often had to load it with all rock, instead of dirt.
The work was backbreaking and dirty.


Layer
after layer of rock and dirt went up as the shaft grew deeper. Daniel had now
made it square so the prop-boards could be positioned to keep the sides from
caving in.


Bess
dragged over some boards from an old barn, "still good and clean,"
she said, and William tipped them into the hole and slid them down to Daniel.


Daniel
filled bucket after bucket, each time shouting up to William, who would lower
the bucket again. When it was too dark to see—and the hole deeper than Daniel
was high—he grabbed hold of the last bucket of dirt so William could pull him
to the top as he walked his feet up the wall. Outside the hole, he sat on the
ground catching his breath and mopping his sweaty body with his shirt before
putting it back on. 


William
emptied the bucket and went back to the house as Ezra came over and looked in
the hole.


"Not
sure you're going to find water down there," he said. "But for the
hard work, you deserve a meal. We don't have much, but you're welcome to share
what we have."


Daniel
rolled down his pant-legs and shook the dirt out of the cuffs. He brushed the
dust from his cap before replacing it on his head.


"Much
obliged. I think water's close, so I'll just bunk on your porch and get it out
in the morning, unless William don't get up that early."


"William
ain't been right for weeks. He caught sick last winter and it done something to
his head."


Daniel
nodded. "A little more food and a pleasant attitude will help."


"Well,
he's got neither, so he's out of luck, same as the rest of us."


Ezra
gave Daniel a hand and helped him up, and together they limped back to the
house.


Daniel
squinted at the old man with one eye when he stopped to drink from his water
jug.


"What
are you doing for food?"


"Oh,
we get a few commodities from the county when they have any. Flour, sugar,
lard, grits, and beans, sometimes canned milk, which goes to the kids. Lord
knows they can use more. The ol' lady can cook up a meal if she's only got
flour and lard, but we run out long 'fore it's commodity time again. Our
neighbor over yonder brings us wild game if they shoot enough to spare. Big
family—seven grown boys, all good hunters. Lazy as sin otherwise."


"God
bless those folks." Daniel's mouth watered for a good home-cooked meal.


"But
there's no meat tonight," Ezra said, "just watered-down milk and hard
bread."


"Good
enough," Daniel said. "I won't eat much, so the kids and their mama
can have it." 


Daniel
stayed for three days, digging the well and eating bread soaked in a glass of
thin milk with a little sugar in it. Evenings, he played the banjo and made up
songs for the kids, hoping to get a smile or chuckle out of them. But their
faces remained frozen into hungry, miserable stones. Then, if things weren't
bad enough, another banjo string snapped; he dropped it in his gunnysack to fix
later and continued playing with the remaining three strings. The music didn't
sound as good, but nobody cared.


Each
day seemed hotter than the last. Clouds came. Winds came, too. But not a drop
of moisture fell.


When
will it come, when all the cows turn to shoe leather? When mankind wrings out
the last cool drop of water from a well gone dry? Or the little mother in there
tries to pray but her words are all dried up?


Daniel
thought of LaDaisy and his own children when he looked at each of these little
ones who had no hope for a better life. When he thought of his family, his
heart damn near broke, just like the banjo string. 


On
the fourth day, his pick went through a layer of rock at the bottom of the well—now
about nine feet deep—and a stream of water spurted up from the earth, flooded
the bottom of the hole and kept rising. He yelled to William to lower the
bucket one more time, and when it came down empty, Daniel sent it back up half
full of brown gold. The rust didn't matter. It would clear up as soon as it
filtered through the rocks and the mud settled.


William
let out a whoop.


"Water,
Ez! We's got water. Ol' Daniel he found water."


"Lord
a mercy," Bess said, and called the children over. "He found water.
See down there? Now don't get too close."


Daniel,
standing in water over his shoes, looked up the shaft and saw the faces
grinning down at him. "I ain't done down here yet, ma'am. How's about some
more boards to box in the walls? She's about to cave in and bury me alive."


More
lumber slid down the hole and Daniel wedged the boards in place. Tomorrow would
tell how much water the good Lord had planted in the new well.


When
he was done, William helped him out of the well for the last time and they
placed an old wooden door over the hole so the kids wouldn't fall in.


Daniel
slept on the porch another night, and the haunted face of the young mother
inside the house filled his mind with worrying thoughts of LaDaisy and the
kids. Out of the blue they came, and never in all his born days did he have
such foreboding. Deciding it was only the stress of the last few days, he
rolled over on the hard porch and fell asleep with his head on his gunnysack to
the music of locusts in the woods. 


 


He
awoke to find William standing over him, eyeing the banjo and gunnysack. He
raised himself on an elbow.


"Git
lost, William."


William
gave him a dirty look and went back inside, slamming the screen door behind
him. Daniel immediately reached inside his bib, felt the money purse and sighed
with relief. His entire savings to date were still safe.


He
rose and went down a path to relieve himself in the outhouse, and when he came
back he saw Ezra and William at the new well, moving the cover to peer down
inside.


"G'morning,
Ez." Then he nodded at William, trying not to think how near he'd come to
being robbed while he slept. But William, sullen as ever, pretended not to
notice him.


Daniel
looked inside the well and saw the water rising. He turned to Ezra and grinned.


"Did
you think it dried up in the night?"


"Nope."


"They
do sometimes. But this one ain't going to. This here's a good well. The water's
coming from an underground spring." He turned to William. "You might
even have enough to take a bath come Saturday night."


William
tied a clean pail to a rope and lowered it down the hole without comment, and
soon he pulled it up full of brown water.


The
day was already hot and muggy, and Daniel hadn't seen a cloud overhead for days.
He re-buckled his suspenders and collected his tools as Ezra removed his
battered straw hat and spoke.


"You
gave us a miracle, Daniel, and we're thankful."


"No,
the miracle of water came from the Lord." Daniel gazed off to the south.
"Well, I'd best be hitting the road again."


Ezra
followed his gaze. "Where y'all going next?"


"Springfield,
I hope. Maybe I'll find work there. Which direction is it from here?"


"Just
follow the sun and you'll bump into it. But it's a long ways to walk and you're
not likely to find work."


Daniel
smiled gently. "The Lord walked, and if He could, Daniel Tomelin ain't no
better. I believe the good Lord also provides for his own. If there's work,
I'll find it."


Ezra
turned toward the house. "Come and eat."


"Don't
mind if I do. I can say good-bye to the family while I'm at it." 


"It's
the least we can do." They walked to the house together and Ezra opened
the screen door and stepped aside so Daniel could enter. "Daniel's leaving
now." He leaned his walking stick beside his chair and sat down heavily.
"Give him some food to tide him over."


Bess
came over and shook Daniel's hand. "Gonna miss you, Mr. Daniel."


"Find
the pig yet?"


"Not
yet," she said. "I'll send William and the kids out looking for her.
She can't be far."


"Sure
she could." Ezra said. "She could be in Arkansas by now. Or maybe
someone's having pork chops for breakfast. Never can tell what a sow might
do."


"Or
people, either," Daniel added.


"Sit,
Daniel," Bess said. "I'll get you something to eat."


"Just
a bite of bread and milk, thank you."


The
kids stared at him. He winked at them as Bess brought a cracked mug of diluted
canned milk and set it on the table in front of him. She sliced a crusty heel
from a loaf of homemade bread. "Cocoa's good on bread and milk," he
said. "If you got some, it'll be right tasty."


Bess
handed him the bread and opened a cabinet door that was falling off its hinges.
"We did have some. Here it is." She brought out a dusty cocoa tin and
pried off the lid. "Empty," she said. "Dang it all, who put this
empty can back in the cabinet?"


Daniel
broke his bread in small pieces, dropped them in the milk and mashed them down
with a spoon.


When
he'd eaten, he felt in his overalls' pocket for the coins he'd put there while
out in the privy. Then he rose and went over to the young mother, sitting
solemnly with her sleeping child on her shoulder. The suffering and
hopelessness in her eyes wrenched his heart as he drew out the coins and placed
them in her hand.


She
looked at the money—two dimes and one nickel—and started to shake her head
"no."


"Go
ahead," Daniel said. "It ain't much."


Her
eyes glazed over as she stared up at him. "You—you don't have to—"


Daniel
lay a hand on her shoulder as her fingers curled around the pathetic few coins.
"I do have to, miss. I couldn't live with myself if I didn't."


The
dam behind her eyes broke and flooded her face as he removed his cap.


"You
take care of them youngins' now, you hear?" 


He
reached out and gently touched the little boy, thinking it might feel good to
hold a child again. But no, he couldn't trust himself to hold the tyke without
breaking down. His Adam's apple was already trying to strangle him as the
mother's eyes burned into his mind; for the rest of his life, those eyes would
haunt him.


Weary
of body and with a heavy heart, he put his cap back on and studied each person
in turn. Finally, he settled the three-string banjo over his shoulder, picked
up the pack, and let himself out the door. He went down the steps—gazed north
toward home for a minute—then struck out walking in the opposite direction
toward Springfield, miles and miles away over hills and valleys and dry,
thirsty pastures.
















Chapter 10


 


The
rain didn't materialize that late July day, but a different kind of storm
smoldered in LaDaisy's heart as Clay dropped by and forced himself on her
again.


"How
many more times?" she sobbed, knowing she was about a year behind with the
rent. 


"As
many times as I need," he said. "Now stop crying before I give you
something to cry about." Then he laughed. "A few more times to
collect the rent, LaDaisy. I should've thought of this a long time ago. But I
didn't have a reason before, with me and Ida Mae just getting hitched. Now
she's useless."


"Oh
God."


"When
the rent's paid, maybe I'll keep on doing it till Ida Mae has the kid. How many
months more now?"


LaDaisy
rolled her head from side to side, closing her eyes so she wouldn't have to
look at him. As Ida's husband, he knew damn well when their baby was due.


This
time Mary slept through her mother's ordeal.


"No
matter," Clay said. "No damn fucking matter. You going to help or do
I have to slap the piss out of you?"


I'll
help you over my dead body, Clay Huff.


He
panted hard, his body reeking from sweat and male hormones. Soon she'd find
blessed relief from the assault.


"You
know you enjoy this." 


When
he rammed her again, she cried out. Clay grunted. His only response was to do
it again and again.


When
she was finally alone again, she wasted no time heating water for her bath.
This time, Clay's roughness had brought blood, and Susannah's quilt would have
to be soaked in cold water to prevent a stain.


Hurting
so badly she could hardly walk, she stripped the quilt off the bed and carried
it out to the kitchen. It could soak in her bathwater after she got out.


She
sensed that Saul knew something was going on between Clay and herself. But if
so, he never mentioned it. Nor did he interfere—could he believe his son's wife
actually welcomed another man's advances? She hoped not, but sometimes it was
hard to tell what Saul thought.


On
the other hand, he surely knew some people were driven to desperate and
depraved acts to survive the hardships and loss of pride caused from the
Depression. Saul, with his Tomelin pride and loyalty, was the sort of man who
would keep it to himself if LaDaisy had lowered herself to prostitution to feed
her kids.


She
began to wonder if she'd somehow brought this on herself.


Clay
always waited till the children were visiting their cousins. When the weather
was warm, the older ones took Bobby outdoors to play right after breakfast.
They didn't usually wander back to the house until they were hungry, or, as
Daniel would say, they were so covered with dirt they couldn't tell each other
apart. She was left with only Mary until Elizabeth brought Ralph for nursing..


Afternoons
while Mary napped were LaDaisy's private times to restore herself, both physically
and mentally. Then she would turn the radio on and spend fifteen minutes with
"Myrt and Marge." Even her father-in-law took it easy during the heat
of the day after hoeing his garden. The few raindrops evaporated before hitting
the ground. Saul's crops were parched, producing more dust and insects than
vegetables. The old man himself was dried out, tough and leathery.


She
would miss his company if he wasn't around. Since Daniel left, his father had
started dropping by on Friday evenings to listen to "One Man's
Family," and on Sundays he came for "The Jack Benny Program,"
laughing with her and the kids before they went to bed. 


He
came in handy for things she couldn't do herself, such as wringing the neck of
her last laying hen so they could have meat for supper one Sunday. The old bird—the
last of eight she'd bought as chicks years ago—was tough as shoe leather, but
she'd turned it into a tasty stew with dumplings. 


Other
times, he brought whatever small produce he'd managed to raise to maturity.
Often as not, his hands were empty, but he'd sit in the kitchen and visit or
play with Mary.


"She's
going to be pretty like her mama," he said one day, and LaDaisy was pleased.


"Really,
Saul? Do you think so?" She blushed. "Even Daniel don't say I'm
pretty very much." 


"Then
Daniel's head ain't on right. The boys resemble their daddy mostly. Earl's the
spittin' image. I see some of him in Bobby and some in Catherine. The girl's
more like you, except she's got the Tomelins' big hazel eyes." He paused
for a long time, thinking. 


"This
little girl looks like she came from the woodpile." He looked at LaDaisy
and grinned. "Now don't get me wrong, girl. I know she didn't crawl out
from under no woodpile. But she's yours through and through. Maybe she'll
change as she gets older. But right now I don't see her daddy except in her
eyes."


His
words tugged at her heartstrings, as they always did when he reminisced about
Daniel. Sometimes she wondered where he drew the line between his son's family
and his own, most of whom were already buried.


"Mary's
the spitting image of Grandma Blue," she said. "Her name was Frances.
It's too bad Daddy doesn't live closer so he can get to know his grandchildren."
She grew thoughtful. "I suspect he stays away so he won't bump into Mama.
She'd probably gouge his eyes out."


Saul
brought up memories of the dead baby, and she turned automatically toward her
bedroom and the baby shoes on her dresser, and Clay's rent receipt.


Again,
she had the distinct impression Saul knew what had happened with Clay the first
time. She almost wished she could pour out her troubles to him. Would he
understand, or consider her a willing participant?


"I
wish Daniel was here," he said.


"Oh
Saul, so do I." LaDaisy blinked back her tears. "Do you reckon he'll
ever come home? I don't think he will. I don't even know if I still want him
after what he did."


Saul
nodded. "Nobody blames you for feeling that way. It was a bad thing he did.
But maybe you could forgive him?"


"Daniel
doesn't deserve my forgiveness, Saul. He brought this on himself. And—and sometimes
I hate him with every nerve in my body. Other times I—" I still love
him? Yes. There's no denying that.


Saul
picked up the empty basket.


"For
a while I thought maybe he'd come home, but now I don't know." He reached
out and touched one of Mary's curls, then leaned down and kissed the top of her
head. "Daniel would be proud of this little girl."


"If
he's still alive."


"Oh,
he's alive. I'd know if he was dead."


"How?"


"He'd
come in the night and say good-bye."


"You're
scaring me!"


He lay
a hand on her shoulder. "Don't mean to scare you, girl. I told you before
about dead folks coming to see me before they move on. About the third day
after they die."


"Oh
I know it, but—" 


"Us
Tomelins got strong bonds."


"You'd
actually see Daniel? Like you see me standing here?"


"I
might. Most likely I'd sense his presence." He took his straw hat off the
back of a chair and put it on. "Used to scare me when it happened. But I
figured a man won't do anything dead that he won't do alive."


Saul's
Adam's apple slid up and down when he spoke, like when he used to chew tobacco.
He couldn't afford to chew now, but his Adam's apple went up and down anyway.


"Dead
Tomelins know the rest of us got second sight, so they come to let us know
they're okay."


"Being
dead is okay." She wiped her tears away and smiled.


Saul
grinned, and she saw her husband in his face.


"Aw,
now, you know what I mean." He opened the door, then spoke over his
shoulder. "It ain't only dead ones come visit. I seen live folks, too.
Sometimes they pop out of their skin, then go back in when they're done
checking on ya."


LaDaisy
didn't believe such a thing was possible.


"Well,
Saul, if Daniel does come—dead or alive—will you let me know?" She crossed
her arms defiantly. "If he's got the guts to show his face after running
out on us, there's a few things I want to tell him."


Sometimes
LaDaisy had odd feelings of her own. Like the time she imagined Daniel sitting
on the edge of their bed, watching her undress. Another time, she saw him
fiddling around outside with his truck. She'd had to pinch herself to be sure
she wasn't dreaming.


I'd
almost expected him to crank up the rusty old flivver and drive off, and that
ain't normal.


Her
imagination ran wild. Suppose Daniel escaped his body and visited when Clay had
her pinned to the bed. What would he think? That she was helping? Or would he
hear her crying. Do ghosts see and hear, or do they lose those physical senses
when they die? The real Daniel might light into Clay with both fists and a
two-by-four with nails in it, then run over him with the truck if caught in the
act of raping his wife—but what would a ghost do? What could a ghost do?
Would Daniel's ghost hate Clay Huff as much as he did alive?


 


After
Saul left, LaDaisy opened Daniel's gun closet. She hated firearms with a
passion. Guns were made for only one purpose: to put a bullet through a living
creature's heart. It was all she could do to touch the 12-gauge as it stood in
one corner of the closet. She hesitated a moment, then picked it up carefully
and laid it on the bed.


How
do I load this thing? He said I didn't need to know, but did he consider I
might have to defend myself someday? Pioneer women knew how to shoot guns. Why
can't I shoot a rapist?


She
didn't know the least thing about loading a gun, and she even doubted she had
the nerve to fire one. Still, she'd seen Daniel load it a time or two, so maybe
she could figure it out. 


When
Clay comes over and unbuttons his pants again, he'll run screaming out of here
with buckshot in his worthless ass.


She
removed the box of shells from the closet shelf and turned to find Bobby
standing by the bed reaching for the gun.


"Bang!"


"Don't
touch that!" She ran over and smacked his hand away. "No,
Bobby!"


"Daddy's
gun?"


"Yes,
it's Daddy's." She picked it up. "But you're never to touch it,
understand?"


"Why?"


"Because
I said so. It'll hurt you."


She
replaced the gun in the closet and locked the door, but clutched the skeleton
key in her fist, afraid to return it to the hiding place with her son watching.


Bobby
lost interest in the gun and went over to the cradle, stood on tiptoes and
peered over the side. He turned to his mother. "Shhh." Then gave the
cradle a push.


"Yes,
she's sleeping. Be quiet so you don't wake her." She wanted him out of the
room so she could hide the key. "Where's Earl and Cath? Go find
them."


He
didn't move immediately, but stood gazing up at her.


"Daddy
come home?"


Almost
every day, she could count on one of the kids to ask.


"I
don't know, honey. I hope so."


His
eyes grew wide and he pointed to the closet.


"Daddy
shoot gun."


"I
don't know what Daddy will do, Bobby."


A
few minutes ago, she had contemplated shooting another human being. How could
she face her children if she carried out her plan? She tightened her grip on
the key until it bit into her palm. 


"Now,
go find your sister and brother so they can clean up to eat. I'll scramble some
eggs or cook some pap."


"Pap."


He
ran from the room and she quickly put the key away.


Taking
a deep breath, she headed for the kitchen, relieved in a twisted way for making
a half-hearted decision to shoot Ida's husband the next time he assaulted her
big sister.


Not
for two or three more days, at least. Clay wouldn't come around after she'd
told him it was time for her monthlies. 


 


The
next morning, the Channing Ford turned in the driveway. Elizabeth was early,
but there was no sign of Ralph.


"Where
are you hiding him?" LaDaisy peered past Elizabeth as she came inside.


Elizabeth
stood in the middle of the room, obviously ill at ease as she glanced
everywhere but at LaDaisy.


"I—I
won't be bringing him anymore, Mrs. Tomelin."


LaDaisy
frowned. "Not bringing him? I thought we agreed he needs a couple more months—"


Elizabeth's
face turned scarlet and she refused to meet LaDaisy's eyes.


LaDaisy
motioned to the davenport. "Please sit down, Elizabeth, we'll talk about
it."


"If
you don't mind, I prefer to stand."


The
two women faced each other uncomfortably. LaDaisy felt her milk letting down,
but Ralph was not there to claim it. In a few more minutes it would seep
through her dress.


"Well,
I've obviously done something to upset you. But I'm not a mind reader. Have you
found someone else? I'll understand if you have." She waited for a reply,
and when none came, she continued. "Why won't you talk to me? I need all
the help I can get with my husband away, Elizabeth. I appreciate you've trusted
me with your baby all this time. He's like my own—"


Elizabeth
sighed and shook her head. "You were good for Ralphie, and I hate to put
him strictly on cows' milk because it makes his stools hard."


"Then
why?"


Elizabeth
met LaDaisy's eyes briefly, then glanced away.


"It's
the men."


"Th—"
LaDaisy caught her breath. "Men?" 


"Actually,
just one man." The words spilled out in a torrent of embarrassment.
"The man who comes to—to visit you during the day. Don't think
people haven't noticed. They've—I've seen his car parked down the road. Oh yes,
he tries to hide it. But I know what's going on, you without a husband and
all."


LaDaisy
sat down in the rocker, staring past the woman, seeing the yard and trees
through the screen door, dreading what she knew was coming.


"Go
on."


"Oh,
this is embarrassing for me, Mrs. Tomelin. Your husband is gone. Everyone in
town knows he's gone. But you're still married, and this man comes to your
house—"


"What
are you talking about?" But LaDaisy knew the answer.


"I
can't risk coming here and walking in on you and ... him."


LaDaisy's
breasts tightened and shut down the milk supply. God help her if she dried up
and had no more milk for Mary. 


"Surely
you don't think?"


"I
don't know what else to think."


LaDaisy
covered her face with her hands. 


"The
man is ... he's my sister's husband, my landlord, for God's sake."


"Your
brother-in-law? That's even worse."


"No,
no!" LaDaisy jumped up and faced Elizabeth, angry and afraid at the same
time. "You don't know what you're saying. I'm—he comes to collect the
rent. He—"


"You
have money for rent?" Elizabeth was aghast. "Or do you pay it another
way? I know Mr. Tomelin isn't here to provide the rent. I know this
because you already told me. Otherwise, you wouldn't have needed to wet-nurse
my son in exchange for food."


"Let
me explain."


Elizabeth
turned to leave. "You can't explain anything I'll believe."


Unable
to take any more, LaDaisy jumped up and got in her face. "Who made you so
goddamed high and mighty? How dare you come in my house and accuse me of
being a whore."


Elizabeth
quickly left the house, slamming the door behind her. Only then did LaDaisy
allow the tears to fall.


No
more milk for my kids.


She
collapsed on the davenport. After a few minutes, she looked at the clock
through tear-swollen eyes and realized it was time to feed the kids. Feed them—what?
















Chapter 11


 


Traversing
hills and streams en route to Springfield was torture for Daniel. His body
ached. The soles of his feet burned and new calluses crusted old ones. In late
afternoon, the sky turned dark, and nasty green clouds appeared in the
southwest. The smell of ozone tainted the heavy, moist air and left him
struggling for breath. He stopped walking, mopped sweat from his brow and stood
very still, surveying his surroundings. It was too quiet. Not a leaf stirred;
no bird sang. 


Something
was up.


He
recalled that more than a hundred years ago, the earth had shuddered violently
and split open at New Madrid, some distance behind him in the Bootheel region.
The temblor had rocked, not only Missouri, but states as far away as Boston,
and when it was over, the Mississippi River flowed backward.


The
earth was restless and wobbly—and Daniel Tomelin was right out in the open.


A
brilliant flash of lightning lit up the sky, followed a moment later by a loud
thunderclap that almost peeled his skin off and set his ears ringing. A sharp
wind rose and blew dust up his nose and in his throat. He coughed, and looked
up as a drop of rain splashed his glasses. He pulled his rain slicker from the
gunnysack and pulled it on just as the rain began in earnest, then stashed the
banjo in the bag. 


There's
no bed for a man to hide under. 


Rain
fell soft and cool on his face, relief from the scorching heat his body had
endured since spring. When the sky opened and heavy rain pelted the ground, the
thirsty soil soaked it up. The storm's front was still some distance away, but
he squinted to see through the downpour.


In
the distance appeared a stone house with a thatched roof. And not far from the
house stood another building. A church? If I can reach it, I'll be safe.


When
a male voice filled his head with song in a strange language, Daniel recalled Grandma
Susannah's stories about a distant relative from Wales.


His
skin tingled, and the foreign thoughts startled him. Through misty lenses
appeared an old mill house. A woolen mill? How did he know that? White
sheep dotted the hillside—he could almost smell the wet wool. What were they
doing out in the rain? Where were sheep dogs bringing them to fold?


What
had these to do with tramping through southern Missouri in a thunderstorm? He
was thousands of miles from his grandmother's homeland.


He
turned his rain-soaked face away as the wind swirled leaves and twigs in his
path. The rain had slowed, but the storm rumbled and crashed overhead as
lightning spiked around him. He realized his life was in danger and dove into a
ditch by the side of the road.


Crouching
with the gunnysack over his head, his heart lurched as a terrifying rumble
filled the air. His ears popped, bringing pain. A blast of cold air seemed to
split his soul in half as the wind tried to suck his body from the shelter ... 


 


...
Fog and mist lay over the open meadow and the sky was just beginning to darken.
The air hung still and damp. Not even a blade of grass moved. Poppies stood
like bright orange sentries near the tents and ditches, oblivious to the war
ravaging their homeland.


This
night was quiet along the front.


Too
quiet.


Fritzie was up to something.


Shine
crouched in a trench surrounded by sandbags, and waited. His skin prickled as
he shifted his eyes back and forth like small searchlights. There were no signs
of enemy soldiers—they'd expected to see them, but much farther ahead. But he
knew they were there and he sensed stealthy movement behind the stand of trees
that edged the meadow. Soon his battery would be under cover of darkness. But
safe? Not bloody likely. He glanced toward a nearby trench, feeling alone, yet
comforted by the nearness of his friends. Most of them were just kids who had
no business fighting a war, young men who grew up fast when faced with unseen
enemies.


"Man,
I wish I had a smoke."


Shine
jumped at the sound of Milt's voice and glanced over his shoulder as the young
soldier rested his arms on his rifle stock.


"Don't
sneak up on me, Milt!"


"Okay,
okay."


"Good
thing this gun was pointed the other way—I might've shot and asked questions
after."


"Okay,
Shine, take it easy."


Shine
nodded, reached out and lay a hand on Milt's arm. Everyone was jumpy. This was
no time for arguments; they were all in it together.


Milt
opened his mouth to speak, but Shine shook his head. "Shhh—listen."
His heart drummed in his chest. His nerves were as tight as a banjo string as
he tightened his grip on the rifle, fingers opening, squeezing. "You hear
something?" 


A
shadowy form appeared at the edge of the field near the front trench. A moment
later, three shells whizzed through the air, the first hitting a sandbag, the
others almost blowing the ground out from under them.


"Jesus." Shine grabbed his worthless helmet and ducked.
"They've seen us!"


"Cover
me," Milt said. "I'm going after the son-of-a-bitch!"


He
climbed out of the hole, bayonet fixed, and waved toward the trenches where the
other guys waited. Someone joined him. In the dim light it was hard to tell
who. Leonard. In a matter of seconds Leonard was out of the trench and running
at a crouch through the shadows to join Milt.


A
burst of machine gun fire kicked up the dirt around them as they ran, ducking
shells. More soldiers appeared in the clearing. It was almost too dark to see
now. Milt and Leonard opened fire as they ran. Streaks of light burst from
their guns. Loud shouts came from the direction of the targets. Then a chilling
scream. From the front trenches came a barrage of rifle fire.


Shine
broke out in a cold sweat as he took careful aim in the near darkness and squeezed
the trigger. A man screamed; a soldier went down. Kill or be killed, soldier.


Someone
jumped in the trench with him. Frank. He smelled like cigarettes as he
took a position next to Shine.


Sporadic
gunfire continued for a few more minutes, then stopped abruptly.


"They
got Woody," Frank said, gasping for breath.


"Dead?"


"Yeah."
Frank's voice broke. "It was too fast, Shine, too fast! He—he went down
without a sound."


"Maybe
he's not dead, maybe—"


"We
both know better. He ain't moving, Shine. Goddamit, he's dead!"


"The
bastards!"


Shine
listened to the stillness. Dense fog moved in and hovered above the field. It
crept close to the ground, leaving a foot of space at the bottom through which
the men watched.


"Someone
should be with Woody," he said.


"Aw
no, the poor bastard's beyond help."


Gunfire
started up again. Through the opening under the mist they saw a cloud of dirt
fly through the air where they'd last seen Milt and Leonard. Piercing screams
rent the night, and Shine knew without a doubt they didn't come from Fritzie. 


With
Frank beside him peering over the edge of the trench, he tried to take aim. The
growing darkness made it hard to see. All was quiet from their side, the bursts
of gunfire having died down. They used the time to reload.


But
the lull was deceptive as another round came at them. The two men returned
rapid fire and the smell of gunpowder filled the air. Shine jerked as something
banged his head and almost tore his helmet off. Forgetting himself for the
moment, he jumped up. Frank grabbed his legs to pull him back down.


"Get
your ass down!"


But
Shine could not hear nor see. He was intent on getting out of the hole alive.
Something snapped inside his head and he swore at Frank.


"Fuck
that, they're killing us!"


"Stay
down!"


His
feet flew out from under him. His shoulder screamed in pain as he rose in the
air, then slammed onto the ground and screamed. The blast loosened dirt from
the edges of the trench and buried him.


He
blacked out a minute from intense pain in his right shoulder, then came alert
and frantically clawed the soil. Reaching air again, he expanded his lungs and
dug out his rifle.


His
hands touched something hard. Not a rifle. Something round. He ran a hand over
it, onto the face of his friend.


"Frankie!"


The
concussion from a shell bursting overhead knocked him down on top of Frank. He
waited, his heart pounding. As he listened, the gunfire stopped abruptly.


He
got to his knees and touched Frank's arm. His hand came away wet. Frank gasped
for air, and a gurgling sound came from his mouth when he tried to speak.


He
pulled Frank from under the debris and cradled his head in his arms.


"Mama
... Shine ... tell Mama I—"


Frank's
chest no longer rose; his mouth stopped bubbling. When daylight came up through
the poppies and burned the mist away, Shine found Frank staring up at him,
eyelids partly closed and mouth open. But even in the midst of this hellish
war, the dead soldier's face looked strangely at peace.


Shine
wept unashamedly. And when he'd cried himself out, he laid the still body on
the soil and brushed his hand across Frank's eyes, pushed up gently on his chin
to close his mouth. When he pulled his hand away, he looked down upon the bloody
stump of his ring finger …


 


Susannah's
voice carried over the wind: 


He
was a well-known bard; he was straight and honest.


Daniel
forgot the storms of weather and war swirling around and inside of him and
listened to his grandmother's words.


Over
the ocean he came. Despite the dangers, he traveled with a strong heart to a
new country without fear in his breast.


He
raised his head and listened—the sound of the storm was distant now and gentle
rain fell upon the parched earth.


The
earth is restless.


He
wiped his glasses on his wet shirttail, then checked his sack to be sure his
supplies and the banjo were intact. He arose slowly, knees creaking. His body
ached from the cramped position and he stood a moment finding his balance. His
cap lay on the wet ground nearby, and his lower back complained when he reached
down to get it. The old cap was soaked; he shook off the water and put it on
anyway. His shoes squished when he walked, and his latest Hoover insoles
disintegrated.


He
didn't know if the long finger of a cyclone had touched the earth. All around
him lay broken twigs, leaves, and branches. He hadn't even heard them crash, so
intent he'd been on listening to his grandma's strange lessons about a relative
he never knew.


She
had calmed his nerves and saved his sanity. Few people knew how afraid he was
of storms. Susannah had known. So did LaDaisy. But he'd had to bear the fear
silently when the kids were around.


Wherever
she was now, did Grandma know loud claps of thunder and bursts of lightning
brought back his horrible war nightmares?


 


As
he walked, Daniel searched for food in the thickets by the side of the road.
His sharp vision for edible plants rewarded him with a thorny bramble of wild
blackberries, which, despite the dry year, had grown plump and sweet. He picked
his pockets full, turning his hands dark with juice.


There
was no sign rain had fallen the farther west he traveled. Signs of wind damage,
for sure. But the ground beneath his feet lay hard, cracked, and dusty. Heavy
as the torrent had been, the soil had soaked it up in a few minutes.


Sunlight
slanted through the trees along the road and dried his clothes. His shadow
lengthened as he walked a southerly course to keep the sun out of his eyes. The
farther he walked, the taller it grew. At times he thought the shadow on his
left was someone walking beside him. If only it were true; his loneliness was
almost unbearable.


By
late evening, he came to a farm and bedded down in a tractor shed with rusty
plows and assorted other implements. He himself was not yet rusty, though his
body creaked and groaned with each movement. Exhausted, he fell asleep
immediately, and woke the next morning when the shed door swung open and
blinded him with sunlight. A large man stood in the doorway, a faceless shadow
with the sun behind him.


"Howdy,"
said the man. "I didn't expect to see anybody here."


Daniel
sat up, shook his head and blinked. He pulled off his cap and nodded,
embarrassed to be caught.


"Howdy
yourself. Sometimes any building's a good place to lay your head when you can't
keep your eyes open no more."


"Been
walking long?"


"Long
enough." Daniel thought for a minute. "By the way, where am I?"


"You're
down the road a piece from a little one-horse town called Ozark. Springfield's
a few miles north."


"Guess
I walked further than I meant to," Daniel said. "Didn't plan to go so
far south."


The
man indicated the gunnysack. "What's in there?"


Dead
chickens.


Daniel
patted the sack. "This? Oh, just my stuff. My banjo, some tools and
clothes, shaving mug. Cooking pots and soap and Cloverine salve."


The
man eyed the bag. "Don't look big enough for all that."


"It's
a magic bag," Daniel replied with a grin. "The more I put in, the
bigger it gets."


He
rose and put the cap back on as the man came all the way in the shed. He saw
features now on the sunburned country face of the farmer—a stout man with a
double chin, big rubbery lips, and eyes the same shade of blue as the faded
overalls he wore. He was shirtless, his thick neck and arms sunburned and
muscular.


"You
look like you could use a good meal, stranger." The man stuck out his
hand. "Homer Petrie."


"Daniel
Tomelin. Pleased to meet you." He gripped Homer's hand and cranked it up
and down.


"We
get a tramp or two down here once in a while," Homer said. "I don't
begrudge them a place to sleep, long as they don't steal nothing."


"That's
decent of you, Mr. Petrie. You can search my sack if you want. But you won't
find nothing I didn't already mention. Besides, I'm a carpenter, not a tramp.
I'm a family man who found trouble, lost his job and money before lighting out
to find honest work. But there ain't much."


Homer
looked him over. "You need food before you can work. Can't work in such a
pitiful condition. I could stand you in my cornfield to scare the crows away."


Daniel
grinned. "Guess I lost me some weight. But, it can't be helped. I eat when
I can, and when I can't, I don't."


"My
old truck probably runs on more fuel than you do," Homer said. "Come
on up to the house and the wife will feed you hot biscuits, ham, and
gravy."


Daniel's
eyes lit up like twin headlights in a dark tunnel. His bowels gurgled at the
memory of good home cooking.


"It's
the best offer I've had all day, Mr. Petrie. I'll repay you with work if you
got any."


He
picked up the burlap sack and followed Homer out of the shed and up a dirt path
to a farmhouse. A silo rose behind the house, with a chicken coop and other
out-buildings nearby. But except for a lone white drake pecking in the grass,
there were no other signs of fowl. He spied a pump and set the bag on the
ground beside it.


"I
can use a cool drink." 


Homer
pumped water into Daniel's cupped hands, the pump handle protesting with a
rusty squawk.


"We
got some rain yesterday," Homer said. "Just a lick and a promise. If
we don't get more, everything's going to dry up."


"Yup."
Daniel sucked the water out of his hands.


"My
crops depend on the rain."


"So
do people. Just let me wash the sleep out of my eyes before I go inside. I must
look like something the cat drug in."


Homer
stood aside as Daniel took his carefully hoarded sliver of Lava soap from the
bag, removed his cap and glasses, lathered up and rinsed with more water from
the pump.


"Now
I won't be ashamed to sit at your table."


He
retrieved his sack and followed Homer up a flight of steps onto a closed-in
porch and into a kitchen.


His
mouth watered from the smell of coffee and ham. My luck is changing. His
eyes misted from the goodness of this family to take in a total stranger and
feed him. People were weary of tramps coming around so often, and likely as not
the intruders might get a tail full of buckshot for trespassing on private
property.


This
was a religious family, judging from a picture on the kitchen wall of the Good
Shepherd carrying a lamb. A small plaque near the back door recited the
Twenty-third Psalm. Hanging on a hook by the icebox, was a dog-eared copy of
"The Old Farmer's Almanac," which some farmers consulted religiously
for planting and harvesting schedules and moon phases.


A
small fan sat on a kitchen counter, circulating the hot air as it oscillated.
Back and forth. Swish. Back and forth. Swish. Without letup, it
rearranged the cooking odors and greasy dust motes, but did little to cool the
room.


"Meet
the wife," Homer said. "This is Elta."


She
was a plump woman in her late forties, with wavy auburn hair and gentle brown
eyes, like a coon hound begging for a hush puppy. Her cheeks were flushed.
Rivulets of perspiration rolled over a double chin and disappeared into the
neckline of a sleeveless sundress.


"Please
to meet you," Daniel said.


"You're
welcome here," Elta replied with a shy smile.


She
wiped her hands on her apron, grabbed a pot holder and pulled a large pan of
biscuits from the oven. Dropping the hot pan on top of the stove, she fanned
her face with the pot holder and took a chipped plate and unmatched coffee mug
from the cupboard.


Elta
set a place for Daniel on a red-checkered oilcloth as he pulled up a chair and
hung his cap on the back of it. She poured steaming coffee and set a platter of
meat and scrambled eggs and the hot biscuits on the table in front of him.
Without a word, the woman served him as though it was her godly duty to feed
all the tramps in the country.


She
sat across from him and smiled, then bowed her head. Daniel returned the
courtesy, closing his eyes for a silent word of thanks. When he opened them
again, Elta's head was still lowered, her lips moving. He tried not to hear her
mumbled words, but caught the last one before she raised up again.


"Amen."


"Amen,"
Homer echoed. "Dig in, Daniel. Try some of Elta's jelly." He
indicated a small glass jar next to the butter dish. "It's
elderberry."


Daniel
ate with relish, savoring each morsel of food with a heart full of gratitude.
He shined his plate with a biscuit and thanked the hostess as she refilled his
cup. What had he, just a common man, done to deserve such royal treatment? 


"It's
not every day I come across such hospitality," he said. "God bless
you both." 


Homer
grabbed a biscuit and slathered it with butter and jelly. He bit off half of it
before the juice could run down his hand, eyeing Daniel the while.


"Well,
the meal ain't free."


"'Course
not," Daniel said. "I done said I'd earn it."


"Yes,
you will."


Homer
winked at his wife, but she pretended not to notice. He stuffed a pipe with
tobacco from a pouch, got it going and blew a smoke ring in the air.


Just
like Clay Huff, Daniel thought. Damn
his greedy hide.


"I
need help in the fields," Homer said. "Our boys left home a few years
ago. When they're around, they don't mind helping their old man. I hired two
farmhands a month ago, big strong boys—lazy louts, I should've said. They
worked one day and quit the next. Last I heard, they headed up to Springfield.
I don't expect they'll be back this way, so I'm short-handed with harvest
coming up."


"What—spuds?"


"Yes.
Early potatoes did good this year. Wish I'd planted more, come to think of it.
You ever dig potatoes?"


Daniel
nodded and chewed. Nodded and swallowed. Shoveled food in his mouth as fast as
he could without looking like a pig. His stomach was a bottomless pit. But it
was probably shriveled up and would cramp tomorrow, or at the very least
produce enough gas to fuel Homer's tractor.


"Yes,
sir, I've dug potatoes many a time. If my back don't give out, I can dig some
more."


His
muscles were weak and stringy, his back already stiff and hunched from carrying
the pack, the tools, the banjo. But by golly he'd dig if it killed him.


Homer
chuckled. "There's too many for hand digging. I've got machinery. Can you
operate a potato harvester?" He didn't wait for Daniel to reply, but went
right on talking.


"There's
only a few acres, but I want to get some new potatoes out to market over in
Springfield. I also need to turn under another field. I can't do both at
once." The pipe had gone out; he laid it on the table. "I'm not
getting any younger. No sir. I'd need to grow another head and more arms and
legs to get everything done myself." He looked at his wife as she removed
the dishes from the table and stacked them on the counter by the sink. "My
good woman can't tolerate the heat, so she ain't no use." 


Elta
looked downright stricken as she scraped food scraps into a slop bucket and put
on a teakettle of water to heat for dishes. Daniel suspected she might be
having a hot flash, and what a torment it must be in summer heat and humidity.


He
thought of LaDaisy and the way she heated the dishwater, not to mention water
for washing clothes and the kids' baths once a week. He was overcome with
homesickness.


"I'll
give you room and board." Homer stood and looked down at his guest.
"You'll bunk in the extra bedroom upstairs. I'll see you get fed good and
some time off. When you're done, I'll pay you a few dollars to help you on your
way."


"A
decent bed—I don't know how long it's been since I even seen one, let alone
slept on one. My poor 'ol feet can use the rest, too."


Daniel
looked under the table at his scuffed shoes.


"Hoover
leather don't last long. Pretty soon the holes in my shoes get so big my whole
danged feet almost fall out. Calluses like silver dollars. Bunions, ingrown
toenails. You name it, I got it. I even twisted my ankle last time I hopped off
a train." He wiggled his foot. "Seems okay now."


Homer
nodded. "They'll get some rest here. I might even find you a pair of
boots. C'mon upstairs and I'll show you where you'll sleep." He glanced at
the gunnysack as Daniel went to pick it up. "It ain't going nowhere. It's
safe down here."


Daniel
trailed Homer down a narrow hallway with flowered wallpaper on both sides and
another picture of Jesus. They went through a white door with dozens of coats
of paint and up a steep flight of stairs. Homer opened another door and stepped
aside for him to enter.


The
room was small, dark, and musty, with only one window, and occupied a space
under a gable. Its ceiling sloped on two sides and a few strips of faded
wallpaper had peeled down in places. Flour and water paste will fix it. 


A
large double bed with a heavy oak headboard loomed out at Daniel like a magic
carpet from Heaven. He couldn't resist going over to sit on the patchwork
comforter.


A
large portrait of Christ in a gilded frame hung over a tall dresser, and the
soft eyes of the Master looked down at him from across the room. Daniel's eyes
blurred and the face wavered before him. He thought he saw Jesus blink.


"This
will do just fine," he said.


Homer
ran a meaty palm across the top of the dresser; it came away dusty and he wiped
it on his overalls.


"It's
yours while you're here."


"I
can't stay long," Daniel said. "One of these days I gotta hike myself
back home."


"I
guess you miss your family. Wife and little ones?"


"Wife
and three children. My dad, too. I miss 'em like all get-out."


Homer
crossed the room and gazed out the window at the fields beyond.


"How
are they making out with you gone?" He turned and looked at Daniel.
"They got any help?" Daniel made no reply. "You didn't leave
them all alone, did you?"


"Well,
yes, I—I went looking for work. The rent was long overdue, and I thought I
could find—well my in-laws are there, and—"


"Don't
they even know where you are?"


Daniel's
throat constricted; the space behind his eyeballs burned.


"No,
I reckon not."


"I
heard some men took off like that," Homer said. "Never met one till
now. I can't picture myself doing the same thing. Think your wife will still
want you?"


"Don't
know."


Homer
came over and stood before Daniel.


"You
must be homesick. Just tell me when you want to go home. But I hope it won't be
for a couple of months."


"I
can't promise anything." Daniel felt like a bucket of soured shit.
"If the homesickness gets bad enough—" He removed his glasses and
picked at the corner of an eye before putting them back on.


"There's
a lot of work to do here," Homer said. "After potatoes, there's fruit
trees. The apples are so heavy they're already about to bust the
branches." The man grinned. "Of course, you can eat as many as you
want. If you like apples. Well, if this suits you, I'll bring up your things
and you can make yourself at home. I'll tell Elta to bring you up a tub of hot
water so you can soak your tired feet."


"I'd
appreciate it." Daniel got off the bed and reached for Homer's hand.
"I can't tell you how much this means." His eyes smarted. "And
if you don't mind, I'd like to try out this here bed for a little while."


"Take
your time." Homer turned to go, then said over his shoulder, "The
potatoes can wait another few days. In the meantime, we'll pray for your little
family if it's all right with you."


"Thank
you," Daniel said. "I've been so busy trying to survive I almost
forgot how to pray." He removed his shoes and glanced at the picture over
the dresser.


A
few minutes later, Homer appeared in the hall with Daniel's pack. He set it inside
the door and said, "There you go. If you need anything, just holler."


Daniel
waited for him to leave, then removed his tools and lined them up on the floor
beside the bed. It was good to be rid of the extra weight. He picked up
George's banjo, examined the strings and reminded himself to fix the broken
ones someday. Exhausted and with a full stomach, he lay on the bed next to the
banjo. She's almost like a good woman, said the banjo man.


 


A
loud crash woke Daniel from a sound sleep, and from inside his head came a
child's voice: 


Now
I sleep, pray my soul. I wake and die.


He
sprang upright.


"Bobby—that
you, son?"


Something—or
someone—screamed, and the hairs stood out on the back of his neck. He listened.
He knew he'd been dreaming. But what? From a distance came the long, lonely
whistle of a train, and he remembered his old hobo passenger. Has the banjo
man died?


The
eerie sound continued for several more minutes. Perhaps it was only a panther,
not a human. Saul had told him stories about wildcats when he was young. How
they'd stretch out on tree branches at night, waiting for horses and buggies or
walkers to pass under. But he didn't know of anyone who'd died from wildcats
springing down on open carriages.


After
a while the crying stopped. Daniel rubbed the back of his neck and looked at
Jesus.


"I
don't know what it means," he said under his breath. "But I trust you
to help if anything's wrong back home."

















Chapter 12


 


Saul
rose from the rocker and waved when LaDaisy left the privy and headed down the
path to the house.


"Come
have a seat, girl, you look wore out."


"You
got it right," she said, coming over. "It's fixin' to storm."


He
cupped a hand behind his ear. "Whatzat?"


"I
said—" She pointed to the sky and yelled, "Look at the clouds."


Saul
gazed toward the southwest. "Yep. We can use the rain."


"That's
the truth." She sat on the top step and fanned herself with the neck of
her dress. "It's just our luck they'll pass on over without leaving a
drop. Those are 'mama' clouds, Saul, big droopy bags of wind."


"Hey?"


"Funnel
clouds."


"Nope,
just straight winds. I seen many a funnel cloud in olden days and these ain't
them." He raised his head and sniffed the air like a hound. "But
rain's coming for sure. Can ya smell it?"


She
got up to leave. Sometimes it was pointless trying to explain anything to Saul.
She suspected he might be going blind, as well as deaf.


"I
have to get supper started. You can eat with us if you want."


"Sounds
like a good idea." 


LaDaisy
laughed. "You weren't deaf that time, mister. Mention food and your ears
perk up like an old mule."


"Told
you I ain't deef."


"Says
you. But you're welcome to eat. There isn't much."


"I
ain't hungry anyhow."


When
he grinned, gaps between his teeth turned him into a jack-o-lantern. His
stick-out ears rode up the sides of his head into a disappearing hairline.
Tufts of gray hair sprouted from his ears, no doubt growing in beds of earwax.


She
knew if she didn't watch after him, he might not eat at all. Even now his skin
was about to fall off his bones. Feeding him was the least she could do for her
father-in-law, and the kids enjoyed having him around.


"Suit
yourself, and keep an eye on those clouds."


She
headed back to the house, glancing at the dark sky again. The storm was
approaching fast. On impulse, she went to the storm cellar and pulled open a
wooden door almost hidden under a rock garden a few feet from the back of the
house. The flowers growing on top bloomed despite the dryness: black-eyed
Susan, tiger lilies, mint, and purple iris, whose roots lay on top of the
ground drying out. Another summer soon gone and she still hadn't divided the
tubers.


She
dropped the door back against the ground and descended the steps into a musty,
cool cellar that smelled of dirt, though its walls and ceiling were lined with
boards. But even with the open door and an iron pipe for ventilation, she felt
buried beneath the mound of soil and rocks and flowers. Her family had used
this dark hole only twice to hide from the wind.


This
is how my baby feels buried underground.


Saul
had stored a bushel basket of potatoes in one corner last fall, and mice had
gnawed the few shriveled tubers that remained. After they moved here, Daniel
built shelves along the cellar's back wall for her Mason jars of fruits and
vegetables, pickles and preserves. Except for a couple of jars of green beans
and tomatoes, the shelves stood empty, a reminder of the poor times come upon
them. An assortment of dusty fruit jars and a box of zinc lids sat on the floor
under the shelves. How long since she'd had any fruit or vegetables to put up?
She was afraid to open the old jars lest the food was spoiled.


After
checking to see if the old wooden bench and pile of blankets were still there,
she came back upstairs, but hesitated about closing the door. Just one glance at
the black, fast-moving clouds boiling overhead changed her mind and she left it
open. 


The
wind picked up and swirled dust and leaves around the backyard. Bed sheets,
diapers, and pillow slips flapped horizontally on the clothesline. She ran to
the corner of the house and yelled at the kids playing on the truck as dirt
devils kicked up around them.


"Go
in the house, it's going to storm! Hurry!"


The
two boys stared at their mother a minute, then jumped down from the truck, ran
in the house and slammed the screen door. Catherine came over as LaDaisy went
back to the clothesline. 


"Mama,
Mary's crying."


LaDaisy
listened. "She's hungry, Cath. Go in and talk to her. I have to get these
clothes down before they get rained on." She swatted the girl lightly on
the bottom. 


"Hurry
now. Go play with baby till I come in."


Catherine
went in the house and LaDaisy yanked clothes off the line, throwing clothespins
in the basket with the clothes. Finishing just as thunder boomed and lightning
crashed too close for comfort, she waved at Saul and yelled.


"Get
in the cellar!"


He
didn't hear. She dropped the basket of clothes by the back steps and tore up
the path to the little house, hair flying in the wind, dress billowing up over
her knees. Saul came down the rickety steps.


"Whatzat?"


Her
heart pounded and sweat rolled down her cheeks as she pointed to the storm
clouds.


Saul
shook his head. "Just a straight wind. I seen many in my day—" He
grabbed his hat as the wind lifted it up. "Whoops!"


"Get
in the cellar!" she screamed. "It's a tornado!"


The
roar of the wind drowned out her voice.


"Th-the
cellar. Quick!" She started back at a run, thinking of the kids alone in
the house, calling over her shoulder, "You get in that cellar right now,
Saul!"


She
continued to the house, burst into the kitchen and grabbed Earl's arm.


"Take
Bobby to-to the cellar. Now, Earl. Hurry! I'll get Mary."


A
loud clap of thunder—too close—and the rain poured. The house groaned. A blast
of wind hit the side full force and drenched the kitchen through the open
window. It was almost pitch black outside, and the sky roared like a freight
train, drowning out Catherine's screams. LaDaisy snatched Mary out of the
cradle and ran back to the kitchen.


Mary
cried as Catherine screeched, her face beet red and tears running down her
face. 


"Follow
me!" LaDaisy shouted. "Come on, Cath, to the cellar—"


"Mama,
Mama. I'm afraid!"


When
the terrified girl didn't move, LaDaisy slapped her smartly across the face.


Oh
dear God. What have I become?


"I'm
sorry, Cath, now come on."


The
screaming stopped abruptly but Cath continued to sob.


LaDaisy's
hair stood on end as she yanked the screen door open and pushed the girl
outside. Shielding Mary's face against the wind and rain, the two stumbled down
the cellar steps in the dark. She realized she'd forgotten the flashlight. God
help us.


The
boys cried, but Saul was there.


"Ain't
much of a storm," he said. "Why, I seen some could turn your hair
white." He took a small hand in each of his and led the boys to the bench.
"Now just sit your butts down and you'll be okay. It's just wind."


"I
want my daddy!" Earl screamed, and Bobby said, "Big wind, Grampa."


LaDaisy
grabbed Catherine's hand and led her to the bench, her chest heaving from
exertion and fear.


"Say
a prayer," Saul told Earl. "Your daddy ain't here, but if he was he'd
be praying, wouldn't he? You know he would, so get busy and pray."


Rain
poured through the open cellar door and Saul went up and pulled it down with a
bang. Now the cellar was thrown into complete darkness, enough to keep the boys
crying and start their sister up again.


LaDaisy
fought for breath as she pushed Catherine down on the bench, grabbed a musty
blanket and wrapped it around her.


"Hush
up, Cath! You're safe down here. Stop crying before I give you something to cry
about." 


It
was enough that Mary cried and struggled in her arms. She unbuttoned her dress
and gave her a breast to suck on. From the dark came Bobby's voice.


"...
me down to sleep ... I wake and die."


Oh
dear God. LaDaisy's heart turned
over, hearing her son's innocent baby prayer. She thought of Daniel, knowing if
he were here, he'd be totally useless. Part of her wanted to strangle her
husband for leaving them in this danger. But they needed him, and now was no
time for bitterness. Daniel, Daniel, where are you?


Outside,
the storm raged and limbs crashed to the ground nearby. Something thumped
against the cellar door. Wind whistled through the cracks of the old boards as
the family huddled in the dark waiting for the noise to stop. LaDaisy's ears
popped, and her stomach jumped. The children had quieted, and Mary nursed
contentedly. Her diaper was soaked—as if she cared.


LaDaisy
listened, but heard only the silence. "I think it's over. Saul, can you
open the door? I heard something hit; it might be blocked."


He
mumbled a reply and she heard him climb the steps. The door groaned. Daylight
streamed in as he pushed until it fell back against the ground with a thud.


Rain
poured through the open doorway. Mary had fallen asleep and lost the nipple. LaDaisy's
eyes adjusted to the light as she covered herself and roused the children
huddled on the bench.


"It's
okay now," she said. "The storm's gone."


Catherine
and Earl stared at their mother with big, startled eyes.


"I
want my daddy," Earl said.


"Well,
as you can see, he ain't here."


"Where
is he?"


She
had no answer, but shook her head and turned away as Saul went out in the rain.
She shook Bobby's arm gently and he sat up.


"Storm's
over, Bobby. We can go back to the house now. I'll cook supper."


Her
children were barefoot and dirty, but safe.


Their
fears gone now, Catherine and Earl ran up the cellar stairs and into the yard
as though nothing had happened.


"It's
raining," Catherine sang. "It's raining. It's raining."


"Thank
God," LaDaisy murmured.


She
grabbed Bobby's hand and led him up the steps, holding Mary against her left
shoulder. They stood by the back porch letting the rain pour over them, the
kids laughing and skipping through the grass soaking wet, thoughts of the storm
lost to memory. LaDaisy's hair hung in soppy tendrils around her face. The
water felt refreshing and cool after the sweltering days they'd spent wiping
sweat from their brows. The blessed rain washed the grime off kids and clothes,
and filled the rain barrel at the corner of the house.


Year
after year, the resident goldfish stayed at the bottom of the deep barrel to
survive the harsh winter months; spring and summer found it skimming mosquito
larvae from the top of the water. A one-inch-long fish when they won it at a
carnival five years before, "Goldie" had grown another three inches. LaDaisy
often wondered how it could live its whole existence in a barrel of water
without another living fish to associate with, and she always made a point to
speak to it when she dipped water for washing hair or watering houseplants.


Sometimes
she felt like the fish.


The
dark clouds moved off to the east, over pastures and dirt roads turning to mud.
Sunshine burst through the rain. The grass looked greener as raindrops pelted
the earth. She became lost in thought, until a sudden noise from Saul made her
turn around.


"Sweet
rain for the garden," she said.


Saul
gazed up the path toward his house, and she followed his line of sight to the
remains of the house he'd called home. She stared, unable to comprehend what
had happened. Then she burst into tears as the old man walked slowly up the
path, past the outhouse, the garden, now littered with debris—boards, window
sashes, doors, broken glass, clothes, and chairs.


"No,
Saul, no. Come back, please."


He
paid her no mind. When he reached the porch he hesitated, then slowly climbed
the steps and lowered himself into the rocker, which, amazingly, was untouched
by the storm.


Behind
the porch lay a pile of lumber—smashed flat and furniture probably blown to the
next county. He rocked back and forth, his old shoes sliding against the worn
boards, his face an impenetrable mask.


Unable
to stop crying, LaDaisy turned and entered her own house, put Mary down and
called the kids in.


"Nobody
needs a bath tonight." Trying to sound cheerful. "Get the wet clothes
off and I'll fix supper."


"Where's
Grandpa?" Earl asked.


"He'll
be here in a little bit." LaDaisy knew Saul was rocking on the porch of a
house that was no longer there.


She
rummaged through the icebox for something to cook. Scrambled eggs? Oh my. She'd
forgotten to put the ice card in the window and the icebox felt warm inside.
She opened the small door at the bottom, pulled out the pan of water and
emptied it into a five-gallon pail. The fifty-pound block of ice had melted to
a chunk about six-inches in diameter. She found the card and stuck it up in the
window, mentally calculating which day it was.


Remembering
the laundry basket, she went back outside and found it upside down next to the
cistern, which had gone unused until she could no longer afford city water.
Clothes were strewn all over the yard. Catherine's bloomers hung from the lilac
bush by the front porch. Earl's overalls, socks, and underwear were likewise
draped over bushes and other places no clothes should be.


She
stooped over and picked up her brassiere and slip. Looking around, she found a
few of Mary's diapers. Gathering what she could, she glanced once more at Saul
before going back inside. The sight of him rocking on a porch without a house
was too much to bear.
















Chapter 13


 


Daniel
worked in the fields with Homer through the rest of July and halfway through
August. He loved the smell of dirt, freshly dug potatoes, even the barnyard
manure Homer spread on the fields. Something about country living made him realize
he was only a mortal after all. The Lord had breathed dust in his nostrils,
fashioned him of clay, and trapped his soul in a boney, skin-covered cage.
Apparently, he was required to remain in this state and work with his hands,
rearranging the elements until his time expired.


Sometimes
while walking, before arriving at Homer's, his mind had fogged over. His body
had seemed to shed layer after layer of flesh, like peeling away the papery
skins of an onion until nothing was left. At such times, he was no longer
conscious of physical sensations. This invisible body had a dreamlike quality
as he floated mindlessly over the countryside. When consciousness returned, he
found he'd covered many miles. What caused him to sleepwalk so far without
bumping into something?


 


He
harvested new potatoes before the vines died. Serviced the machinery. Assured
all chains, conveyor links, deflectors, and sharp edges were padded enough to
protect the tubers. He adjusted the digger-blade height so the potatoes
wouldn't hit the front of the primary chain.


Wearing
one of Homer's old straw hats, he operated the potato harvester as he had one
summer visiting his Uncle Tim's farm. Thirteen at the time, he'd felt high and
mighty riding through the dusty fields as though he owned them. Familiar with
how the machine worked, he now maintained a proper forward speed to ensure good
soil separation and keep the conveyors full of potatoes. He checked frequently
to be sure the tubers dropped no more than six inches to prevent bruising and black
spots in storage.


The
men worked through the hottest days and sometimes didn't quit until twilight.
Time passed slowly under the burning solar rays. The sun bronzed Daniel's skin
and toughened it like buffalo hide. Though his cheeks were still hollow, good
country cooking had added extra pounds to his lean frame. The calluses and
blisters healed inside the Army boots Homer provided. Despite the heat and long
workdays, life was easier than it had been for months.


Not
a drop of rain fell until after the potatoes were dug, bagged, and ready for
market. Then the clouds burst and drenched the fields with pure, cool water for
three hours straight.


After
a supper of creamed peas, new potatoes, and Elta's Dutch apple pie, Daniel sat
on the front porch with a tall glass of iced tea, letting the falling rain
clear his mind as evening came.


Elta
had seen the rain coming and moved her potted begonias and geraniums from the
porch railing to the ground. This woman had a love for flowers, and he was
especially drawn to the peony bushes beside the driveway.


As
raindrops splashed the foliage, he thought of LaDaisy. At one time his wife's
garden had also been a showplace with a variety of flowering shrubs and other
plants: Rose of Sharon, bridal wreath, lilac, columbines, and great bushes of
crimson peonies, their satiny petals shining in the sunlight. Autumn mums
bloomed in the fall after other blossoms faded. There had always been color of
some kind through the entire year. Even gray and brown limbs and red berries
for birds and rabbits looked beautiful against wintry skies and a backdrop of
snow. As with life itself, the winter season was not a simple black and white
picture.


Daniel's
senses heightened as the familiar fragrances came back to him, as though he
were standing in the middle of his own yard.


The
large oval dirt patch underneath the tire swing was the only spot in town where
nothing grew except his children. With God's good earth smeared on their hands
and faces, they thrived without a care in the world. The Lord knew what he was
doing when he created children and mud.


But LaDaisy
had lost interest in her plants when unemployment hit and they couldn't afford
the twelve-dollars and fifty cents monthly rent on their home.


Still,
the red peonies thrived. Each spring, big black ants crawled on the buds,
sucking out the juice and helping the blossoms unfold.


On
his last Memorial Day at home, he'd cut a bouquet of peonies covered with beads
of morning dew and walked to the cemetery before sunrise, while LaDaisy was
still asleep. He'd arranged the flowers in a fruit jar full of water and placed
them on Wayne's grave, then bowed his head.


Little
did his wife know when he sometimes left the house at dawn to watch the
sunrise, he often visited their firstborn. This time, he'd leaned down with
teary eyes and sniffed the delicate peony scent one last time.


His
mind had already been made up to leave. In the process, he'd become a man
worthy of a son by his own name. If not, he'd know the reason why.


Elta's
peonies had lost their blooms months ago, as she lost her own day by day. 


Sometimes,
sitting there on Homer's porch, Daniel took out his whittling tools—the
sharpened crochet hook and penknife—and carved delicate figurines of Moses or
curly lambs for Elta's buffet.


He'd
taken to strumming the banjo while the couple were inside huddled next to the
radio. This time of year, they discussed the World Series. He never intruded on
their private lives, but sometimes he heard what the announcers were saying.
Then he'd stop fiddling with the banjo and listen. Though he hadn't much
interest in sports, he learned a lot about baseball this way. When there wasn't
a game, they turned to politics.


Daniel
listened to Mr. Roosevelt's promises to the people. The citizens of America
were full of fear and doubt. But many considered Franklin and Eleanor saviors
who would end their struggles after November's election. He thought he might
vote for Mr. Roosevelt. When the time came, he'd make it a point to be near a
polling place in his county seat.


"He's
a good man," Homer said one evening.


"That's
the talk I heard up by St. Louis," Daniel replied. "Some folks act
like Mr. Roosevelt's God and the answer to their prayers." He paused.
"Some don't, of course."


Homer
sat on the porch steps and listened to Daniel's strumming. "Nobody has any
use for Hoover, it's for sure."


"A
chicken in our pots every Sunday," Daniel said. "But some of us don't
have a pot."


"I've
got a pot, but it's always empty."


Daniel
chuckled. "You need a rainbow with two pots of gold coins, one at each
end."


Homer
rose to go back inside. "You'd beat me to it."


"I
ain't found one so far," Daniel said.


 


Daniel's
wanderlust over the past year had taken him all over the country and brought
him back to his home state. Sooner or later, he'd have to pack up and head back
north. 


He
heard the lonesome train whistle now and got up to stretch. Picking up the
banjo, he let himself in the house and went quietly up the narrow stairs to his
room. He turned on the overhead light, removed his purse from the top dresser
drawer and poured the coins out on the bed. A small fortune? Well, maybe
not.


He
sat on the bed and separated nickels, dimes, and quarters, stacking them one on
top of the other. There were actually more than he'd thought there would be.
But it wasn't enough. 


Homer
had already paid him for July's harvest. He'd handed Daniel one dollar and
eighty cents for almost a month of hard work in the sun. Daniel had expected
more. How much more, he didn't know. But this small amount wouldn't go far.
Still, how could he complain? He'd been fed and given a roof over his head. A
soft, clean bed for his weary bones. Privacy for praying on his knees beside
the bed. A pair of boots, though a little too big. He didn't know how they'd be
for walking—even with two pairs of socks, he might still get blisters.


Over
the ocean he came. Despite the dangers, he traveled to a new country without
fear in his breast.


Susannah's
voice. A strong woman teaching from her grave.


When
Homer had handed him the money, he'd said, "I held out the Lord's tithe,
as I always do with hired help. One-tenth of what you earned."


"But—"
Daniel stared at the coins in his open palm. "Well, I—"


"Elta
and I taught our sons to give back to the Lord from the money they earn."


Daniel
felt hot tears starting behind his eyes. I ain't your son, dammit.


"I
didn't earn much over the past year," he said. "So I reckon one-tenth
of nothing comes out to nothing." There wasn't a damn thing he could do
but accept the meager wages for his back-breaking labor. These are good
people. But even good folks can rob you blind.


Homer
promised that after the trip to town tomorrow, he'd pay him the rest of his
earnings.


And
then? 


The
dog days of August were behind them. Labor Day arrived with a parade through
the public square. Summer vacation was over. Children traded bare feet for
stiff new shoes and—if their parents or guardians could afford them—Big Chief
tablets, yellow pencils, Crayolas, and paint boxes.


Nights
were becoming cooler. Daniel had no desire to spend another winter sleeping in
haylofts or hunched down around a hobo's campfire trying to keep warm in
clothes growing more ragged by the day. He itched to move on, pulled by an
unknown force to hit the trail again and go home. This was a good time to
travel; gone was the misery of summer heat, not yet too cold at night to sleep
outdoors.


Before
turning in for the night, he stashed his tools and personal items in the
gunnysack. His old shoes with new cardboard insoles. Frankie's catchers' mitt.


He
dusted off his battered flat cap, slapping it sharply on his thigh, then laid
it at the foot of the bed by his overalls. The boots he lined up side by side
on the floor by the bed.


From
the picture over the dresser, Jesus winked. Or so it appeared through the mist
in Daniel's eyes.


In
the morning, he'd hitch a ride to Springfield in the back of Homer's truck—Elta
would want to go along to shop or gawk at the other ladies. But after Homer
paid him the rest of his wages—minus the tithe—Daniel Tomelin would find a
train going north.

















Chapter 14


 


Clay
wasn't happy with the tornado damage to Saul's place, but if he could've, he
would probably have blamed the disaster on his tenant. While it was true he
hadn't charged the old man rent after buying the property—the little house had
better care when someone lived in it—he was at least responsible for cleaning
up the mess. Days passed, and he ignored the situation after his first
inspection.


LaDaisy
and the kids helped Saul collect whatever personal items they found scattered
through the yard: bedding, clothes, dishes, pictures, and other keepsakes.
Daytime found him rocking on a porch with no house attached. It was a pathetic
sight. Try as she would, she couldn't get him to come inside until nightfall.


 


The
Sunday following the storm, LaDaisy dabbed rouge on her cheeks and applied red
lipstick. She finger-waved her hair and put on a clingy summer dress with a
flounce that fell below her knees, then a wide-brimmed hat and sensible shoes.
She walked her family to the church six blocks away, pulling Earl's beat-up
wagon with Bobby and Mary tucked safely inside. Saul kept pace with her,
looking spruced up in a clean shirt with his overalls starched and ironed.


The
squeak-squeak of the rusty axles drew curious glances. Worshipers nodded as they
neared the building. She hoped nobody noticed the runs in her stockings, but
she couldn't bring herself to step inside the church bare-legged. It was bad
enough to be poor without also insulting the Lord. 


She
parked the wagon by the church steps and dropped Mary off at the nursery. Her
small group sat in the second row of pews from the front, with Saul at one end
and herself at the other, bookends for the three children wedged between them.


Piano
music played softly as the Reverend Pitney crossed the dais and took a chair
next to Deacon Hartwick and Elder Snow. He sat with his hands folded in his
lap, a dreamy expression on his face as a few stragglers came in and sat down.
Then the soloist rose and sang in a voice Daniel had called opera screech.



"Amazing
grace, how sweeeet the sound


That
saved a witch like meeee."


The
congregation shifted restlessly in their seats, the heat and humidity already
causing discomfort as they flipped pages in their hymnals or fanned their faces
with cardboard fans attached to sticks, and which were imprinted on one side
with a picture of the Good Shepherd and the other an ad for Carson's Funeral
Home.


LaDaisy
spied a familiar face across the room—Daniel's sister Bernadine. They made eye
contact. Bernie smiled, and LaDaisy made a mental note to say hello when the
service was over.


Catherine
squirmed and whined. "Mama, I'm too hot, can we go home now?"


LaDaisy
silenced her daughter with a look and pointed to the altar as the singing
stopped and the minister rose.


"Let
us pray," came Brother Pitney's nasal southern drawl, and the congregation
bowed its collective head.


"O
sweet JESUS. We thank you for this beautiful MORNING. For the OPPORTUNITY to
come TOGETHER in your HOUSE of worship. To sing the PRAISES of the Lord. PRAISE
GOD."


When
the prayer ended, murmurs of "Amen," "Sweet Jesus,"
"Save this sinner, Lord," and one loud "Earl kicked me!"
filled the church.


LaDaisy
ignored the child and raised her head as offertory music floated into the heads
of the worshipers. She opened her purse and counted pennies for her children's
offering. Into Earl's palm she dropped three cents. She gave two cents to
Catherine and one penny to Bobby.


"Hold
it tight," she whispered. "When the plate comes by just drop it
in." She gave Earl a warning glance. "Don't take any out this time,
okay?" The boy rolled his eyes.


Bobby
tugged on her arm. "More pennies, Mama!"


"Shhh."


"Praise
the Lord," said Brother Pitney with a toothy smile. "More pennies,
Mama!" 


She
wished the floor would open up and swallow her.


"Earl
gots more!"


Bobby's
loud voice caused heads to turn. People stared and fanned their smirking faces.
It was always this way when she brought her noisy children to church. Just once
she'd like to sit peacefully and enjoy a sermon without becoming the laughingstock
of Independence. She leaned over and whispered in Bobby's ear.


"Earl's
older than you are. Now hush up." Heat crept into her cheeks as she
looked apologetically at the people around her. She reached past the children
and handed Saul a nickel.


When
the offering plate came to their row, Deacon Hartwick held it down for each
child. LaDaisy added her own five cents.


The
congregation was now a sea of waving fans, rustling hymnals and programs in
stifling air reeking of sweat and lavender toilet water. Across the aisle sat Vera
and Rufus—Vera probably gritting her teeth at her grandchildren's antics.
Beside them in the pew, were Ida Mae and Clay Huff. 


Clay's
presence was disconcerting. LaDaisy resented his intrusion in her place of
worship. He didn't belong there, even if he was the vilest of sinners. If the
church members knew he'd raped his sister-in-law, they might've ended his
hypocritical appearances once and for all. Clay was the perfect candidate for
fire and brimstone.


She
appraised her sister as the congregation rose for the final hymn.


"Abide
with me; fast falls the eventide.


The
darkness deepens; Lord, with me abide."


Bloated
and swollen, the thought of giving birth for the first time must've been
agonizing for Ida. But LaDaisy knew from experience the pain her sister
suffered in labor would be forgotten the moment her newborn was placed in her
arms. Like tooth extractions, memories of a painful childbirth faded with time.
Otherwise, no woman would have a second child.


"When
other helpers fail and comforts flee,


Help
of the helpless, oh, abide with meeeee."


Fans
and hymnals were quickly stashed in the racks behind the pews. The music
followed them from the church as people rushed outdoors, where a stiff breeze
cooled their bodies. Men loosened their ties and children lost their Sunday
school papers, dropping them on the ground for the wind to carry away. Saul
went outdoors while LaDaisy collected Mary from the nursery.


"Through
cloud and sunshine, oh, abide with me."


LaDaisy
waved at her mother and sister, then hoisted Mary to her shoulder and grabbed
Bobby's hand. She handed her purse to Cath. "You can carry my pocketbook,
little miss, my hands are full." With barely a nod at Brother Pitney
shaking hands in the vestibule, she led the kids down the church steps to where
Saul waited on the front walk with the wagon. She'd talk to her family when
Clay wasn't around. They didn't seem to notice her subtle snub as they climbed
in their autos and drove off.


The
air refreshed her face and the wind fluttered the hem of her dress. Her dark,
sweaty stockings clung to her legs. The first thing she'd do when she got home
would be to roll down the tight garters and take the damn things off.


"LaDaisy,
wait."


She
turned to see Bernie waving and waited for her to catch up.


Bernie
caught her breath. "Do you have a minute?" 


"I
was going to say hello, but you seemed busy."


"Yes,
someone cornered me." Bernie lay a hand on her sister-in-law's arm.
"I wanted to ask about Dad. What a terrible thing to happen to you, LaDaisy.
The storm, Dad losing his little house." She glanced up the path where
Saul and the children waited. "You were lucky the funnel missed
yours."


LaDaisy
nodded. "I thank God every day for the storm cellar, Bernie. If not for
the moldy old crypt, maybe none of us would be alive."


"Have
you heard from Daniel?"


"Not
a word."


Bernie
pulled a hatpin from her summer straw hat and took it off, shaking her thick
wavy hair loose. "I don't know what to make of it," she said.
"My brother's a strange bird—I'm the first to admit. But even birds fly
back to their nests at some point."


"I
haven't given up on him yet, Bernie. I don't know what happened, but I have a
feeling he'll be back in his own good time." She paused. "We miss
him."


Bernie
stroked Mary's cheek with a finger. "She's so precious. May I hold
her?"


She
took the drowsy baby and kissed the top of her head. "Such a sweetheart. I
saw the cutest baby dress at Knoepker's the other day. Just perfect for
Mary." She turned to LaDaisy again. "If there's anything I can do
till my wayfaring brother returns, just let me know—oh, I don't know why I used
that word. Wayfaring? But I have a strange feeling that wherever he is, he's
traveling by foot. How odd." Bernie rocked Mary in her arms. "I'd be
happy to watch this one if you need a break, so don't hesitate to ask."


LaDaisy
debated whether to tell Bernie about the letter and war mementos she'd found
among Daniel's belongings. The two women walked slowly up the walk toward Saul
and the children.


"I
found some papers and things Daniel hadn't told me about, Bernie."


"Oh?"


"War
papers and medals—did you know he was wounded in the war?"


Bernie
shook her head. "Well, I did know. But he wanted to forget, so I never
pressed. Some things need to stay private, know what I mean?"


"I
do, yes."


"Then
you understand why he didn't tell you."


"I'm
his wife. Surely—"


"Of
course you are, dear. But did it occur to you my brother's war experience may
have been too painful to talk about, even to you?"


"I
keep thinking it might have something to do with him leaving—or his nightmares.
Did you know Daniel had terrible nightmares?"


"Why,
no, I didn't."


"They
got really bad before he left. Used to wake him, and he couldn't get back to
sleep. But he wouldn't talk about them. And they made him crabby and
short-tempered with me and the kids." She sighed. "Maybe they got to
be too much and he just took off."


"It's
certainly possible," Bernie replied. "Trying to outrun his
nightmares?" She paused. "He ran away once before, when he was
fourteen."


LaDaisy
came to attention. "Oh? He never mentioned it, Bernie. How long was he
gone, where did he go?"


"He
was gone for three days, but he never told us where he went." 


"Strange.
Did he say why?"


Bernie
nodded. "It was because of Mother. Maybe you know she was very sick for a
long time before she died. That year was worse than most."


"A
shame." LaDaisy recalled Martha's last letter to her son.


"Yes,
and I think Daniel couldn't handle it anymore. He needed to be alone."


"He's
too sensitive for his own good. He gets emotional about the least thing."


"He's
always been tenderhearted, LaDaisy. But we'll just have to wait till he comes
home and tells us himself. I wish he was here now. He'd be such a comfort to
you after what you just went through."


You
don't know the half of it, Bernie.


"Which
brings me to what I was going to ask you." Bernie looked past LaDaisy to
her father. "I know your house must be crowded with yourself and the
children, and—"


"We
manage."


"Of
course you do." Bernie patted her sister-in-law's arm. "But I thought
I'd ask to borrow my dad for a while. I mean, can he come live with me?"


"Well,
I—"


"Oh,
please say yes."


"Well."


"Think
about it, dear. I ramble around that big house since Albert ... since the
foundry accident took his life. We never had a chance to have children. I'm
alone more than you know."


"I
understand."


"Then
will you let him? Dad must get in your way at times."


LaDaisy
smiled. "When I can't stand him anymore, I shoo him out the door with the
kids. I don't mind Saul, Bernie. He's good company." His presence keeps
my sister's husband from forcing himself on me.


"Please?"
Bernie wiped her perspiring cheeks and neck with a lace handkerchief. "I'd
like to see more of him in his old age. Do say yes."


"I
wouldn't want him to think I'm kicking him out."


"He
wouldn't think that," Bernie said. "Dad loves you like a daughter. He
can still come to visit and tend the garden. I'm not so far away—just straight
up Pearl Street. He's walked it many other times, and the fresh air will do him
good. When he doesn't feel like walking, I'll bring him by auto. Besides, you
need help cleaning up after the storm."


"It's
the landlord's job."


Bernie
raised her brows. "True. But when I drove by there the other day, I saw he
hadn't done a thing. Sometimes we have to take matters in our own hands. Think
of the kids barefoot with all the splintered boards and nails and glass."


"I'll
ask Saul and see what he says." LaDaisy didn't like the idea of being
completely alone. But what right did she have to keep her husband's father from
the rest of his family? She couldn't think of a good reason he shouldn't live
at Bernie's.


"Thank
you."


"Don't
thank me yet." LaDaisy took Mary from Bernie's arms. "He might say
no."


"He
wouldn't dare." Said with a smile.


Bernie
gave LaDaisy a peck on the cheek and put her hat back on. They bid each other
good-bye and LaDaisy caught up with Saul and the children.


"I
wanted to stop at the cemetery before going home," she said, settling the
little ones in the wagon again. "Do you all want to come? We'll pick some
flowers for Grandma Martha's and Great-grandma Susannah's graves, and little Wayne's."


"And
the twins," cried Earl.


Saul
cleared his throat. "Yes, we'll put flowers on my little twin babies'
graves, too, God love 'em."


Catherine
grabbed Saul's arm. "Tell me about the babies, Grandpa."


Saul
removed his straw hat and unbuttoned his shirt at the neck. "Reckon there
ain't much to tell, little gal. They didn't even live long enough to get
named."


"When
Bobby and Mary was borned they got names."


LaDaisy
took her daughter's hand. "Come on, then. Let's find some posies to put on
the graves."


A
few minutes later, she knelt beside Wayne's grave and pulled weeds away from
the small, flat headstone, trying not to imagine her infant in the dark box. To
her surviving children, the site was simply a lump of dirt with grass and weeds
on top; but inside was a part of herself and Daniel.


Someone
had destroyed the lamb again.


"Oh,
Saul!" She pointed to the broken concrete.


"I
hope whoever did this is happy," he said, shaking his head. "I don't
think I can fix it."


She
rose and let Bobby lay a handful of dandelions on the grave, leaned over and
kissed the top of his head, then took his hand.


"Come
on, we'd better go home now." She turned to Saul. "Bernie wanted me
to ask you something. I don't know how you'll feel about it, though."


"Whatzat?"


LaDaisy
leaned close to his ear and shouted. "We'll talk when we get home."


On
the way, a red car kicked dust in their eyes. LaDaisy swore under her breath as
she recognized Clay at the wheel.


 


July
ended and August arrived, scorching everything in sight. The grass turned
brown. The only moisture was perspiration rolling off the bodies of rich and
poor alike.


Though
Saul was reluctant to leave LaDaisy alone, he accepted his daughter's offer to
move into her home. Bernadine's two-story house was shady and cool. He spent
the hot afternoons on the screened-in front porch—in his own rocking chair—away
from the insects and the sun's burning rays. The arrangement worked well. He
had a room to himself, and he didn't have to clean it if he didn't want to. 


LaDaisy
was happy for him. But she and the kids missed seeing him around the property
at all hours. Rocking on the porch. Hanging his hand-washed underwear on the
clothesline. Making frequent trips—or carrying his overnight bucket—to the
outhouse.


But
when late afternoon came, they could always find him working in his garden.


LaDaisy
was out there talking to him one evening when he suddenly dropped his hoe and
stood very still.


"What
is it?" she asked. "Saul? Are you ok?"


He
turned, nodding. "I'm fine." He was looking queerly at her.
"Just thinking." He pulled off his cap and wiped his head, face, and
neck with a red-checkered handkerchief, then stuck the cloth back in his overalls'
pocket.


Feeling
uncomfortable, she turned away from his penetrating gaze and started for the
house. On second thought, she changed her mind and went directly to Saul's old
place.


He
came up next to her and set the hoe down against the step, and together they
surveyed the remains of a house that looked like a bulldozer had come through.
The porch was still attached to the foundation. But the roof and walls were
gone. Splintered pieces of Saul's bureau were scattered in the area where his
bedroom had been. The icebox had blown into the yard and lay on its side with
the door open, revealing rotting food in open cans and dishes—they'd already
salvaged whatever foodstuff they'd found still edible. Some cans looked about
to burst. The small cast-iron heating stove stood in the same spot as before.
But the metal flue pipe stuck up in the air, leaning crookedly, and broke off
where the ceiling had been. The bedstead, kitchen table, and one old wooden
chair lay broken in the yard. All around were window sashes and splintered
boards, broken glass, and metal fragments. The cyclone had made toothpicks out
of everything.


Saul
sat on the top step, face in his hands. LaDaisy touched his shoulder briefly.


"I
have to get onto Clay," she said. "He needs to come over and clean
this up before one of the kids get hurt. All we need is lockjaw from a rusty
nail. He should've done it right away."


Mary's
cry caused her to turn back to the house, and a short time later, Saul walked
up the road to Bernie's.


 


That
night, after scrubbing the kids in cool water and putting them to bed, LaDaisy
sat at the kitchen table wondering if she should send Earl to school in the
fall. There was no money for new clothes, shoes, tablets, pencils, or crayons,
but she could get help with those if she had to. She could sew him new shirts
from Daniel's old ones. Winter would be worse, with the necessity of a warm
coat and boots. It was a lot to consider.


The
thought of school excited the boy. He talked all the time about going with the
"big boys" to the schoolhouse a few blocks north. But he was still
young. She could probably get by with holding him back from kindergarten and
starting him in first grade next year. He was bright; he'd catch up. 


She
couldn't concentrate on school, and had a vague feeling she was forgetting
something. She rose and went to the front room, saw the ice card in the window
where she'd put it, then returned to the kitchen. The house was too still.
Creepy.


Feeling
restless, she rose again and checked the front and back screen doors to be sure
they were locked. In hot weather, she left them open to catch the breezes.
Since Clay had taken to entering any time he pleased, she'd been careful about
locking them at night. But she couldn't lock them during the day, for then the
kids couldn't go in and out.


If only
she could believe Daniel was coming home. What on earth had he done to them?
Too much time had passed; too many hurt feelings denied to save her sanity. She
was well beyond forgiveness. If he had the gall to show his face again, what
would she say to him—welcome back or go to hell?


She rested
her head on her arms on the table and closed her eyes. Suddenly, her head
popped up and she stared at the small calendar on the wall by the kitchen
window.


"Oh,
my God."


She
jumped up and went over to the calendar, saw the penciled mark she'd placed
there the month before. Her heart pounded as she counted the days.


Her
twenty-eight-day cycle had passed two weeks ago. Without a stain. For the first
time since she was eleven years old, she'd forgotten to count her periods.

















Chapter 15


 


Daniel
stood outside the produce market, his eyes smarting as Homer's truck rumbled
down the dirt road. The man stopped to pump gas at the Flying A, then lost no
time kicking up the dust. Only then did Daniel open his fist again and stare at
the coins in his palm. Unbelievably, Homer had paid him fewer wages for the
entire month of August than he'd earned for three weeks in July.


"Some
of it's for transportation," he'd said, "for me driving you all the
way up here."


Daniel
started to protest, realizing he was getting gypped. He was tired and out of
sorts. He'd helped unload the heavy bags of potatoes and assorted other
vegetables Homer had brought to sell. He'd ridden in the back of the truck with
the lot, including a smelly hog in a pen, which they unloaded at the
stockyards. The hog would be auctioned off the next day. Homer couldn't stay,
but planned to come back before the auction started. By then, if he was lucky,
Daniel would be on his way north.


Maybe
luck had nothing to do with it. Maybe he was just cut out to bum around the
country the rest of his life, while Homer and Elta Petrie went back to their
comfortable farmhouse to figure out new ways to cheat the hired help. 


How
could someone who calls himself a man of God cheat another human being? Someone
who'd slaved alongside him in the hot sun. There'd been no contract, to be
sure. But Daniel had expected fair wages, nonetheless.


Yes,
sir, a fine Christian man, Mr. Homer Petrie is, the goddamn hypocrite.


Not
even the secondhand boots made up for the lost money.


"I
expected a fair wage, Homer, not slave wages. This here's only half what you
gave me for three weeks in July."


"You'd
have to pay a fare if you'd come on the train, Daniel. Unless you hopped one,
and that'd be cheating the railroad, wouldn't it?" 


Daniel's
eyes burned as he stared after Homer. He'd counted on this money to take home
to LaDaisy. My rambling has come to an end, wife, and my heart longs for
home.


He
didn't dare let the tears fall. It was all he could do to choke down the
bitterness rising inside of him. Such would do him no good, nor teach Homer a
lesson about fairness.


He
closed his hand around the money, brought his fist up to his mouth and kissed
it. With nobody around to see, he removed the pouch from his bib pocket and
placed the coins inside. The purse had grown fatter from the odd jobs over
spring and summer. But he'd hoped for more, and thought the potato job would be
the last.


He
put the purse away, intending to count the money when he found a secluded spot.
There was probably about twenty-five bucks stashed in there. Certainly not
enough to pay off his back rent. But the first thing he'd planned to do when he
got home was get that sucker Clay Huff off his back once and for all.


Homer's
truck vanished in a dusty fog around a bend in the road. Good riddance.
Daniel turned and walked into town. It was late afternoon and the streets held
little activity. Some stores were boarded up. A few people went in and out of
shops still open in the public square. Most hurried by without nodding or
speaking, though Daniel tipped his cap. 


People
didn't trust beggars, and it's exactly what he resembled with the pack, the
banjo, his ragged clothes, and several days' growth of beard. He'd gained about
ten pounds at the Petries'. But his eyes were bloodshot and cheeks sunken. Few
people had work. Those who did were probably embarrassed in the company of a
common tramp.


I'm
not a tramp, I'm a laborer, same as anybody else.


Still,
they passed him by without so much as a "howdy."


He
thought there might be an early fall from the way his right shoulder ached, the
imbedded shrapnel acting like a barometer. He found it almost impossible to
stand upright. His back was out of line and weak from carrying the tools and
burlap bag.


Oddly,
the more he used from his supplies, the heavier the bag seemed to grow. Even
George's banjo added to his misery and caused him to shift it from one shoulder
to the other as he walked. He couldn't bring himself to leave it by the wayside.
The strings could break, as some already had. Yet he wouldn't take a million
bucks for the instrument; as George had predicted, the battered keepsake was
welcome company on the road. What had become of the banjo man? Dead? Someone
coughing his lungs out, starving, and bitter at the government didn't last
long.


Another
winter like last year was out of the question. Daniel had survived it by wit,
but not much wisdom. Almost freezing to death takes a lot out of a man, and
he'd lost more than he realized. Not just physically; something deep inside had
changed.


He'd
walked with his grandmother and his ancient relative. He'd traveled with the
ghosts of Army comrades and the living ghosts of his wife and children. He'd
walked with himself and he'd walked with God from dawn to dusk.


He
had no desire to hang around until Homer returned. By the time the auctioneer
started pitching hogs, baby chicks, ducks, crocheted doilies, hand-painted
pictures, and assorted other items, he'd be long gone.


By
late afternoon his stomach was gnawing on his spine. He hesitated about robbing
his precious cache of coins, but gave in and found a small diner on St. Louis
Street—a street paved with wooden blocks instead of the usual bricks—went
inside and ordered a ham sandwich.


My
last meal for a couple days. 


The
waitress watched him eat as she carefully wiped the countertop with a wet
towel. When he'd finished, she took the few cents he offered, opened her mouth
to speak, but he cut her off.


"Much
obliged, ma'am." He shined his glasses on his sleeve, put his cap back on,
and wiped his hand across his mouth. "It's all I can afford."


"But—"


"The
Lord will bless you," Daniel said. "It was a mighty fine sandwich."
He turned to leave.


"Wait!"


He
turned. "Yes?"


"Here."
She hesitated a moment, then dropped some coins in his hand. "It was only
worth half as much."


"Well,
now, I—"


"That
sandwich," she drawled, "it was made from, uh ... yesterday's
ham, and ... it weren't fresh." She wiped her hands on her apron and
crossed her arms over a flat chest. "I'd be cheating you if'n I said it
was."


He
understood what she was doing.


"I've
ate worse."


She
smiled. "Yep. Bet you have."


"God
bless ya, ma'am."


"Where
you going now? There ain't no work around here. You prob'ly guessed."


"I'm
heading up to Kan' City," Daniel said. "I hear Mr. Pendergast he's
putting men to work."


"Nah.
That crooked old bastard? I doubt it."


 "I
might've heard wrong. But it's worth a try." He turned to go. "I'll
mosey along now, if you don't mind." 


"Maybe
you'll get there in time to listen to the World Series."


"I
ain't no baseball fan." 


Her
eyes popped open wide. "No baseball fan? C'mon, folks 'round here live for
baseball. Yankees and Cubs. Don't you even like the Bambino?" 


"Bambino?
Can't say as I know him, ma'am." 


She
shook her head and peered at him over her glasses. "Why, he's Mr. Babe
Ruth, of the New York Yankees. The greatest hitter of all time. They call him
the Sultan of Swat. Sure you ain't never heard of him?" She
chuckled, still shaking her head. "Can you beat that."


Daniel
smiled. "Come to think of it, maybe I have. I don't pay much
attention." 


"Maybe
you should," she said. "When you get where you're going, you oughtta
sit down and listen to the games. You might surprise yourself and get
interested. Gives people something to talk about when they run out of politics
and crooked politicians." 


"Yes,
ma'am." Daniel dusted off his cap and put it on. "Well, I'm off to
see the world now. Thanks for your hospitality."


"Y'all
take care now, you hear?"


A
young man in a cook's apron stuck his head out the kitchen door behind her—a
man with pale skin and snow white hair. Daniel had never seen a human albino.
This fellow could walk through a dark alley without a flashlight.


The
man glanced at him momentarily, then spoke to the waitress. "I'm going to
the outhouse for a smoke, Millie. There's no customers—except for this ol'
gent." He nodded toward Daniel.


"This
is my stepson, Glenn," Millie said, turning to Daniel. She gave the
counter another swipe with the rag.


"Pleased
to meet you," Daniel said. "And this here ol' gent's on his way out
the door."


After
leaving the diner, he wandered aimlessly through the public square, near the
city hall and the courthouse. Wherever he went, he heard talk of the World
Series; he was just not interested. 


A
pair of railroad tracks divided the city, and streetcar tracks ran through the
major arteries. For a small town, Springfield was well developed with lots of
concrete, brick, and native-stone buildings lining both sides of the streets.
Here and there, a belching smokestack towered over factories and church spires.
Utility poles supported row after row of electrical and telephone wires that
resembled railroad tracks in the sky, tying the streets and blocks together. 


Wandering
back toward the stockyards, Daniel ended up at a hobo camp on Commercial
Street. The ragged, unshaven men eyed him furtively as he found a spot away
from the others and lay on the ground with his head on his sack, cradling
George's banjo in his arms.


He
didn't like the idea of carousing with tramps. They unnerved him. He could
always tell who was looking for work and who'd given up long ago. Some were
troublemakers, a dangerous lot. But there was safety in numbers.


Men
in hobo camps often stuck up for one of their own, never mind they might also
rob him first. They had their own codes and symbols, which they sketched on
signs, fences, and buildings. If you understood them you'd get along fine.


HOOO:
Keep going. Police are tough here.


Dot
in circle: Stay clear. Long jail term if caught.


Cross
in circle: Religious people, considerate on the whole.


Triangle
with arrows through it: You'll be shot here.


Large
X: Not a good place to stop. People are poor.


Upside
down triangle: Too many hoboes stopping here. The place is ruined.


There
were symbols for unfriendly people and for houses with vicious dogs. Another
for a good place to stop where kind people gave food or money. Daniel had
already met some of those people, and the word around hobo jungles was the
homeless were better fed than some of the other citizens. That may have been
true, but he'd seen an awfully lot of poverty and sickness in the shanty towns.


Drifters
gave each other news they'd heard while traveling and on the radio, when they
were lucky enough to encounter one.


It's
how Daniel had learned of the Pendergast deal, had even gotten the address
where he could apply for work. For the most part, vagrants were concerned about
their own survival. In truth, though some were hoodlums, others were decent
people who'd run out of luck.


Someone
coughed and spat as Daniel closed his eyes and listened to a discussion about
the Cubs and the Yankees. 


"Babe
ripped the Chicago Cubs in the press when he stuck up for the shortstop Mark
Koenig." The drifter chuckled. "The Bambino's got a reputation for
saying what he means, and he don't care who knows it."


"Yup,
heard about that deal. Koenig used to be a Yankee before going to the Cubs.
Babe thought the Cubs did the player dirty when they offered him only half a
share of the World Series payoff." 


"So'd
everybody else. He was cheated after batting three-fifty-three in thirty-three
games. I don't blame people for getting pissed off." 


"Nope,
me neither," said the other man. "That's gratitude, ain't it?" 


"Sure
the hell is. He deserved to be rewarded and he got screwed, and Ruth won't let
'em forget it." 


"So,
who's gonna win the Series?" 


"Who
do you think?" 


"Me?
Yankees, of course." 


"Nah,
personally, I don't give a damn who wins, just so they play square." After
a minute, the man said, "But the Cubs are going to win, just watch." 


"Nope.
Got a feeling in my gut." 


"Guts
lie sometimes."


The
men's voices receded to the back of his mind as Daniel fought sleep. Give
'em one for Frank Kimball. Shine will even root for your team. You be watching
the game, buddy. He couldn't afford to sleep, but sleep he did.


At
one point, he aroused enough to imagine someone going through his pockets. A
dream or a rat? He brushed the imagined hand away and continued dozing.


Milt's
bleeding face suddenly appeared before him.


"Watch
out, Shine!"


He
grabbed for his rifle, but his hand passed right through like sunlight through
a pane of glass. Never before had he been unable to pick up his weapon when he
needed it. His heart chilled.


"Watch
out!"


His
eyes popped open at once, but the horrific image of his friend was gone. His
heart throbbed and his mouth tasted sandy. His neck had kinked up and his
shoulder was in a knot. He peered around, moving only his eyes, expecting to
see Milt. But he wasn't there. The ghosts of friends who'd died at Flanders
frequently haunted his sleep. Milt's face had appeared as real flesh and blood,
and had left Daniel gasping for breath.


The
sky was still dark, but a streak of daylight glowed in the east. Except for the
scratching of rats, mice, and sometimes cats in refuse containers, and the
snorts and snores of his unfortunate grubby companions, all was quiet. 


He
almost expected a burst of gunfire over his head, the ear-splitting blasts of
mortars. He lay in the early dawn hours surrounded by vagrants, trash, and,
likely as not, sewer rats, urine, and feces running through the culverts. The
smell was intolerable. He listened. Not even birdsong broke the silence. There
were no sounds of artillery; he was in no danger except from his own mind.


He
sat up slowly and found himself in one piece. Locating his cap, he pulled it on
and started to rise—stiff, sore, and older by one more night on hard ground.


A
flurry of activity met his ears as shadowy images flashed by. Scuffling sounds,
and men running and swearing told him something was wrong. He thought the
police had come. But before he could join the others, something flew at him
from the darkness. Something that seemed human, yet was too small to be one of
the tramps.


There
was no time to react as a burst of fire lit up the inside of his head. His
knees buckled. He felt himself sliding to the ground. Reflexively, he reached
out and grabbed a nearby garbage container and pulled it down with him.


"Watch
out!"


The
voice faded from his consciousness.


 


A
rumbling train roused him. He awoke to find himself sprawled on the ground near
the spilled refuse bin, the back of his head throbbing. It took him a few
minutes to get his bearings. His eyes blurred and shadowy creatures moved
through the haze. He sat still for a few minutes. He blinked, and blinked
again, not understanding where he was or what he was doing. He tried to focus
on his surroundings: there were no poppies in this place, no trenches to take
cover in—if he'd aimed at such a hole, he'd missed and hit the ground.


The
war's over, Daniel.


Maybe
that one is, but mine ain't.


He
waited for his mind to clear, and when it finally did, he realized someone had
tried to club his brains out. He remembered seeing something pass close to him
before it happened. 


Daylight
was brighter now, the first rays of sunshine slanting between the buildings,
highlighting the squalid conditions around him. The tramps were gone. They
wouldn't have stuck around to take the blame for trying to kill someone. No
sir. They'd cut out like greased lightning and leave him there to die. Nearby
lay a length of board, probably the weapon his assailant had whacked him with.


Panic
gripped him as he remembered his money and reached for his pouch.


Gone!


Frantic,
he rose unsteadily, his head throbbing, and searched around him. It was not in
the garbage littering the alley. Not in his bib pocket, nor his shirt pocket.
He dug his hands in his overalls' deep pockets. Nothing there but a few screws
and nails. His gunnysack lay nearby. He yanked it open and searched among the
shaving soap, the Lava, the Cloverine, his spare socks, underwear, and other
personal items.


He
even searched the banjo: around the back, under the strings—why the heck
anybody would hide a coin purse on a banjo was beyond his comprehension, but he
looked anyway. He straightened the refuse barrel upright and picked through the
garbage on the ground.


Robbed!
He'd been knocked out and robbed of his money. He sat down again with his face
in his hands. How can I go home? I've failed my wife and kids, my dad, and
my own worthless self.


Tears
seeped through his fingers.


"What's
the matter, mister?"


Startled,
he pulled his wet hands from his face and looked into the eyes of a young boy
badly in need of a haircut and a bar of soap. The child of poverty, perhaps
nine or ten years old, squatted before him staring into his face.


"Why
are you crying?" the boy asked.


He
was a ragged, skinny urchin, his eyes darkly shadowed. With a grim expression,
he resembled a ninety-year-old man in an eight-year-old body.


Daniel
dried his eyes, blew his nose on a scrap of paper from the refuse, and
discarded it in the bin. His head hurt like a sonofagun.


"I've
been robbed."


"Robbed?"


"I
only had me a little money. I was taking it home to my wife."


This
boy might not have a family, and if he did, they'd probably stopped caring if
his dirty bare feet had shoes or his hollow stomach had food.


The
boy sat on the ground beside him.


"I
got no money, either. What's your name?"


"My
name's Daniel."


"Daniel."


"Yep."


He
patted the boy's greasy hair. His own problems seemed to shrink with whatever
troubles this little boy had.


"Tell
me about yourself."


"I
don't know nothing." Said with a shrug.


"How
old are you, about eight, nine?"


"Twelve."


"Is
that right? Well, I'll be."


"My
old man said I'm the runt of the family."


"That
wasn't very nice. Why would a man call his son a runt?"


"Because
I'm too short."


"I
was short once myself," Daniel said. "In fact, when I was born I
could fit in a shoebox." He nudged the boy in the ribs. "Between you
and me and that lamppost over there—I bet you'll outgrow your dad someday.
Don't let it bother you."


"It
don't bother me. Being short makes it easier to—"


"Easier
to what—sneak in picture shows? What's your name? I told you mine." He
waited while the boy thought it over. "You can tell me. I ain't gonna bite
your head off."


"It's
Christopher, a sissy name. My friends call me Chris." He grinned a little.
"My old man calls me stupid, and some people call me asshole."


Daniel
came to attention.


"Who
taught you to cuss like that?"


"My
old man."


"That's
a naughty word for a kid."


"Nobody
cares what I say."


"I
care." Daniel's voice was stern. "You don't say it no more, ya
hear?"


"You
ain't my old man."


"Nope.
But if you hang around you'd better pretend I am, cause next time I hear you
say it, I might lay a strap on your butt." After a minute, he asked,
"Your family here in Springfield?"


There
was no reply. Chris shrugged again and stared into space before turning to
Daniel again.


"I
saw someone take your mon—I saw who robbed you."


Daniel
whipped around to face him.


"Why
didn't you say so in the first place?"


"I
was—afraid." Chris took a deep breath and stared Daniel right in the eye.
"Those other guys left. I was afraid he'd beat me up."


Daniel
picked up the banjo and strummed a note while Chris eyed the instrument.


"Are
you going to tell me who it was?"


Chris
shook his head no and stood. "Aw, I better not."


Daniel
strummed again. "Do you see the thief around here anyplace?"


Chris
thrust his hands in his pants pockets.


"No,
but he might come back."


"He
might at that."


"He'll
hurt me if I tell."


"Nope,"
Daniel said. "Nobody's going to hurt you while I'm here and see 'em
coming. If anyone tried, I'd whack him over the bean with this here
banjo."


Chris
grinned, his eyes huge as they searched Daniel's face.


"You'd
break your banjo for me? Why would you do that?"


"Oh,
I don't know, Chris. Maybe 'cause I got me some kiddies of my own and would
help 'em if they were in trouble."


"How
many kids? Where are they?"


 "I've
got three," Daniel replied. "None of them as old as you, though. Just
little tykes."


"Where
are they?"


Persistent
little cuss.


A
single note floated through the morning air.


"They're
home with their mama."


"I
don't have a mom," Chris said.


"That's
too bad. Is she dead?"


"I
don't think so. She's just gone."


"I'm
sorry." Daniel wanted to put his arm around him, but thought it might not
be welcome. If Daniel himself didn't trust vagrants, why, then, should this
boy? He kept his hands on the banjo. Besides, he was worried Chris could have
lice, or something worse crawling in his dark hair. 


"It's
okay," Chris said. "I'm tough."


"So
you saw who conked me on the head and took my money? Tell me, what did he look
like? Maybe I can tell the sheriff to keep an eye out for him."


"He
was white."


"Lots
of folks are white." Daniel said. "I'm white, you're white—under all
that dirt. What else did he look like?"


"I
mean he was really white, not just tan skin like you and me."


Something
rang a bell.


"Go
on."


"His
skin was white, like a piece of paper, and—and his hair was all white."


"An
old man?" Daniel studied the boy's face.


"No.
He wasn't old. Not as old as you. His hair was just—white, like his face."


Daniel
recognized the description of the young man in the diner, Glenn. But he let the
boy continue.


Chris's
hands went deeper in his pockets. He rattled something around—probably marbles,
Daniel thought. He used to carry marbles in his own pockets. He plinked and
plucked the banjo, and a string popped loose. "Damn, there goes another
one." He looked at Chris. "Sorry, I forgot you was here for a minute
or I wouldn't have cussed."


"Ha
ha."


"Well
a boy your age ought not to cuss, but I'd understand if he had to."


Chris
seemed nervous, but Daniel continued prodding. 


"Do
you know where the man is who clobbered me?" He laid the banjo down and
stood.


"I
know where he works."


"Where?"


Chris
pointed toward downtown.


"He
lives on St. Louis Street behind a restaurant. His step-mom owns it, and—and I
think she's embarrassed by, uh—the way he looks."


Daniel
raised his brows almost to the brim of his cap. "You don't say."


"Yeah."


Daniel
hitched up his overalls and adjusted his hammer, screwdriver, pliers, and the
hand saw. Then he stooped to retrieve his gunnysack, feeling dizzy as he came
back up. He picked up the banjo and slung the pack over his shoulder.


"Let's
go find the diner and wait till it opens. Then you can point out this gent to
me."


"Nope."


"Why
not?"


Chris
refused to meet Daniel's steady gaze.


"I'm
afraid."


"Told
you I wouldn't let anybody hurt you." He motioned for Chris to follow.
"C'mon, let's go get my money back."


Chris
refused to move. He stood with his shoulders hunched, his fingers twiddling in
his pockets again. Daniel heard rattling that didn't sound like marbles.


"What's
in your pockets?"


"Nothing."
Chris pulled out a bottle cap. "Oh, just this. I collect 'em. I only got
one."


"I
see." Daniel grinned. "First time I ever heard a bottle cap clink in
a pocket all by itself. I'll be darned."


He
reached out with his free hand to grab the boy's arm, but Chris was too fast.
His slender young body twisted out of Daniel's grip and he backed away.


"Leave
me alone!"


He
started to run. Daniel dropped the sack and banjo and caught up with him,
grabbed his arm and spun him around.


"It
was you! You tried to knock my brains out and stole my money."


"It
wasn't me, I didn't do it."


There
was no other explanation for the coins he'd heard clinking in Chris's pocket.


"You're
a thief, and not a very good one."


"I
ain't either, let me go!"


"Don't
lie," Daniel said. "I heard money jingling in your pocket. You said
you didn't have any. Bottle caps don't clink with nothing to clink on, young
man. I know what money sounds like."


Daniel
glanced around. Seeing no one else on the street, he held Chris with one hand
and reached in a pocket with the other. Out came the old leather pouch, not
quite as full as it had been. It was partially open; some coins had spilled.


"Give
it back," Chris cried. "My—my family needs it."


"Take
me to your family."


"No!"


"You
don't have a family, do you?" Daniel brought his face down level with the
boy's. "Don't try to change your story."


"Yes,
I mean no. I don't have any family."


Daniel
focused his owl eyes on Chris.


"You
working for somebody? Stealing money for them?"


He
scooped the rest of the coins out of Chris's pocket and dropped them in the
purse. Holding tightly to Chris's arm, he picked up his belongings with his
other hand. Every time he bent over his head throbbed like it was coming off.


"C'mon,
you little thief."


Chris
struggled as Daniel tightened his grip.


"Ow!
Where you taking me?"


Daniel
pulled him along the street. A man in a business suit came around the corner
and glanced their way before continuing on.


"Be
quiet," Daniel said. "If you yell, I'll tell that man you stole my
money."


"I
didn't steal nothing!"


"Hmmm.
First time I ever heard of a money purse jumping in a boy's pocket. Darn funny,
if it really happened."


"Let
me go! Where we going?"


"We're
going to find us a woodshed, Master Christopher. I'm going to teach you not to
lie. Going to teach you not to hit people on their poor heads when they're
trying to sleep. Teach you not to steal no more." Daniel snorted.
"Fine way for a boy to start out his life. If you needed money, why didn't
you ask someone for it? You don't have to steal."


"Asking
is begging, and I don't beg."


"Which
is worse, Chris, stealing or begging? Stealing might get you in jail, but
begging could bring you a sandwich."


"I'll
be good. Please don't hit me, Daniel, I won't do it anymore. Please—you—"


Daniel
pulled him into the shadows of a building. Not a soul in sight; the man they'd
seen had passed on down the street and turned a corner. He set his supplies on
the ground and looked around for a piece of board for a paddle. Finding none,
he sat on an empty keg and pulled the struggling boy over his knees. 


Chris
was strong. He kicked and flailed, trying to connect with Daniel's face.


"Don't!"


"Be
quiet," Daniel warned, "before I turn you over to the sheriff."


Chris
cried and squirmed, but Daniel held firmly with one hand, yanked his dusty
pants down a little and smacked his butt hard with the other.


"Ow!"


"Going
to steal again are ya?" Whack.


"No!"


Daniel
smacked the bare butt again, this time a little harder.


"Let
me go—you ain't my old man."


"Good
thing I ain't." He aimed at Chris's butt again. "He'd prob'ly kill
you for stealing."


He
gave the boy a good shellacking, then pulled his pants back up and turned him
loose.


"Now
you just sit there on the ground and think about what you did. I ain't mad no
more, Chris. I was easy on your butt, believe it or not. If I'd had me a board,
I might have busted all your butt bones." Chris sniffed and sobbed, and
Daniel went on. "Now, young sir, next time you see an opportunity to swipe
a man's hard-earned money, you just walk on by."


They
sat together for a long time, and Daniel was surprised the boy didn't run away.
He played the banjo with the strings missing. Chris dried his face with the
back of his hand, smearing tears and snot from ear to ear and leaving a slimy
trail in the dirt. He was more embarrassed than hurt. Finally, he rose to
leave.


"If
y'all don't have a home," Daniel said, also rising, "then come along
with me. There might be a few cents left in this here purse to buy us a sandwich
apiece." Chris's face lit up at the mention of food. "I mean if you
don't mind seeing the man you tried to blame on stealing from me."


"Don't
tell him."


"Naw,
I ain't going to tell him," Daniel said. "You had your punishment.
You hungry?" Obviously a dumb question. "Come along then, we'll go
somewhere else. It's the least I can do after getting my money back and taking
my meanness out on a little kid." He handed the banjo to Chris.
"Here, make yourself useful."


A
few minutes later, the two sat inside a small café eating bean soup. In
addition, Daniel splurged and bought Chris a glass of milk.
















Chapter 16


 


LaDaisy
yanked the calendar off the wall and threw it at him.


"Whoa!"
Clay ducked, then reached down and picked it up. "Watch where you're
throwing things, you might hurt someone."


"If
I could hurt you, I would!"


He
flipped through the calendar. "What am I supposed to do with this? I know
what day it is. Don't need a calendar to tell me."


She
took a deep breath and moved between the table and the cabinet. 


"Look
at the date. Then go back a couple weeks to an X on the page. That should tell
you what's wrong."


"So?
It's still August."


"Think,
dammit, Clay."


"What's
the X for?"


"Are
you stupid or what? Ida Mae marks X's on her calendar."


"Yeah,
she does. But—"


"You
don't know much about women, do you?"


"I
know all I need to know."


"All
you know is they have a private place between their legs. You know how to rip
their underpants off, but not enough to keep them from getting pregnant."


Clay
studied the calendar again.


"Are
you telling me you didn't keep your date with the red X?"


"I'm
more than two weeks late."


He
tossed the calendar on the table.


"You
miscounted."


"I'd
never miscount something as important as that. I'm late, and you—stupid as you
are—should know what that means."


"So?"


"So
you did this to me and I don't want it."


"Now
you wait a goddamn minute!"


"No,
you wait a minute. If I had a kid of yours, I'd drown it like a litter
of pups with rabies."


"You're
talking stupid."


"Try
me."


She
took the big mixing crock off the counter and turned it upside down on the
table. Grabbing the butcher knife from the drawer, she drew the blade across
the rough bottom edge of the crock.


He
leaned in the doorway watching, his customary smirk gone. With each swipe of
the blade across the stone, he shifted nervously.


"If
you got yourself knocked up, it's your problem, not mine."


LaDaisy's
eyes blazed as she came from behind the table, the sharpened knife in her hand.
He straightened up and stepped back.


"What
a damn coward you turned out to be." She brandished the blade in the air
and moved toward him, thankful the kids were at Bernie's. "You're afraid
of this. The mighty Clay Huff is dandelion fluff."


"Put
the fucking knife down!"


She
burst out laughing. "You think I'm going to cut you? Funny." She
jabbed the blade at him. "It'd be so easy to slide this in your fat, ugly
belly and not feel any regret after what you did to me and my sister. To all
other women who've ever been raped. You're part of that disease, Clay."


His
face paled. Sweat broke on his forehead. He searched for a way out but seemed
unsure what to do.


"Leave
Ida Mae out of this."


"Why?
Maybe she'd want to know what a louse she married. I'd be doing her a
favor."


He
was afraid. Afraid of a woman. One specific woman with a knife.


"She's
about to have the kid," he said. "You want her to lose it?"


"You
know I don't."


He
ran his hand through his hair and took a deep breath. "Okay, what do you
want from me? Just don't tell Ida."


"Or
the sheriff? I could turn you in."


"You
wouldn't."


"Dare
me. Or maybe I'll tell Reverend Pitney. You couldn't show your filthy face in
church anymore."


"I—I'll
get something. What'll it take to fix your—situation? Tell me, I'll get
it."


She
stopped smiling and laid the knife on the table within reach.


"It's
not easy to get rid of ... unborn babies." She couldn't believe she
actually said it aloud. Now the whole universe could fall in on her.


"I
thought women knew how."


"There
are some who try ... and some die of blood poisoning from poking themselves
with knitting needles or other sharp, dirty things. That's—that's what happens
when animals like you can't keep their pants on."


He
sucked in his breath, puffed his cheeks, and let the air explode from his
mouth.


"Damn,
what a bitch!"


"Abortion's
a nasty business. You should've thought about it before you raped me. I told
you, my body belongs to someone else."


"Daniel
ain't here, is he? If he liked your body so damn much, he would've stuck around
to claim it. Don't give me that bullshit. You wanted it as much as I did."


He
spoke tough, but his customary smirk was gone.


"What
I wanted was to take this knife—" She snatched it up again and swung it at
him. "—and slice the dirty old thing off. Throw it in the road for the
crows." She burst into tears.


"No
knitting needles. But are you sure?"


She
glanced at the calendar through her tears. No, she wasn't sure. She'd been late
before, but she couldn't take any chances. There were Daniel's children to
consider.


"I'm
sure."


Clay
spread his hands before him. "What do you need? Would the doctor do
it?"


"No."


"Then
what?"


She
sat down at the table, still holding the knife.


"Quinine."


"Where
will I get it?"


"Steal
it." She cried harder. "You go now, Clay, and don't come back without
the quinine. You do it fast if you don't want people to know." She stopped
to wipe tears. "Because—because, for sure I'm going to shout all over this
town what you did to me."


"Okay."
He started to leave. "I'll see what I can do. You sure it works?"


"I
don't know. I've heard it can cause miscarriages. I'm not sure, but I'll try
anything." And pray it doesn't kill me in the process. "I'm
still nursing Mary. If it hurts my little girl, I'll see you hang!"


 


Clay
returned an hour later and handed LaDaisy a small bottle of liquid.


"This
shit better work, I went to a lot of trouble. How long does it take?"


She
stood in the open bedroom doorway, and behind her Daniel's shotgun leaned
against the bed. Clay saw it and backed away. If she'd thought to bring out the
gun weeks ago, there'd be no need for quinine.


"I
have no idea how long it takes, or if it works."


She
studied the label. There were no directions, just the name and amount. She
imagined Clay snooping in the doctor's medical bag while he examined Ida.
Pictured the coward slipping the bottle in his pocket. Saw Dr. Wilson zip the
bag without realizing the quinine was missing. It would've served Clay right
had he been caught.


He
left her standing there clutching the bottle as he went to let himself out.


She
called after him. "Don't come back till rent time, and don't get any ideas
about collecting like you did before. I'll have the money." How? Washing
and ironing for some rich old lady? Cooking or cleaning her house? She didn't
know. But somehow she'd have the rent.


"All
right, shut the hell up, I'm leaving."


LaDaisy
walked into the front room. "If you do try anything, mark my words, I'll
blow your goddam brains out." She gripped the bottle tightly, waiting for
him to go.


The
coward ran to his car with his tail between his legs and wasted no time burning
rubber down the drive.


She
locked the door and waited a few minutes to be sure he wasn't coming back, then
replaced the gun in the closet and went to the kitchen. She dipped out a glass
of water and set it on the table next to the unopened bottle. Then she checked
Saul's garden through the back screen to make sure he hadn't come yet. Mary was
quiet; the others still gone. She was alone. Alone to undo whatever damage her
loathsome brother-in-law had created. She sat down, closed her eyes and whispered
a prayer.


Forgive
me.


She
twisted the cap off the bottle. How much is enough? How much is too much?


She
thought of poison. She knew the drug was prescribed for fevers and malaria. But
most women also knew it could cause birth defects and early labor.


She
choked back a sob. Lord, help me. I don't want to do this, but Ida Mae would
know it was his. Tears ran freely down her face. How much?


She
held the bottle to the light. Two ounces of clear, grainy liquid. Was it
enough?


She
emptied half the bottle into a glass of water and stirred it with a spoon. Damn,
it won't dissolve. Before she could change her mind, she drank the tonic
straight down, almost gagging. Her head swam and her eyes blurred. Clay
could've given her cyanide and she wouldn't have known. Her stomach resisted
the liquid. Her eyes watered as she swallowed it again when it tried to come
up.


When
her stomach settled somewhat, she hid the rest of the drug in Daniel's closet
and lay on the bed with her eyes closed. For better or worse, the deed was
done. She'd taken poison to kill new growth in her womb.


 


Three
hours later LaDaisy became violently ill. She struggled to nurse Mary through
bouts of vomiting and stomach cramps. Mary screamed in frustration, beating her
mother's bare chest with her fists.


"Mama's
sorry. Shhh."


She
tried not to puke again, but managed to get Mary back in the cradle just before
she threw up all down the front of herself. Mary wailed. She tried to comfort
her with ears ringing and head swimming. She retched until nothing remained but
dry heaves.


"Baby,
baby, it's—it's okay. Wait. Wait."


She
staggered to the kitchen and poured a tea kettle of warm water in the wash pan,
then pulled off her smelly dress and dropped it by the back steps. Hearing Mary's
frantic cry, she hurried to clean herself. The ringing in her head grew louder.
Dizzy and confused, she stumbled back to the bedroom, slipped a clean smock
over her head with shaking hands, and tried to console her child.


With
her stomach on fire and more nausea rising in her throat, she lay on the bed
with her daughter in the crook of her arm, sobbing while Mary nursed.


What
have I done?

















Chapter 17


 


Later
that morning, Homer Petrie climbed down from his truck and entered the auction barn.


"I
worked for that man," Daniel told Chris, "diggin' spuds and pickin'
apples. The real reason I was so mad for you stealing my money is because he
kept half my wages."


He
stopped talking and looked down at the boy.


"I
took my dander out on you—not that you're innocent, mind you. But if I'd thought
it out, I wouldn't have done it. I'm sorry."


Christopher
shrugged. "Served me right."


Daniel
nodded toward Homer. "Here he comes to this here auction to sell the hog I
rode in the back of his truck with. He shoulda rode back there hisself and let
the hog drive."


"Let's
go watch," Chris said. "Maybe you can get your money back, like I d—"
He stopped and looked at the ground, shuffled his bare feet in the dirt.


"Didn't
learn nothing yet, did you?"


"I
was hungry."


Daniel
slipped an arm around Chris's shoulder. "Lots of folks in the same boat
these days. The boat has a big hole in it, and it's sinking. Know what I
mean?"


"Yep."


"I've
been hungry myself." 


I
stole corn from a field, milk from a cow, and a fresh warm egg from under a
hen. But some things are better left unsaid.


The
auctioneer's voice carried outside the building.


"Wow,
he's fast," Chris said. "I can't understand him."


"I
can't either. Come on, let's go. I don't have any desire to see Mr. Petrie when
he comes out patting his fat pockets. I wouldn't trust myself not to start
something."


"Where
we going?"


"I
don't know where you're going, but I'm heading north on the first freight I
see."


"I'll
come with you."


"No,
you can't," Daniel replied. "It's no life for a kid."


"Neither
is this one."


"You
need to go home to your family." Daniel studied the boy. "They
probably won't recognize you, filthy as you are."


"Told
you I don't have any family."


"Everybody's
got a family. Where do they live? C'mon, I'll walk you over there."


Chris's
large brown eyes bubbled. "They—they live a few miles that way."
Pointing west. "But I'm not going back. They don't want me." He
blinked, and tears glistened on his lashes.


"They
tell you that?"


"My
ol' man, he said leave and don't come back. He said they can't afford me anymore.
They don't have any money or nothing to eat."


Daniel
swore under his breath. He'd heard of people kicking their kids out to shift
for themselves.


He
started walking and Chris ran to catch up.


"I
won't be any trouble. Please, Daniel, take me with you."


"Just
what I need, a road kid tagging along." Daniel looked his young companion
in the eye. "You ever hop a freight?"


"No.
But I slept in a boxcar lots of times when the train was sitting on the tracks.
Just let me go, I'll keep out of the way, I promise." He indicated the
banjo and gunnysack. "I'll carry your stuff."


"You
willing to eat collard greens and dandelions?"


"Already
did. Raw ones."


Daniel
smiled. "Bitter as heck."


"Yep,
and gave me the runs." After a minute, Chris said, "Betcha I climb
trees better than you. I'll go up and get nuts and apples and pears for
us."


"And
prob'ly fall and bust your head open."


"Then
can I go?"


"I
should say you can't, but I ain't got the heart. If you got no place
else to go, what else can I do?" They stopped walking again, and Daniel
looked the boy over carefully.


"What's
the matter?" Chris asked. "Why you looking at me like that?"


"I'm
thinking you need a good bath, a haircut, and shoes."


"Don't
have money for shoes. Don't have money for nothing, let alone shoes."


"Shoes
are nice when you have to do lots of walking," Daniel said. "I walk
most every place I can. Sometimes I hitch me a ride on a train. But you don't
find dandelions or berries or eggs on a train, so I have to get off sometimes
and walk."


"I
seen tramps jump off trains."


"Did
you also see the railroad bulls chasing 'em with their clubs?"


"Nope."


"Well,
it's a bigger danger than jumping out of a moving boxcar."


 


Before
nightfall, the pair walked a little way out of town and found a cattle trough
that didn't look too dirty with cow slobbers.


"Take
off your clothes," Daniel said. "Nobody around to see you naked, and
I've seen boys before."


"Why
should I?"


"Because
I say so. If you're coming with me, you're having a bath to get the bugs
off."


"I
don't have bugs."


"How
do you know?"


"I
just do. I ain't scratching. I'd know if I had any."


"You
might. But some bugs are sneaky little sonofaguns, so you're getting a bath
just in case."


He
reached in the gunnysack for the sliver of soap as Chris pulled off his shirt and
pants. He wore no underwear, but Daniel had an extra pair. They were holey and
too big, but a boy needs underwear.


He
helped Chris into the cold water as a couple of heifers leaned over the fence.


"I'm
freezing," Chris said. "You got soap?"


Daniel
handed him the bar. "Go easy, it's all I have." He looked at the cows
and smiled. "Hope you ladies don't mind drinking soapy water. Can't be
helped."


"I'm
getting warm now," Chris said.


"Wash
your hair good. Want me to soap it up?"


"I
can do it myself."


Chris
scrubbed his long hair with the bar of Lava, building up the suds. Then he
tossed the soap to Daniel and ducked his head under the water. He came up
sputtering and shaking his head like a dog. After a minute he climbed out of
the trough and stared at the cows.


"What
the heck they staring at? Guess they never seen a naked kid before."


Daniel
laughed. "Never seen one take a bath in their drinking water,
either." He found the extra underwear in his bag. "Here. You can wear
these. We'll just dunk your dirty clothes in the water and spread 'em on the
ground. They'll be dry by morning."


Chris
pulled on the shorts. "Got some rope? These are miles too big."


"Nope,
I don't. Wait, maybe I have something else."


He
reached in his bag and pulled out two banjo strings, twisted the ends together
with his pliers and tied the result around the boy's waist.


"There
ya go. They'll keep your pants up and play a tune while they're at it."
Daniel looked at his handiwork again. "I'll try to find something to wrap
around the wires so you won't get scratched."


Chris
rolled his eyes. "If you had something to wrap it with, I wouldn't need
the wires." 


"True
enough."


Chris
grinned. "Guess you know how to do lots of stuff."


"When
a man's bumming around, he learns how to survive." Daniel unfastened one
of his overalls' straps. "See this here? I lost the buckle, so I found me
this big ol' cocklebur and stuck it on. Works just fine."


He
rinsed Chris's filthy pants and shirt in the trough, rung them out, and spread
them over the fence.


The
sun was slowly sinking in the west. Daniel sat with his companion for a while,
then stood.


"Can
you excuse me for a little bit? I have to go someplace."


"Where?"


"Have
to see a man. You wouldn't understand."


"Not
my ol' man, is it?"


"Someone
else."


"Okay."


"Watch
my things," Daniel said. "I trust you not to walk off with them, and
you won't if you know what's good for you."


Chris's
eyes drooped with sleep.


"I
won't be long," Daniel said. "Just stay right here where I can find
you." He grinned. "Hope I recognize you with the dirt off."


He
left the boy with the gunnysack and banjo and walked back uptown to St. Louis
Street. Millie's Diner was still open.


Glenn
recognized him and came over.


"Coffee?"


"Sounds
good." Daniel counted out some change and laid it on the counter. "I
found a stray kid, or he found me, I guess. About yay high." He held his
hand out to the side. "Dark hair, shaggy and long. Real dirty."


He
picked up his cup and drank. The coffee was too strong and tasted of chicory.


"Wonder
if you know him. He was hungry, so maybe he came by here." He waited
expectantly.


"That's
Chris Davis." Glenn untied his apron and folded it neatly.


"Know
where he lives?"


"Everybody
knows Chris."


"What
about his folks? He said they don't want him."


Glenn
laid the folded apron on the counter.


"Wouldn't
surprise me. Good for nothing scum, that bunch. Six more kids they don't want.
Probably another one on the way. Some folks don't know when to stop."


"Or
what causes them, either."


"Millie
and I fed Chris sometimes," Glenn said. "But I don't trust him. You
shouldn't, either. He'll steal everything you got."


Daniel
laughed. "He already tried that." He finished the coffee and chewed
some grounds from the bottom of the cup, then pushed the coins over, rose and
touched his brim. "Well, much obliged. I'll go see those folks in the
morning."


"I
wouldn't."


"Chris
wants to go north with me," Daniel said. "I'd feel like a kidnapper
if I didn't get permission. Getting picked up for kidnapping's all I need right
now. Besides, someone has to look out for him. He's too young to be on his own.
If nothing else, the court can find him a foster home till he grows up some
more."


Glenn
shook his head. "I doubt his family would miss him."


"It's
worth a try." Daniel went to the door then turned back. "Another
thing—"


"Yes?"


"I
hate to say this, but he picked my pocket and blamed it on you."


"I'm
not surprised at that, either," Glenn said. "Not the first time
someone did." He took a set of keys from a nail and walked Daniel to the
door. "I'm closing up now. Good luck with the kid."


"Thanks.
I'll try to talk to his folks. If they don't care, I'll let him tag along for
company. Know where I can find him a pair of shoes?"


"There's
a cobbler a few doors down. He might have an old pair he doesn't want."


Daniel
found the shoe shop still open. The smell of leather and shoe wax reminded him
of the shoe-shine parlor back home on the Square, across from the courthouse.
He picked out a pair of secondhand brown shoes the proprietor said someone had
failed to pick up last year. Daniel was welcome to them free of charge, just to
get them off his hands. 


A
few minutes later, he went back to where he'd left Chris and his belongings.
The gunnysack and banjo were right where he'd left them, but Chris and his wet
laundry were nowhere to be found. Maybe he'd gone to pick some pockets before
bedtime. Damn his little hide.


He
placed the shoes beside the sack and sat down to wait, and promptly fell
asleep.


Before
dawn, a bawling cow brought him to his feet. He looked around, saw the Jersey's
big, brown eyes staring at him.


"Which
way did he go?" he asked her.
















Chapter 18


 


LaDaisy
heard Saul's voice and thought she was dreaming. She lay in a stupor for the
next hour, with Mary sleeping on her arm. And when the next voice she heard was
her mother's, she opened her eyes.


"What's
wrong, LaDaisy?"


She
tried to speak, but her words were thick and slurred.


Vera
tried again.


"Saul
came to tell me you were sick. He nearly did himself in walking across town in
this heat. He wouldn't have done that unless he thought you were dying."
She leaned down and looked in her daughter's eyes. "My Lord, girl, you
look terrible. Have you been drinking?"


"Mama,
no." She tried to sit up. "So sick. Take Mary."


Vera
picked up her granddaughter. "She's soaked. When did you change her diaper
last? You both smell."


"Sorry."



Mary
awoke and began crying as Vera rocked her back and forth.


"Oh
dear, I don't know what she wants. Is she hungry?"


LaDaisy
lay back down and rolled her head from side to side. Her brain hurt so much she
thought it would explode. Her underpants were wet, probably urine from
straining when she puked. She wouldn't know for sure what it was till she could
check, and she couldn't with her mother standing there.


"No,"
she said. "She just nursed."


Vera
changed Mary's wet clothes. "So small," she said, picking her up
again. "I worry about this one, LaDaisy. You never should've had another
baby."


LaDaisy
closed her eyes and ears.


"Shut
up, Mother."


"Don't
talk to me that way. If she's not hungry, then she's unhappy. I'll go make her
a sugar tit, and when I come back, you'll tell me what's wrong. If you need a
doctor, I'll see you get one."


She
left the room, and LaDaisy managed to sit up on the side of the bed. Her head
swam as she got up and followed her mother.


She
stood in the kitchen doorway as Vera took a clean dishrag from the drawer, put
a dab of lard in the center, and sprinkled on some sugar. She rocked the fussy
child in one arm and gathered up the cloth with one hand, twisted it into a
ball around the lard and offered it to Mary. Mary seized the sugar tit eagerly,
and was soon dozing again.


"Thank
you," LaDaisy said.


"I
hated to use plain lard, but I couldn't find any butter."


"Butter
doesn't last long in this house."


"Oh
well, she seems satisfied with this. She just wanted comforting." Vera
observed LaDaisy carefully. "But a sugar tit won't help you. How long have
you been this way?"


LaDaisy
filled a jelly glass with water from the bucket, swallowed a few drops and set
it down on the cabinet. Her mouth was so dry, but would anything ever taste
right again after the bitterness of quinine?


"A
few hours," she said.


She
started back to the bedroom and noticed Saul in the front room rocker. He rose
and came over, gently touched her shoulder.


"Are
you okay, LaDaisy? I brought your mother. I didn't know what to do."


"Thank
you, Saul." She patted his hand, fighting back tears. "You did the
right thing. I'll be fine."


"Well,
I'll go out back and attack them weeds now." He paused at the door.
"Then I'll go tell Bernie to keep the kids another night. No sense in them
getting whatever you got."


"What
I have isn't contagious," she said.


After
he left, she went back to the bedroom without checking to see what the
stickiness was. If abortion fluids, they'd probably come out in a flood. She
sat down on the bed.


Vera
followed her and settled Mary in the cradle. She glanced at LaDaisy.


"Feeling
better?"


"Some.
Not as dizzy, but still queasy."


 "What
brought this on? Did you catch something?"


"No."


"This
room smells like vomit."


"I
puked."


She
could only imagine what was going through Vera's mind. Upset stomachs and
throwing up. Morning sickness. Pregnancy. Has she guessed?


Vera
sat down next to her.


"I
left a note for Ida. She went to the doctor. She's having cramps, but still has
a month to go."


LaDaisy
nodded. "I know she's been uncomfortable, and with the weather so
hot."


"It
takes a woman to know what another one's going through at a time like
this."


LaDaisy's
heart softened toward her sister. Both were grown-up women now, and women
shared the miseries of pregnancy and childbirth.


"She'll
be okay, Mama."


"I
hope so. Maybe she'll stop by here before going home."


LaDaisy
thought of the red coupe. "Is she driving herself?"


"I
believe so. I worry about that girl. She shouldn't be gallivanting all over
town at a time like this."


LaDaisy
got up and found the key to Daniel's closet.


"She'll
be fine, Mama. Babies don't come so fast. Remember when Wayne was born? Three
days. I thought I was dying."


"Well,
that was you," Vera said. "Ida might not take so long, at least I
hope she doesn't." She smiled as LaDaisy unlocked the closet and opened
the door. "I can't wait to get my hands on that baby."


LaDaisy
removed the bottle from the closet shelf and turned to her mother.


"She'd
be better off not to have Clay's baby."


"What?"


"Anybody's
but his."


"Well,
I never. Surely you don't mean that."


LaDaisy
looked in on Mary, who now slept peacefully. She wished she could relive this
day. Wished she'd made a different decision. She looked at the half-filled
bottle of quinine and felt like throwing up again.


"This
isn't like you," Vera said. "I know you haven't always gotten along
with your sister, but—"


LaDaisy
turned and glared at her mother. "I do mean it. I'd give anything if she
wasn't having his baby."


"But
why?"


"Why
indeed." LaDaisy thrust out the bottle to Vera.


"What's
this?"


"It's
poison, if you take too much."


"Wh—?"


"Quinine."


Shock
registered on Vera's face and she rose shakily. She turned the bottle around in
her hand, staring at it. "Why would you—what's this got to do with Ida?
Where did you get it? Are you saying you took quinine and it made you
sick?"


"Exactly."


"They
treat fevers and malaria with this. You're not saying you've got malaria. How
could you?"


"No,
I don't have malaria."


"Then
what? I know some women have taken it to ... oh no." She shoved the bottle
back at LaDaisy.


"Women
take it to abort unwanted pregnancies," LaDaisy said. "I've heard it
works sometimes. But sometimes not."


She
waited for Vera to speak. When she didn't, she replaced the bottle on the shelf
and locked the closet. The sound of a car out front caught their attention, and
they hurried to the other room.


"There's
Ida Mae now," LaDaisy said. "I see Clay brought her after all."


She
breathed a sigh of relief as Ida Mae climbed out of the auto and Clay backed it
into the street.


Ida
opened the screen door and came inside. Her face was puffy and she looked
miserable.


"Sit
down, Ida. We were just talking about you."


Vera
frowned at LaDaisy and shook her head. 


"I
told your sister you went to the doctor," she said to Ida. "What did
he say? I thought you were driving."


"I
was going to, but Clay said he'd drop me off. I can ride back with you."
Ida Mae turned to LaDaisy. "So you've been sick? What seems to be the
matter?"


Before
LaDaisy could reply, Vera cut in.


"Do
tell us what the doctor said, Ida."


"He
said I'm big and fat and shouldn't eat so much, or I'll have a baby elephant."


LaDaisy
snorted and sat in the rocker as Ida Mae took a seat next to her mother on the
davenport.


"A
lot men doctors know. First time one gets pregnant, he'll change his tune. How
much longer does he think you have?"


"He
thinks I'm farther along than he realized. Maybe he miscalculated, I don't
know. The baby can come any time."


"I
see."


Ida's
brows shot up. "You see? Is that all you have to say? You don't
sound very excited for someone who's about to become an aunt. But if you can
deliver babies, I can do likewise." She pouted. "Don't you want to be
an auntie?"


"Not
really."


"Oh
for God's sake, LaDaisy," Vera said. "Leave her alone."


"You
both want to know what made me sick?"


Vera
shifted her eyes toward Ida.


"Yes,"
Ida Mae said, "tell us what happened. One day you're fine. The next day
your father-in-law hikes across town because you're dying. Obviously, you
didn't die."


"I
took poison."


"Hush!"
Vera said. "This isn't the time or place, LaDaisy."


Ida 
lay a hand on her mother's arm. "No, Mama, let her talk." She turned
back to LaDaisy, her eyes big, bright, and curious. "You don't mean you
really took poison. You'd be ... you'd be dead. What kind?"


"No!"
Vera jumped off the davenport and marched up to LaDaisy. "Don't you dare."


She
knows.


LaDaisy
ignored her mother and addressed her sister. "Clay should've come in with
you, Ida. Do you know why he didn't?"


"He
said he'd come another time. He needs to pick up the rent anyway."


Tears
pooled in LaDaisy's eyes. The back door slammed, and she could see Saul in the
kitchen drinking from the dipper. She waited for him to leave, then turned her
attention to Ida.


"I
already paid the rent." The tears broke loose and spurted out.


"What
do you mean?"


LaDaisy's
lower lip quivered. She had to make Ida Mae realize what kind of man she'd
married. She wanted to lash out and hurt somebody.


Vera
came over and shook a finger in her face.


"Stop
it this minute, LaDaisy. You're talking crazy."


"La
Lazy, La Crazy. I've been called that all my life. Behind my back and to my
face." She tossed her head and laughed with tears streaming down her face.
"What kind of poison, Ida? Well, not really poison. Just quinine.
You know what quinine does, don't you?"


Ida
stared at her. "Are you saying you ... I know quinine can cause
miscarriages, and sometimes abortions. But Daniel's gone. Surely you couldn't
be that way. How?"


Vera
grabbed Ida's arm.


"Let's
go home, dear. You can see she's not thinking straight." Mary let out a
wail from the bedroom. "Now see what happened."


Ida
brushed her mother's hand away. "No, I'm not leaving yet."


LaDaisy's
face flooded. "I don't want to tell you!"


"Tell
me what?"


Vera
left them to attend Mary.


"I
paid the rent, Ida." LaDaisy felt like throwing up again. "I paid
your husband his rent. I don't owe the bastard another goddam cent. You tell
him if he comes here again—"


She
turned and ran to the bedroom, relieved her mother of Mary, and sobbed into the
baby's hair.


"You
have some explaining to do," Vera said. "You're hysterical."


"Go
away, Mama. Take Ida Mae and—and just go the hell home."


"What
you did is unforgivable." Vera lowered her voice. "To think while
your sister's burdened with her pregnancy, you had an affair with her husband.
How despicable of you." 


"Just
leave."


"Someday
you'll pay for what you've done."


LaDaisy
held her child tightly and scrunched her face up.


"Oh
Mama! For once, will you listen to me? Do you think I wanted him to rip my
insides out? I should've known you'd blame me."


"But
I don't—" There was something in Vera's voice, and a hint of shock on her
face, as if she suddenly grasped the situation, but didn't fully believe it.
She reached for LaDaisy, then hastily drew her hand back. "What am I going
to tell Ida? This will destroy her."


LaDaisy
silently pleaded for her mother to show some real concern, some glimmer of
understanding of the shame Clay had brought to their family. But there was none
forthcoming. 


"I
don't care what you tell her, Mama. It's better she knows the truth."


Ida
came to the bedroom door, plainly shaken, her face ashen.


"You
paid the rent?"


LaDaisy
nodded. "I'm sorry."


"I
don't understand."


LaDaisy
grabbed the box from the dresser and handed it to Ida. 


"Open
it."


"It's
just the baby shoes ... what's this?" She removed the note.


"Read
it."


"Three
months back rent paid by consented prostitution." Ida Mae grimaced. "This is Clay's writing. Where
did you get it? What does it mean?"


"It
means I paid the rent. That's the receipt he gave me, all dated and
everything."


Vera
came over and snatched the note from Ida's hands, read quickly and waved it in LaDaisy's
face.


"This
is a lie."


"No,
it isn't."


Vera
read it again. "Stop being ridiculous, LaDaisy. Why would a married man
incriminate himself by writing down the date of an affair?"


"Because
Clay's a stupid man, Mama. The way he wrote it—consented prostitution—he
didn't think I'd show it to anyone. I told you it wasn't an affair. He raped
me! Don't either of you understand?"


"No!"
Ida Mae cried. "LaDaisy, tell me it isn't true. You paid the rent?"


"I'm
sorry."


Ida's
cheeks flushed and she burst into tears. She slammed the box down on the
dresser and ran from the house with Vera in pursuit screaming her head off.


"Ida!
Wait! Come back, she didn't mean it."


A
car door slammed; an engine started. Then quiet.


LaDaisy
sat on the side of the bed, rocking and weeping.


You
will understand. Someday.

















Chapter 19


 


Daniel waited till the sun came through the trees, thinking Chris might
return. But when he didn't show up, he gathered his belongings and walked over
to the diner. Glenn wasn't there, but Millie remembered him with a smile.


"I
thought you left town. Coffee?" He nodded, and she placed the steaming cup
and a spoon in front of him and pushed the sugar bowl over. "Glenn said
you asked about Chris."


"Yep."
Daniel stirred sugar in his coffee and blew the steam away before taking a sip.


"He's
a popular boy round these parts," Millie said. "Gotta admire his
spunk for striking out on his own. It's a miracle he survived this long. Did
you see his folks? Not that you'll like what you see."


"Nope.
I went back to where I left him and he wasn't there."


"Is
that right? Wonder where he went."


"Hard
telling. He wanted to go north with me, so I'm surprised he took off."


Millie
lowered her chin to her neck and looked at him from the top of her eyes.


"Did
he steal anything?"


"Far
as I can tell, no." He looked over his shoulder, half expecting Chris to
walk through the door.


Millie
chatted while he drank coffee and ate a biscuit with gooseberry jam, wiping the
counter around and around in circles with a wet towel as she talked.


"He's
a sneaky kid."


"Chris
reminds me of myself at the same age," Daniel said. "Except I didn't
pick pockets."


Millie
hung around longer than Daniel thought necessary, cleaning the countertop over
and over. She smiled frequently, and winked when she said something she thought
was clever.


Daniel
knew flirting when he saw it, and he kept his mind on his business. The last
thing he needed was a woman making passes, when the only woman he loved waited
for him back home.


Or
was she? He had no reason to believe LaDaisy would take him back. If she
thought he was dead, what would stop her from finding another man?


He
dropped some coins on the counter, tipped his cap at Millie, and went outside.
The Square had become busier while he ate. Pedestrians went about their
business. A few autos—some fairly new, most of them old—drove by or parked in
front of shops and stores. It was still early, the sun barely peeping over
trees and rooftops. In another hour, the city would wake in earnest and spew
people into the streets.


Daniel
had been around enough to know those who still had jobs were grateful to earn a
living, though wages for a hard day's labor were meager.


But
the unemployed—the drifters—loitered around refuse barrels searching through
restaurant scraps, or slouched in doorways out of the sun. Some begged for
handouts. Others would just as soon pick your pockets. Many had given up
looking for work and just didn't care anymore.


There
were stores, restaurants, and factories in Springfield. And when the economy
improved, some of those vagrants—if they survived their current poverty or
didn't shoot themselves—would surely find work. This was a nice little town. If
he didn't already have a family in Independence, Daniel surmised he might enjoy
living here.


Farther
north, the winding Lake of the Ozarks cut through hills forested with ferns,
wildflowers, dogwood and other native trees of the plateau like a well-fed
copperhead. The numerous caves of the region had once drawn him like a magnet.
He'd traveled as far as the lake before going to war—in late October when the
fall colors were so brilliant they hurt, not only his eyes, but his soul. He'd
never gone all the way to Springfield, but had intended to go there someday.
He'd also heard of mysterious spook lights over by the Oklahoma state line, not
far from where he was now, and had a hankering to investigate them.


How
many businesses had been forced to close in this town due to the Depression?
Like other sections of the country he'd seen, many of the hill people were
hopelessly destitute.


He
considered Chris's family. Should he visit them or leave well enough alone?
Chris wasn't his responsibility. Still, he liked the boy, and part of the
reason was because he missed his own kids.


Once
again, Daniel shouldered the banjo and adjusted his tools. Picked up his
gunnysack and hiked through town, keeping watch for someone he could ask about
the boy. But people passed by without so much as a glance.


He
followed the railroad tracks to the Frisco passenger depot in the middle of
town—a light-colored building of Spanish-mission architecture with a row of
tall arches stretched along the front. Bordered on the east by Main Avenue and
on the west by Grant, the design of the building was esthetically pleasing to
the eye of a master whittler, and he marveled at its construction.


Railroad
tracks entering the city merged at the loading shed on west Mill, across the
street from the depot. Warehouses had sprung up near the rail yards: The
Lipscomb Grain and Seed Company, a Sash and Door company, feed, baked goods,
and produce warehouses, as well as farm implements, a lumber warehouse, and a
general store.


He
crossed the tracks to the Frisco freight house and car shops south of the
depot, at Jordan Creek, thinking there'd be work here someday.


Well,
there was nothing more he could do about the boy. He'd waited, and if he was
ever going to head north, he couldn't wait any longer. He returned to the depot
and passed under one of the arches, went inside and checked the arrival and
departure schedules—he wasn't counting on the luxury of a passenger train, but
just for the hell of it.


For
some odd reason, he'd thought Chris might come here—he sensed the boy was
nearby, though he hadn't caught a glimpse of him. Was he being shadowed by a
tramp-in-training? A boy learning the ropes from experienced drifters?


One
thing was clear: Chris knew this town better'n Daniel did. He'd know the
freight train schedules.


Daniel
had heard a freight roll through town before dawn and made a mental note which way
it was headed. Another one probably wasn't due for a few hours. At any rate, he
couldn't board at this station. To avoid being caught, he'd go to the outskirts
of town.


He
had time to freshen up.


Finding
the restroom empty, he set the banjo and gunnysack on the floor, removed his
cap and glasses and took his shaving mug from the bag. Using the mirror above
the sink, he lathered his face with suds from the cup while casting a critical
eye at his reflection.


How
hollow his cheeks had become. How dark the circles beneath his eyes. He
carefully scraped the stubble off his chin with his pocketknife, trimmed his
sideburns and whiskers. He ran a wet hand over his head—an engineer could use
it for a headlight. Shine on, Mr. Shine.


Finishing,
he returned the shaving mug to the sack and examined his teeth in the mirror.
Pathetic. He picked them as clean as he could without a brush and rinsed his
mouth with cold water, wishing for a sprig of parsley to freshen his breath.


He
straightened his collar and adjusted his overalls' straps, rolled down his
shirt sleeves, smoothed them out, then re-rolled them past his elbows. A few
insect bites on his neck and arms itched the daylights out of him, but his
dwindling Cloverine salve helped temporarily.


Daniel
Tomelin was plumb weary of bumming around, and his thoughts increasingly turned
to home and family.


With
a sigh, he slapped his dusty cap against his knee, put it on and left the
restroom. On impulse, he approached the clerk behind the ticket counter,
lowered the gunnysack and banjo to the floor and waited for the man to finish
what he was doing. Finally, the clerk noticed him and looked up.


"Yes,
may I help you?"


Daniel
removed his cap and smiled pleasantly.


"Can
you tell me how the work situation is at this here train station? It occurred
to me I might find a job of some kind."


The
man shook his head. "Not here," he said. "Try the
switchyard." He thumbed over his shoulder. "Just look for the water
tower."


Daniel
put his cap back on. "Much obliged."


"Sorry
I can't help you more. I don't know if there's any work or not. I'm not sure
they're hiring right now."


"I
can ask," Daniel said. "Thank you and good day."


He
didn't go to the switchyard immediately—first things first. He needed to think,
and he needed to find Chris.


Outdoors
again, he sat on a bench in front of the building, still hoping Chris would
show up. It was beginning to look doubtful. Maybe he went home. He wondered
about the boy's parents. Had the mother been happy when he was born? Or had she
considered him just one of a brood of useless humans who'd someday leave home
and never come back? Daniel knew there were people like that. But then, there
were the opposite kind, too.


He
reminisced about the happiness he and LaDaisy had felt when each of their
children came along. How sad they were when Wayne went to Heaven. He thought
people should be happy about going to Heaven.


He
didn't know anyone who'd gone there and lived to tell about it. If anyone had,
it would've been Grandma Tomelin. But when she visited his mind, the only place
she talked about was her homeland. Wales was her heaven. His own heaven was
back in Independence, with his family.


He
closed his eyes and saw LaDaisy at the cook stove. Doing the laundry. Carrying
a big basket of clothes from the clothesline. Ironing with the old electric
iron that was their wedding present. Who'd mend the wires if they burned out?


His
wife worked hard for her family, but she never complained. In fact, the only
thing she ever really complained about was him wearing his cap to bed. He'd
never had the nerve to come to bed without washing his feet, but the cap was a
habit he couldn't seem to break. 'Course it always fell off in the middle of
the night.


He
startled now at the sound of a voice and opened his eyes to see a railroad
official standing before him.


"Move
along. No bums allowed in front of the building." He eyed Daniel's
belongings. "Where ya headed?"


"Kan'
City," Daniel said. "I'm waiting for a friend. When he comes, I'll
see if there's any work at the switchyard before moving on."


The
officer glanced at his watch.


"I
suggest you wait somewhere else."


"I
can sit in the waiting room if you want—that's what it's for, ain't it? But
then I won't see my friend when he comes. He won't think to look inside."


"Every
bum I meet tries that one on me, mister. You're all alike."


"Well,
I'm not a bum," Daniel said. "I'm a carpenter, an honest man whose
luck run out. I'm looking for work." He was also tired of explaining
himself.


"Yeah?
I heard that one before, too." The officer looked at his watch again, then
surveyed the surrounding area. "Not many passengers yet. I'll give you a
few more minutes."


"Yes,
sir. Thank you, sir."


"You
look honest, but don't push it." He glanced down at Daniel's things.
"What's in the sack?"


None
of your business.


"Dead
chickens."


"Come
again?"


"Dead
chickens," Daniel repeated, grinning. "That's what I tell nosey
people."


The
man guffawed. "Dead chickens! I've heard everything."


"Well,
you asked." Don't push it, Daniel.


He
felt like an idiot. But he breathed a sigh of relief at not being arrested as
the officer walked away chuckling.


When
he was out of sight, Daniel picked up his supplies, scanned the area again for
Chris, and headed for the switchyards. A couple of workers stood by a siding
smoking and laughing as he approached them. One tossed his butt on the ground
and twisted it underfoot.


 "Howdy,"
the man said.


"I'm
looking for work," Daniel said.


"What
kind of work?"


"Anything.
Cleaning privies, polishing railroad tracks. Don't matter, just so I get
paid."


"A
smartass."


"Got
any experience on trains?" He eyed Daniel's tools. "Mechanic?"


"Burglar,"
said the other guy.


Daniel
gave him a dirty look, mindful of not lighting a fuse on a hot temper.
"Carpenter. Jack-of-all-trades."


"Bum."


"No,
I'm not a bum." Daniel restrained his temper. "No experience with
trains, but I can learn." He looked hopefully from one man to the other.


"I
don't think they're hiring yet," one said. "I'm lucky to have this
job myself."


"Can
I talk to the man who does the hiring?"


"He
ain't here."


"Oh,
well, I'll mosey on, then." He touched his brim. "Don't you boys work
too hard."


He
left the yard and walked back to town to find a restaurant, but not Millie's—he
didn't want to encourage her flirting. It was hard enough to discipline his
physical urges without some strange woman egging him on. He bought a baloney
sandwich at a café next to a gas station, and a hard roll to carry with him.
Counting out change to pay for his meal, he noticed his stash of coins was
dwindling. When had it happened? This was money he'd earned for LaDaisy. Money
for rent. He'd been spending it without thinking how he was going to replace
it. He drank a big glass of water that had a distinctive mineral taste, then
once again started walking. By now the sun was lower. The sky had become
overcast since morning, and whether it was his imagination or not, he felt a
definite chill in the air.


Soon
autumn would arrive in her variegated coat of red, yellow, orange, and bronze.
Deceptive she was at hiding her worst weather; under the flaming coat waited
leafless trees, twigs, bare ground, and cold. Squirrels and mice would've
already hidden their acorns and seeds. At the edge of the forests, sumac's
blazing scarlet might hurt your eyes if you stared at it too long; wedges of
Canada geese honking overhead didn't stay around long enough to find out.


With
the weather changing, this sorry human had no desire to walk all the way to
Kansas City, or even to the Lake of the Ozarks, without finding some warmer
clothes. The ones he had on his back were already too thin, and he had no
intention of facing the winter naked.


Last
winter, he'd escaped the harsh northern climate by traveling south and west.
But sometimes, when he got caught in raw weather, he curled up on a heat
grating near a city building. He knew some drifters solved cold weather
problems by getting themselves arrested for vagrancy and sleeping in the city
jail.


Now
his legs ached with every step. His feet had picked up new blisters even his
trusty Cloverine wouldn't help. He'd taken to wearing his old shoes with the
Hoover insoles, instead of the heavier boots Homer had given him—they reminded
him of the war and, also, his own personal war in which Shine re-fought the
enemy in his dreams.


More
hills lay ahead, and valleys, ravines, and scrub growth. Deadly timber
rattlers, water moccasins, and copperheads hiding in the brush. Wood ticks,
chiggers, skeeters, nasty little buggers he couldn't bear the thought of
dealing with.


Now
he ended up at the junction where the pair of tracks cut an X west of downtown,
with one set of rails heading in the general direction he would travel. A train
coming through here would have to slow down, an ideal time to locate a boxcar
and hop aboard.


He
waited for nightfall behind a small building near the tracks, but kept out of
sight lest he risk discovery by railroad bulls, arrested and jailed, and just
his luck they'd throw away the key.


City
lights blinked off as twilight deepened. He snoozed, keeping one ear open for a
whistle or a rumble on the tracks. His whole body would feel the vibrations
when a freight approached, and given enough time, he could grab his things and
be ready when it slowed. Once inside a car he'd have it made, with a safe,
comfortable ride straight to Kansas City.


The
alert came sooner than expected, for no sooner had he closed his eyes when he was
shaken awake by the roar of the engine as it chugged up the tracks. The dark
shadow of the freight loomed out of the darkness, approaching the crossing with
headlight blazing, smokestack puffing, brakes screeching as it slowed to a
crawl.


The
loud blast of the horn assaulted Daniel's ears the closer it came. But he had
no time to worry about broken eardrums as he jumped up, grabbed his supplies,
and moved toward the tracks.


He
counted cars as they clacked slowly by, seeking the middle of the freight. If he
chose one too close to either end, he'd likely be spotted by a brakeman or
engineer. He took a deep breath and prayed. If he did this wrong, someone would
be picking up pieces of Daniel Tomelin in the morning.


Under
cover of darkness, he ran alongside the slowly moving boxcars, his steps on the
gravel bed muffled by the loud engine. At close range he saw an open door. Easy
does it. He maneuvered himself near the great wheels and trotted alongside
for a few yards.


One,
two, three.


He
heaved the gunnysack through the doorway and hauled himself aboard, landing
with a thud on the hard floor. He lay for a minute getting his wind back, then
found his gunnysack and dragged it away from the door. A semaphore flashed by
in the darkness, and when the freight blasted its horn and picked up speed,
Daniel settled back for a nice long nap.
















Chapter 20


 


A
week later, Clay Huff stood on the front porch yelling through the screen door.



"LaDaisy,
you open this door before I break it down! I'm not leaving till we talk."


She'd
seen him pull into the yard and decided to ignore his rants by feeding the kids
their supper of cornbread and butterbeans. Bernadine had driven her to the
welfare office yesterday to pick up the commodities: evaporated milk, flour,
salt, lard, beans, sorghum, cornmeal. Thankfully, cod-liver oil came on a
fairly regular basis, and sometimes she received tangerines or oranges. She
found ways to make ends meet. A neighbor lady paid her a dozen brown eggs to
wash and iron her husband's good shirts. She even managed to pay the water
bill. What a relief to have running water again. Though she still heated tubs
of water for laundry and baths, she wasn't breaking her back pumping and
carrying it in.


She
held Mary on her lap and fed her cornbread soaked in bean soup.


"Baby
like beans?" Bobby said, waving his spoon at Mary.


"I
like beans," Catherine said. "Mama, can I have some more?" She
pushed her plate to her mother. LaDaisy broke up a chunk of cornbread and
covered it with beans, dipping an extra spoonful of soup over it.


 "Beans,
beans the musical fruit," Earl sang. "The more I eat the more I
tooooooooooot."


"Oh
please, Earl." LaDaisy tried not to laugh. "Where did you learn
that?"


"Friends."


Most
likely his cousins.


"Why's
Mr. Huff hitting the door?" Catherine asked.


"He'll
go away if we ignore him." LaDaisy touched the tip of the spoon to Mary's
mouth again, giving her just a taste. It would supplement her breast milk,
which, despite all she did to save it, continued to dwindle. She hadn't been
eating well, and her nerves were shredded.


Clay
raved and banged on the front door through the whole meal. And when the banging
stopped suddenly, she thought he had left. But no. A moment later, he went
around back and started kicking that door. LaDaisy refused to look, though she
knew he watched through the screen. She didn't think he'd try anything with the
kids in the house, but she wasn't sure.


Hearing
his voice now, she remembered Ida's stricken face when she finally figured out
what her husband had done. Fortunately, LaDaisy hadn't been pregnant after all.


"C'mon,
let me in. I just want to talk to you." 


"He
scares me!" Bobby said.


"Can
I let him in?" Earl asked.


"No."


"Why?"


"I'm
not going to hurt anybody," Clay yelled. "You're pissing me
off!" He kicked the door again. "You can't keep me out of my own
property."


Vera
had come by the day after the quinine episode to tell her Ida Mae and Clay had
such a spat over LaDaisy's affair, she was afraid the stress would bring
on early labor.


"My
affair? You're out of your mind!"


"Ida
kicked him out. He's been sleeping at my house—mine and Rufus's—until she comes
to her senses."


"How
will he explain rape?"


"That's
your story, LaDaisy. There's no way in God's green heaven Clay would
cheat on his wife."


Something
in Vera's voice had made LaDaisy wonder if she really believed what she said.


Now
Mary grew fussy and pulled at her mother's clothes, and she turned her back to
the door and exposed a breast.


"I
can stand out here as long as it takes," he yelled. "Sooner or later,
somebody's gotta take a shit, and I'll be right here blocking the path to the
crapper. When someone opens that door, I'm coming in."


"I'll
let him in." Earl jumped up from the table.


"No,
you will not. Sit down and finish your supper."


LaDaisy
covered her breast, rose and went to the door with Mary.


"You're
not coming in," she said. "You're not going to come waltzing in here
and blame everything on me. So you might as well leave." She stared
straight into his evil eyes through the rusty screen. "A man with decency would
do that."


"I
just wanna talk. You owe me that much."


"I
owe you nothing. When the rent comes due again, I'll pay cash."


"Well-well.
Where you getting rent money? You whoring around again?"


She
tried to muster up courage, but her knees were shaking. With only the screen
between them, what stopped him from breaking it down?


"I
have to go pee-pee, Mama."


LaDaisy
turned and whispered, "You can't go outdoors now, Cath—use the potty in
the bedroom."


"No!
I don't want to use the stinky potty."


"Told
you so." Clay stood with his hands in his pockets, shoulders slumped. He
hadn't combed his hair. His eyes were bloodshot. He'd apparently soaked himself
in whiskey. "You gonna let her go to the toilet?" He stumbled
sideways and caught his balance. "What kinda mother are you, anyway?"


LaDaisy
swung around, acutely aware her children were watching, taking in every word.


"You
shut your mouth, Clayton."


He
chuckled. "I can wait out here all night, LaDaisy. Wait till you have
to go. You can't sit on that baby pot with your big ass."


"Get
the hell out of here!" she hissed. "Leave us be."


"Mama,
I have to go bad."


"I
said use the potty, Cath, and I mean it. Now get in there, and don't you pee
your pants, either." 


As Catherine
ran from the room, LaDaisy felt her own bladder grow heavy. Oh Lord, not now.


"Come
on," Clay whined. "Be a good girl and open the door. I just want—"


"I—I
don't care what you want."


Mary
dozed in her mother's arms as LaDaisy fought the urgent need to urinate. Wait.
Oh please wait. She'd had too much to drink and now the fullness hurt. Tightening
her muscles, she gave Clay one last look and returned to the table. Tears of
frustration formed in her eyes as she sat with Mary in her lap and squeezed her
legs together.


Clay
banged on the door again, swore loudly, then stumbled down the back step. She
heard him grumbling and cursing, and after a few minutes, he became quiet. LaDaisy
dared to glance toward the back door in time to see him shuffling around the
side of the house to his car. She held her breath and waited for the coupe to
screech down the road before taking Mary to the cradle and making a beeline
down the path to the outhouse, holding her crotch through her skirt. Relief was
not long coming.


Leaving
the privy afterward, she sensed movement and glanced toward Saul's garden. How
long had he been there? Maybe it was the reason Clay hadn't forced his way in.


But
she expected him to return, and decided to send the kids to Bernie's. People
would begin to wonder why Mrs. Tomelin always rushed her youngsters out of the
house. Seeing them play now, their stomachs full for another day, she was glad
they were too young to understand the situation. Circumstances had changed a
lot since their dad disappeared. Now there was a nasty man who disrespected
their mother, not to mention he might also be a threat to them. 


She
didn't know what to tell the kids about their daddy. They still asked about
him, and thought every man coming down the street might be him. They'd sit on
the front porch brooding, or twirl slowly on the tire swing, watching the road
with big sad eyes. As days and weeks passed, they'd begun to accept their daddy
might never come home. 


One
day she'd overhead Catherine tell a neighbor girl, "My daddy went
away."


"Oh,
that's too bad. Where did he go? Did he stop loving you?" 


Catherine
shook her head and shrugged her small shoulders. "Oh, I don't know. Maybe
he died."


"That's
a shame," said the other child.


Mere
babies discussing a serious subject like adult women. LaDaisy had turned away
with a lump in her throat.


He
may as well be dead, for all the good he is now.


She
put Mary down for a nap then walked up to the garden to speak with Saul. How
much he suspected, she didn't know.


He
looked up as she approached, whipped off his hat and wiped his head, face, and
neck with a big red handkerchief before putting it back on. He leaned on the
hoe handle and motioned to the ground.


"Dry
as a desert. Not a drop of water since the big storm."


A
stiff breeze stirred the dust at their feet. LaDaisy scooped up a clod of soil.
"Hard as a rock." She tossed it away. "You ever seen a desert,
Saul?"


"Nope.
But I always planned to go out west and see Death Valley."


She
smiled. "What's stopping you?"


"Free
as a bird, ain't I?"


"Well?"


"Well
what?"


He
picked up the hoe again and loosened the soil around a tomato plant, then
plucked the only ripe fruit and handed it to her. Except for a few clusters of
marble-size green tomatoes, the plant had seen better days. Even rain wouldn't
revive the spindly plant this late in the summer.


"If
I didn't have responsibilities," LaDaisy said, "I'd go west myself.
If you've been thinking about it all these years, you should make your dream
come true." She dropped the tomato in her apron pocket. "I had a
dream once—before Daniel left."


"You
miss him, don'tcha?"


She
nodded. "Of course I do. But I'm almost to the end of my rope. There's a
big hole in our lives, Saul." She pitied the old man, who was more a part
of her life than her own father had been. But there was no way to soften her
words. She tried, but they came out harsh. "I know Daniel's your son, but
he's got no right to come home after what he did."


Saul
started working the soil around another plant, and the breeze blew dust up
their noses.


"Daniel
had his reasons. I don't know what they were, but I know he loves his
family."


"Humph.
Fine way of showing it." She paused. "Part of me wants him back and
another part thinks he should go to hell." 


LaDaisy
gazed out across the yard, at the treetops swaying in the wind. 


"Saul—"


"Hey?"


She
turned. "Can you do me a favor? I know it's hot and it's a lot to ask, but
I need you to take the kids to Bernie's. Maybe you can pull Bobby in the wagon.
He'd like that."


He
started to speak, but she held up her hand.


"Something's
going on. I can't explain."


"I'll
take 'em. Will you be all right?"


I
don't know.


"Yes,
yes I'll be fine. There's something I have to do."


Saul
hitched up his overalls.


"Ain't
none of my business, but I seen Clay hanging around."


"Oh,
Saul! Don't think bad of me. Please. Clay, he—" She began to cry. "I
know what you must think. Me being without a—a man for so long, but it's not ...
"


He
lay a hand on her shoulder.


"Are
you afraid of him?"


"Yes."


"I
thought so." He shook his head. "That fool ain't half the man Daniel
is. If you're afraid, you'd better tell the sheriff to keep him away, landlord
or not."


"I
think he's coming back after you leave," she said. "I don't want the
kids in the way. He's drunk and raving mad. I don't know what he might
do."


"They'll
be safe at Bernie's. But I'm worried about you. What'll you do if he comes back
and starts something?"


"I
don't know. I just hope he has sense enough not to."


She
went back to the house and told the kids to go with Grandpa Saul to Bernie's,
and after they left, she locked both front and back doors, checked on Mary,
then opened Daniel's closet and stared at the shotgun. She took it out, along
with the box of shells. I have no idea how to load this damn thing. 


She
removed a cartridge from the box and carefully laid it on top of the dresser
before returning the rest to the closet, locking the door. She picked up the
gun and examined it, noting how the barrel was made. In her mind, she saw
Daniel taking the gun apart for cleaning, then putting it back together again.


Think,
LaDaisy. 


A
mental picture formed in her mind of her husband bending the shotgun. No, not
bending, for it had seemed to crack right in half. What? The shells fire
through the barrel. But how do I get them in there? She found the hinged
opening where the barrel met the chamber, and taking a section in each hand,
she broke the gun open.


She
held the weapon to the light and looked down the empty barrel. After a minute,
she figured out how to insert the shell then closed the gun with a loud click.


Handling
it carefully, she carried it to the front room, leaned it in plain sight in a
corner near Daniel's mandolin shelf, then sat down to wait. What kind of damage
could it do? She had no idea, except that it could kill animals. Of course, she
had no intention of shooting anyone, but she was prepared if it came to
self-defense.
















Chapter 21


 


Traveling
by foot and not eating right for long periods of time had sapped the strength
from Daniel's body. He'd had a decent living at Petrie's farm, but the damage
was already done. Now his heart raced and he gasped for breath as he sat in a
corner of the boxcar, and after a few minutes his overworked body settled down.
He cradled George's banjo lovingly, thinking of the time not so long ago when
the two had shared a boxcar, before the banjo man departed at St. Louis and
Daniel headed south.


The
rocking car lulled him to a half-awake existence, his restless mind slipping
again and again from the present to the past. Night flew by the open door,
occasionally broken by lights in the distance. Dark shadows on darker
backgrounds. The stuff of nightmares that scares kids, and grown men.


...
Gunfire broke out and mortars blasted in the distance. Tracers lit up the sky
and whistled overhead. Light rain fell, and the air was filled with the smell
of gunpowder as Shine crouched in a trench with an inch of water at the bottom.
Rain and fear soaked his shirt. His hands trembled trying to steady the gun. He
listened, not daring to move. 


Silence—an
ominous sign of danger on a battlefield. The gunfire ceased for a few minutes
then started up again.


Hearing
a scuffling sound, he jerked his Winchester up just as an enemy soldier
surprised him with a fixed bayonet at the edge of the trench. 


No!
Stop!


The
young soldier yelled something in German and screamed as Shine fired at his
chest, then fell into the muddy hole.


"It's
like killing a fox with rabies," his battery commander had said.
"When your life's in danger, you don't think, you shoot."


It
wasn't true. Daniel knew better than anyone about the binding tie between
humans that prevented most from taking a life, even in self-defense.


He
retched repeatedly, racking his body as a dark stain spread through the front
of the soldier's uniform. Wave after wave of dizziness washed over him until he
thought he'd pass out. The soldier raised a hand, but Shine shrank away as life
flowed from the body. 


He's
just a kid! 


The
soldier's hand fell limply on Shine's knee. His lips parted, but no words came.
He stopped trying to breathe. His jaw dropped, his eyes fixed on his enemy as
life deserted him.


The
sounds of artillery increased in the distance. Voices shouted. Someone
screamed. Rain fell.


"Daniel!"


Someone
touched his shoulder and shined a light in his face. His hands thrashed at the
intruder and he rolled away as screams filled the boxcar.


"Come
on, wake up. You're scaring me. What's wrong? What happened?"


The
voice—young, familiar. He couldn't place it as he struggled to bring his mind
back.


"Who—?"


Sweat
broke over his brow as he tried to sit up and focus his eyes in the darkness.


"Wake
up, Daniel, please. It's me, Chris."


Daniel
reached for the small hand as it touched his shoulder again, and suddenly all
hell broke loose and hot tears spurted from his eyes.


Chris
pulled his hand away.


"I'm
afraid! You were screaming. Screaming that you shot a man."


"Yes,
oh yes." Daniel tried to control his weeping, but found he could not.
"I killed a man. Many men."


"What
are you talking about? What men?"


Daniel
took a deep breath to steady himself, ashamed for a grown man to be caught
crying like a baby.


"Where
did you come from?" he asked Chris. "I couldn't find you and had to
leave without you."


He
sat up, now fully aware of his surroundings, his face wet, still weeping
silently. Grotesque mental images crawled away to the bottom of his mind. He
was on a fast-moving train to Kansas City. It was good to hear the boy's voice.
But he was puzzled that Chris seemed to have materialized from nowhere. Where
had he stolen the flashlight?


"Where
were you?" he asked again. "How did you get here?"


"I
didn't think you'd let me come. So I followed you and sneaked in this boxcar
with you."


Daniel
tried to smile, but it made his face hurt. "So that's it. I thought I
sensed someone lurking around. Where'd you go last night, you sneaky little
rascal?"


"Uh,
what do you mean?"


"You
know what I mean." He wiped his eyes. "Dadgummit, Chris, I left you
to watch my stuff and you cut out on me."


"Aw,
I just walked around by the depot."


"Somebody
could've come along and stole my things. That's what I get for trusting a kid
with a head full of bright ideas."


"Wasn't
nobody there to steal anything except cows."


"So
you decided not to come back at all, right? Just strike out bumming on your own
without a care in the world."


Chris
thought for a minute. "I was coming back, then I got the idea to follow
you. Are you mad?"


"I'm
mad as hell you didn't tell me where you were going," Daniel said.
"But I'm not mad you hopped aboard this train." There was no answer
from the boy. "Life's too short to stay mad at anyone. You can come to my
house with me, Christopher Davis."


"You
know my name."


"Yep,
the man you accused of picking my pocket told me."


"Gee
whiz, Daniel, why'd you ask him?"


"I
asked because kidnapping ain't legal, and if you go with me, that's what a
judge would call it." 


"Then
I can still go?"


"Looks
like you already decided." He wiped his wet cheeks with the back of his
hand.


"Can
I?"


"Yep.
But only till I get in touch with your family."


"I'm
not going back there."


"Maybe
not. But I'm obligated to let them know where you are. If they don't care,
maybe I can get custody and you can live with my family." He paused.
"But I can't picture them not caring about their own son."


"Trust
me," Chris said, "they don't care a hill of beans. They done told me
that."


"You
might be surprised. People's hearts can change in a minute if a loved one's
threatened."


"You
didn't threaten me."


"I
whipped your thieving little hide, didn't I?"


"That
don't count. Did you mean it about me going home with you?"


"Certainly."


"I
don't believe it. Really?"


"Yes,
really."


"Are
you mad at me for hiding? What were you dreaming? You didn't really kill
someone, did you?"


"Hey,
one question at a time." Daniel could see the boy's outline with the
flashlight on again and his eyes more accustomed to the dark. "How could I
be mad? You're my friend, little buddy. I tried to find you but you were
gone." He paused. "Matter of fact, if I had my choice of traveling
companions, I'd pick you." He reached out and patted Chris's head.
"When a man comes out from a—a nightmare like I just had, he needs a good
friend to lean on."


"What
was it about? The nightmare. You scared the shit out of me."


"Don't
cuss!" Daniel said, his voice stern. "I don't know if I'd tell a
young squirt your age what the nightmare was. It's too scary."


"I'm
not a innocent little kid. I seen things most kids never would. So come on. Was
it about the man—or men you said you killed? You didn't really do it,
did you?"


"I
did, and I'm sorry." Daniel's tears started again, and he was glad it was
dark. "In the war. I killed men in the war. I didn't want to, but they
said I had to."


Chris
listened as Daniel explained about the war. Finally he said, "You had to
kill your enemies or they'd kill you."


"That's
right. But it tore my heart out to shoot another human being." He paused a
minute. "My best friends died in the war, Chris—Milt, Leonard, Frank, Big
Woody. They were good boys, each with his own family. Moms, dads, and wives.
Now they're gone, and ol' Shine's still alive. It ain't fair."


"Who's
Shine?"


"That's
me, it's a nickname they gave me." He sighed. "The good ones died,
but the worthless one survived."


"You
ain't worthless," Chris said. "Don't say that again. You want
worthless? My—my dad, he's worthless. All he knows is how to make more kids he
don't want." His voice broke. "I even thought about stabbing him
once."


"But
you couldn't," Daniel said, shocked by the confession. "Just like I
couldn't. Thank the Lord most people are civilized. There's so much good in
this life, but when I have one of those nightmares, I forget what it is."


They
rode in silence for a few minutes, feeling the car sway on the tracks.


"You
don't understand, do you?" Daniel said. "I can't expect a boy to know
what I'm talking about."


"It
scares me. I'm not afraid of most things, but this scares me."


"I'm
sorry. I shouldn't have told you."


"It's
okay."


"No,
it ain't okay, Mr. Christopher. War is hell."


"Yeah."
Chris paused then asked again, "Did you mean it about taking me
home?"


"Sure
did."


A
banjo note floated through the boxcar. Then another, the same one over and
over.


"This
thing needs some new strings," Chris said. "It's only got one
left." He plucked the single string again. Plink. Plink. Plink.


"I'll
fix it for you someday."


The
note stopped.


"Daniel?"


"What?"


"I'm
glad you're not mad."


"I
couldn't stay mad at you if my life depended on it," Daniel said.
"You remind me of myself in a lot of ways. Better get some rest before we
get to the city."


"What
are we going to do there?"


"Going
to eat first thing. Then I need to see some folks about work. I can't go home
till I have a job. I wouldn't dare face my wife after running out on her,
unless I found work to support my family with."


"What's
her name, your wife?"


"Her
name's LaDaisy." The name rolled off Daniel's tongue as smooth as silk.
"Prettiest little woman on earth."


Neither
spoke for a few minutes, then Chris said, "Daniel? You awake? You're not
having another nightmare, are you?"


"I'm
awake, and I'm all right."


"I
just remembered what somebody told me about dreams," Chris said. "I
don't know if this works, cause I never tried it. "


Daniel
straightened up and tried to see the boy. "What's this about, Chris? I'll
try most anything to make these bad dreams stop."


Chris
plucked the string again. "It sounds dumb. But you can chase your
nightmares away. Then they won't be scary anymore."


"Is
that right?"


"I
don't know how you can do it, Daniel. Maybe you can figure it out."


Daniel
became thoughtful. "Well, you'd have to know you're dreaming while you're
dreaming. How the heck could you do that?"


"Don't
ask me." 


"I'll
give it some thought ... before the next nightmare happens."


 


The
train rolled northwesterly from Springfield, sometimes with as much as a
half-hour layover at some small town before moving on again.


Daniel
couldn't sleep and lay awake making plans. He couldn't jump off the train just
any old place now. There was Chris to think of. He had to consider what effect
his decisions would have on this boy.


Though
it was still dark, he knew they were on the eastern edge of the metropolis
after passing through Swope Park. Lights popped on in houses and streetlights
twinkled in the distance. Familiar scenery rolled by as he counted city blocks.
After the freight crossed the Blue River, before the tracks looped back into
the city proper, he shook Chris awake.


"Come
on, son, it's time to go."


"Wh—where
are we?"


"Kan'
City. Come on, it's about time to get off. We'll be slowing down soon."


He
helped the boy up, steadied him, led him to the door.


"Watch
your step here ... can you still jump?"


"Yeah,
I think so."


The
freight announced its presence with a loud blast and blowing smoke, chugging
slowly through the outskirts of the city before slowing to a snail's pace.
Daniel felt the familiar surroundings enclose him as he helped a sleepy Chris
to the ground.


They
stood a good distance from the tracks, watching freight cars roll by in the
near darkness, wheels clacking as each car bumped and swayed on the rails. The
train was long, and they couldn't see the engine or coal car up ahead. A cloud
of smoke filled the air as Daniel picked up his gunnysack and likewise Chris
the banjo.


"Did
you count all the cars?" Daniel asked Chris as the caboose vanished far
ahead.


"Nope.
Bet there's a hundred."


"Well,
c'mon. I don't know if anything's open at this hour, but let's find a place to
eat."


"I
don't have any money."


"Didn't
think you had any. Anyhow, you ain't going to pick any pockets up here, unless
you want me to lay a strap on you—at the very least—or go to jail, at the
most."


He
mentally calculated the coins in his purse. By feeding two people, they'd soon
be gone. But it couldn't be helped. He couldn't live with himself if he didn't
feed a hungry boy. If Chris got any skinnier, even the banjo-strings wouldn't
hold his pants up.


"Boy,
I'm thirsty," Chris said, "Got any water?"


They
stopped walking and Daniel pulled his canteen from the gunnysack.


"Go
easy till we find a place to fill it up again."


Stopping
under a street lamp, he pulled the scrap of paper with the employment address
out of his pocket. He could barely make it out in the dim light: 1908 Main.
Two-story yellow brick next to Monroe Hotel.


He
looked up at the street sign as Chris unzipped his pants and peed in the
gutter. 15th Street. He'd often passed that way going to the West Bottoms or
driving someone to the train depot.


He
thought of Union Station, where he'd climbed aboard a troop train with a group
of young men called to duty. South of the station, the Liberty Memorial rose
majestically for 217 feet, its tower inscribed: In honor of those who
served in the world war in defense of liberty and our country. The names of Kansas City's war dead engraved on
bronze tablets in the Memory Hall were burned into his heart.


"Holy
smoke, Chris, we got a long way to go. How the heck did we get way over
here?"


"What's
wrong? Are we in Colorado or something?"


Daniel
laughed. "Nope, still in Missouri. But we're too far east. We should've
stayed on the train a little longer. But the closer we'd come to the rail
yards, the more chance of getting caught." He stuck the paper back in his
pocket.


"What
would they do if they caught us?"


"What
do you think?"


"Put
us in jail?"


"Prob'ly,"
Daniel said. "And throw away the key. I've got me enough worries without
going to jail. First time in over a year, I see a chance to find a good job. I
ain't going to blow it." He stretched his arms and shoulders and picked up
his sack again. "It took me long enough, but I finally realized there
ain't no better place than home."


"I
never had much of one anyway." There wasn't the slightest hint of whining
in the boy's voice. "Maybe I'll get a job, too."


"Well,
come on, then," Daniel said. "We got some walking to do. If we're
lucky, we might find a cheap restaurant open so we can fire up our
engines." He looked at the boy in the morning light as it crept across the
sky, glad to see what he looked like again after traveling in darkness
together. "Think you can do it? My feet hurt, but we don't have a
choice." He took stock of their surroundings. "You carry ol' Betsy
and I'll lug this here gunnysack and all these tools in my pockets."


"Hey,
Daniel, I got an idea."


Daniel
stopped walking and turned to the boy, who stood waving the banjo in the air.


"What
are you talking about? And stop swinging that around before you crack
somebody's head open."


"It's
this, Daniel, this here banjo. Can you play it?"


Daniel
thought for a minute, staring at the instrument.


"Well,
I use to could. But as you see, it ain't got but only one string left."


"Yeah,"
Chris said. "But see, if you put more strings on it you can play it on the
street. I saw people do that."


"Now
wait just a darn minute."


Chris's
thoughts raced out of control.


"And
you know what?"


Daniel
watched him in amazement. "No, what?"


"I
don't know why I didn't think of this before. But if you play it uptown on the
sidewalk, people will stop and listen—and they'll throw money at us."


"Right,
like an organ grinder and a monkey with a tin cup. You got any more bright
ideas? Besides, you'd have to be the monkey, 'cause I can't hop, climb, or
swing by my tail no more."


He
took the instrument and examined it. Plucked the string. Closed one eye and
peered at Chris with the other. "What would we do for strings? There's
only one on this here banjo, and the two holding up your pants are
useless."


Chris
nodded enthusiastically. "We might have five strings right here." He
fished in his pocket, brought out a handful of strings and handed them to
Daniel. "See if there's enough."


"What
th' hell? Where'd you get these?"


"I
was hanging around the freight yard last night and noticed a broken banjo
someone put in the garbage. I took off the strings and other pieces you might
need."


"You
just knew we were going to meet up again, right?"


Chris
grinned, and Daniel started laughing hysterically.


"You're
a sneaky little boy, ain't you? Had it all planned out." Tears ran down
his face and he couldn't stop laughing. He wiped his eyes and examined the
strings. "If I have enough, I'll use the old string to repair this loose
armrest."


"Hey,
don't use the good strings for that," Chris said. "Take the broken
ones. I don't care if my underwear falls off. Here, I'll take 'em off right now
so you can get the strings."


He
tugged on his pants, but Daniel stopped him.


"Hold
your horses. You're not taking your pants off in the middle of the city. Bad
enough you had to wet in the street."


"It
was dark."


"Well
it ain't that dark anymore, so you're not doing it." He paused. "Ok,
I'll stick the strings in the gunnysack. When it gets light, I'll see how to
repair that banjo. But maybe they ain't good, either. A broken banjo's often
got broken strings. Then what?"


"Then
we're screwed till we find some."


Daniel
got down in Chris's face. "Look here, kid, if you're coming home with me,
you'd better clean up the street talk."


"Oh,
gee whiz, Daniel. Screwed ain't dirty. Lots of people screw things."


Daniel
looked at him from the corner of his eyes. "You got a smart mouth, you
know that? Humph." He nudged the boy along. "Come on, let's get
moving."


 


The
pair made good time on foot. By the time the sky turned pink in the east, they
were lucky to catch a ride to 15th and Main on the bed of a produce truck bound
for City Market on 5th Street. The driver pulled the truck to the curb, got
out, and let down the tailgate.


"Thank
ya, kindly," Daniel said. "The ride saved us some blisters, corns,
and cussin'."


The
farmer sized him up and also gave Chris the once-over.


"Where
y'all coming from?"


"Springfield,"
Daniel said. "I heard there might be work up here."


"I
wouldn't bet on it."


Daniel
shrugged and pulled his gunnysack off the truck bed as Chris jumped to the
ground.


"It's
just about the last thing in the world I can count on."


"For
the boy's sake, I wish you luck." The man turned to Chris. "Your dad
taking good care of you? When's the last time you ate?"


"My—?"
Chris hunched his shoulders up to his ears. "Who knows? Can't remember
when I ate last." He turned to Daniel. "Hey Dad, did I eat
yesterday?"


Daniel
grinned. "Yeah, I think so, Son."


The
farmer climbed on the truck bed and gathered some pears and apples from a
bushel basket, a loaf of homemade bread, and a pie in a tin plate. He got down
and handed the crusty loaf to Chris.


"Wow,
thanks!" Chris sniffed the bread with a satisfied sigh as Daniel accepted
the fruit.


"Put
'em in your poke, mister. Here's a fresh blueberry pie, too."


Daniel
hesitated, his mouth watering. "Well, now I—"


The
man pushed the pie at him. "Go on, take it. The wife would want you to
have it, though she might wish for her pie plate back. Besides, with business
slow, I doubt I'll even sell half the stuff I got here. For pennies, I might
add."


He
got back in his truck before Daniel could protest, and left them standing by
the side of the road as he drove up Main toward the market.


Daniel
remembered City Market well, for he'd often brought homegrown tomatoes,
peppers, onions, and green beans to sell. Sometimes the price was right;
sometimes not. Sometimes it barely covered the rent. It was either pay the rent
or the doctor bills, and with him out of work he couldn't do both. His gut jolted
as he realized how close he was to home.


"I
think our luck's about to change," he said to Chris.


Clutching
the loaf of bread to his chest like a gold brick, Chris stood with his nose in
the air like a hound with a treed possum. At the sound of Daniel's voice, he
turned.


"What?"


"Something
wrong?"


"No."
Chris shook his head. "I just never been to a big city before. Look at all
this stuff."


Chris
stared at the buildings and streetcar tracks like he was in Wonderland, and
Daniel's heart warmed.


LaDaisy's
gonna love him.


He
shouldered the gunnysack. "We'd best be moving on. We can stand here
gawking all day, but I got things to do. Let's find us a place to eat these
goodies. I need to fill up my water jug, too. There's a drugstore across the
street. Maybe they'll spare some water and let us use the toilet."


Chris
held the loaf in one arm, the banjo in the other. He waited outside the
drugstore while Daniel went in and returned a few minutes later with the water.


"They
said we can use the toilet but leave it clean. I just washed my hands for now
so I can eat." He looked sternly at Chris. "Run along inside and
clean your own hands."


A
few minutes later they found a secluded spot next to a building and sat down to
feast on the bread. Daniel bowed his head.


"Thank
you, Lord, for this blessing of food. Amen." He broke the loaf completely
in half.


"Amen,"
Chris echoed.


A
newsboy came along the sidewalk, glanced at the pair, then tossed a folded Kansas
City Times in the doorway of the building. Daniel retrieved the newspaper
and sat down to read. The headlines were not good: the economy was getting
worse. A large inside spread was all about the upcoming November election, with
a lot of political stuff about Mr. Hoover and Mr. Roosevelt.


He
liked what he read about the wealthy presidential candidate. Both Franklin and
his wife, Eleanor, looked like decent folks. They understood the common man's
grief in the Depression. He thought the country couldn't do any worse by
electing FDR. The man had some good ideas.


He
opened the classified section and searched the few job listings. There was
nothing he could do, mostly office work or back-breaking work at the
stockyards. A small jazz band advertised for a piano player, another for a
singer, specifically a white one. Daniel could neither sing nor play a piano.
He remembered the area: a few blocks away lay the segregated district, where
young black men hung out on street corners. At night, lively jazz and soul
music poured out of the bars and pool halls. Black men could sing—boy could
they ever sing, or jig or toot a trumpet.


When
he'd finished reading, he refolded the paper and tossed it back in the doorway,
then leaned back against the building and closed his eyes, feeling good about
being so near home.


"You
have to go to school," he said.


Chris
shook his head. "Nope. Not going to school."


"It's
the law. You don't have any say."


"But—"


"No
buts. What kind of man would I be if I didn't send you to school?" Never
mind the kind who'd leave his family to struggle while he traipsed all over the
country.


"I
ain't going."


"We'll
see. Soon as we get settled somewhere and buy you some decent rags, I'll go to
the courthouse and get temporary custody of you. If what you say about your
family's true, it shouldn't be too hard."


"You
don't own me."


"That's
right, I don't. But you're underage. You need a guardian. I don't intend to go
to jail for kidnapping."


"I'm
my own guardian."


"That's
what you think." Daniel mussed the boy's hair. "I want to do the
right thing for once in my life, and you getting an education is the right
thing."


"Gee
whiz!"


"Well,
tough luck, Chris. You're giving up your freedom for a home."


Four
hours later, the two stood in a long line outside the two-story, yellow brick
building that housed the Pendergast employment business.


Daniel
shook some coins from his purse and handed them to Chris.


"What's
this for?"


"Remember
the little café we saw right before we got here? Next to the beer joint. Think
you can find it again?"


"Sure."


"Then
scoot on over and buy yourself a glass of milk and a scrambled egg. Bring me
back a sweet bun."


Chris
left, and Daniel turned back to his place in line. Such a long, long line to
the front door. Even if he got inside there was no guarantee they had work for
him.


Around
noon, most of the people were miserable and some dropped out of line. Daniel,
too, was almost at the end of his patience.


For
two cents, I'd say forget it and head on out to Independence.


By
three o'clock, the line was considerably shorter. And, finally, by dinnertime
Daniel stood at the entrance of the building. Men came back out, some jubilant,
others downcast. Chris had gone for more food. Now he was back with grilled
hotdogs on buns. Daniel ate standing in line, grateful the long wait was about
over. Chris sat on a nearby curb with the banjo and gunnysack as, at last,
Daniel stepped inside the building.
















Chapter 22


 


An
hour passed. Mary awoke and LaDaisy nursed her, played with her, bathed her,
and put her down again. She'd finally cut a tooth and had a cherub smile. She
was more active, rolling over both ways, and could almost sit alone. So far,
she hadn't tried to climb out of the cradle, but it was only a matter of time.
One of these days, she might pull up and go over the side, as Bobby had done.
But she was still too small and delicate, and her mother worried.


LaDaisy
set the cradle swinging, returned to the front room, and sat in the rocker
darning Catherine's bloomers. The linoleum felt cool and refreshing to her bare
feet as she wove tiny, neat stitches back and forth, filling the rip with
thread. She hoped it would hold till she could buy flour sacks to make new
ones. Oh, Catherine. Always busting the seams out of your britches.


As
twilight fell, the wind picked up and branches scraped against the house. A
thump on the roof made her jump. Probably a squirrel. No longer able to see her
work, she rose and turned on a lamp. Wishing for a glass of iced tea from the
crock on the kitchen counter, she went out and turned on the overhead light.


All
at once, her skin prickled. Feeling a presence in the room as a draft of air
brushed her bare arm, she turned slowly.


"How—how
did you get in?"


Clay
moved out of the shadows.


"I
walked in, stupid bitch."


She
saw the hole in the screen door.


"You'd
better leave." She thought of the butcher knife—it was on the other side
of the room, and he blocked her path.


She
backed away, then turned and ran to the front room.


He
gave chase, then saw the gun standing in the corner.


"No
you don't!"


She
reached for the shotgun. He lunged and knocked her against the wall. The gun
landed on the floor and he kicked it across the room. She sobbed, struggling to
reach it. But he tackled her legs and pulled her feet out from under her. She
fell hard, almost knocking the wind out of her.


"No!"
She scooted away and huddled by the wall, catching her breath between sobs.
"Go away, Clay, please." Think fast. "Saul's coming back
any minute. He's ... he'll bring the sheriff."


"You're
bluffing." He snorted like a mad bull and laughed. "I'm not afraid of
the old bastard." He had her cornered. "You're going to pay for
breaking up my marriage. So help me, you'll wish you'd never been born."


"No."


He
came at her; she crouched against the wall, terrified.


"How
do you want it this time?" he taunted, finding amusement in her fear.
"Tied spread eagle on the bed? Bet whores like that."


"Please
leave. I—I won't tell anyone."


"You
mean you won't tell anyone else. Did you tell the old man, too?"


"No."


"I've
got plenty of time."


She
searched the room for the gun. Where did it land?


He
reached for her. She jumped up and he blocked her escape. The mandolin. She
grabbed it from the shelf.


"Come
on," Clay said, "don't be a pain in the ass. You're going to pay for
what you did." He grabbed her dress, ripping it down the front as she
whirled away from him. 


Struggling
to breathe, she raised the mandolin over her head with both hands and slammed
it down hard. When the teardrop bowl splintered, his head sounded like a gourd.


Clay
staggered and fell. He grabbed his head, trying to staunch the flow of blood
running between his fingers, over one eye and down his cheek.


His
blood should be black. She looked at
Daniel's mandolin still in her hands, its hollow body cracked open. What
have I done?


Clay
moaned and got to his knees. He jerked his head around, staring at something
beyond LaDaisy—the expression on his face changed from shock to terror. He
tried to stand, but before he could react, a shot rang out. He crashed
backward, caught by surprise and shot dead-on with a hole in the middle of his
forehead.


LaDaisy
screamed as Clay's blood ran on the linoleum. Then someone else screamed, she
couldn't tell who.


"I
didn't do it!" she cried. "I couldn't reach the gun!"


The
room swirled as she shrank away from the body, absently picking up pieces of
the broken mandolin. Daniel will fix it. The back of her eyeballs ached
and her tears swelled, about to explode like a balloon pricked with a pin. The
smell of gunpowder was overpowering. She was faintly aware of Mary crying.


Hearing
a moan, she turned slowly to see her sister crumpled on the floor in the
kitchen doorway, the shotgun nearby. 


"Oh
my God!"


Ida
tried to rise, saw Clay's body and collapsed again.


Ignoring
her baby's cries, LaDaisy ran to her sister and dropped to her knees beside her
as she sobbed uncontrollably.


She
gathered Ida Mae in her arms. "Oh please, please stop, Ida. What are you
doing here? Let me hold you, please don't cry."


Ida
was inconsolable. Finally, LaDaisy patted her shoulder and rose.


"I'll
be right back." 


She
picked up the still-smoking gun, ran to the bedroom and threw it in the closet.
She peeked at Mary—she'd fallen back to sleep—and returned to the front room,
avoiding Clay's body as she went back to Ida.


The
floor was wet. Ida's dress and shoes were soaked.


"Ida?"
LaDaisy slapped her sister's cheeks gently and shook her arm. Getting no
response, she jumped up and got a wet washrag and wiped Ida's face.


"Ida,
snap out of it, your water broke! You can't have your baby on this dirty
kitchen floor. Come on, please."


Ida
opened her eyes. Her face contorted with fear. She clutched her belly and
screamed.


LaDaisy
watched helplessly as Ida's stomach tightened under the cotton summer shift.
She counted the seconds. There was still time.


After
a minute, Ida Mae breathed normally again. But her eyes were glazed and she was
wringing wet with perspiration.


"LaDaisy!
Help me, I hurt."


LaDaisy
thought fast. "Let's get you up. Can you walk?"


"I—I
don't know." Ida Mae whined and tried to sit up, but fell back again.


"C'mon,"
LaDaisy urged. "You can't stay on the floor, for God's sake. Try again,
Ida. Get up—come in on my bed."


Ida
managed to sit up. She looked past her sister at Clay and her hands flew up to
her mouth.


"No,
no, no! I killed him! LaDaisy, I killed my husband."


"Maybe
he's not—come on, let me help you."


Ida
tried to get up again. "I have to go to him. Please let me go, LaDaisy.
He's my, my husband."


The
leash you gave him was too damn long, silly girl. How could you not know what
he was up to?


"Don't
worry about him now, Ida." Her voice was too sharp. "Come on, get
up."


She
helped Ida Mae up, walked her to the bedroom, removed her wet shoes, and
propped her up on the bed with pillows behind her back.


"Stay
there."


"I
couldn't go anywhere if my life depended on it."


"That's
for sure," LaDaisy said.


She
ran to the kitchen, grabbed a dishtowel and threw it over the puddle of
amniotic fluid. Returning to the bedroom with a glass of water, she held it to
Ida's lips.


"Take
a sip, just enough to wet your mouth in this heat. You don't want to throw up."
Not on Grandma Tomelin's quilt.


She
rummaged in the closet for old towels, a blanket, a rubber sheet. Anything. A
corrugated box? She ripped it open and flattened it out.


"What
are you doing?"


"I
have to put something under your butt."


"Not
cardboard, LaDaisy."


"Hush
up, I don't want my bedclothes wet. Lift your hips."


"Do
you think my baby's coming?"


"I
don't know. Maybe. The water broke, and that's a good sign."


"Oh
no."


"You
had one contraction since coming here. How many more?"


"I
don't know, I can't remember. A few. They hurt."


She
raised Ida's hips and slid the cardboard under them.


"I
don't want to be here, LaDaisy. I'm going to the hospital."


"Ha.
It's too late for that."


Ida
sobbed. "I want Clay and Mama."


LaDaisy
worked an old wool blanket on top of the cardboard under Ida's hips, padding it
for comfort. Then she pulled the messy bloomers off—modesty be damned—and
tossed them into her laundry basket.


"I
don't want you to see me like this."


"Like
I've never seen you naked before. Be quiet."


"What
am I going to do?" she wailed. "Where's the doctor? Where's my
husband?"


Your
husband? The asshole is dead.


"Stay
right there, Ida. Try to relax. I'll get some help." She paused, then
asked, "How did you get here? Tell me you didn't drive in this condition.
It's getting dark."


Ida
shook her head. "No. I walked."


"You—?"


"Yes.
I—I followed him." She bit her lower lip and pinched her eyes shut.
"I wanted to see for myself."


"You
wanted to see if I lied?"


"I
had to know." Huge tears spilled down Ida's face. She reached a shaking
hand up to wipe them away, but they kept coming.


"Well,
now you know." LaDaisy brushed her sister's hair off her damp forehead.
"Stop crying now, sis. You'll need all your strength to bring this baby
out. We'll discuss the other matter when you're feeling better."


"Is—is
he dead?"


"I
don't know." I hope so. No, I can't wish Clay dead, no matter what he
did. "Try not to think about it, Ida. Think of your baby. I'll get the
doctor and Mama."


Ida
nodded, but was soon engulfed in another contraction.


"Oh,
help me. Another one. LaDaisy, help me!"


"Pant,"
LaDaisy said. "That's what I did, Ida. They told me to pant like a dog.
I'm going for help. I'll be back soon."


Ida
grabbed her sister's arm. "Don't leave me. Don't leave me having my baby alone
with ... with a dead body in there."


"You'll
be all right till I get back. It's not like Clay's going to get up and come
after you. Now relax."


She
scooped Mary from the cradle, clutched her tightly to her chest and stepped
around Clay's still form on the way to the front door. She tried not to look,
but her peripheral vision picked up a blotch of red on the linoleum.
















Chapter 23


 


"Where
are you from?"


"Independence."
Daniel stood respectfully with his cap in his hands. "I've been out of
work a long time and am near ready for the poorhouse."


The
gentleman looked up.


"Do
you have a trade? Anything you're good at? It'll help a lot if you do."


"I'm
a carpenter," Daniel said, "a cabinetmaker to be exact."


The
interviewer nodded and shifted some papers around on his desk.


"Then
you have experience."


Daniel
smiled. "That I do. I also witch for water, sharpen knives, dig wells, and
plow fields." He paused, waiting for the man to respond. "I'll be
much obliged if you can find me some work."


"Family?"


"Yes,
sir. A wife, three youngins."


"I
see."


"I
ain't asking for a handout," Daniel said politely, "just honest
labor. I'm willing to work at most anything."


The
agent handed him a form. "Maybe your luck's about to change. Sit at that
table over there and fill this out." 


"Thank
you," Daniel said.


When
he took the form back, the man read through it and placed it on a pile of
papers at one corner of the desk.


"Very
good, Mr. Tomelin. You might've hit the jackpot by being a carpenter. Most men
who come through here are common laborers. Or maybe never worked a day in their
lives. You have a trade and that's a plus." He leaned back in his chair,
removed a cigar from his shirt pocket, looked at it a minute then put it back.
"Mr. Pendergast's company—Ready-Mixed Concrete—is going to be hiring
soon. Ever hear of it?"


"Yes,
sir, I have."


"Mr.
Pendergast will be constructing a new city hall and courthouse downtown. So if
you're able, you probably have a job. When could you start?"


"Whenever
you say."


"Do
you have a place to stay while we check your information and make a decision? I
know it's a ways out to Independence, and you don't want to make the trip on
foot every day."


"No,
sir, I sure don't." Daniel thought quickly. "I noticed a hotel next
door."


"The
Monroe Hotel. It belongs to Mr. Pendergast."


"Maybe
I can stay there a few nights if it don't cost too much. I'm nearly broke, and
I got a young boy with me."


The
man raised his brows. "Your kid?"


"Nope.
He's an orphan. I feel responsible for him."


The
man reached across the desk and gave Daniel his hand. 


"A
hotel room costs seventy-five cents a night. I could probably get it reduced
since you might come to work."


"Thank
you. I appreciate it."


He
scribbled a note and handed it to Daniel.


"Give
this to the desk clerk, tell him Tom Pendergast sent you."


Daniel's
eyes widened. "You're Mr. Pendergast? I didn't realize—"


"No,
no. I'm not Tom. He authorized me to help folks on his behalf."


"Then
tell him how grateful I am. I'd better go now and see if they have a spare
room."


"Thanks
for stopping by, Mr. Tomelin. We'll be in touch."


"Yes,
sir. I'll be waiting." Daniel turned toward the door, then stopped and
said over his shoulder, "There's a line a mile long out there. I myself
waited all morning to get in here. Guess I'm one of the lucky ones. Can't help
feeling sorry for the guys that don't make it."


"Most
come in and go right back out," the agent said. "Some just won't
work. Period. Excuse me for being so blunt. It's like knocking down a row of
dominos. Don't get me wrong. We've found work for many men. They're all human,
and it's not Mr. Pendergast's nature to turn anyone down if he can help
it."


The
interview was officially over when the man removed his cigar again and
proceeded to light it.


Daniel
left the office in a state of euphoria. Ragged, destitute men—young and old—called
to him as he passed down the line:


"How'd
ya do in there, mister?'


"Any
work today?"


"How
about me? I used to be a bookkeeper. Think they'll find anything for me?"


"Luck
was on my side," Daniel told them, trying not to gloat. "Maybe it'll
be lucky for you, too. At least I hope so. Now if you'll excuse me, I have
something I got to do." He broke through the line to go find Chris.


Sometime
later, Daniel and Chris stretched out on the bed in a small room on the second
floor of the Monroe Hotel. The desk clerk had shown them right in after Daniel
presented the note from the employment agent.


"Mr.
Pendergast lets folks sleep here for thirty cents a night," the clerk had
said, "if they're going to work for him."


"That's
mighty generous of him."


"And
if you can do a little repair work around the hotel, so much the better."


"It
makes sense," Daniel said, after a minute of thought. "People don't
get something for nothing. I don't mind making up the difference for a place to
lay our heads."


Now
he spoke to Chris. "My poor old bones are happy to get a real bed again.
They almost forgot what it feels like after sleeping in barns and thickets. I
don't mind earning my keep to get a cut-rate."


"Yeah,"
Chris said. "It's a good deal." He stretched his arms out and nearly
knocked Daniel's glasses off. "There ain't no pee smells on this bed. Back
home, the mattress got peed on so much I almost puked sleeping on it."


Daniel
rolled his head to look at the boy. "That right?


"Yep.
With so many kids, the mattress never got dried out."


"It's
a darn shame, Chris. No wonder you left home." Daniel sat up and ran a
finger lengthwise down the bed. "See here? I'm cutting this bed in half.
That's your side over there and this here's mine."


"That's
silly."


"You
won't think it's silly if you get on my half. I kick like a mule if someone
wakes me up." He lay down again. "Tell you what. Now I feel like a
king, I'm going to find me some new banjo strings and fix that banjo right. If
I get this job, you won't have to pretend you're a monkey with a tin cup."
He waited for an answer. "Chris?"


Chris
was asleep. Daniel smiled, turned his back to the boy and closed his eyes.


Sometime
during the night, Daniel woke with a familiar buzzing noise in his head. The
nightmare. He was right on the edge of it and had woken up just in time to keep
from falling into the black trench. His breath came hard and fast as he lay
there trying not to fall asleep again. He thought of Chris, and what the boy
had told him earlier. What was it? Oh, yes. Just chase those bad thoughts out
of your nightmare and go back to sleep. How?


He
thought hard. How do I do this? How do I wake up in the dream and still be
asleep? Maybe just thinking about it for a while before going to sleep? Worth
a try, but he didn't think it would work. Just a lot of hooey.


The
rest of the night passed uneventfully. 


 


By
mid-September, as the air turned crisp and frost lurked around the corner,
Daniel scraped old wallpaper and paint in the hotel, repaired woodwork, and
repainted walls. It was an easy way to help pay the rent. He was in his element
working with his tools again.


Between
those odd jobs, he worked at a construction site, digging foundations and
building forms for concrete. When the concrete set-up and the building rose
higher—the Tower of Babel, he told Chris—he worked inside laying sub-flooring,
nailing studs to soleplates, affixing laths to studs for plastering. As floor
after floor rose, so also did Daniel's spirits.


Evenings
found him piling coins in stacks on the desk in their room: quarters here,
nickels there, dimes and pennies in other piles. His small towers of coins rose
like the buildings he worked in. 


Soon
I'll be walking through my own front door and holding my favorite girl in my
arms, and bouncing my kids on my knees.


Both
were finally getting their fill of food. Chris's color improved. A weekly soak
in the hotel bathtub turned him from a grubby street urchin to a human being.
With nights turning colder—some mornings frosted over—Daniel found himself and
Chris some used wool sweaters and a cap for Chris. Soon they'd both need winter
coats.


"How
about we go see a picture show?" he asked Chris one Sunday.


A
horror film, The Mummy, was currently playing at the Loews Midland, an
elaborate movie palace with tall mirrors and crystal chandeliers, a mezzanine
and side arches, plus an organ. Standing in the spacious lobby in their shabby
clothes, the two were humbled by the wonderland atmosphere. Movie patrons in
store-bought finery seemed to look down their noses at the pair before turning
away.


Chris
stared in awe at his surroundings. "Did I die and go to heaven?"


 


The
next day, Daniel paid a visit to an attorney's office to enquire how he'd go
about getting custody of the boy. The first step, according to a secretary,
would be to contact the child's parents.


The
woman pulled a yellow pad of paper from a drawer and took up a pencil. 


"If
you'll give me their name and address, I'll send a letter."


"But—"
Daniel wasn't sure he remembered the address Glenn had given him.


"They
at least need to know the whereabouts of their son."


He
shrugged. "Chris said they don't want him anymore, so they shouldn't cause
any trouble."


She
looked up at him and smiled. "People often say things they don't mean when
under pressure, especially in the Depression. If their son left on his own,
they'll be worried, I'm sure."


"They
kicked him out," Daniel insisted.


She
nodded. "Children often say that, but it's not always true."


Daniel
was growing weary of this woman's comments. What did she know about Chris's
former home situation? She was only a secretary.


"I
believe what he told me, Miss. And I spoke to someone else who knows the
family. He didn't think very highly of them. Lots of kids ... both parents like
a dog too lazy to scratch its own fleas." She seemed about to laugh, then
caught herself and became professional again.


"I
see." She tapped the pencil on the table. "Can you support this
child, Mr.—?"


"Tomelin,"
Daniel replied. "And I've been supporting Chris for months now. I have
work, and I plan to take him to my house with me."


"Your
house—you have a wife? More children?"


"Yes
ma'am. I figure one more won't hurt, and he needs a home."


She
pushed her glasses back on her nose and jotted something on the pad. 


"You
say his name is Chris?"


"That's
right. Christopher Davis. His family's in Springfield."


"That's
a long way off. How did he get to Kansas City?"


Damn,
if she ain't the nosiest woman I ever met.


She waited,
pencil poised over the paper.


"He
rode on a freight train with me, ma'am."


"You
made a child hop a train?"


"No,
I didn't make him. He got on by himself."


"And
you let him ride with you to Kansas City?"


"That's
what I said." He took a deep breath to keep from lashing out at this woman
who was only doing her job. He had better things to do than stand here all day
trying to get anything through her thick head. He peered intently at her
through his owl glasses. "What was I supposed to do? I couldn't kick him
out of the boxcar."


"Well
..."


"I'd
appreciate if you'd just tell me what I have to do to get custody." I
don't have all day.


She
nodded. "Yes, of course. As I mentioned a few minutes ago, the first step
is to contact the parents."


"Good
luck with that. I got me a kid that needs a home, and I ain't letting him take
off again on his own if I can help it."


"Parents'
names, please."


"Davis."


"First
names?"


"I
don't have that information. But the people in Millie's Diner know where they
live. If you send a letter to them, I'm sure they'll get it to the right
people. Just say Daniel Tomelin and Chris asked you to do that." Daniel
waited while she thought it over, then added, "Maybe you can find out from
the police department. Either way, someone will know who they are."


Daniel
left a few minutes later with her promise to contact the proper authorities in
Springfield and have the situation investigated. And in the meantime, she
advised him not to leave town with the boy till he heard back from the
attorney's office. They'd send him a letter as soon as they heard anything.


"I'll
be here," he'd replied. "I mean to give this boy a real home."


Later
that afternoon, he bought new strings for George's banjo and gave Chris his
first lesson.


"Just
play it for me," he said, "or yourself. You don't have to stand on a
street corner playing for a handout." Wonder what became of the banjo
man.


"When
are we going to your house?" Chris asked one day. "You should have
enough money saved now."


"Yep,
the money's piling up. But I ain't going home just yet. It won't be long,
though."


"Don't
you miss your kids?"


Daniel
turned away, his eyes suddenly brimming. "I miss them sorely."


"Then
why—?"


"You
wouldn't understand."


"But—"


"Just
drop it, Chris."


Chris
picked up the banjo and sat on the bed picking out "Happy Days Are Here
Again."


"Oh
nuts," he said, hitting a wrong note. "Some days are happy for some
people and for some they ain't." He laid the banjo aside and turned
face-down on the bed.


"Hey,
what's the matter?" Daniel asked.


"Nothing."


"Something
is. C'mon, Chris, what is it? Are you homesick?"


"No."


"Couldn't
blame you if you were. I can afford a train ticket to send you back to
Springfield if you want to go."


Chris
raised his head. He wasn't crying, but tears were close.


"Don't
say that!"


"Then
what's wrong? Is it something I said?"


"None
of your business." Chris pulled a pillow over his head.


"Mouthy
little brat, ain't ya?"


"Go
away."


"Yes,
sir, Christopher Davis."


"Stop
calling me that!"


Daniel
laughed. "What should I call you—Christopher Tomelin?" Chris
flopped over again and hid his face. 


Daniel
didn't press the issue. But something was hurting his young friend, and he had
a good idea what it was.


After
work the next day, Daniel saw a doll in a pawnshop window that reminded him of
Catherine. What kind of daddy would hock his daughter's toy? Without
hesitation, he went inside and dickered with the clerk over the price. It was
more than he could spare, so he left and returned later that day and showed the
man his outhouse carving. 


"Will
you trade me for this hand-carved walnut privy? I sure would like that doll for
my girl, but I don't have much money."


The
man examined the carving. "Interesting." Then he laughed. "You
shoulda whittled a little brown turd in the bottom of the hole." 


"Well,
now, I never thought to."


"Some
folks pay good money for hobo carvings," the clerk said. "What else
you got?"


Daniel
threw in his wooden chain with the swivel on the end and pointed to a small
radio on a shelf behind the counter. 


"How
much for that there radio?" 


The
clerk shrugged. "That old thing? It's got a busted dial and the plug's got
a short in it. Make me an offer." 


Daniel
reached in his bag again. "How about this little lamb? It's even got curly
wool, and that took lots of detail work. I hate to part with it, but if you
want it, your missus could use it in her manger scene next Christmas." He
placed it on the counter and brought out a small bust of Abe Lincoln and a
buffalo nickel. He turned the nickel over. "And here's the Indian head on
the other side of this five-cent piece." He grinned. "Now for sure
you can tell folks not to take any wooden nickels." He waited for the man
to examine the carvings. 


"Very
fine work, mister. Reckon you can have the radio if you want it bad enough to
give all your good carvings away." He looked expectantly at Daniel,
waiting for a reason.


The
reason wasn't long coming. "I got a boy who wants to hear the World
Series. Kind of hard to do without a radio, so I thought I'd surprise
him." 


"Then
you'd better hurry home, the first game's next Wednesday." 


Daniel
left the store a few minutes later, with a doll under one arm, the radio under
the other, while also trying to hang onto the gunnysack slung over one
shoulder. 


Chris
let out a whoop when he saw the radio. "Hot dog! Does it work? Can we
listen to the World Series? Oh man, I didn't know you were going to do that."



"Neither
did I," Daniel said, "till I spied it in the pawn shop. It's got a
couple things wrong with it, but I think I can fix them. If I can't, I'm a
no-count fixer-upper." 


"Hurry
up so we don't miss the games."


The
next day, Daniel repaired the radio, then he and Chris went shopping at the
pawn shop again. This time, they picked out new belts for Earl's and Bobby's
britches, plus a small cameo brooch for LaDaisy's Sunday dress.


"At
least your kids won't have to wear banjo strings," Chris said. "Your
family's gonna think you swiped these things."


Daniel
chuckled. "Maybe so. But I can't go home empty-handed."


"Peace
offerings," Chris said, and they both laughed.


The
days went by fast. Daniel spent as much time with Chris as he could, always
coming back to the hotel so they could listen to "Amos 'n' Andy."
They'd laugh so hard at Kingfish's antics their bellies hurt and tears rolled
down their faces. 


"Gonna
brush our teeth with Pepsodent!"
Chris yelled when the program went off the air.


The
following Wednesday and Thursday, they listened to the first two games of the
World Series, between the New York Yankees and the Chicago Cubs. Static burst
from the radio at times and cut off the broadcast. But Chris was in his glory,
for he'd only heard second-hand accounts of previous games. 


Daniel
tried to show interest in the games, but he lacked enough sports knowledge to
understand what was happening. Frequent thoughts of Frankie and the catcher's
mitt intruded. At such times, it would be easy to slip back into the war. But
to his surprise, he hadn't had a real screaming fit in the middle of the night
for several weeks. Whether it was from working so hard that his need for rest
overpowered his memories, he didn't know. Whatever the reason, he was glad not
to fall apart in front of Chris, but he thought telling the boy about his
nightmares on the train had helped him deal with them. They still came, but not
as often. Once, he awakened on the edge of a dream to find Chris watching him
from the other side of the bed.


"I
woke up before the nightmare got started good." He reached out and tousled
Chris's hair. "You can go back to sleep now."


Chris
hadn't felt like sleeping anymore, so they spent the rest of the night talking,
and it kept the nightmares at bay for at least another night. Daniel didn't
know if Chris realized how much comfort he was to have around at such times.
And now it looked like they might make their relationship permanent. He
couldn't tell Chris just yet, but he'd received a letter from the lawyer's
office about setting up a custody hearing. Chris's folks had contacted the
office through the Springfield Police Department, indicating they couldn't
afford to feed their other children, let alone take Chris back. They in fact
welcomed someone taking their "problem" son off their hands.


Daniel
knew he had to find the right time and the right way to let Chris know his
family couldn't take care of him anymore. Chris already knew as much, but it
would still hurt to have it out in the open. There were a few weeks to think it
over, and there was the issue of convincing LaDaisy to take him in. But if
Daniel didn't know anything else, he knew what kind of woman his wife was. She
couldn't be unkind to anyone, especially a homeless boy.


After
the first game, he took the mitt from his sack and handed it to Chris, whose
eyes lit up and mouth dropped open.


"Where'd
you get this?" He turned the glove over and over and slid his small hand
inside.


"It
belonged to my Army buddy, Frank," Daniel said. "His daddy gave it to
me a few months ago. His initials are right there—F.K."


"This
is swell. But why did he give it away? Didn't Frank want it anymore?" He
balled his fist and slammed it in the pocket.


"Frank
died in the war, Chris. He won't be using it anymore."


"Oh."


"When's
your birthday? Maybe the glove's a birthday present from my friend."


Chris
shrugged. "Next month, right after Halloween." He slammed his fist in
the glove again. "You sure? Maybe you should give it to your own
kids."


"Yep,
I'm sure. My boys are still kind of small to wear it."


"Oh
boy, I never had a catcher's mitt before. Now I gotta get a baseball."


"And
grow into the glove," Daniel said, laughing. "I'm glad you like it,
and Frank would want you to have it."


Throughout
the second game of the World Series, Chris pounded his fist into the mitt
whenever a strike was called. When a player caught a fly, he stretched his own
arm up to catch it.


"Whack.
I got it!"


The
radio crackled and squealed as the announcer's voice came on. 


... top
of the ninth ... here comes the pitch. 


More
static cut off the end of the broadcast, but the Yanks were already ahead.


"Did
you hear that, Daniel? The Yanks are winning."


"Don't
be too sure," Daniel said. "There's still two games left."


But
Chris was sure of himself. "They won the first two, so they'll probably
win the others. Wait and see."
















Chapter 24


 


LaDaisy
raced down the dark road with Mary in her arms. Houses along Hereford Street
were far apart and only one house near the end of the block showed signs of
life with lights on and front door open. A radio blared from inside the
middle-aged couple's home as she ran up the front steps and banged on the
screen door.


Ozzie
Jensen came to the door and peered through the screen.


"What
is it?"


"I'm
LaDaisy Tomelin, from down the block. Please, help me!"


He
opened the door and stepped back. "Come on in, Miz Tomelin. What's wrong?
Someone sick?"


"I
can't come in, I need help!" She shivered, and suddenly realized how cool
the night air was. She hugged Mary tightly to keep her warm, and to close the
gap in her torn dress.


Mr.
Jensen flicked on the porch light and came outside in his bare feet.


"You're
about to fall down. What do you need?"


"My
sister—she's at my house—please, someone get Dr. Wilson. I don't have a
phone." 


"The
doctor? Is she hurt?"


"No,
she's having a baby. Please help." She shifted Mary to the other shoulder.


"Who
is it, Ozzie?" Lou Jensen appeared at the door, untied her apron and
tossed it on the nearest overstuffed chair. "Why, it's LaDaisy. What's
wrong, honey?"


"Lou,
thank God. My sister's about to deliver her baby at my house. At least I think
she is. I don't know for sure, she seems close." She stopped to get her
breath, and Mary reached up and touched her cheek. She grabbed the cold little hand
and kissed it.


"Oh,
my goodness." Lou came outside. "Ozzie, get to town on the double and
find the doctor. I'll go back with this girl and see what's going on. Hurry. Oh
my God, and put on some shoes. You can't drive barefooted."


Ozzie
stared at Lou a minute, then went inside, returning in a pair of house
slippers.


"Don't
stand there all day, Ozzie, this ain't a ice cream social. Now git."


"Bring
the sheriff," LaDaisy said, "and my mother, Vera Baker. She lives—"


"I
know where she lives," Ozzie said in a lackadaisical
tone. "What do you want the sheriff for?"


"I
don't have time to explain. Please hurry. I have to get back."


Ozzie
went around the side of the house. In a few minutes his truck roared to life
and rumbled up the road, headlights shining on the pavement and leaving a trail
of gas fumes.


"Land
sakes, honey," Lou said, "you're shivering. You'll be lucky if you
don't catch your death. Wait here." She went inside and returned with a
sweater for LaDaisy and an afghan to wrap around the baby. She took Mary from LaDaisy's
arms. "I'll carry her. Come to Lou, sweetheart. My goodness, she doesn't
weigh a feather." She turned to LaDaisy as they walked quickly down the
road in the growing darkness. "How far along is your—sister you say?"


"Yes,
my sister, Ida. Her doctor said she's ready any day."


"What's
she doing at your house, if you don't mind my asking?" Lou glanced
sideways at LaDaisy. "Shouldn't she be at the hospital? I'll swear, young
girls don't have a lick of sense anymore when it comes to birthing. Why, I
remember my own laying-in. Couldn't lift a finger for weeks lest I bled to
death."


"I
think she's very close," LaDaisy said. "She walked out here from
town."


"Walked?"


They
turned into the Tomelin driveway.


"It
isn't that far." She stopped to get her breath. "But she shouldn't
have walked it in her condition. Now her water's broke and she's having strong
contractions." Her husband's dead on my front room floor.


"Dear
me. We'd better hurry."


LaDaisy
dreaded walking into the house. "Just follow me to the bedroom, Lou. Don't
stop to look around, or ask questions. There's been an accident ... there's a
dead body."


An
explanation would come soon enough—after the sheriff came and arrested someone.
She wasn't sure who shot Clay—everything was hazy—but her husband's gun would
have her fingerprints.


 


After
the shock of seeing Clay in a pool of blood, Lou stayed to help with Mary as LaDaisy
answered question after question from Sheriff Gudgell. The heavyset man walked
around the room making notes, while another officer snapped pictures of the
scene. 


LaDaisy
paced the floor, watching the man operate his camera. No piece of furniture nor
mark on the floor escaped close scrutiny. Her entire living room, from the
faded davenport and chairs to the shabby end tables, would be on record at the
police department. Perhaps even printed in the Examiner and the Times.
Even if she became wealthy in the future, evidence of her current poverty would
be available to anyone who asked. Daniel would hate having his life on display,
and his wife a notorious criminal. She sighed. Daniel wasn't here anymore. 


The
cameraman took shots of the victim from all angles and got a close-up of the
busted mandolin on the shelf. He took pictures of LaDaisy in her ripped dress.
When he glanced toward the closed bedroom door, where Ida Mae sprawled on the
bed moaning, LaDaisy caught her breath, thinking he might want a picture of her
sister in labor. She was ready to fly at him and break his camera over his head
if he started in there. But he turned away.


There
was no question about Clay's identity; everyone knew Rufus's nephew.


Leaving
the body to the deputy, the sheriff sat in the rocking chair, pen in hand,
occasionally writing on the pad. "Never had much use for the man myself."
He glanced at the davenport, where Rufus sat in shock staring at Clay's body.
"Beg your pardon, Rufus. I wouldn't wish your nephew harm, but Clay had a
way of bringing out the worst in people." He turned to LaDaisy. "Now,
Mrs. Tomelin, tell me again what happened. From the beginning."


He
nodded toward the kitchen as the bedroom door opened and Lou headed for the
back porch. In a moment, she returned, swinging the white porcelain slop jar in
one hand and a five-gallon pail in the other. She barely glanced their way as
she hurried to the bedroom and shut the door behind her. He'd questioned the
frightened woman when he first arrived, and took her statement as a possible
witness.


"You're
absolutely sure the neighbor lady didn't see what happened? She said she
didn't."


"Mrs.
Jensen told you the truth. She wasn't here when it happened." LaDaisy
sighed. "I've told you a hundred times. Why can't you get anything
straight?"


She
was exhausted and tired of repeating herself.


"No
need to get testy," he said. "I'm just doing my job before the
medical examiner and the ambulance come to collect the body." Rufus
stirred uncomfortably on the davenport. "I mean before he takes Mr. Huff
to the police morgue."


LaDaisy
glanced at her stepfather, saw pain and disbelief on Rufus's face. His heavy
jowls were soaked with sweat, as were the underarms of his pinstriped dress
shirt. She had no feeling for Clay, but his uncle had done her no harm.
Besides, anyone who could put up with Vera without pasting a strip of adhesive
tape across her mouth deserved a medal. Clay was Rufus's late sister's only
child, a son he'd always wanted but never had.


Rufus
returned her look, his head sagging lower on his chest. He closed his eyes as LaDaisy
mouthed: I'm sorry, Rufus, but the son-of-a-bitch deserved what he got.


Sheriff
Gudgell tried again. "I have to make sure your statement's correct, Mrs.
Tomelin. Bear with me. Start from the beginning and tell me everything. Why was
Mr. Huff here?"


"He's
my landlord. He had a right to be here."


"That's
true." He made a note on his pad. "But not every landlord deserves to
be shot." He smiled at her, then glanced at the closed bedroom door when
Ida Mae screamed. "Damn, that's nerve-wracking. What's Mrs. Huff doing
here anyway?"


"What
does it look like she's doing?" LaDaisy snapped.


He
shook his head. "I know you're upset. But I have to find out what
happened. You say you shot him?"


"I
guess so. I must have."


"You
must have? Don't you know? Why did you shoot him? Where's the gun?"


"It—it's
in my closet, I'll get it."


She
started for the bedroom, but he stopped her.


"In
a minute."


He
tried to see past Vera as she came out of the bedroom and left the door ajar,
her mouth a grim line in her pale face.


"I'll
tell the sheriff what happened."


"You
weren't here," LaDaisy said. "How could you know anything?"


"Be
quiet, LaDaisy. Ida Mae followed Clay here. You know perfectly well. She didn't
believe what you told us that day, that he—" She spoke to Rufus. "I'm
sorry, Rufus. I don't want to say this. I'd give anything not to have to say
this." 


Rufus
stood and put his arm around his wife.


"Whatever
it is, say it."


Gudgell
watched the scene with interest, now and then jotting down notes. He looked
from one to the other, from LaDaisy to Rufus to Vera. Once he glanced down at
Clay's stiffening corpse on the floor.


Ida
screamed again and everyone turned to the bedroom.


"She's
okay," Vera said. "Dr. Wilson will give her a whiff of chloroform.
It'll help her relax. The poor dear's worn out, and she's terrified."


"Her
screaming's driving me crazy," LaDaisy said. 


"You'd
better sit down," Vera said. "You don't look well. All we need is you
passing out on us."


"Yes."
Rufus turned loose of Vera's arm and guided his stepdaughter to the davenport.


"Oh
dear, this is so horrible!" Vera turned to Sheriff Gudgell. "I can't
bear to look at him. When are you going to—to take Clay out of here? There are
little children who live here. "


"I'm
aware of that," came the reply. "But they aren't here at the moment.
I just need to get a few more details."


"The
kids are at Bernie's," LaDaisy said. "She won't bring them till I say
to." She turned back to the sheriff. "I'll say it again. I shot Mr.
Huff. I shot him with my husband's shotgun. I can get it for you from the
closet."


"You're
mighty calm for someone who claims she just killed a man." He frowned.
"By the way, you might want to get a lawyer before you say too much."


"A
lawyer?" LaDaisy's face turned ashen. "Am—am I going to jail?"


"Depends.
Why did you put the gun in the closet?"


"From
habit. Daniel—my husband—he kept it locked up so the kids couldn't get
it." She glanced around at everyone. "It wasn't murder, it was
self-defense. Does anyone believe me?"


The
sheriff nodded. "He's gone now, I believe."


"Who?"
LaDaisy looked around. The officer with the camera was now collecting
fingerprints.


"I
meant your husband's gone."


"Yes,
yes he is." 


"Where
is he?"


"How
should I know? He just disappeared one day."


"If
he kept the gun locked up, why did you have it out?" 


"I—I
told you, for protection."


"You
carry a loaded weapon around just in case someone breaks in?"


"Yes,
I mean no, I—"


"What
do you mean? Are you confused and don't know what happened?"


LaDaisy's
head throbbed. "I'm not confused. You're putting words in my mouth. But—"


Lou
appeared in the bedroom doorway with Mary.


"She
wants her mother." 


Lou
handed the child to LaDaisy, and the deputy came over and spoke to the sheriff.



"Now
then," Sheriff Gudgell said. "Uh, I hate to say this when you've got
a little one to look after, Mrs. Tomelin. But I'll have to take you to police
headquarters for more questioning. It's standard procedure in homicide cases.
You'll have to unlock the closet so I can examine the weapon." 


Vera
went white as a ghost, and when Ida Mae called out, she hurried back to the bedroom.


"Homicide?"
LaDaisy whispered.


"For
now," he said. "We don't know if it's murder."


"Yes,
I shot him. I'm glad he's dead—" She glanced at Rufus. "But it wasn't
murder."


"What
do you mean?"


"I
shot him in self-defense. That's what Mama was going to tell you. He—he
attacked me, tore my dress. I—I hit him with Daniel's mandolin." She
indicated the broken instrument on the shelf.


"Then
what? On second thought, maybe you better wait till you get a lawyer."


"I
don't need any damn lawyer. Clay molested me. He violated my body several times
this summer." Her words flew out, as though by speaking too slowly, she'd
never be able to tell the story. "I knew he'd come again, to collect the
rent." She met the sheriff's eyes, then Rufus's. Such pain on her stepfather's
face. "I'm so sorry, Rufus. Clay said I had to pay the rent with my —my
body, and—" Rufus sat again, leaned back and threw an arm over his face. 


Gudgell
cocked an eyebrow. "Is that right? Didn't you try to stop him?" 


"Of
course I did! What do you take me for? But he always cornered me when I was
alone. I never thought about the gun. If I had, I might've scared him
away."


"But
you did get the gun."


"Yes,
but only just today. I thought if he saw it, he'd go away and leave me
alone."


Sheriff
Gudgell indicated the corpse with a glance. "Well, he's gone away
now."


Tears
spilled out of LaDaisy's eyes onto Mary's hair. She leaned down and kissed them
away.


"So
he came by the house yesterday—or this morning?" she said. "I've lost
track because of Ida. Yes, this morning. He came by and kept banging on the
door to come in, but I wouldn't let him. My children were here. I was afraid.
He acted insane, he'd been drinking."


The
sheriff made a note, then looked up. "Why was Mr. Huff mad?"


"Because
Ida Mae found out what he did to me. At first she didn't believe it. They
argued and she threw him out of the house." She stopped to take a deep
breath. "That's why he was mad. When I didn't let him in, he left. That
should've been the end of it, but something told me he'd be back. I told Saul—that's
my father-in-law—to take the kids to their aunt's house. I was afraid of
Clay." She glanced toward the bedroom door. Ida Mae was quiet now.


"After
Saul and the kids left, I loaded the shotgun and put it out where Clay could
see it if he came in. Over there, against the wall." She pointed. 


Lou
came back and took Mary.


"She's
wet," LaDaisy said.


"I'll
change her." Lou hurried to the bedroom again, but turned at the doorway.
"Poor darling won't get much sleep with all the commotion in there."


"Put
her down in the other bedroom," LaDaisy said, motioning across the room to
the other door. 


Lou
walked a wide path around Clay's body without looking at it directly and
disappeared into the children's room.


"I
only meant to threaten him with the gun," LaDaisy said. "But he came
after me when he saw me going for it. He kicked it away. I—I was afraid. He
ripped my dress half off—as you can see. I grabbed the mandolin, my husband's
mandolin, from the shelf and—and bashed it over Clay's damn hateful head."


The
room grew quiet when she stopped talking. She closed her eyes and waited. When
she opened them again, she looked first at Rufus, then at the sheriff.


"He
fell when I hit him and tried to get up. There was a shot. I must've done it, I
don't remember. Ida Mae had come in without me knowing. She was hysterical. She
needed help. That's what I was thinking about, not that I killed someone."


She
rose, her legs about to buckle. "I'll get the gun now."


She
went in the bedroom, glanced at her sister on her back at the edge of the bed,
her legs spread and her whole bottom exposed. Dr. Wilson peered over his
glasses at the swollen vulva as Ida Mae moaned softly. LaDaisy found the
skeleton key and went quickly to the closet, removed the gun and took it to the
sheriff.


"It'll
have my fingerprints."


Sheriff
Gudgell pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and used it to hold the gun.


"I'll
take it with me. We'll run some tests. You can come peaceably now—" He
glanced toward the bedroom. "—or wait till your sister has her baby. I
don't think you'll run off with your own baby here." He glanced at Clay.
"We'll need more information. It doesn't sound like you shot him in cold
blood." He smiled slightly. "But I'm not the one to decide
that."


"When
will they take ... when will the undertaker come to get him?" She observed
Clay's cold body in spite of herself, and bile rose in her throat. "Take
him away."


She
turned at a noise from the kitchen.


"Oh
my God. I hope the kids didn't come home yet."


She
ran to the kitchen to find Saul sitting quietly at the table. For a moment she
thought her husband had just come home from work. But no, her imagination was
getting the best of her. It was only Saul. She hadn't heard him come in, and
she guessed he'd heard her confession. She  lay a hand on his bony shoulder; he
clamped arthritic fingers over it.


"What
are you doing here?" she asked. "You didn't bring the kids back—?"


"Nope.
They're still at Bernie's. But don't worry, they'll be all right." He
pointed to the stove, where her canning kettle sat steaming.


"I'm
boiling water," he said, standing. "Making myself useful. It's what
they made me do when Martha birthed her babies."


LaDaisy
threw her arms around the old man and rested her head against his chest. She
could not contain the tears that now spurted from her eyes and wet the front of
his overalls.


"I
thought for a minute you were Daniel," she sobbed. "Oh, Saul, I need
my husband."


He
patted her on the back and let her cry.


"I
know, girl. I know."


Sheriff
Gudgell appeared in the doorway with the shotgun. He nodded at Saul.


"We'll
need a statement from you too, Mr. Tomelin." 


"No!"
cried LaDaisy. "He doesn't know anything. He wasn't here when Clay
came."


"Maybe
he can back up your story." He moved out of the doorway. "I'll be in
touch. Don't go anywhere. When your sister's done having her baby, we'll get
her story. Oh, and you really should get a lawyer."


"So
you keep telling me," said LaDaisy. "I'll get one when I'm damn good
and ready."


"Suit
yourself."


 A
short time later, two men from Carson's Funeral Home arrived and transported Clay's
corpse to the police morgue. Rufus accompanied his nephew's body to the
ambulance, then got in his auto and followed it.


 


Ida
labored through that day and into the next, gouging her mother's arms with her
fingernails as contractions grew stronger. She was worn out, and the baby
refused to let go.


When
Vera finally went home to comfort Rufus, LaDaisy took over and assisted Dr.
Wilson. She prepared a bed for Ida's baby—not her own child's cradle, but a
makeshift bassinet from an emptied dresser drawer. From the layettes of her own
babies, she collected soft old diapers, flannel bellybands, long-sleeved gowns,
and outing flannel receiving blankets. Cotton swabs, mineral oil, and talcum
powder.


After
the police had finished photographing the death scene, Saul and Lou opened all
the windows in the house and cleaned up the blood with Lysol.


Finally,
LaDaisy was alone with her baby, her sister, and the doctor.


And
tortured thoughts: People would think she was a murderer. What would become of
her?


Toward
evening of the second day, the delivery began in earnest, and Ida Mae found
strength to push the baby out. 


"I
see its head!" LaDaisy exclaimed. "It's got dark hair."


Dr.
Wilson patted Ida's hand. "Relax, young lady, you're shaking like a leaf."


"Do
you know what the hell you're doing?" Ida Mae yelled as another
contraction hit. "Oh my God, I have to go to the bathroom!"


"No
you don't," LaDaisy laughed. "It's pressure from the baby. And Dr.
Wilson does this for a living, so of course he knows what he's doing."


Ida's
face turned red as she involuntarily bore down. The doctor delivered the
infant's head, then a shoulder, and a few minutes later, its body.


"It's
a boy," LaDaisy said.


Under
normal circumstances, this day would be a joy, assisting the birth of her
sister's first child. But LaDaisy was drained of emotion as she observed the infant's
dark hair and purplish-red skin. He was a miniature of his father, and she
thought he looked like a drowned rat.


Ida
laughed and cried.


"A
boy, LaDaisy. I did it!"


Dr.
Wilson held the infant upside down by his ankles and smacked his bottom
smartly, and Clay's son let out a lusty cry. Placing him face down across his
mother's abdomen, the doctor methodically tied and cut the cord and painted the
stub with Merthiolate. He patted Ida's hand again as it relaxed its bloodless
grip on the sheet that covered her upper body.


"It's
all over, young lady. A healthy boy; he has all his fingers and toes."


Producing
a spring scale, he placed the squalling infant on a square of outing flannel.
He knotted the four corners in the center, hooked the scale to the knot and
raised the bundle.


"Almost
nine pounds." 


As
he recorded the figures, LaDaisy wondered if the baby's weight was the same as
the gun that killed the father he would never know.


While
the doctor delivered the placenta and disinfected the birth area with a strong
Lysol solution, LaDaisy tended her sister's baby. She wiped his face, eyes, and
mouth mechanically. She pinned a three-cornered diaper on him. He waved his
arms, opened one eye and peeked at her. He sucked his fist. She watched his
chest rise and fall, his skin change from purple to pink. Tears bubbled in her
eyes as she swaddled him in a receiving blanket and picked him up. 


Suddenly,
this child was no more Clay Huff's than any of her own had been. She cradled
him gently, weeping with sadness and joy, then placed him in his mother's arms.
She leaned over and kissed her sister's sweaty forehead, glad the ordeal was
over.
















Chapter 25


 


October
first dawned bright and sunny. Just before game number three of the World
Series started that Saturday afternoon, Daniel handed Chris a handful of change
and asked him to buy a newspaper.


"If
you hurry, you won't miss the game. It'll be a while before it comes on."


Chris
gave him a "gee whiz" look and left the hotel room, returning a few
minutes later with a rolled-up Times. "Who was your slave last
year, Mister Royal Highness?"


"Watch
it, Chris."


Chris
grumbled and turned on the radio, and got nothing but static.


"For
crying out loud. This darn thing better work when it's game time."


"It
will." Daniel scanned the front page. "Hey! September 4th? This
here's a Sunday paper, Chris. It's almost a month old."


"So?"


"So
I want the latest news, you little twerp. Did you pocket my money and steal
this from a garbage can?" He sniffed the paper. "Smells like coffee
grounds and oranges."


"It
was in the hall, I just—"


"You
mean you just saved yourself a trip downstairs and made two-bits profit."
Daniel adjusted his glasses and peered intently at the boy. "Didn't I
teach you anything, you gotta keep stealing?" He opened the paper and
pulled out the comics as Chris dug the coins out of his pocket and dumped them
on the nightstand. "Thank you," Daniel said without looking up.
"Don't try that again. Well, I guess old news is better than none."
He handed Chris the comics. "Here, find out what 'Joe Palooka's' up to—you
can read, can't you?"


Chris
rolled his eyes. "Yes, I can read."


"Just
teasing." Daniel grinned and mussed up his hair. "You're a good kid.
Otherwise I wouldn't put up with you."


Chris
spread the paper on the floor and lay on his belly to read. 


"'Mutt
And Jeff's' good, but I already read it."


"Do
tell."


Daniel
nodded absent mindedly, his eyes focused on a small article in the Jackson
County news. His heart almost stopped as he read the headline again. What th—?
A month ago? How come I didn't see this before?


INDEPENDENCE
WOMAN HELD IN SHOOTING OF LANDLORD


He
read silently, his eyes clouding over and head spinning as Chris laughed aloud
at the comics.


LaDaisy
Tomelin, of Independence, was booked yesterday afternoon for suspected
manslaughter in the shooting death of her landlord, Clayton Huff. The deceased
was the nephew of Rufus Baker, owner of Baker's Haberdashery. The shooting
occurred in the living room of the house the Tomelins rented from Mr. Huff. 


Daniel's
mouth went dry. He stared at the paper without moving. He shook himself and
read the article again, and the paper fell from his hands to his lap.


"Daniel?"


He
became aware of Chris standing before him, comic page in hand.


"Daniel—what's
the matter?"


He
tried to focus on the boy, but all he could see were the words in the article.
His wife arrested? Clay dead?


"Hey,
it's time for the game." Chris threw the paper on the bed and turned the
radio back on just as Tom Manning spoke through the static.


Welcome
to the twenty-ninth World Series of Major League Baseball. It's a beautiful day
for game number three here at Chicago's Wrigley Field, starring the New York
Yankees and Chicago Cubs ... the
bleachers are packed ... I'd estimate about fifty-thousand noisy fans
here. Just listen to that crowd!


Daniel
ripped the item out of the paper and laid it on the night table, then gave
Chris some more money as the announcer's voice came through loud and clear.


 ...
Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig are putting on an impressive display at batting
practice. The Babe launches one two three four ... nine balls to
the outfield stands ... and there goes Gehrig's seventh.


"I
need today's paper, darn it."


"Can't
you get it yourself? The game just came on."


"Now
that's plain rude, Chris. I asked you because you run faster and I'm tired from
working to put food in your mouth. The game ain't going anywhere."


"I've
been waiting all year for this, Daniel!"


"Sorry."
Daniel read the article again after Chris almost flew from the room, banging
the door behind him and clattering down the wooden stairs to the lobby. 


"Goddammit,
LaDaisy, what's going on out there? I would've shot the bastard myself and
saved you the trouble."


But
he knew he could never have done it. As with Shine at the war front, he'd be
petrified at the thought of killing a human being.


Chris
came back a few minutes later and threw the paper at him before going back to
the radio.


"Thanks,"
Daniel said. "You weren't gone long enough to miss anything."


"What's
going on?" Chris leaned down to the radio without waiting for an answer.


It's
the top of the first inning and here comes the first batter.... Now the pitch,
he winds up ... he lets it go ...
it flies over the plate. Manning's voice grew louder. And it's a
strike. The crowd roared.


"Something
bad happened to my wife and the landlord."


Strike
two.


"What
happened? Shhh, wait a minute." Chris rammed his fist into the catcher's
mitt.


... he
winds up, he pitches, he ... a crackle of static ... and it's a foul.


Daniel
pulled the paper apart. He searched every article on every page, but there was
nothing about his wife or a shooting. The news was no longer news.


A
few minutes passed as Manning continued calling the plays, but Daniel didn't
hear them.


Ruth
comes to bat ... he lines a Root
pitch into the right-center bleachers, he's running, he's running, he's
rounding the bases and the Cub fans are jeering. He put the Yanks up three to
nothing.


"Well,
that's that," Daniel said.


He
jumped up and began a frenzied search of the room, found all his belongings and
dumped them in the old gunnysack: Homer's boots, a new bar of Lava soap, his
can of Cloverine, his shaving mug and brush, Chris's Pepsodent. His purse had
become too small for his hoard of coins. He'd begun storing them in a cigar box
tied shut with a piece of elastic from an old pair of underwear. Into the sack
went the box of money.


"What
are you doing?" Chris watched with wide-eyed innocence. Daniel turned to
him. "Get all your stuff together, get my banjo. I can't explain now, we
have to leave. I have to go home."


"But—"


"Hurry
up. You going with me or not?" His voice was sharper than it needed to be.


"No!"
Chris cried. "The World Series is on, Daniel!"


"I'm
sorry. Something's happened. I—I can't talk about it now."


"Is
it the nightmares?"


"No."


"Just
let me finish the Series, then I'll come. Please, Daniel, please. I'll never
ask for anything else in my whole life." Tears spurted from the boys eyes
as he leaned his head down to the radio.


Strike
three, he's out!


"What
about your new job, Daniel? You can't just walk out."


Daniel
swallowed a lump in his throat. Of course he didn't want to leave the job, and
the last thing in the world he wanted was to hurt Chris.


"It
can't be helped. Maybe they'll give me some time off for an emergency. I'll see
the boss before we leave." He shrugged and softened his voice. "If
you're coming with me, you'd better get a move on, cause I ain't hanging around
to explain something I don't understand."


He
read the disappointment on Chris's face and immediately thought of Frank. What
was he doing to the boy? He took a deep breath to compose himself.


"Okay,
you can finish the games. A couple more days won't make any difference, we'll
go Monday. Guess I put the cart before the horse. I forgot how it is to be a
boy and want something real bad. But when the World Series is over, we're
leaving." He picked up the paper again and scanned the pages. Nothing.
"I'll go see the foreman tomorrow while you're listening."


Chris
nodded and wiped his eyes. "I'll do something for you someday." He
held up his gloved hand as Manning called, Strike three, he's out! 


Whack. "Got it."


"So
you did." Daniel forced a smile, which made his face hurt.


He
couldn't sit, so he rose and paced the floor as the game continued from one
inning to the next. The excitement increased as the announcer called the plays
over the roar of the crowd.


It's
the fourth inning ... the Cubs'
batter Joe Judge at the plate ... here's the pitch ... he swings
... he strikes and runs ... he's going ... he scores a run and
ties the game four to four.


With
each strike, Chris yelled and caught the imaginary ball in Frank's mitt. And
the radio held its own through most of the game, with just a few bursts of
static.


It's
the top of the fifth with two balls, two strikes ... Ruth steps up to the plate ... the
crowd's screaming and Babe Ruth is shouting something at Root ... he
raises two fingers ... he's pointing out toward center field ... Root
winds up and pitches ... Ruth swings and connects ... Tom Manning
shouts, The ball is going, going, going, high into the center field stands
... and it's a home run!


"They're
gonna win the Series!" Chris screamed. "The Yanks are gonna win,
Daniel."


Daniel
caught the boy's excitement as Chris tossed the catcher's mitt into the air and
caught it coming down, laughing, jumping, and yelling hysterically.


"A
fine game, Chris, a very fine game. But it ain't over just yet."


Early Sunday morning, Daniel went to his foreman's house and explained
he needed a few days off. Would he still have a job when he came back?


The foreman hesitated. "I don't have any complaints about your
work," he said, pulling up one of his suspenders as he finished dressing
for church. "You understand we can't leave the job vacant. Others will
apply for it."


Daniel nodded. "Yes sir. I'm aware of that. But it can't be
helped."


"I wish I could say the job will still be here when you come back,
but I don't know."


Daniel's hazel eyes drilled straight into the foreman's through his owl
glasses.


"I thought it wouldn't hurt to ask." He shook the man's hand
and went back to the hotel.


He sat with Chris as the Yankees finished off the demoralized Cubs.


That
was for Frankie. Now I can go home to my loved ones. I'm as jobless now as I
was when I left.


 


They
got a good night's sleep and left the hotel early next morning. Lugging the
sack and the banjo, the two began walking east along 23rd. Street. They were
not used to walking anymore. The gunnysack felt heavier than usual and the sun
was in their eyes. After an hour at what seemed a snail's pace, they flagged
down a car and hitched a ride.


"Where
to, mister?"


"As
close to Independence as you can get," Daniel said, as he and Chris
climbed in the back seat.
















Chapter 26


 


Saul
brought the children home from Bernadine's. Later, after putting them to bed, LaDaisy
went outdoors and sat on the front porch, thinking how much had changed in the
last few days: a birth in one room, a death in another, separated by just a few
hours. In her wildest dreams, she could not have imagined that could happen.
The memories would be stronger while Ida Mae was still in the house, and she
longed for the day her sister could go home. But the doctor had insisted the
new mother needed her rest and shouldn't be moved yet.


LaDaisy
went to bed in the kids' room, but slept in fits and starts on a lumpy mattress
next to Catherine. A man was killed in this house. She tried to recall
the terrible events, but they wouldn't come. She assumed she'd killed Clay. But
that was crazy—she wasn't capable of shooting anyone, even in self-defense. She
thought of Daniel and the war. How could such a gentle man kill his enemies?


The
next day, Sheriff Gudgell escorted her to jail, where she was booked for
manslaughter. She sat dejected and afraid in a stark cell for the next three
hours, worrying about her children until Vera posted bail.


"Come
on," Vera said, putting an arm around her daughter. "Let's get you
out of this place."


"The
kids, are they all right?"


Vera
nodded as she got in her car. "They're fine. Bernadine has them."


"I've
never been in jail before, Mama. It was awful."


"Yes,
I'm sure it was." Vera looked straight ahead as she drove to the west side
of the Square and parked in front of the Tasty Ice Cream shop. "Let's stop
here for a sundae."


"Oh
for crying out loud, Mama. The last thing I need is ice cream. Just take me
home."


Vera
wagged a finger at her. "Don't ever refuse ice cream when I'm buying, LaDaisy.
Come on."


It'd
been a long time since she'd had the luxury of eating ice cream in this shop.
She followed Vera into the building, where they ordered chocolate sundaes and
carried them to a small table in a corner.


"I
wanted to talk to you before you go home," Vera said. "There's
something I need to explain. It might help you understand what happened."
She picked the cherry off her sundae with her fingers and popped it in her
mouth.


"What
do you mean?"


Vera
didn't reply immediately, but fed herself ice cream covered with melted
chocolate, whipped cream, and nuts.


LaDaisy
picked up her spoon, as well, then put it down.


"It's
no use," she said. "I killed Clay, and nothing can change that. I
just want my life back to normal."


"Wait
until Ida Mae can talk to someone," Vera said. "Then you'll
understand what I mean." She stopped talking and glanced away,
embarrassed. "First I have to tell you it was Rufus who insisted they
arrest you. There was some question of self-defense. But Rufus refuses to
believe Clay molested you, and he has enough clout in this town to request
favors."


"What?"


"You
know he's always liked you. But Clay was the son he never had, all he had left
of his sister." She paused, fiddling with her ice cream. "Rufus
blames you for Clay's death."


"Are
you enjoying yourself, Mama? Why are you trying to hurt me?"


Vera's
voice softened as she reached across the table and took her daughter's hand. 


"I'm
not trying to hurt you, dear. You've been through quite enough. But there's
something you should know. Did you ever hear how Clay's mother died?"


LaDaisy
shook her head. "I don't think so."


"Rufus
doesn't discuss it, but his sister, the poor woman—Ruthann, her name was—she
took her own life. They kept it out of the papers to spare the family. He told
me the story just once, then never mentioned it again. Who can blame him?"


LaDaisy
laid her spoon on the table. "Oh no! That's ... how'd she do it?"


Vera
pushed her dish away.


"It
was quite gruesome, I'm told. Oh, LaDaisy, this is so hard for me. I almost
can't bear to talk about it."


"Well
don't stop now. What happened?"


"She—she
went crazy. Some said there was another man. Being a married woman with a
child, she couldn't handle the deception. And one day she ... she soaked her
hair in coal oil and struck a match."


LaDaisy
gasped and covered her mouth with the back of her hand, staring in horror at
her mother.


"Ruthann
had long, thick hair. That terrible day—it was spring, sunny and warm—she
removed her hairpins and set her chignon loose, letting her hair flow
almost to her waist, and ... and it went up in flames."


"My
God!"


Vera
stared out the shop window for a long time.


"She
ran screaming through the yard with her beautiful hair on fire. Then her dress
caught—"


"No!"


"Her
husband—Clay's father—the poor man was beside himself. He flew down the back
porch steps three at a time, caught up with her, and threw her to the ground.
He burned his face, hands, and chest rolling her on the grass to smother the
flames."


LaDaisy
wept as Vera continued.


"He
couldn't save her."


"This
is so awful, Mama. What happened to Clay's dad?"


"Nobody
knows. He just disappeared. Perhaps he killed himself. Or ended up in the
asylum at St. Joe." She opened her purse and found a handkerchief, dabbed
at her eyes and passed the hankie to her daughter.


"Poor
Rufus." LaDaisy dried her eyes and gave the handkerchief back to her
mother. "And Clay. Oh Mama, I didn't know. I wish I'd known this sooner."


"Why?
Would it have stopped what happened? I don't think so. Clay had a mean streak.
Ida Mae thinks he hated women."


"Because
his mother destroyed herself?"


"Well,
I don't know. I think it's possible. You and I have had our differences, LaDaisy.
Some of them due to my problems with Richard. But to set the record straight, I
didn't really trust Clay."


"You
could've fooled me." LaDaisy tasted a spoonful of chocolate sauce and ate
the cherry.


"I
kept my distrust hidden for my husband's and Ida's sake. I tried to get along
with Clay. But I wasn't too happy when your sister married that skunk."
She sighed. "I suppose I shouldn't speak ill of the deceased."


"Clay
came with the money when you married Rufus."


 


"My
sister didn't kill anyone," Ida Mae told LaDaisy's lawyer a few days
later. "I did it myself."


The
man was young and handsome, with a penetrating gaze that left her fumbling for
words.


"Why
did she confess?"


"LaDaisy
says she doesn't remember." Ida Mae sighed and looked down at the sleeping
infant in her arms. "But she does. Of course she does. We both remember. I—I
was insanely jealous, and when she tried to warn me what Clay was doing to her,
I refused to believe it. Finally, I followed him here."


Her
voice broke, and he waited for her to compose herself.


"Everything
she told Sheriff Gudgell is true—but only up to the shooting. She didn't do
that."


"Who
did?"


"I
already said it was me."


"Yes,
ma'am, go on."


"I
saw him rip her dress. He was like some vicious animal. He pulled her down on
the floor, and LaDaisy went for the gun, but he kicked it across the room. And—and
when it landed by me, I picked it up and cocked it, like I've seen cowboys do
in picture shows."


The
man scribbled something in his notebook. "Then what happened? You picked
it up and then what?"


"Then
I shot the son-of-a-bitch right in the face." A strangled cry escaped her
throat. "The next part's blurry. The gun knocked me down—there's a big
bruise on my right shoulder—I started labor." She looked up at him, crying
hard now. "You believe me, don't you?"


"I
don't know. So you think your sister confessed because—why?"


"Isn't
it obvious?" Ida Mae said. "She did it to spare me from questioning
when my baby was coming."


"Perhaps."


"I
know it's true."


He
became thoughtful. "You're saying you want to go to jail?"


Ida
shook her head. "No, that's not what I want. I don't want either of us to
go to jail. LaDaisy said she killed Clay in self-defense. But I'm the one who
really did it."


"You
were that angry?"


Her
eyes widened, so full of tears she couldn't see. "I—I was in shock. I had
to see for myself what he was doing. It wasn't pretty. The man I loved—thought
I loved—he slapped me once, you know? But I didn't tell anyone, and he was
raping my sister."


"I
see."


"I
hope you do." Ida Mae fell silent, stroking her baby's dark hair as he
snuggled against her shoulder. "LaDaisy and I didn't always get along. I
thought she hated me. I resented her for years."


"Why?
Why did you resent her?"


"Because
she was beautiful. She had a lovely figure and was attractive to men. She was
Daddy's favorite. I was a frumpy old thing no man would look at twice."


He
smiled. "Someone did. Mr. Huff wanted you."


"Well,
apparently. But I have no idea why. I was lonely, and fell for the first man
who showed me attention."


He
filed his notes in his briefcase and stood.


"If
what you say is true—"


"They'll
find my fingerprints on the gun." Ida Mae tipped her head and studied him.
"Do you think I'll be arrested? I don't want to go to jail. I have a new
baby."


"It's
not up to me, so I don't know what will happen. I can only advise you and try
to back up your story from these notes. The District Attorney may decide not to
press charges, at his discretion."


Ida
dared not hope she'd get special treatment because of her relationship to Rufus—a
prominent citizen who could sway a judge's decision. Still, she did kill a man,
after all. It wasn't premeditated murder, though, and Clay had certainly given
her enough cause to wish him dead. But he gave me this beautiful, innocent
child.


"Like
I said, I was in shock." She bit her lower lip and tried to hide her
nervousness. "Starting labor at the time ... I saw something terrible was
about to happen to my sister, and—and when the gun came spinning toward me on
the floor, I picked it up without thinking. I dislike guns; they frighten me.
In my right mind, I would never have touched the horrid thing, let alone
actually fire it."


"The
District Attorney might take that into consideration."


 


Bit
by bit, memories of that horrible day returned. Replaying the event in her
mind, LaDaisy came to realize she couldn't have shot Clay. The shotgun was on
the other side of the room where he'd kicked it—out of reach. She hadn't heard
Ida Mae come in. But when Clay staggered and tried to get up after she'd
slammed the mandolin over his head, his attention was riveted on something
behind her. She couldn't believe there was anything in the world he was afraid
of. Yet, there'd been stark fear on his face when he looked up and saw—what? Of
course, he saw his wife a few feet away, aiming the shotgun at him. Everything
had happened so fast after that.


The
day after Ida's statement, the charges against LaDaisy were dropped, and the
case closed for lack of prosecution—thanks in part to her stepfather's
influence. Thankfully, neither was her sister arrested. After her release from
jail, with the shotgun subsequently returned to her, she again secured the
weapon in Daniel's private closet. If she never saw it again, it would be too
soon.


Though
it had been comforting with her sister in the house after Clay's death—in spite
of the horrible memories still lingering in the front room—LaDaisy was actually
relieved when she finally left. Ida went to Vera's house with baby Rufus,
planning to return to her own home when she was stronger. Life was somehow
getting back to normal. Saul dropped by to clean up his garden, yanking up old
vines and preparing the plot for next year. Nights turned cooler, with frost in
the air. A sure sign of winter, and not a chance in hell of finding money for
coal to heat the house.


LaDaisy
headed for the privy, but changed her mind and walked over to Saul. 


"What's
the good word?"


A
huge grin spread across his face.


"Daniel's
coming!"


She
laughed. "I don't think so, Saul. But I almost believe you—how do you
know?"


"I
just do." He put his hand on his chest, and LaDaisy felt her own heart
jump. "I feel it in here," he said. "Yep, you can believe it,
girl. Daniel's coming home. I'll stake my life on it."


"I'll
believe it when I see it." She patted his shoulder and started back down
the path.


 


A
few days later, LaDaisy raised the brass horseshoe knocker on her mother's front
door and let it drop with a thud. Her mind was made up. It was now or never.
Time to stand up to her mother once and for all. She smoothed Mary's fine hair
and glanced down at Catherine as the child tugged at her skirt.


"Is
Grandma Vera home, Mama?"


"I
think so, honey. She just needs time to come to the door." She raised the
knocker again, but the door opened. 


Taken
by surprise, Vera stepped back.


"LaDaisy."
She glanced down at the child. "And Catherine. What brings you two
here?"


LaDaisy
followed her inside, Catherine trailing behind, and the door closed behind
them.


"We
came to see Grandma," Catherine blurted. "And Mama's dolls. Mama said
her dolls live at your house."


"Wh—?"
Vera frowned at her daughter. "What on earth, LaDaisy? What's this about
your dolls? What have you told this child?"


LaDaisy
smiled and replied with exaggerated sweetness. "I've brought your two
granddaughters, Mama. We'd like to go up to my old room."


"See
the dolls!" Catherine shouted.


Vera
stepped back. "Well, I never. I told you the dolls stay here. You have no
right to them anymore."


LaDaisy
moved toward the stairway. "Of course I do, Mama. There's no need to deny
my daughters their own mother's toys." She started up the stairs, but Vera
grabbed her arm. "I know the way to my room, Mama. So please? Let go of my
arm, I'm going up."


Vera
removed her hand. "I—I don't know what's come over you."


"What's
come over me? Let's say I've finally grown up and found courage to come here
and take back my property. My dolls are going home with us today."


"Well—"
Vera reached out and touched Mary's cheek. "After all that's happened,
maybe it's ... I have two granddaughters, and may never get another." She
held out both hands. "May I hold Mary while you take Catherine
upstairs?"


LaDaisy
hesitated, then smiled and passed the child to Vera.


Vera
pressed her cheek against Mary's as tears leaked from her eyes.


LaDaisy
smiled, grabbed Cath's hand and started up the stairs.


"We
won't be long."


When
they came down a few minutes later, carrying four dolls of various sizes, they
found Vera rocking Mary in the parlor, humming and whispering. It takes a
baby to make a woman, LaDaisy thought.


Catherine
cuddled one of the dolls, the one her mother had loved best. The one that
looked like a real baby wearing a real diaper, a real wool soaker, and swaddled
in a square of outing flannel LaDaisy herself had hemmed.

















Chapter 27


 


The
day was still young as Daniel stood with Chris a block from his house, his
heart banging and feet dead weights. The walk from town—from the county jail—had
given him time to reflect. When he'd inquired about his wife's arrest and Clay's
death, Sheriff Gudgell had given him the whole story: LaDaisy's sister had
confessed to shooting her own husband and Mrs. Tomelin had been released.


"Then
I'll head on home and get her side of the story."


Daniel
touched the brim of his cap and went outside to find Chris rubbing the belly of
a small brown dog.


"Found
yourself a pup, huh?"


"She
must be lost." The dog rolled over. "She likes me, see? Maybe I'll
keep her."


"Funny
looking mutt. Seems healthy enough, but be careful she don't bite your
hand."


"Nah,
she likes this." Chris paused. "Never had a pup before."


"If
you want her, you'll have to find a way to feed her. I got enough mouths to
fill."


The
dog jumped up and wandered off, but Daniel was in no hurry to leave. He reached
in his pocket and pulled out some coins.


"See
that ice cream store yonder?" He pointed to the Tasty Ice Cream shop.
"How's about you run over there and buy yourself some ice cream? Whatever
you want, you buy it."


"No
kidding? You coming?"


"Nope,
I'm going to sit down here and rest. There's tables and chairs in there, so
take your time."


Chris
observed Daniel with his head cocked to one side. "You all right?"


"Sure
I am. I just want to sit here and think a while." It's been one heck of
a long year. "Now go on, beat it before I change my mind."


Daniel
sat on a bench outside the shoe shine parlor as Chris crossed the street and
entered the ice cream store.


How
can I go home? If I hadn't left my family like the coward I am, none of this
stuff with Clay would've happened.


He
thought about LaDaisy. If what the sheriff had told him was true, that Clay had
forced himself on her, could he handle that? Maybe, maybe not. Every time he
looked at her, he'd remember she'd been raped, she'd had another man inside her
privates. Whose fault was it but his own? If he hadn't got a wild hair up his
ass and skipped out, Clay wouldn't have dared touch her. His wife would be
within her rights to spit in his face and throw him out the minute she saw him.


He
hoped his job would still be there when he went back downtown. With winter
coming, he was going to need money. Lots of it. There'd be bills to pay and
school for a couple of kids—maybe LaDaisy had already enrolled Earl at Mc Coy.


He
lost track of the time as thoughts buzzed around his mind like a hornet
convention. Then Chris's voice startled him.


"Do
you want this?" Chris shoved a vanilla cone at him.


"Sure
I do." He took the cone and ran his tongue around the outside of the
frosty ice cream. "It's darn near too cold for ice cream. A mug of hot
coffee would suit me better." He looked the boy over. Chris had filled out
since they left Springfield. The wool sweater he'd picked up cheap at a
second-hand store was almost too small. "We'll have to find you some
warmer clothes before long."


"I
guess." Chris hiked up his britches and shrugged. "What now,
Daniel?"


Daniel
tousled Chris's hair with his free hand. "I guess I have to go home. No
more putting it off. C'mon, let's get moving."


They
didn't go immediately. Daniel had an itch to see the town again and show Chris
the sights. He pointed out various businesses as they moved down the streets.
Bundschu's Department Store on one side of the Square. Knoepker's nearby.
Milgram's Food Store.


"It
looks a lot like home," Chris said.


They
stopped walking. Daniel ate the rest of his cone and pointed up to the big
square clock in the middle of the courthouse roof.


"See
that clock up there? My great-uncle made the hands." He glanced down at
the boy. "Uncle Walt was a metal-smith."


"Uh
huh. Shouldn't we go to your house now? What are we waiting for?"


"I
just wanted to see my hometown first, Chris. It's been so long."


Liar.



He
was putting off facing his wife, his dad, and LaDaisy's mother. He didn't feel
like the same man who'd left Independence the year before. Hell, he didn't even
look like the same man. And worse, he was bringing home a strange boy.
How would his family feel about that?


They'd
say I can't even feed the ones I've got.


He
reminded himself a depression was in progress. Money was still tight. People
still homeless, still dying from hunger, the weather, and disease. He worried
about keeping his own skin. He worried about his nightmares, though they'd
become infrequent since finding Chris and airing out his fears. If he'd known
how much talking about the bad stuff would help, he might've opened up to his
wife years ago, or at least his dad and sister. Would LaDaisy think less of him
if she knew he was nothing but a scared little boy inside? 


He
tapped Chris on the arm. "Guess I'm just a big sissy. Afraid to face my
family after walking out on them."


"Yeah.
That'd be tough. They might hate your guts."


"That's
what I'm thinking." Daniel glanced at him from the corner of his eye.
"Come on, then. I have to face the music sometime. You bring the
banjo."


Chris
laughed. "I'll play the banjo while you face the music."


South
on Noland Road to 23rd Street. Past the church. They stopped at the
cemetery. Chris hopped up and sat on the stone wall, dangling his feet on the
other side.


Daniel
gazed longingly toward his family's graves through the trees beyond the wall.
The native stone reminded him of Grandma Susannah, her house and the woolen
mill she'd described. Stone fences. The church he'd seen through driving rain
walking through southern Missouri. An imaginary scene. But he'd wanted so much
for it to be real.


The
last time he came to this cemetery was to say good-bye to his baby boy.


When
he started walking again, Chris jumped down from the wall, adjusted the banjo
on his shoulder, and followed.


At
Pearl Street, they stopped to adjust their bundles and rest their feet. Moving
on again, they came to Hereford Avenue.


"Are
all the streets named after cows?"


"Devon,
Aberdeen, Angus, and Hereford." Daniel pointed. "Right up that road
is where I live, where I used to live."


Here,
he almost refused to go on, not knowing what he might find ahead. But I
promised this boy a home, and I'm not turning back now.


"I
thought I had a good reason for leaving, but now I'm not sure." He nodded
down the street. "All right, let's get it over with. She'll probably throw
the rolling pin at me."

















Chapter 28


 


A
shaft of cool morning sunlight slanted across the clothesline as LaDaisy hung
wet diapers, shirts, baby blankets, and little boys' trousers with slim wooden
clothespins. She held a pin in her mouth, pinched a small pair of long
stockings at the toes and pinned them to the line. Then, reaching down to pull
a tattered dishtowel from the basket, she caught movement from the corner of
her eye and straightened up.


It's
too early for Saul and the kids.


She
automatically clutched the front of her old wool sweater, a habit she'd
developed after Clay's attack. Her fear of him hadn't diminished, though her
rational mind knew he was dead. At the sound of a familiar male voice behind
her, the skin prickled at the nape of her neck, and she gasped.


"Howdy,
ma'am, what's for dinner?"


She
turned slowly to face a tired-looking tramp with a burlap bag at his feet and
tools in his overalls. She almost didn't recognize him, as though a thousand
years had separated them. The round lenses and battered flat cap didn't quite
register in her mind. But when they did, finally, both clothespin and towel
slipped back into the basket. 


"You—oh,
my God!"


Their
eyes met, but the words he'd rehearsed walking from town refused to come. He
was too late to see what was coming next as she pulled her hand back and slammed
a blow against his face that almost knocked his head off. Daniel staggered momentarily,
straightened his glasses, and waited for his eyeballs to stop bouncing.


"What
the hell?" He shook his head and rubbed his cheek. "Why'd you do that
for?"


Her
eyes blazing, she snatched his cap off the ground and threw it at him.


"You
son-of-a-bitch! Get out of here!"


"But—"


"You're
not welcome here anymore."


He
shook his head. "Can we at least talk?"


"No."
She shook her head and started to turn away. "Just go."


Daniel
spread his hands before him, palms up. "This is my home," he said.
"Where will I go?"


"Go
back where you been for the last year. I don't care where you go. "


"No."


When
she raised her arm to strike him again, he caught her wrist and held tightly,
staring her down.


"Now
you look here, you little hell cat! Just settle yourself down, I ain't going
nowhere."


"Let
go my hand! God damn you, Daniel Tomelin! You should be horse-whipped within an
inch of your life."


He
released his grip and dropped her wrist.


LaDaisy
gave him one more murderous look, and without further ado, tightened her grip
on the sweater and marched regally across the yard, climbed the back steps and
went inside, slamming the screen door behind her. 


Daniel
stared after her, thinking how beautiful she was, how she hadn't changed much
while he was gone. She still carried herself with dignity—not even the rat Clay
had been able to steal that from her. But he couldn't bring himself to follow
her into the house. She needed time alone. Time to get used to him again. He
had to face the possibility she might not want him back.


He
was home again where he belonged, but the woman he loved had refused to speak
to him. Well, she had a good reason. His guilt had gnawed at his heart and mind
almost constantly since he read the news article. Of all the other things he'd
considered important—the war, finding his buddies' families, filling his
pockets with money, healing his own pain—none were more so than the respect of his
wife and children, and he'd failed them.


Deep
inside he had always suspected what kind of animal Clay was. From the first day
he'd met the man, he'd guessed something wasn't right with his mind. But never
in all his born days had he imagined Clay would attack LaDaisy. Yes, he'd been
an arrogant, egotistical son-of-a-bitch. But not even those negative traits had
revealed clues. Certainly, the man had been a pathetic individual who'd kick a
homeless dog when nobody was looking, but rape? Daniel couldn't imagine any man
raping a woman. Now he had images in his mind of his wife submitting to Clay's
advances, unwelcome though they might've been. She might willingly have put her
own feelings aside for the sake of their children.


He
forced the shadowy images away and glanced toward the back of the house, where she
watched him from the kitchen window.


He
couldn't think of a single action that would make up for the pain he'd caused
her.


Absently,
he leaned over and pulled a damp diaper from the clothesbasket, shook it out,
and attached it to the clothesline the way he'd seen her do so many times
through years of diapering babies. He shook his head as he reached in the
basket for another one.


Where'd
all these dydees come from? You'd think Bobby would be housebroke by now.


He
wondered if Ida Mae was staying here with her new baby. Was his wife washing
the clothes of a baby fathered by the man who raped her? The thought sickened
him as he pinned the square of material with the other white flags, then
finished hanging what was left in the basket. It ain't the baby's fault. I
have to remember that. He glanced toward the window again. She was gone
now, probably looking for something to throw at him.


He
picked up his sack and turned toward the little house beyond the privy. Surely
his dad was still speaking.


What
the hell?


While
tramping through Missouri, he'd seen phantom houses and churches, apparitions
of woolen mills and sheep grazing on foggy hillsides. But this ...


He
hadn't noticed when he first came in the yard, or while hanging diapers. His
thoughts had been focused on just one thing: his wife. But unless his eyes
deceived him, the little house had disappeared. In its place lay the wreckage
of boards, window frames, roofing tarpaper, and broken furniture. He walked
closer and surveyed the debris, thinking it resembled a war zone, or at least
the results of a cyclone. His throat constricted. Did my dad die? A
sudden panic seized him at the possibility of never seeing his father alive
again: one more reason to blame himself.


Not
understanding what had happened, nor seeing any sign of Saul, he turned away
and walked back toward his own house. He would ask about it later. His main
concern now was how to make up with LaDaisy. He went around front and dropped
his pack on the ground, then sat on the porch step, thinking how quiet the
place was.


Where
were the kids? They should've been romping in the yard. Taking turns pushing
each other in the wheelbarrow. Swinging from the big tree limb. The tire swing
hung straight down, like an arrow pointing to the bare patch where small feet
had worn off the grass till the roots despaired of fighting for life and died.


His
Model T truck sat exactly where he'd left it the year before. Of course, LaDaisy
had never learned to drive, and she probably couldn't have bought gas anyway.


Someone
sat in the driver's seat: Chris? The youngster had left his hiding spot by the
side of the road and was giving himself driving lessons in the rusty old heap.


How
do I explain him to LaDaisy?


He
caught Chris's eye and shook his head "no." It wasn't time to
introduce the two.


Daniel
waited for his wife with his head in his hands, so weary, but relieved to be
home at last. Finally, he could stand it no longer. He rose and turned around
just as she opened the door and stepped onto the porch with the shotgun leveled
at his face. Her eyes—painfully red, wet, and swollen—looked straight at him.
She cocked the gun with a loud click. Her hands shook as she placed her finger
on the trigger. Drops of moisture broke on his skin. He didn't know if the gun
was loaded.


"Wh—what
are you doing?"


"Git,
dammit!"


He
threw up his hands to ward her off. "LaDaisy ..."


"I
don't want you here anymore. You can't come flouncing in here like you own me."
Her voice faltered. "Now go away before I blow your head off."


Daniel
backed away, his eyes on the gun. She lowered it slightly, then aimed it again.


"Go
ahead and shoot me," he said. "I deserve it. Without you, my life
ain't worth living anyhow." He couldn't take his eyes off the shotgun,
surprised she could even touch it again after what happened to Clay. She was
scared. He could see the fear in her eyes. "But you can't pull that
trigger any more than I can."


"Damn
you, Daniel Tomelin. You—you have the gall to leave me for no good reason."


"Well
I—I thought I had a reason."


"I
trusted you all these years, and you put me through hell!" Her voice rose.
"And now— now you come home asking 'what's for dinner?' like nothing
happened. Damn, Daniel! What's for dinner? Maybe a mouthful of buckshot!"


"Wait,
LaDaisy, listen honey, I can explain." He thought he might risk taking the
gun away from her, but the look in her eyes told him he'd better not try.


"I'm
done listening," she said. "Now, are you going to leave?"


Daniel's
mouth was dry, his forehead beaded with sweat. Was she trying to scare him? Oh,
he was scared, all right! It was hard to tell what a furious woman might do
with a gun. 


"I
put myself through hell, too," he said. "I'm just a wore out old nag.
Go ahead and put me out of my misery. I ain't never stopped loving you, girl.
All I ever wanted was to come home." He paused, his bloodshot eyes
pleading with her. "Is it hopeless? Don't all our years together mean
anything?"


"They
didn't mean anything to you when you left."


"They
did, but—" He knew what he wanted to say, but couldn't get it out.


Her
mouth quivered. With a choking sound in her throat, she lowered the gun, stared
at him for a long time, then turned and went back inside. 


He
sat on the step again, knees shaking and heart pounding, trying to collect
himself. It'd been years since he'd looked down the barrel of a real gun.


He
glanced toward Chris again. The boy was climbing out of the truck, but he
stopped when Daniel shook his head and mouthed, "Not yet." He must've
seen the gun and been terrified.


The
screen door closed softly. Daniel glanced around as LaDaisy came out and sat
next to him on the step. She kept her own counsel with her mouth firmly shut,
though she seemed on the edge of a dammed-up flood. 


"Are
you all right?" he asked.


"No.
I'm not all right. I'll never be all right again."


"I'm
trying to make it right again," he said. "I came back, LaDaisy.
You've got a right to be mad. I'd be mad too if I was in your shoes."


She
didn't reply. 


"I
deserve everything you think of me, all the bad names you'd call me." He
waited. "Do you hate me? Because if you do, I'll turn right around and
leave again."


Her
sobs broke then. "No, no."


"Just
give me another chance, honey." He wanted more than anything to wrap his
arms around the woman he loved.


Their
eyes locked, and after a minute she wiped hers. She struggled to find words,
and finally they came, one on top the other. More than a year's worth of
sadness, pain, and confusion came pouring out.


"We
have to talk. I don't know why you left or where you went." She stopped to
wipe her wet cheek. "What's your story, Daniel? You have to tell me. I
thought you died, but Saul said no. He saw you, but I couldn't."


Daniel
pulled his gaze away from her face. He could not bear to see her misery, and
instead looked at the sky, the ground, his hands.


"My
last string busted, girl."


She
studied his face. "What do you mean?"


"It
means I stopped running. It means I don't have any more excuses." He
reached for her hand, and this time she didn't resist. "Just to be clear
on one thing, I never stopped loving you or the kids. Leaving my family was the
hardest thing I ever did."


"Then
why?"


"Because
I had to—I had to because I stopped loving myself." He glanced out toward
the truck. "It took me a long time to realize that. A lot of things
happened while I was gone. There were things I had to do."


"I
don't understand."


"I
hope you will after I explain." Daniel looked around. "Where are the
kids? My dad? Did he die, LaDaisy? What did you do with him?" He half
grinned. "Well, I didn't mean that like it sounded."


"They're
at Bernie's." She glanced toward the road. "I expect them home soon."


"I've
missed them. Every single day I was gone, I missed them sorely, and you."


"Damn
you, Daniel! I should hate you for leaving me here alone." She was close
to tears again, her mouth quivering, biting her lower lip. "I need time to
sort things out. I don't know how I feel. How I'm supposed to feel. But hate
you? No, I can't."


He
nodded, unable to face her. "I know there ain't a hateful bone in your
body, and I'll try to explain. But it won't be easy."


"And
explain about your Army friends. Frankie. Woody."


"Huh?
How do you know about them?" He pulled off his glasses, breathed steam on
them and wiped them with his shirttail before putting them back on.


"And
the medals, the war wounds. When you didn't come back, I opened your closet and
snooped. Now I know why you flinched when I touched your shoulder a certain
way. You don't have to hide all that from me anymore."


"Some
things will be hard to talk about," he said. "I have to make you
understand what happened." Then he smiled. "It's enough to be home. If
I learned anything by leaving, it's that life has no purpose without love, and
love has no home without family." She started to interrupt, but he stopped
her. "I thought I could earn enough money so I wouldn't be ashamed to come
home." Tears formed in the corners of his eyes, eyes grown older and wiser
over the last year. "But the love of my family is all the gold I
need." She waited for him to continue.


"A
lot's happened to both of us." He glanced at the truck again and saw Chris
watching. "First I have to tell you I know what happened here. With Clay,
and Ida."


"You—you
know? How?"


"I
read it in a newspaper, in Kan' City. Decided it was way past time for this old
bum to stop feeling sorry for himself and come back home. I stopped uptown to
see the sheriff before coming out here."


She
choked up and began to whimper. He slipped an arm around her and pulled her
close, feeling the warmth of the soft body he'd missed those many months.


"Don't
talk now. There's plenty of time." He breathed deeply, taking in her
earthy scent. "Clay's not going to hurt you anymore, LaDaisy." He
stroked her hair and pulled her head down on his shoulder while she cried
herself dry. They sat, the two of them, clinging to each other for dear life.


LaDaisy
looked over his shoulder toward the truck and raised her head. 


"Oh!
There's someone out there—a boy." She pulled away and looked at Daniel.
"Wonder where he came from."


He
released her and they both rose. "That's Chris," Daniel said.
"He's homeless. No, that's not exactly right. He has a home, but for a lot
of reasons, he can't live there."


"An
orphan, then?"


"No,
he has a family, but they're in dire straits. Too many mouths to feed, so he
took to the streets." Then he grinned. "I think you'll like him. He
kind of grows on a person. In fact, if he hadn't been with me these last few
weeks, I don't know what might've happened to me."


"You
serious?"


"Dead
serious. He gave me something to live for till I could come home."


"I
don't understand."


He
didn't want to tell her yet. He needed time to sort out his thoughts. But she
was waiting, and he'd already hurt this woman enough. There was no earthly
purpose in not explaining about the nightmares. He hesitated a moment, then
plunged in, looking deeply into her eyes.


"Do
you remember all them bad dreams I used to have?"


"Nightmares?"


"I
tried to hide them from you. But I always thought maybe you'd figured out what
was happening to me. Remember when I used to get up and walk around outdoors at
night?" He waited while she thought it over. "You remember?"


Then
she nodded. "Yes. I couldn't understand why you did that. You wouldn't
answer when I asked."


"I
was ashamed if you saw me cry."


"You
cried? Why?"


"Because
grown men don't cry, honey. Most of them don't."


She
reached out and touched his hand. "What are tears for if we can't use
them? Doesn't matter if we're men or women, Daniel. God made tears." She
paused. "What was happening to you then? Can you tell me now?"


"I'll
tell you more later," Daniel said. "But for now, just understand I
reached a low point. It wasn't nothing you did. It was the war."


"The
war? So long ago? How?"


"The
nightmares," he went on. "They wouldn't stop. The faces of my dead
friends wouldn't go away."


"Oh
... God," she whispered.


He
gazed off into the distance and thought he saw his buddies all lined up in a
row, with an officer pinning medals to each man's shirt.


"What
th—?"


LaDaisy
touched him. "Daniel? You okay?"


He
snapped back to reality as the vision dissolved, his heart pounding so hard he
thought it would jump out of his chest. He turned to her with tears in his
eyes.


"I'm
okay. Just thought I saw something for a second."


"I'm
sorry about the bad dreams," she said. "Are you over them now?"


He
shook his head. "I don't know. I don't think so. Can you stand me getting
up in the night again, or screaming? I never know when they might come back.
Sometimes lately they ain't been so bad. Since I met Chris." He glanced
out across the yard to where the boy waited. "I can't talk about this
anymore right now, LaDaisy. I've got too many things coming at me at once, and
I ain't as young as I used to be. The last year turned me into an old
man." He sighed. "But we'll talk. Since I started it now, it has to
come out." 


He
motioned for Chris. The boy hesitated, then started walking up the driveway. He
stopped a few feet away and stared at the woman on the porch.


"Who
is he?" she asked. "Where'd you find him?"


"Springfield.
He was living on the streets. I couldn't allow that, so I brought him with
me."


"There's
a lot I don't understand. Tell him to come over here. Is he afraid of me?"


"He
might be." He swung his arm in a wide arc, motioning for Chris again.
"It's okay, Chris, come on." He turned back to his wife. "Go
gentle with him. He's not used to kindness."


"Should
I take that as a compliment?"


"You've
been kind to me many times when I didn't deserve it. To my dad and my sisters.
I know who you are and what you are."


"Well,
I ..."


"That's
more than your own family's done."


Chris
took his time coming to the porch, and she went down the steps to meet him.


"I'm
LaDaisy," she said. "Daniel tells me your name's Chris."


"Yeah."
Chris's face flushed, and all the bluster drained out of him. He stroked the
banjo's long neck, back and forth, back and forth. Though he tried to hide
them, his emotions were showing as she walked with him to the porch.


"Don't
be shy," Daniel said. "If it's all right with my wife, this is going
to be your home for a while. Unless you want to go back to Springfield with
your folks." He already knew the answer.


"No.
I'm not going back there, Shine—I mean Daniel."


"Shine?"
LaDaisy turned to Daniel. "Who's that?"


"He's
nobody. It's just my Army nickname."


"You
never told me that."


"Didn't
think I had a reason."


She
held his eyes a moment, then shook her head.


"Well,
leave the boy alone. Give him room to think." She smiled at Chris.
"Can you play that banjo?"


"Some.
It ain't mine, it belongs to the banjo man, but I didn't steal it."


LaDaisy
glanced at Daniel. He grinned, and she spoke to Chris again.


"Bet
you're hungry. Why don't you come in the house and I'll see what there is to
eat." She pointed toward the back of the house. "There's an outhouse
back there if you need it. When you're done, just come in the back door and wash
up."


Chris
handed the banjo to Daniel and disappeared around the house.


"Cute
kid," LaDaisy said. "Lots of youngins leaving home too early these
days."


"Not
much else they can do when their families are busted up. Chris thinks he's
tough, but I know better. I've seen the scared little kid inside of him. He's
been hurt bad, LaDaisy, and gone hungry." He added thoughtfully, "I'm
going to see if I can get custody of him. If it's all right with you, I mean.
He'll try to bullshit you. He's a good boy, a little wild, but I've been trying
to tame him." He turned to her and grinned. "The little turd picked
my pocket first time I met him."


LaDaisy's
eyes widened. "Really. What did you do?"


"What
would you expect me to do? I gave his behind a good shellacking. He won't steal
anymore."


Standing
and talking about spanking and banjos was almost like old times. Daniel knew it
would take a while before LaDaisy warmed up to him. It'd be like courting her
all over again. But for the first time since walking in the yard, he felt hope.


"Who's
the banjo man?"


"Name's
George. He's an old hobo I met on my travels. He gave me this here banjo when
we parted company. Probably dead now." He paused a minute. "I been
bumming around, LaDaisy girl. I've seen too many pitiful sights. People
starving, with their own stomachs eating themselves up." He shook his
head. "I ain't the same man who left his family." He hung his head.
"That man was a coward who didn't appreciate what he had. Money? I thought
I left home to earn money for my family. But it was just an excuse. A brave man
sticks around and works things out."


Before
she could reply, a child's cry came from inside the house.


Daniel
turned to the door. "You said the kids were gone."


"That's
Mary."


"Mary?"
He remembered the clothesline full of baby things. "Whose, yours?"


"Of
course she's mine! My sister went home. What did you think? Now excuse me."


"Wait!"
He grabbed her arm and turned her around. "What I think is—"


"If
you'll turn my damned arm loose, Daniel Tomelin, I'll go get her and you can
see for yourself whose baby she is!"


But
he held firmly and looked her right in the eye, all the while his suspicions
cutting his heart in little pieces.


"Is
she ... Clay Huff's?"


"You
son-of-a-bitch!"


Before
he could stop her, she hauled off and hit him in the jaw.


"Hey
now, you little wildcat!" He released her and rubbed his face. "You
got no call hitting me like that. You can't blame me for wondering."


"You
ask for it!"


"What's
come over you?"


She
got in his face and hissed. "What's come over me? I should've
finished you off when I had the chance!" From inside the house, Mary
screamed. "Do you take me for a—a slut?"


"No,"
he said. "That ain't it. I know you're a good woman. I just thought for a
minute, oh never mind. Go tend your baby."


"Your
baby!"


With
that, she gave him a murderous look and stormed into the house.


The
screen door now needed new hinges.


Daniel
went to his truck, walked around it, stooped down and looked under it—anything
to keep him from going inside to see that baby. He simply could not believe it
wasn't Clay's child. He checked the tires and the headlamps. The lights would
be out, the battery long dead. But the tires should get him downtown to see
about getting his job back. A little tinkering here and there, and the Ford
would be drivable again.


He
counted on his fingers, from the time he'd left home to the present. Nine
months for a baby. He recalled the last time he'd had relations with his wife—and
how his bumbling had messed everything up. How guilty he'd felt when he left
her unsatisfied. He counted his fingers some more. Yes, from that date, it was
entirely possible—and one of the reasons he'd left in the first place was to
prevent another pregnancy.


"Goddammit,
everything I touch turns to crap!" He yanked off his cap and hurled it
through the air with all his might. "She ain't never going to forgive me for
putting her through all that." He removed his glasses, held them up to the
light and saw scratches on the lenses. There were scratches and scars on his
life, as well.


He
swung around as someone shouted from the road. Running down the street were
three small figures, waving their arms and screaming, "Daddy's home!
Daddy's home!" Behind them, an old man tried to keep up.


Daniel
hurried to meet them.


"Daddy!
Daddy!"


He
sat down in the dying fall grass and weeds, his arms flung out to catch them.
In one delirious moment, they threw themselves at him. He fell over backwards,
laughing and crying. His glasses fell off. Someone put them back on his face.
Surrounded by his children, he looked up to see his dad.


"I
told LaDaisy you were coming," Saul chuckled. "She didn't believe me."


His
father hadn't changed a bit.


"I'm
glad you were here," Daniel said. "I got a lot to make up for."


Saul
nodded. "That girl had a hard time, son."


He
looked toward the house and Daniel followed his gaze. LaDaisy stood on the
front porch with Chris, holding a small child in her arms.


He
mentally counted the months again. "She's mine?" he shouted at Saul,
remembering he was deaf. "Really?"


Saul
grinned. "Sure as shootin' is. That's Mary."


The
kids smothered Daniel with hugs and kisses, and when they'd had their fill, he
rose and went back to the house.


LaDaisy
held Mary while he looked her over. He made eye contact with his wife, tried to
read beyond the obvious pain in her soul. Her tears were about to burst as he
took the child from her arms and sat on the step holding her in his lap.


"Well
now, who is this pretty little girl?" Mary grabbed his glasses and babbled
as he examined her ears surreptitiously and found the familiar crease in the
earlobe. He looked up at LaDaisy and smiled. "Guess I know my own babe
when I see her."


Chris
walked down the steps and was immediately captured by small children. Earl
pointed to Daniel's gunnysack.


"What's
in there, Daddy?"


Daniel
winked at Chris, and Chris replied, "Dead chickens."


"And
a little box full of money I saved," Daniel said to LaDaisy. "Not
much, but maybe it'll tide us over till I find work again."


She
shook her head. "Nobody's working anywhere, Daniel."


He
nodded. "That's true for most people. But I found a little work when I was
gone, and a good job when I came back to Kan' City."


"Why,
that's—"


"It's
probably gone now, because I had to leave suddenly to come home." He
sighed. "I didn't plan to come back till I could hand you a gunnysack full
of money, LaDaisy."


"I
see."


"He
didn't have a gunnysack full of money," Chris said. "Just a cigar
box."


LaDaisy
rolled her eyes, then opened the screen door as Daniel rose with Mary in his
arms.


"Well,
after I rest a while, I'll go downtown and see if they'll give me the job back.
But I ain't getting my hopes up."


LaDaisy
stepped aside and Daniel entered the house.


"It's
the place I longed for all the time I was gone," he said, "but was
too stubborn to admit it."


He
shifted his daughter to his stronger shoulder, nodded and followed LaDaisy into
the front room. She stood aside as he silently surveyed the familiar comforts
of home: the davenport and rocking chair, the pair of knotty pine end tables
he'd made for their first home, now scratched and gouged from his children's
toys. He walked to the kitchen doorway. Nothing in there had changed since he
left. But when he opened the icebox, he saw it was practically empty, and
likewise the cabinets. I'm going to fill those up again.


His
eyes watered, and LaDaisy took Mary from him. He followed her to the bedroom
and sat on the side of the bed as she put a clean dress on the baby. Through a
film of tears, he spied the box on the dresser that held Wayne's baby shoes. He
removed his glasses and wiped them on his shirt sleeve. Then, feeling what
might have happened to LaDaisy here with Clay, he stood abruptly, wiped his
eyes, put the glasses back on and hurried out of the room.


LaDaisy
followed. "Daniel? What's wrong?" She sat Mary on the floor.


He
couldn't talk, just shook his head and went to stand before his walnut shelf
with the broken mandolin parts. He removed his cap and held it almost
reverently.


She
came and stood beside him.


"Maybe
you can fix it."


"How
did it get broke?"


She
took a deep breath and looked unflinchingly into his eyes. "I—I used it
for a club. To protect myself."


Daniel
brought the splintered mandolin down from the shelf and examined it.


"Clay?"


She
nodded, tears welling up again.


"Then
I hope you put a good dent in his goddamn stupid head."


He
laid the instrument back on the shelf and slipped an arm around her. She
flinched at his touch, and suddenly, he knew without a doubt, if Shine had seen
the image of Clay raping his wife, he would've had no problem killing his
enemies in the war.


"It's
okay." He touched her wet cheek. "He can't hurt you anymore, LaDaisy."
He nodded toward the mandolin. "I'm not going to fix that. You put it to
good use. It's going to remind me the rest of my life I wasn't here to protect
my family." He drew her closer, feeling the firmness of her body as she
buried her face in his shirt and wept.


They
clung to each other as the sound of a banjo and clapping started up outdoors,
and together, they walked to the door.


"You
amaze me," she told him at length, "bringing me another kid to take
care of ..."


"Well,
I explained him to you."


She
shook her head. "Yes, you did. But now we have another mouth to feed. How
are we going to feed five kids? Seven of us altogether, Daniel. Eight, counting
Saul." She chewed on her lower lip, thinking.


"I
don't know," Daniel said. "But I can't send him away to shift for
himself. I just can't do that, LaDaisy."


"No,
neither can I."


"I'll
find work. This depression can't last forever."


LaDaisy
became thoughtful. "Ida owns this property now."


"Yes,
that's probably right."


"I'm
just wondering. Maybe she'll let you rebuild that little house out back in
exchange for our rent ..."


"Now
there's a thought." Daniel grinned. "You got a good head on your
shoulders, you know that? It would give me something useful to do while I get
our lives back together."


LaDaisy
watched the activities through the screen door, and suddenly she smiled.


"Look
at your boy. Fits right in, doesn't he?"


Chris
sat on the top step strumming George's beloved banjo, playing a decent
rendition of "Happy Days Are Here Again." In the yard, three children
danced and sang while Grandpa Saul tapped his foot and clapped his hands.


"Can
you play 'Oh Susannah'?" Saul asked when the final note died away.


"I
don't know that one." Chris offered the banjo to the old man. "Here,
you play it."


Saul
broke out in a big smile and took the instrument. "I'll teach you, young
man!"


The
banjo man would like that. And George
would be glad to know Daniel Tomelin finally came home, maybe to struggle and
live on a shoestring a few more years, but at least he still had a family.


 


~The End~
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Chapter 1


 


Jean-Paul shivered as he hid in the shadows behind the school. 
The late afternoon temperature was falling fast, and to make matters worse, the
pup was driving him crazy, wiggling and squirming inside his parka.  It was all
he could do to keep her from falling out the bottom. He opened the coat a
little and looked inside.


“Shhh,” he whispered. “Someone might hear you!”


Jean-Paul glanced quickly around the corner of the schoolhouse to
see if anyone was coming, but no one was in sight. He sighed with relief. How
very cold he was getting, with icy fingers of air creeping inside his hood to
freeze his neck. He wished the plane would hurry and take off so he could seek
warm shelter.


Arctic days were growing shorter. Soon, darkness would come to the
Far North, where Jean-Paul lived with his mother and father. Of course, it
wouldn’t be pitch black, because of the stars, the moon, and the aurora
borealis, with its colored bands of light waving through the arctic sky like
giant searchlights, but it would be dark.


It was Jean-Paul’s misfortune that he didn’t like the darkness. In
fact, he more than disliked the dark; actually, he was deathly afraid of it.


This would begin Jean-Paul’s second year
of living at Aklavik, in the Northwest Territories. The Ardoin family shared a
small cabin some miles to the west, beyond the native dwellings.


Jean-Paul’s father, Cordell, was a
geologist who had come to study the large deposits of pitchblende, discovered
in 1930 at Great Bear Lake. That discovery had excited Cordell, for pitchblende
contains radium, which the government wanted.


His running off to the Arctic had brought
Cordell much criticism. His wife’s family had thought him foolish. But Lise’s
response was “So what?” And she went to the Arctic with her husband.


Cordell spent the dark winter months
writing children’s books, for then it was too cold for mining, and minerals
were frozen beneath the ice and snow. But Cordell’s thoughts were never far
from what lay hidden beneath the earth. Mixed in with the nouns and verbs and
plots for his stories were the delights of radium, copper, and gold.


Jean-Paul’s mother, Lise, sometimes helped
her husband tan the fur and cure the meat, and she sewed the family’s clothing.
This very morning she had sent eight beautiful pairs of caribou-fur boots to
the Hudson’s Bay trading post. She hoped Cordell could trade them for some
other useful items. Making the boots had been hard work, but they had turned
out as waterproof as those the Inuit women made.


Jean-Paul had his mother’s shyness, for
Lise kept almost entirely to herself. As the months passed without a personal
friend, and with another baby on the way, she seemed very sad to Jean-Paul. Of
course, Lise had met the other people who lived in Aklavik, those speaking
French, as she did, but even they seemed out of reach to her. But if the truth
were known, Lise had never been a very social person outside of her own family.


Now a sudden stinging blast of wind
slapped Jean-Paul full in the face. He turned away and huddled against the back
wall of the Mission school, a one-room building in which eleven students,
mostly Inuits, were taught by Father Cortier.


Jean-Paul listened closely for the sound
of the plane. He listened so hard that it made his ears ache. Why didn’t it
leave before he turned into a chunk of ice! He stroked the hidden pup again,
but it had gone to sleep. He knew he couldn’t hide forever, but he had to be
sure the trappers, hunters, and traders had left the settlement for good. He
had heard his father talking with them. He knew they probably wouldn’t come
again until spring. It took a very brave pilot to test the air currents over
the mountains and frozen tundra in winter, especially since compasses went wild
at the higher latitudes when almost every direction was south.


“We need supplies,” Cordell had told Ola
Hanson, naming off the staples Lise had listed: “Beans, salt pork, coffee,
canned milk.” He shrugged. “It would be nice if you had a bag of potatoes.” He
looked hopefully at Ola. But Ola shook his head “no.”


“We have three mouths to feed,” said Cordell, “and another on the
way. That’s not counting the dogs.”


One of the traders, a big man with shaggy red hair and a beard to
match, had laughed harshly. “If you get too hungry, you can always eat a husky!
You ever eat dog meat?”


Jean-Paul would never forget his father’s angry reply. “Certainly
not! And I hope to God I never have to!”


“Oh ho!” laughed the trader slapping Cordell on the shoulder. “Ah,
sure you will! Someday when your beans and biscuits run out. When it’s
ninety-five below, and snow up to your ears! Then you’ll eat dog. Roasted over
a bed of hot coals, there’s nothing better when you’re starving. Wash it down
with whisky or strong coffee! But you haven’t lived up here that long. You
might have to learn the hard way!”


That’s when Jean-Paul had made up his mind to hide a pup. He had
taken it away from its litter-mates and had run off to hide. He was lucky no
one had seen him, but he was scared to death he would be caught and punished.
He felt that, since the pup was probably too small for sled pulling, a buyer
might want it for only one thing: dinner. He could not let that happen!
His stomach flipped and flopped now as he recalled how that man had spoken so
horribly about eating dogs.


There was another reason Jean-Paul had saved the puppy. Larger,
more aggressive, animals tended to pick on smaller ones, just as Jean-Paul
himself was bullied by some of his bigger classmates.


Cordell had almost not brought Jean-Paul to the village this time,
and Jean-Paul wondered if it was because of the way he limped. Surely his
father didn’t want to be slowed down by a cripple. Cordell had never
said as much, but Jean-Paul wondered if he really felt that way. How could any
father love a son who was thin, lame, and smaller than most ten-year-olds?


His mother had remained at the cabin this time, for trading could
take all day. And besides, with both Jean-Paul and Lise, there wouldn’t have
been enough room on the freight sled for all the supplies they hoped to buy.


The trapping season would be better a couple of months later, when
the fur-bearers’ pelts had grown thick and soft. Late winter would see Cordell
bringing bundles of furs to trade. But today he and Jean-Paul had brought with
them the nine husky pups from a litter Lishta had whelped three months before.
The animals would bring good money. One of the pups was smaller than the
others. This was the one Jean-Paul chose for himself.


Now, Jean-Paul’s breath puffed out in a misty cloud as he opened
his parka a little and reached inside. He removed a thick mitten and sank his
fingers into the silvery fur. The pup peeked out of one blue eye, then went
back to sleep.


“They can’t have you!” Jean-Paul whispered. “They’ll never roast
you over a campfire!”


A sudden sound made Jean-Paul close the parka fast. He held his
breath and listened. Oh no! Someone was coming! He pressed himself into
the schoolhouse wall, hoping he wouldn’t be seen.


But it was too late. Around the corner came Chinook and Aiverk and
Nanuk, the three boys who teased Jean-Paul the most. They spied him at once.


Their hoods were thrown back, even though it was cold and windy.
Jean-Paul knew they were hardier than a boy from lower Canada who had once
lived in a nice, warm house in town. The Inuit boys were bigger than Jean-Paul,
especially Chinook, and they looked bigger than ever as they stopped in front
of him.


“It’s Okalerk!” said Aiverk. “Why is Okalerk hiding
behind the school?”


The other boys laughed, and Jean-Paul shrank back as Aiverk
stooped down to stare into his face. Jean-Paul knew that okalerk was the
Inuit word for hare, and that the way he sort of hopped while walking
made them think of a rabbit!


Chinook also came closer. Light snow sparkled in his short dark
hair. At thirteen, the Inuit boy was the oldest in Jean-Paul’s class, not to
mention the most daring. His voice was musical and full of laughter as he
questioned Jean-Paul.


“Why are you here little okalerk Jean-Paul Ardoin?” He
turned to Nanuk and Aiverk. “He must like school so much that he comes on
Saturday and hides behind it!”


“Maybe he’s waiting for a girl,” said Nanuk, who had a girl of his
own. Thin like Jean-Paul, Nanuk sometimes had a nasty temper. He squatted
before Jean-Paul. “Why are you hiding, Okalerk? If you’re waiting for a
girl, you might have to wait forever!”


The others burst out laughing. Jean-Paul’s parka wiggled suddenly
and he put his hand up to make it stop. But the boys had already seen. Nanuk
turned to Chinook and Aiverk.


“Hey, he’s hiding something in his attigi!”


Chinook said, “What have you got in there Jean-Paul Okalerk?”


“N–nothing…”


Aiverk reached for Jean-Paul’s parka. Jean-Paul was cornered.


“No!” He pushed Aiverk’s hand away. “Let me go!”


“Come on,” said Aiverk. “Let’s see what you’ve got!” Aiverk’s
black eyes snapped with excitement.


Jean-Paul was frightened as he looked from one boy to the other.
“I’m just waiting for Pa.”


“He’s waiting for his old man!” Chinook laughed. “Well, I saw Monsieur
Ardoin just a few minutes ago, and he wasn’t looking for any okalerks!”


There was that word again! Jean-Paul shouted, “I’m not an okalerk,
Chinook!” The pup wiggled again at the sound of his voice, and Jean-Paul hoped
it didn’t wet inside his parka. “You stop calling me an okalerk!”


The three boys roared with laughter.


“Go away,” Jean-Paul said. “Pa will come—”


Chinook brushed snow from his hair. “And your pa will say, ‘What
very nice friends you have, Jean-Paul, dear!’”


Tears sprang into Jean-Paul’s eyes, but he looked at the ground so
they wouldn’t see. Then the pup yelped.


Nanuk moved quickly and yanked open Jean-Paul’s parka. The pup
jumped out and landed in the snow. Aiverk picked up the squirming ball of
fluff.


“Just a pup!” His eyes narrowed, and he tried to look mean. “Where
did you steal the pup, Okalerk?”


“I didn’t steal her!” Jean-Paul reached for the pup, but Aiverk
jerked it away. “Please, Aiverk, give her back! I didn’t steal her, she’s
mine.”


Chinook scratched the pup’s head. “Nice dog, Jean-Paul. You must
have taken it from someone. Why else would you hide it?”


Jean-Paul was really crying now, and he didn’t care who saw.


“I—I was just keeping her warm,” he said. “I didn’t want her to
get cold.” He reached out again. “I want my dog back, Aiverk!”


“Give the baby his dog,” said Nanuk. “We got better things to do.”


Aiverk gave the wiggly pup back to Jean-Paul. “Here, take your
stolen dog, Okalerk. I don’t want to be caught with something you
stole.”


“If you were bigger and meaner and stronger,” said Nanuk with a
laugh, “you could join the Ice Patrol. But we don’t want a crying sissy in our
club, right guys?”


“Frozen Eyeballs would be a good name for him,” chuckled Aiverk.
“Frozen Okalerk Eyeballs!”


Jean-Paul tried to ignore their taunts. He put the pup back inside
his coat and turned to leave. Having his father find him with the dog would be
better than being teased to death.


From the direction of the river came the sudden roar of an engine.
It sputtered a few times, then died. Finally, it caught and raced up
powerfully.


Chinook shouted, “Hey it’s the plane! Come on, let’s go watch it
take off!”


Jean-Paul had also wished to see the aircraft lift off from its
runway on the frozen river, but he sighed with relief as the boys tore off
around the corner of the building. For one thing, they wouldn’t tease him any
more that day. For another, it had started snowing a few weeks before. Soon it
would be nearly impossible to fly into or out of the Northwest Territories.


“You’re safe,” he told the pup. “I’m going to take care of you
now.”


It was nearly dark when Jean-Paul left his hiding place. He hadn’t
meant to stay away so long, but he also hadn’t planned to return to the trading
post until he was sure the traders were gone.


The main street of Aklavik was almost deserted. As he walked back
to the Hudson’s Bay trading post, a sickening feeling nudged into Jean-Paul’s
throat. He had never lied to his father. But he had already thought up a good
one.


Jean-Paul did not have to look far for Cordell. The tall,
wide-shouldered man with thick black hair and a bushy beard tromped down the
steps of the trading post. He strode quickly to his son and faced him with his
huge hands on his hips. It was almost too dark to see the man’s eyes, but Jean-Paul
knew they’d be flashing fire.


“Where have you been?” Cordell roared.


Knowing how angry and worried his father must be, Jean-Paul could
do nothing but stare at the ground. He shuffled the toes of his boots in the
snow. Words got stuck in his throat.


Cordell knelt and took Jean-Paul’s shoulders. “Jean-Paul, son,
look at me!” At that moment, Cordell saw Jean-Paul’s parka move. “Eh? What have
you got in there?”


“This little old pup…” Jean-Paul whispered. “This here little pup
got away. And—and I had to go find her.”


The awful lie was out.


Jean-Paul tried to struggle away from his father, but Cordell held
tightly to one shoulder. With the other hand, he unfastened his son’s parka and
looked down at the ball of silvery fur that poked a fuzzy head out.


Cordell stared at the animal for a moment without speaking. He
reached down and scratched a soft little ear. He looked back at Jean-Paul. “The
runt, eh?” Cordell released Jean-Paul’s shoulder and scratched his beard
thoughtfully. “Son, you know the money from this pup would have brought us a
meal for some cold, dark night.”


“But she was running away, Pa! And you said yourself she won’t
make a good sled dog. You said she’s too small. You said so!”


Jean-Paul set the squirming pup on the ground, and she promptly
made a yellow, wet spot in the snow. He picked her up again before she could
wander off, cuddling her beneath his chin.


Cordell rose and put an arm around Jean-Paul. He led him to the
freight sled, which was already loaded with supplies from the trading post. “I
suspect that pup never ran away,” Cordell said. “I think you wanted to keep her
for a pet, eh?”


“Yes, sir.” Jean-Paul was relieved. It hadn’t been as bad as he
had thought it would be. Still, he felt awful about the lie. It wasn’t much fun
having your stomach churn, and waiting in fear for someone to find out. Now it
was over.


Cordell looked sternly at Jean-Paul as he settled him onto the
sled with the pup in his lap. “There’s not much we can do about it now, eh? I
suppose you heard the plane take off.”


“Yes, sir, I heard something.”


“I suppose you planned it that way.”


Jean-Paul was tired of lying. He crossed his fingers and said
quietly, “Yes, I did that, Pa. I’m sorry.”


The sledge was fully loaded, with barely enough room for
Jean-Paul. Cordell tucked the robe around the boy’s shoulders. “You’ve got a
pup for the winter,” he said. “But when the traders return next spring, she’ll
have to go.”


Jean-Paul nodded, clutching the pup tightly against his chest.


Cordell checked the traces running from the sled to the dog team.
Then he went to the back of the sled and picked up his long leather whip. With
a flip of his wrist, he cracked it sharply overhead. The whip unfurled and flew
through the cold air, touching down just inches from Tork’s nose.


The zing of the whip brought Tork to his feet with a joyful yelp.
He threw back his great black head and howled, then turned to look at Cordell
and Jean-Paul with what appeared to be a nice, wide smile on his muzzle. Dozing
one moment, he was now wide awake. The whip meant work, and work was what Tork
knew best. Siko and Lishta also sprang to their feet to dance around in the
snow. They, too, raised their voices to the wind, impatient to be off. Cordell
snapped the whip again. “Hah! Hah! Go, you huskies!”


The powerful dogs leaped out ahead of their harnesses, straining
against their breast bands. The sled began moving, slowly at first, then faster
and faster on the slick runners that Cordell had iced earlier that morning.


After the first hard jolt, which nearly threw him off the sled,
Jean-Paul leaned back to enjoy the ride. As Cordell pushed off, the sled gave
way to a speeding ride over slippery, well-worn trails that wound through the
main street of Aklavik, past the hospital, the trading post, the boarding
house. Soon, it headed into open country, away from the tree line and the three
large branches of the Mackenzie River. Traveling westward, the sound of runners
slishing over snow was the only sound heard in the vast, frozen quiet. Once in
a while, Cordell whistled or yelled at the team. Sometimes he ran beside the
sled. Other times he rode on the back so he could operate the hand brake.


Those were sounds Jean-Paul loved to hear. One day, unless his
lameness prevented it, he, too, would be captain of his own team and run behind
a sled.


Now, the pup tried to free herself, twisting her pointed ears
sideways like small radio antennae, to listen. She whined.


“You’d like to run with them!” Jean-Paul laughed. “It’s in your
blood to run!” He rubbed a silky ear as he spoke. The pup looked into his face,
her pale blue eyes alert and intelligent. Jean-Paul hugged her closely as
darkness fell.


Strange dark shapes of snow banks and drifts slid past on each
side. Ahead lay endless miles of untamed land, broken only by occasional sledge
tracks. Stretching as far as the eye could see, toward Yukon Territory, were
mounds of crusty snow that reminded Jean-Paul of frosted peaks on a birthday
cake.


Night brought a loneliness that only those living near the top of
the world can know. The snow had stopped falling. The air was crisp and clear.
There was a closed-in feeling beneath a black dome of sky, as though someone
had turned a bowl of stars upside down.


Up ahead lay an enormous igloo that had suddenly appeared one day.
Jean-Paul didn’t know who had built it.


“It’s haunted by an old man and six wolves,” Chinook had said one
day in school. “He builds it every year, but no one has ever seen him.”


“Then how do you know he’s there,” Jean-Paul had asked Chinook,
“if no one has ever seen him?”


“We just do,” Chinook replied. “It’s something you have to
believe—if you want to keep your head.” He zipped a finger across his throat
like a knife. “They say the wolves are two-hundred pounds each, with bloody
fangs six inches long.”


“You’re just trying to scare me!” Jean-Paul had said. As far as he
knew, there were no wolves that big.


And Nanuk had said, “Sometimes you can hear those ghost wolves
howling! Owoooo-o-o-o! But you’re too scared to go in there, Jean-Paul Okalerk!”


Well, that part was true. But Jean-Paul had answered, “I’m no more
scared than you guys are!”


Sometimes, while passing the igloo on a bitterly cold and windy
night with his father, Jean-Paul thought he really could hear those wolves
howling. If only he were as brave as the other boys!


Now, as Cordell’s team raced by the haunted igloo, a wolf howl
filled the night air. Owoo-o-o-o. On a clear night above the Arctic
Circle, sound travels for many miles. Tork, Siko, and Lishta took up the cry
till they were well past the haunted igloo. But this night Jean-Paul did not
feel lonely or afraid. His father was in command, and he was too happy to
worry. He snuggled inside the warm polar bear robe and whispered to the pup.


“Don’t worry. I won’t let them take you when spring comes. By that
time you’ll be pulling in harness as well as your mother.”


Jean-Paul yawned and glanced up at the sky just in time to see the
silvery trail of a star disappear over the horizon. Last night he had seen the
dancing green phantoms of the Northern Lights, flashing and shifting
mysteriously in the night sky. The two coming one after the other could be a
good sign.
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Spirit Lights (sequel to The
Haunted Igloo)
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A
coming-of-age novel for fans of Gary Paulsen, Scott O'Dell & Jack London.
Returning to the Arctic after a two-year absence, 12-year-old Jean-Paul has
overcome his fear of the dark, but discovers his best Inuit friend is terrified
of the Northern Lights. One frigid night, after searching by dogsled for a
crashed plane, Jean-Paul hears tinkling sounds from a bright aurora overhead.
Chinook and his girl Kunee say the spirits in the lights are speaking, warning
of danger. But Jean-Paul knows auroras can’t talk! Or can they? Polar bears,
huskies, auroras that speak—and danger in the Arctic. (Ages 9 & up)

















Chapter 1


 


The
Snowbird banked sharply, tracking the Mackenzie River northwest toward Aklavik.
For the past hour, strong winds had pitched the small plane like a toy, forcing
the pilot to fly at a lower altitude. Soon it would have to land, before the
wind ripped off the wings. It was early November, 1936, and snow was falling in
Canada’s Northwest Territories. In a few weeks, the sun would sink below the
horizon, not to reappear until next January.


Jean-Paul
wondered if they were north of the Arctic Circle yet. He knew there were
mountains below, but he couldn’t see them through the fogged-over window. The
plane bounced and rattled so much in the wind that he imagined it was falling
apart, and when a stronger jolt came, he grabbed his lap belt and looked at his
mother, sitting nearby with her eyes closed. His little brother, Pierre, had
fallen asleep on her lap. How could anyone be so calm when the plane was about
to drop out from under them? With his stomach in his mouth, Jean-Paul turned to
his father as Cordell returned from speaking with the pilot.


“I
don’t like this, Pa!” He touched the safety belt to make sure it was still
buckled. “It feels like we’re falling!”


“Try
not to worry,” Cordell said. “Jack’s used to flying in this kind of weather.
He’ll keep us safe.”


Cordell
Ardoin patted his son’s shoulder, then took a seat next to his wife. Lise
opened her eyes and looked at him.


“We’re
about to land,” he said, taking Pierre onto his lap. “Come to Papa,
sleepyhead.”


“I’ll
be glad to stand again,” Lise said. “My legs are numb!”


Pierre
struggled in his father’s strong arms. “Sit Paul!” he cried.


“You’ll
sit with Papa,” Cordell said. “The airplane’s flying down like a big bird!”


Pierre
found his father’s new pocket watch, which would likely freeze stiff after a
few days of arctic weather. It would keep him busy while they landed.


Lise
looked over at Jean-Paul. “Are you excited?” she asked.


“I’ll
bet nobody remembers me,” Jean-Paul said, “not even my own dog.”


Two
years before, he had left his husky, Sasha, with his friend Chinook when
Cordell’s job was finished and they returned to Quebec. A lot could happen in
that length of time. She could even be dead.


Jean-Paul
glanced at the window when the plane nosed downward, and waited for the skis to
touch the frozen river. At the last minute, he snapped his eyes shut. He opened
them again and took a deep breath as the Snowbird taxied to a stop and the
engine shut down.


He
unfastened his belt and started to stand, then slammed back into the seat when
a strong gust of wind lifted the tail of the plane. “I don’t like flying in
storms!” he said.


Cordell
gave Pierre back to Lise. “I’ll go see how bad it is out there.”


A
blast of wind filled the cabin when he opened the door and climbed out into the
storm. The pilot left the cockpit and followed Cordell outside.


Jean-Paul
pulled a special boot over his crooked foot. When he lived in Aklavik before,
the Inuit boys had called him Okalerk—arctic hare—because his walk made
them think of a rabbit. But after making friends with them he got used to the
name, even liked it. Still, his limp was the first thing people noticed about
him.


After
a few minutes, Cordell returned, stomping his size fourteen feet and shaking
snow from his parka.


“Brrr!
It’s a vicious storm!”


Lise
stuffed Pierre into his snowsuit, then pulled her mittens on. “I feel like I
left part of myself in the Arctic and I’m about to find it again.”


Cordell
nodded. “I understand what you mean. I think I gave something back to the land
that let me survive its climate.”


Lise
turned to Jean-Paul. “Coming, dear?”


Jean-Paul
grabbed his bag of books and the hard candy his grandparents had given him and
headed for the door.


Cordell
helped his family out of the plane. He took Pierre from Lise and yelled, “Head
for shelter!”


Jean-Paul
met the storm head-on. The wind whistled and swirled snow into his face. Sharp
frost granules slashed their way inside his hood, clawing at his nose, ears,
and chin. He blinked to clear his vision and plowed straight ahead.


It
wasn’t far from the runway to the control shack, but the uphill walk made the
distance seem longer. He could barely see his family slogging through the snow
ahead of him. Then a door burst open, flooding him with light and warmth.


The
boy’s spirits soared when he saw an Inuit with a large white husky by his side.
He dropped his bag on the floor and hurried across the room, calling his
friend’s name.


“Chinook!”


The
man’s husky bared its fangs, and Jean-Paul’s smile died as he realized his
mistake.


The
room swirled. Time stood still, and blood rushed to his face. He had made a
fool of himself. Eager to see his dog, he’d thrown himself at a strange husky.


Keeping
his eyes on the snarling dog, he backed away carefully and rejoined his
parents. He stared down at the puddle of snow-melt on the plank floor, then
turned his attention to the others. Dr. Jim Morgan was there with his
granddaughter, Alice, a nurse.


The
brutal climate had carved a few more lines in the old doctor’s face, but his
white hair was still thick and full. Above piercing gray eyes sprouted enough
eyebrow brush to hide four ptarmigan nests, a den of foxes, sixty lemmings, and
a grizzly bear—according to Chinook.


“Welcome
back!” Dr. Morgan held out his hand. “We’ve missed you!”


“Hello,
Dr. Morgan.” Jean-Paul shook the doctor’s hand, then turned to Alice. “Is
Chinook here?”


“I’m
afraid not,” Alice said. “But I’m sure you’ll see him soon.”


Alice’s
presence wiped out the last two years. It was like Jean-Paul had never been
away at all. 


“Chinook
talked about you all the time,” Alice said. “He often helped out at the
hospital, and even spoke of becoming a doctor. But he never forgot his friend, Okalerk!”


“Most
Eskimos settle down to raise families,” Dr. Morgan said. “Did you know Eskimo
boys can marry at fifteen?”


Jean-Paul
shifted his eyes from one person to the other. “You must be joking, Dr. Morgan!
I don’t think Chinook would want to get married yet. He’s fifteen already, but
he’s still a kid like me.” Jean-Paul had turned twelve last March.


“No
joke,” the doctor said. “Perhaps he’ll explain it to you.”


Alice
put her arm around the boy. “Did you have a good time in Quebec?”


“I
was glad to see Grandmère and Grandpère,” Jean-Paul said, “but
they complained about us moving to Canada’s icebox.”


“Icebox!”
Alice laughed. “That’s the perfect name for this country! I’ll bet your old
friends were glad to see you.”


Jean-Paul
shook his head. “They all had new friends. Nobody wanted to hear about my
Arctic adventures!”


“It
wasn’t easy for Jean-Paul after being away so long,” Cordell said. “It took him
a while to make friends with the Eskimo kids when we lived here before. Then he
had to do it all over again with the kids in Quebec.”


Jean-Paul
peeked over his shoulder at the man with the dog. From a distance the husky
looked calm and gentle. In fact, with its tongue hanging out, it appeared to be
laughing. He had never seen an animal with different colored eyes. This dog had
a brown one and a blue one.


The
man glanced his way and smiled. In his panic a few moments before, Jean-Paul
hadn’t noticed the long scar on the Inuit’s cheek.


“I
made venison stew for supper,” Alice said. “You’re welcome to join us.”


Cordell
scooped Pierre into his arms and tickled him under the chin with his beard,
causing the child to giggle.


“I’m
so hungry I could eat a walrus,” he said, “whiskers and all!”


Alice
turned to Lise. “Come along, dear. We have spare cots at our cabin. I think
this storm’s going to blow all night, so nobody’s going anywhere until morning.
You might just as well get some rest before traveling again.” 
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Down the Memory Hole
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Summer
vacation sucks when 12-year-old Buzz shares his room with a grandpa who has
Alzheimer’s disease and his parents forbid him to associate with his best
friend. The idea of giving up Mitch is bad enough. But how can he relate to an
old man who wears adult diapers and thinks dog biscuits are people cookies?
Someone who could die in the night and scare Buzz right out of puberty! (Ages
12 & up)

















Chapter 1


 


I
learned the hard way that life doesn’t always turn out the way we plan. For
example, when my folks told me on my twelfth birthday I had to share my room
with Grandpa Collins, my great plans for summer vacation fell apart.


It
all started when the doctor told us Grandpa had Alzheimer’s disease. I knew
there wasn’t any cure, and the last thing I needed was watching my favorite
grandpa die in my own room.


“Why
should I get stuck with him?” I asked my mother. “Why not Sara?”


Mom
laid a stack of waterproof sheets on the bare mattress of the hospital bed. She
hadn’t said much about the situation after the first shock, but she knew she’d
get most of Grandpa’s care whether she wanted it or not. Now she sighed and
shook her head.


“Think
about it, Buzz. Your sister’s almost fifteen. Sara can’t share her room with a
man. And even if she did, we couldn’t expect Grandpa to climb those stairs. My
goodness, he’s so wobbly he could fall and break a hip.”


She
opened my closet and peered inside.


“Now
stop whining and bring me those boxes. I’ll put them in here for now.”


“My
closet isn’t big enough for both our stuff.”


“Sure
it is, honey. Just move your things over.”


A
stack of cartons sat on the floor at the foot of the bed. I picked up the
biggest one and carried it over.


“What’s
in here?” I placed the heavy box on the floor, then pushed some shoes and other
stuff to one side of the closet.


“Books,”
she said. “Odds and ends.”


“Junk.”


Mom
smiled. “Maybe not junk to Grandpa, Buzz.”


The
box smelled mousy, like it came out of a damp cellar. I pushed it into the back
of the closet, then went for another box.


“So,
when’s he coming?”


She
glanced at my clock. “Soon. He’ll be here to watch you blow out your candles.”


“Some
birthday, getting stuck with Grandpa.”


“I
wish you wouldn’t think of it as getting stuck,” Mom said. “We can’t turn him
away—he’s your dad’s father, after all. And it’s only temporary.”


“But—”


“No
buts.” A slight frown crossed her face, but she brushed it away and tried to
smile. “We’ll work it out. There’s no other way.”


I
picked up a big box of Depends and stashed it in the closet with the other
boxes. If any of my friends came over and saw those things, I’d never live it
down.


“Nobody
cares how I feel.”


“Oh
Buzz, yes we do. We care very much. And if he had a choice, your grandfather
wouldn’t intrude in your life.” She came over and hugged me. “Grandpa can’t
make decisions anymore, so we’ll make them for him.”


An
invisible wall ran through the middle of my room, with Grandpa’s furniture on
one side and mine on the other. It didn’t even look like my room anymore.


......


When
Grandpa came an hour later, he stood in the middle of the room looking confused
and helpless. Mom set a vase of fresh daisies on his dresser, then turned to
Grandpa with a smile.


“I
think you’ll be comfortable in here,” she said.


When
he didn’t reply, Dad gave Mom a little pat on the back. “The room looks nice,
Ellen. I’m sure Pop’s grateful for your help.”


I
went up to Grandpa, wanting to say something, knowing I should. But when he
looked right through me like I wasn’t even there, the words wouldn’t come.
Instead, I put on my baseball cap, grabbed the ball, and went outdoors.


When
I came back inside a little while later, I found him asleep on the bed with his
clothes on, and for the first time I got a real good look at him without being
accused of staring.


He
looked awful. His eyeballs rolled sideways under the lids, like he was watching
a movie, and his wrinkled skin reminded me of an empty lunch bag someone had
carried for weeks in a back pocket. The veins on the back of his hands were fat
blue night crawlers. I watched his Adam’s apple slide up and down when he
gulped, and wondered how my folks expected me to handle this crazy situation.
It wasn’t Grandpa’s fault, but my summer was ruined.


I
looked at the ball still in my hand, saw myself playing catch with him five
years ago. He used to pitch a mean ball, and he taught me how to catch what he
threw. Now I saw how wasted he looked. Don’t die, Grandpa. I shut my
eyes real tight, and felt some tears squeeze out. Not only was my vacation
ruined, but Grandpa’s whole life was, too.


......


A
few days after Grandpa Collins moved in, Dad explained there was no money for a
nursing home. His snobby sister, my aunt Gladys, could help, but she wouldn’t
take in their father for a million bucks. My room on the first floor was the
only one big enough for two beds.


“We’ll
all have to make adjustments,” Dad said, “especially your grandfather.
Alzheimer’s disease is a brain-cell disorder. It affects the memory.”


“How
long will he be here, Dad? I don’t know what to expect. What am I going to do?”


He
shook his head and shrugged. “Nobody knows how long he has, Buzz. Some people
go on for years, but—”


“I
don’t want him snooping in my stuff.”


“Suppose
you had a brother in there?”


“That’s
different.”


“Your
grandpa was a kid once, Buzz. He’d know how you feel.”


Dad
leaned over and tugged at his sock, like when he got emotional at a sad scene
in a movie. Getting mad and hitting the ceiling would be better than trying to
hide his feelings. But he never did until the pressure built up so much he had
to explode.


......


For
sure, Grandpa’s brain really was screwed up. Sometimes he forgot to wake up for
two or three days in a row. Sharing my room with him was awful, especially at
night when his snoring kept me awake, or when he started counting for no
reason, or grunted like a bullfrog. One night he even used my closet for the
bathroom—just opened the door and peed in my laundry basket. I was lucky my new
skates didn’t get sprayed, too.


“The
poor man didn’t know what he was doing,” Mom said while cleaning up the mess
the next day.


She
would have to put the Depends on Grandpa, and he’d take them off when nobody
was looking. No matter what day or year his mind went back to, he sure as heck
knew when he was wearing diapers.


Alzheimer’s
sounded like a German car. Grandpa was in the gray Alzheimer’s auto, but he
couldn’t drive it. He ran stop signs and drove on the wrong side of the road.
He couldn’t find the brake, and kept going till he ran out of gas, or crashed.


His
memory was so bad he couldn’t remember my real name, which is Baxter Eugene
Collins. To him I was Barkley, his brother who died in a train accident
at age ten.


Dad
told me a freight train hit the kid after his bike’s front wheel got caught in
the railroad ties. His foot got stuck under a pedal, and Grandpa, hearing Bark
scream, was running to help when a train came roaring down the tracks.


I
think somewhere in the back of his mind, Grandpa still saw the freight train
crushing the life out of his little brother. Somewhere in his mind, he was
screaming his brains out.


I
wondered if Alzheimer’s disease could be a mind running from a bad memory. If
so, no wonder they couldn’t cure it.


“With
my luck, he’ll live to be a hundred,” I said to my best friend, Mitch Kenney.
“I gotta get him out of my room, Mitch. Suppose he dies in there? Suppose I get
up to go pee and trip over his corpse?”


Mitch
chuckled. “Then you’d get Alzheimer’s to block out the memory of seeing him
dead.”


“Yeah,
right. You’re no help at all. But suppose he falls or something?”


“Then
you help him up.”


“Well
yes.”


I knew
I could. I hadn’t inherited the Collins’ giant genes for nothing. Not only was
I bigger than most boys my age, but I could see my old baby fat turning to
muscle. By the time I turned sixteen, I’d probably look like a weightlifter.


I
sat with Mitch on the bank of the mill pond after a June thunderstorm had
crashed its way through Cedarville. A heavy rain had settled the dust. The sun
shone again. The fresh air smelled like spring water tasted. Far to the east, a
bolt of lightning split the sky. I counted the seconds between flash and
thunderclap.


“Five
miles!” Mitch and I yelled together, then laughed because our minds were in
tune.


He
pulled off his muddy shoes and stuck his feet into the cool water, then offered
me a cigarette from a pack he swiped from his dad.


I
shook my head no. “You’re gonna get cancer.”


“Gimmie
a break, Buzz. Better than Alzheimer’s.”


Mitch
thought smoking was cool. I didn’t. But when you like somebody, it’s easy to
ignore their faults. Except for the smoking, he was smart. I guessed his IQ was
about a thousand, and hoped by hanging out with him, some of his brains would
rub off on me. Mom and Dad said I was smart, too, because I could read before I
went to kindergarten, and was always trying to figure things out. But Mitch was
smarter. He didn’t even have to think, but just popped the answers off the top
of his head.


Already
thirteen, Mitch was skinny and fidgety. His dark hair was too long. But it was
summer, and his folks wouldn’t pay for a haircut till school started again. The
pond was our favorite meeting place.


The
rain had stirred up the mud in the pond, and we poked around the bank looking
for frogs for Mitch’s basement “zoo.” His three-pound Crisco can already
held four small frogs, but we were searching for the big bullfrog we saw a few
days ago. The zoo would be complete with him.


It
was a neat zoo, with salamanders, toads, a fox snake, and a box turtle. A mummy
rat—a dead mouse wrapped in white tape—was our prize feature. While it lasted,
before it rotted and stank up Mitch’s house, the mummy was great for freaking
out his neighbor, Becky Roberts.


......


I
awoke one Saturday morning in June to the chirping of robins feeding their
babies in the nest on my window ledge. I never knew how fast birds grew till I
got a close-up look at these. Last week they were just three blue eggs, and
this week, naked babies with scrawny necks and buggy eyes. All day long they
hunched down in the nest staring at nothing. Then, a parent would land on the
edge of the nest and those bugged eyes would disappear and they were all big
open beaks. In another couple of weeks, they’d leave the nest and fly away.


This
time, I stayed in bed with my eyes shut, drifting in and out of sleep, watching
my thoughts swirl like stinky socks in a washer. From behind our house came the
warning whistle of the early train heading out of Cedarville.


Grandpa
stirred in the hospital bed on the other side of the room. Then he sat up and
slid his bony legs off the side of the bed and leaned over to find his
slippers. My Irish setter, Rusty, went over and sniffed his feet.


“Git
lost, you dumb old mutt.”


It
was the same every morning when Grandpa was in the current year.


I
called the dog over, and Rusty jumped onto my bed and started biting my toes
through the sheet. Then he crawled up next to my face and lay down. He was
shedding like crazy, and I spent the next half hour picking red dog hairs off
my nose and tongue.


Grandpa
left the room, and when I heard the back door open, I knew he went outside to
stand on the porch. I never worried about him leaving the yard, which was
fenced to keep Rusty from chasing the neighbors’ cows. But I sometimes wished
the door would lock behind him, he’d drive the Alzheimer’s to a cliff and roll
over the edge.


Rusty
licked my chin when Grandpa came back inside and went to the kitchen before
returning to my room. In the dim light, I couldn’t see what he was doing. But I
heard him crunching something. A cookie? I asked Mom about it once, but she
said I was dreaming; Grandpa had no cookies.


Still,
I heard him eating something almost every morning he was awake, and there were
often crumbs in his bed. Once I even tailed him to see where he went, but he
turned around suddenly and saw me. Pinning his hawk eyes on me he yelled loud
enough to crack a sidewalk: “Sneaking around on me, Bark?”


Before
I could answer, Dad came downstairs to put the coffeepot on. When he bawled me
out for pestering Grandpa, I couldn’t say I was trying to find Grandpa’s
cookies so I could steal some. Instead, I faked a yawn, rubbed my eyes, and
mumbled, “Can’t a kid even walk in his sleep?”


When
I finally decided to get up, I found Grandpa already in his easy chair, staring
at an upside down Sports Illustrated. But I didn’t mind him being out,
because it gave me privacy to inspect the things on top of his dresser: a
snapshot of Barkley Collins at age four; a block of balsa wood with Grandpa’s
initials carved into it; a photo of my great-great grandparents looking
starched and sober on their wedding day. A cigar box with a broken lid held
odds and ends of washers, screws, nails, coins, and tie-tacks.


Best
of all was a black velvet pouch containing a gold pocket watch with a train on
the cover. The watch had stopped running long ago, like Grandpa, and Uncle
Barkley.


Grandpa’s
Will said I would inherit the watch, but Grandpa had to die first, and I was
afraid.


......


My
Saturday chores done, I was searching for my catcher’s mitt when I noticed
Grandpa staring at me.


“What
do you want?” I asked him.


“Where
am I?”


I
was sick of the boring questions.


“You’re
in China.”


“Where
am I?”


“China,
Grandpa.”


“Where
am I?”


“On
the moon. Grandpa, you’re on the moon.”


“How
did I get here?”


“You
flew.”


He
let it soak in, then asked, “What am I doing here?”


I
looked up suddenly to see Sara in the doorway with a towel wrapped around her
wet red hair.


“You
know you’re not supposed to tease him, Buzz.”


Before
I could answer, my dumb sister ran upstairs to dress for a piano lesson.


It
was bad enough I had to listen to Grandpa snoring and grunting everyday without
Sara getting on my case.


......


Sitting
next to me at supper, Grandpa stared suspiciously at his plateful of food.


“Ain’t
hungry,” he said.


“Try
some fried chicken and gravy,” Dad said.


“I
ain’t gonna!”


But
Grandpa’s appetite won. He ate a back, a thigh, and two wings, plus two
biscuits with gravy on top. All this he washed down with buttermilk and a
chaser of prune juice, leaving a stack of greasy napkins on a pile of bones. At
least he didn’t try to eat those.


Then
he belched and said to Mom, “Wasn’t fit for hogs.”


I
choked back a giggle when Mom dropped her fork. Seeing Dad was about to speak,
she gave him a warning glance. I could almost hear her thoughts: He didn’t
mean it, John.


Mom
was on the losing end today. When he finished eating, Grandpa stood up and
shoved his plate so hard it sailed across the table and crashed into her glass
of iced tea.


“Oh!”


She
jumped up and ran to the sink for a towel as Dad yelled at Grandpa.


“Darn
it, Pop! Eat like a normal human being!”


Mom
swabbed up tea and ice cubes before setting the glass upright again.


“It’s
okay,” she said. “There’s no harm done.”


Grandpa
swayed, holding the edge of the table, his watery eyes focused on his son.


“All
done!”


But
Dad wouldn’t stop. “We can see you’re finished, but you’re not going to break
the dishes!”


“Oh,
John,” Mom whispered, “he really can’t help it.”


“Not
again!” Sara said. “Why do we do this every day?”


I
gave her a dirty look. How would she know how bad it was? She didn’t live in
the same room with him. The truth was, my sister usually avoided being around
Grandpa.


But
all eyes were on Dad when he yelled at Grandpa. Once Dad started ranting,
nothing in the world would stop him. His face turned red as he continued
hitting the ceiling.


“If
you’re going to live here, you’ll have to behave!”


He
removed his wire-framed glasses and wiped a corner of his eye with an index
finger. Adjusting the glasses again on the bumpy bridge of his thin nose, he
lowered his head and peered at Grandpa over the top of them.


“I’ll
sell this house and send you to a nursing home.”


Mom
stared at Dad. Sara groaned. We all knew Dad was letting off steam, and
tomorrow he’d apologize.


But
I couldn’t take it anymore. I jumped up, banging my chair against the floor.
There was no sense in trying to eat, because I already lost my appetite when
Grandpa sucked on the chicken bones.


Everyone
stared at me, except Grandpa. His headlights flickered out, like his battery
had just died.


“Look
at him,” I said. “He never knows what he’s doing. I gotta put up with him all
the time.”


Sara
threw down her fork. “Shut up, Buzz!”


“Someone
should take him back to his room,” Mom said, but made no move to get up.


I
jabbed my finger at Sara. “It’s her turn. And it’s not his room, it’s mine. I’m
getting out of here.”


I
turned and slammed out the back door. I was going to find Mitch, and I was mad
enough to try one of his smokes. 
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Footprints in Time: A Walk
in Sacajawea’s Moccasins


http://www.amazon.com/Footprints-Time-Sacajaweas-Moccasins-ebook/dp/B002J4T6G4/ref=ntt_at_ep_edition_2_6?ie=UTF8&m=AG56TWVU5XWC2


 


In
1805, a young Shoshone woman named Sacajawea joined the Lewis and Clark
expedition as an interpreter, and with a papoose on her back helped explore
America's northwest while searching for a route to the Pacific Ocean. This
time-honored true story of the hardships of the expedition, in particular that
of Sacajawea and her baby, Jean-Baptist (Pomp), is retold for young readers
ages 8-12.


 


This
book is dedicated to the brave men and women who faced the unknown to forge
trails across this wide and wild continent. When America was young, many pioneers
left their footprints in the sands of time as they explored the land from east
to west. In 1805, a young native woman joined the Lewis and Clark expedition,
and with a papoose on her back, helped explore America’s northwest. 

















Chapter 1


 


Sacajawea,
the daughter of a Shoshone Indian chief, was captured by Hidatsa warriors near
her home in the Rocky Mountains. The warriors then carried the frightened young
girl eastward to their village near the Missouri River. There, she became their
slave.


Sacajawea
missed her own family very much. But life with another tribe was easier in many
ways. She was glad to sleep in a warm lodge at night. And there was always
plenty to eat. She worked in the Hidatsas’ vegetable gardens, planting corn,
squash, and other foods. Her Shoshone family had never stayed in one place long
enough to plant crops.


When
Sacajawea was still very young, a French trapper, Toussaint Charbonneau, wanted
her for his wife. Charbonneau took her to live with the Mandan Indian tribe,
whose village was near the Hidatsas.

















Chapter 2


 


One
day, a group of white men came up the Missouri River to the Mandan village.
Their leaders were Captains Meriwether Lewis and William Clark.


Sacajawea
was curious about the strangers. Captain Clark had red hair, which she had
never seen. And he had brought his butler, a black man named York. She could
not understand their strange tongue, but her husband could.


Captain
Lewis told Charbonneau, “We were sent by the Great White Father in Washington,
whose name is Thomas Jefferson. He wants us to find a land and water route to
the Pacific Ocean. We’ll build a fort near the Mandan village. It will be our
camp this winter. When spring comes, we will again sail the rivers. But we’ll
need horses to cross the mountains.”


Charbonneau
said the Shoshone Indians in the Rocky Mountains had many horses.


“The
Shoshones are my wife’s tribe. Sacajawea and I will go with you when you leave
next spring. She will help you talk with the Shoshones. She will help you buy
horses from them.”


Sacajawea
had heard of the big water far to the west. How exciting it would be to go
there! The thought of seeing her own people again filled her with joy. And
before winter was over, she would have a papoose to show them. 


 


(Continued)

















Drum Dance (YA)


http://www.amazon.com/DRUM-DANCE-Land-Midnight-ebook/dp/B004C44MKY/ref=ntt_at_ep_edition_2_5?ie=UTF8&m=AG56TWVU5XWC2


 


A
young-adult historical novel filled with adventure, paranormal intrigue, and
danger in Canada's Central Arctic, where Sir John Franklin and his crew froze
to death searching for the Northwest Passage. In the late 1930s, 17-year-old
David Jansson agrees to spend two years at an isolated fur-trading post with
his estranged father, Per, manager for the Hudson's Bay Company, and almost
lives to regret it.

















Prologue


 


 


When
Aagyuuk appeared in the northern sky in early January, the people of
Gjoa Haven held a mid-winter drum dance. There was still no sun that far north,
but the dawn appearance of those two minor stars in the Eagle constellation
proclaimed the sun’s return: Within a week, the long Arctic night would begin
to recede.


The
celebration continued far into the evening as feasting and games ended and babies
fell asleep at their mothers’ breasts. Tension ran high in the large igloo as
an elderly man with skin like a walrus got up to begin his story—his pisiq.
Holding a large flat drum close to his body, he began tapping a rhythm on the
tight skin while bouncing up and down, turning from side to side so all could
see. His voice was strong for one so old.


“I
am Naigo, shaman of the Netsilik people! I sing of gavlunaaq—white
men—come to Uqsuqtuuq!”


Others
joined the singer as he danced in circles, turning the one-sided drum around,
swinging it, and beating on the bone frame. His long silvery hair swung wildly
as he whirled the instrument over his head, then laid it on the ground and
leaped over it, agile as a young man.


“Nivliqtiriarit!
Cry out with joy!” 


The
spectators clapped their hands and shouted as Naigo’s story unfolded:


“Two
men—father and son—came to our village, the son with hair like okpik!
Snowy owl. Eyes of glacier ice; heart of sorrow!”

















Chapter 1


 


The Central Arctic


Late Winter, 1938


 


Strong
gusts of polar wind whipped the twin-engine plane as it flew over the last few
stunted trees after leaving Yellowknife and entered the air space above the
Barren Grounds, a lake-pocked flatland that appeared devoid of life—the
panorama below looked raw and unfinished, as if the creator had despaired of
the vast undertaking and moved on, leaving his canvas behind.


Farther
north, the weather changed abruptly as rain pelted the small plane’s
windshield, followed by a brief ice shower, then snow, reducing visibility to
near zero.


Absolutely
unbelievable! I’m in the middle of
nowhere in a plane that’s about to get its wings ripped off!


Seventeen-year-old
David Jansson wiped sweat from the window and tried to see outside, but his
view was blocked by blowing snow—everything he’d been watching a moment before
had vanished. How the pilot could tell where he was flying through this
whiteout was beyond him. He braced himself when another blast of wind rocked
the plane, grabbed his seat belt, and turned to his companion.


“I
hope you know what you’re doing!”


There
was no reply. Intent on keeping the craft on course, the pilot hadn’t heard the
question over the noisy engines.


Suddenly
the plane dropped out from under David and he stifled an urge to empty his
stomach into his lap. After a moment, the plane leveled off and steadied
somewhat, but he still felt queasy.


The
aircraft was not built for comfort, and the cockpit had been cold since leaving
Peace River, Alberta, several hours before. But now a stream of warm air from the
engine flowed into the compartment near his feet and he stretched out his long
legs and leaned back.


“Ah,
that feels good! My feet were getting numb.”


The
pilot, Mac Brady, turned and grinned at the lanky teen, then picked up the
mike. He spoke briefly, then signed off again.


“Cambridge
Bay!” he yelled to his passenger. “. . . reporting snow and wind!”


David
rolled his eyes. “Snow in the Arctic? How exciting.”


“Well,
yeah.” Mac laughed and unfastened his parka. “But look on the bright side, my
young friend. Sure, the weather’s fickle this far north. But who knows? There
could even be a heat wave by the time we get there!”


“You
wish!” David rolled his shoulder to relieve a cramp. “I’ll sure be glad when we
land. We’re flopping around up here like a goose with a broken wing!” He
pointed to the frosty window next to his seat. “Just look at that! How the heck
do you know where you’re going?”


“Who
says I know where I’m going?”


“Not
funny, Mac!”


“Just
kidding!”


“How
much longer?”


“A
couple of hours.” Mac leaned forward and squinted at the windshield. “We’re
still south of the Arctic Circle, but we’ll be down soon. I’m picking up mail
and refueling at Cambridge Bay.” He glanced at the boy. “You’re not worried,
are you?”


“Nah,
just airsick.”


“Don’t
look out the window, you’ll get dizzy.”


“Now
you tell me.” David wiped the glass again. “I couldn’t see anything if I wanted
to.”


“And
don’t puke in here with two-hundred miles to go!”


Their
destination: a fur-trading post at Gjoa Haven, in Canada’s central Arctic.
David had consulted the map a dozen times and knew the location by heart—not
that it mattered, for the Arctic was hostile no matter where you were.


He
was returning to the Arctic because his dad had sent for him, and his relatives
agreed he should get to know his father again. He hadn’t seen nor heard much
from Per in five years, not even on his birthdays. Why the sudden fatherly
interest?


But
his curiosity had gotten the better of him. He wanted to hear what his dad had
to say for himself, and with the worst of the Depression behind them, he saw
the chance for adventure—how many boys his age could spend two years loafing
around a fur-trading post? His friends were envious.


Aunt
Gerda and Uncle Lars would miss him around the farm, of course, but he thought
they could manage without him. And he’d broken off with his girlfriend, Emily,
after she dated his best friend. There was absolutely nothing stopping him from
leaving. But now he was actually on the way, he couldn’t help wondering if he’d
walked into a trap. He had no way of knowing what the situation was with his
father, even after reading Per’s letter several times. It was only a sheet of
paper full of scribbles, and he could not sense the man who had written it.
Part of him wanted to renew the relationship. But another part cautioned him
against expecting too much from a man who had forgotten he had a son.


Feeling
like a moth trapped in a jar of cotton, he closed his eyes and listened to the
propellers hacking a path through the raging sky. After a few minutes—and
lulled into a meditative state—he focused on soft patterns of colored light
moving behind his eyelids. He allowed his mind to drift aimlessly as they
entered his field of vision from the sides and flowed into a center point.
Fascinated by these pulsing, shifting lights, he soon felt the stress releasing
his taut nerves.


Then
the lights faded, and from the darkness emerged a speck of iridescent blue,
like a star in deep space. It moved toward him rapidly and expanded to a round
window the size of a teacup. Then an image appeared in the circle, the edges
dissolved and he became part of the scene.


“Aidez-moi, s’il vous plaît! Je suis perdu!”


A
sharp jab to his solar plexus snapped him alert. His eyes popped open, his
heart raced, and his brain sought a translation: “Please help me! I am lost!”


“What
th—?”


Mac
turned. “Say something?”


David
ran his fingers through his fine blond hair, then rubbed the back of his neck.


“A
man in a blizzard . . . never mind, I was dreaming.”


He
closed his eyes again, wishing he could undo the whole trip. If he were flying
the plane, they’d be hightailing it back to Peace River this very minute,
instead of a frozen wasteland where life had no right to exist.


He
considered the vision. It was not a dream, of that he was absolutely certain.
In fact, nothing could have been more real. The voice had been sharp, the scene
clear, as though he had looked through an open window. It wasn’t the first time
he’d had such an experience.


The
bizarre mental states began without warning after his mother died. Terrified
and confused at first, but finding he was still alive and unharmed, he
gradually accepted the mysterious events as another side of his personality.
Still, he couldn’t discuss them with anyone else. If David Jansson didn’t
understand his own mind, how could he expect anyone else to?


......


A
short time later, the plane landed at Cambridge Bay in near-whiteout
conditions. Mac Brady—an expert bush pilot with an uncanny sense of how much
punishment his plane could take—anticipated worse weather to come, and not
wishing to get stranded on the island, refueled and took off again.


Typical
of the howlers from the north, the storm spread to King William Land, and by
the time they reached Gjoa Haven, on the southeastern shore of the island, the
weather was as bad, if not worse, than what they’d left behind.


“Check
your seat belt,” Mac said, “we’re going down!”


The
engines groaned as the plane began a bumpy descent through the whiteout, and
David prayed the pilot somehow knew where he was and how to get down safely. He
could not see the horizon, so there was no reference point to judge their
position relative to land and sky. Stealing a nervous glance at the pilot, he
wondered how the man could be so unperturbed and confident, when his own hair
was standing on end. Deciding to trust God more than Mr. Brady, he braced for a
rough landing.


Then
the plane touched down, and he couldn’t believe the ground had not jumped up to
meet them. The cushion of air beneath the wings had allowed the plane to settle
on its skis with barely a jolt and glide to a stop. Mac shut the engines down
and turned with a smile to his passenger.


“Here
we are, safe and sound! Didn’t think I could do it, did you?”


Relief
flooded through the youth as he unbuckled his lap belt—he hadn’t realized he’d
been holding his breath until it exploded out all at once.


“Thanks!
You had me worried for a little bit!”


“Thank
your angel a wing didn’t drop off! You okay?”


“Yeah,
I think so. A little shaky.”


“You’ll
be all right.” Mac tapped David’s shoulder. “Come on, let’s go find your dad.
He’ll be worried. And bundle up, that wind will be cold.”


Rushing
to shelter through the storm, David didn’t notice that people had come out to
meet the plane, and a few minutes later, he stood before his father inside the
trading post.


Years
of harsh weather lined the face a scared young boy last saw from the window of
a bush plane. That fateful day, David had turned to his sick mother for
comfort, but in her delirium she no longer recognized him. Feeling isolated
from the world, he had carried away the image of a man in an Eskimo parka
standing on the snowy ground waving good-bye.


Clean-shaven
except for a thin mustache, Per Jansson looked much older than his forty-one
years. He was dressed like an Eskimo in a caribou-skin parka, but instead of
the attached hood, he wore a wool stocking cap Ingrid had knitted one year.
David had forgotten all about the cap and was shocked to see it now, for it
reminded him, if not for his dad’s work in the Arctic, his mother might still
be alive.


Father
and son stared at one another without speaking, then Per choked up and his dark
eyes brimmed with tears. David hadn’t expected an emotional scene, and the
tears embarrassed him. He wasn’t sure what to do, but knowing one of them had to
make the first move, he stuck out his hand.


“Dad?”


Per
pulled off his mitt and gripped his son’s hand, then threw his arms around him
and hugged him hard.


“Davy
. . . Davy . . .” Per released him and stepped back, smiling. “Look at you,
you’re taller than I am! And your eyes, they’re your mother’s.”


David
unfastened his heavy coat as Per looked him over.


“Yes,
people say I look just like her.”


“Ingrid’s
eyes were like big, shiny opals that changed color with her moods,” Per said.
“Fire to ice in a matter of seconds! So, you’re seventeen now? Almost a man!”


No
thanks to you.


“I
didn’t really want to come here,” David said.


“I
know you didn’t, but—”


“So
why did you make me?”


“Hey,
I didn’t twist your arm! Why’d you agree to come if you didn’t want to?”


“I don’t
know.”


That
wasn’t quite true, because he did know, and he was waiting for Per to say
something, anything, to validate his feelings. A few tears couldn’t make up for
the five lonely years Per’s son had waited to be acknowledged. David felt his
own eyes beginning to water. How can he not know how I feel?


Unknown
to his aunt and uncle, he had contacted the HBC headquarters after receiving
Per’s strange rambling letter, enquiring if his father might be sick. A company
official had replied that, to his knowledge, Per wasn’t ill, but maybe he was
just lonely and wanted to see his son. When the man offered him a free flight
to Gjoa Haven on the mail plane, it was the chance of a lifetime for many
reasons: He had recently completed school and hadn’t made a decision about
university; he no longer had a girlfriend to tie him down, and after the way
Emily had cheated on him, he was in no hurry to find another; he was almost of
legal age anyway and would soon be on his own. Finally—though some part of him
argued against the idea because of Per’s apparent lack of interest all these
years—he knew deep down that he missed the dad who used to play catch with him
and take him fishing. How could he refuse an offer to find out if Per still
cared for his only son?


“Well,
now,” Per said, “it seems you had a choice and you agreed to give me two
years.”


Per
sounded irritated, or perhaps he was simply let down after expecting a happy
reunion with his son. The last thing David wanted was an argument on his first
day here.


“Uncle
Lars and Aunt Gerda thought I should see you again. And they’re getting old. I
didn’t want to be a burden.”


“Your
mother’s family didn’t consider you a burden, Davy. Lars thought—and I
thought—you might need me.”


“You
thought?”


“What’s
wrong, David?”


“I
don’t even know you anymore!”


David
took stock of his surroundings. A typical Hudson’s Bay fur-trading post, the
long wooden shelves on three walls of the large square room held a variety of
trade goods: clothing, rifles, ammunition, bolts of fabric, tins of tobacco,
and food staples. On the plank floor next to the counter sat a few bundles of
animal hides. A fishy odor permeated the room, as though the walls and floors
had been built from old newspapers in which a char or trout had been wrapped.
Even Per’s body carried the scent.


A
large yellowed map of King William Land hung on the wall behind the counter,
with Gjoa Haven circled in red, a desolate island surrounded by water—or ice,
depending on the season. David thought he may as well have been a speck of matter
light years from Earth. For all he knew, even God would forget where he was.


“You’ve
had a rough trip,” Per said, “Maybe after you’ve rested and calmed down, you’ll
feel better.” He turned to the pilot as Mac came over. “Thanks for bringing him
down in one piece, Mac. The weather turned bad, I was worried.”


“My
pleasure, Per. Nice kid you’ve got here. Better looking than his old man, too!
He was good company.” Mac looked at David and grinned. “But I think at one
point, he imagined we were flying upside down! Couldn’t see the sky or the
ground.”


“You’re
lucky I didn’t throw up,” David said. “Next time I go anywhere, I’ll walk.”


The
incident of a few moments before seemed forgotten as the two men discussed
weather conditions before Per turned to David again. “What do you say we go
back to the native room for a “mug-up”—that’s what Eskimos call their tea
breaks. You’d be surprised how much tea they drink.”


“You
two have a lot of catching up to do,” Mac said. “I have some mail and packages
to bring in, but I’ll be along shortly.” He secured his parka against the storm
and left the building.


“I
remember the tea and the cold,” David said when they were alone again. “I
assume most Eskimo villages are about the same as far as culture goes.”


“There
are a few differences, which you’ll find out. But they do love their tea,
especially when their insides are frozen.”


“Frozen
insides? It gets that cold up here?”


“Colder!”
Per laughed. “But you’ll get used to the weather, and you’ll soon have tea
coming out your ears. There’s nothing more comforting to these people than
socializing over a cup of hot tea. On the other hand, some of the men drink
home-brews, unless I catch them. A drunk Eskimo is a lazy Eskimo who won’t
hunt, and the Hudson’s Bay Company is all about hunting and trading furs.”


“I
have a lot to learn.” David looked around the room again, noting how rustic and
ancient it looked, as though he’d stepped back in time. All the basics for life
in Gjoa Haven seemed to be on display in this one area. In a moment of lightheadedness,
he was overcome with a feeling of déjà vu. I know this place! But the
feeling vanished quickly and he refocused on what Per was saying.


“Your
two most important lessons will be patience and acceptance. You’ll need both to
stay sane in the dark winter months. There’ll be times when you lose your
patience, David, but if you don’t accept things the way they are, you’ll be
asking for trouble.”


Are
we going to stand around all day while he gives me the whole history of the
Arctic? 


“Do
you still have that little book of Eskimo words?”


“I
don’t know where it is,” Per said. “I speak Inuktitut fluently now, so I
don’t need it. I’ve spent years learning their language.”


Not
only that, but Per Jansson had even rejected the anglicized version of his name
when he reached adulthood, and he’d once held the distinction of being a family
man with the Hudson’s Bay Company in remote northern areas reserved for young
single men. As a rule, managers never stayed long at one trading post. But Per
had been at Gjoa Haven longer than usual after the company moved him from Perry
River when Ingrid’s health deteriorated and he returned her to Alberta with
their son.


 “I
won’t know how to talk to these people,” David said. “I’m sure I’ll make a fool
of myself.”


“You’ll
do fine,” Per said. “The Eskimos are good teachers.”


“Do
they speak other languages?”


“Some
speak English, a little French. Most prefer their own language.”


Per
led David into a small room at the back of the store, speaking as he went.


“The
Eskimos are friendly, but they’re people with problems like anyone else:
illnesses, blood feuds, hunger. Religious taboos, a shaman’s black magic. It’s
a hard life but they deal with it. Some of us aren’t so lucky.” He motioned to
one of two tables with checkerboards set up. “Have a seat. This is where
Eskimos come to socialize and play games. I’ll brew some tea while you give me
the family news.”


“There’s
not much to tell. I went to school and helped on the farm. That’s about it.”


David
removed his parka and sat down as Per moved quickly from the cupboard to a
cast-iron heating stove that radiated warmth into the room. The man talked
incessantly, and his hands trembled when he measured tea.


“I
think you’re going to like it here once you get used to the people and the
climate.”


“I
don’t have a choice, do I?”


“Nope.
After the plane leaves, you’re stuck until the next mail delivery, and that
could be months. You’ll probably feel like a stranger for a few weeks, but I
hope you give the place a chance.”


“I
tried to learn more about Eskimos before I left Peace River.” David studied the
game board. “You mentioned black magic, but I think shamanism’s the real thing.
One of my friends knew someone whose grandfather was healed by a shaman.”


“Is
that right?” Per sat down across from his son. “Don’t mess with that stuff,
David, it’s hocus-pocus!”


“But
I don’t see—”


“Shamanism’s
dangerous. Don’t get involved.” Per changed the subject abruptly, indicating
the discussion was closed. “So, how was life on the farm? What did you do?”


David
couldn’t recall a time when he’d been cut off right in the middle of a
conversation, and Per’s comments disturbed him. But what could he do? If he
pursued the subject, it would only make things worse. He decided to ignore it,
and Per was waiting for an answer.


“What
did I do? I lifted bulls and baled hay.”


Per
burst out laughing. “Shoveled manure!”


“Yeah,
lots of that.”


“Gerda
didn’t write much,” Per said. “And the mail’s often late because of the
weather. So I don’t know much about your life in Peace River. How did they
survive the Depression?”


“Okay
I guess. I don’t remember doing without anything.”


Per
thought for a moment. “Lars was lucky to keep the farm.”


“We
didn’t starve if that’s what you mean. But some of my friends had a hard time
with their dads out of work. We gave away tons of food. . . . I didn’t think
you’d remember Uncle Lars and Aunt Gerda.”


“Why
wouldn’t I? Lars—big man, country face. And Gerda is—”


“Aunt
Gerda is as wide as Lars is tall!” David grinned. “Oh, and Mother’s family
called me Johnson, not Jansson.”


“I’m
not surprised. They didn’t approve of me changing the name back to the old way.
Did it bother you?”


David
shrugged. “At first, but I got used to it.”


“Tell
me about Lars. Did he treat you well?”


“Of course. He respected my feelings and treated me
like the son he never had.” David made direct eye contact with Per for a
moment, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a jackknife. “Look what he
gave me for my birthday.”


Per
took the knife and opened the blades one at a time.


“Very
nice,” he said, handing it back. “It’s even got your initials on it. Reminds me
of one I used to have.”


“I
carry it with me all the time.”


“A
good knife comes in handy up here.” After a minute, Per said, “I hate to admit
I lost track of your birthdays.” 


David
ignored the remark and returned the knife to his pocket. “Uncle Lars taught me
to ride a bicycle, and he took me fishing and canoeing. When we weren’t working
on the farm, we paddled up Peace River.”


“Did
you now? Tell me about it.”


“He
taught me to paddle and showed me how to portage a canoe. He said he was going
to make a voyageur out of me.”


“See?
Lars thinks you’re a fur trader!”


David
shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. But that’s a big river. We got caught in
a storm one time when we were out fishing.”


“You
can fish in Gjoa Haven after the ice melts on the lakes, or fish through the
ice. But for now I’m thankful you’re here. After I close the store, we’ll go
over to the house and I’ll cook a welcome feast.”


David
pulled the checkerboard closer and moved a red checker to the next row. 


“Don’t
go to any trouble on my account.”


Per
got up and went back to the stove, opened the door and shoveled in some coal,
then adjusted the damper.


“It’s
no trouble for a son I haven’t seen in years. I have meat simmering and I baked
bread early this morning.”


Per’s
mustache twitched when he smiled. Whistling while he worked, he poured steaming
water into a large pot filled with tea leaves, then sat down and cupped his
hands around the pot.


“I
forgot you have to wear a parka in the store,” David said. “Why not put a
heater out there?”


“Eskimos
are used to the cold, David.” Per glanced toward the doorway when the sound of
footsteps and laughter drifted in from the other room. “No point wasting fuel
when they only come in to trade a few times a year. Besides, someone always
leaves the door open.” He looked down at his hands. “I keep my mitts on unless
I have to write an order. When it’s very busy, or when taking inventory, a
clerk’s hands freeze.” He strained hot tea into a mug, pushed it across the
table and indicated a small dish of sugar. “You’ll want some of that, the tea’s
strong.”


David
stirred too much sugar into his tea and waited for it to cool a little before
drinking.


“My
trunk, some books, and other stuff are still on the plane.”


“We’ll
get those later,” Per said. “But for now just sit back and relax. Get warm.” He
reached out suddenly and moved a black checker. “Get the noise of the airplane
out of your head.” He looked up as Mac entered the room.


“Hey,
Mac, did you see the St. Roch on your way over?”


“Nope.”
Mac poured himself a cup of tea. “I gassed up and took right off again before
the storm got worse. Couldn’t even see the ground.”


Per
turned to David. “The St. Roch is the RCMP schooner. Maybe you heard that
it rescued the Fort James crew last year after the James got
crushed by the ice. Now the St. Roch’s frozen in for the winter at
Cambridge Bay. The officers patrol the islands once a year by dogsled. You just
missed them. They were here a few days ago with an eighteen-dog team.”


“No
kidding?”


“Did
I mention the noise? Dogs howling day and night!” The commotion in the other
room grew louder. “I think you’re about to meet our Eskimo friends.”


David
felt a headache coming on as he picked up his mug and drained the rich dark
liquid. The last thing he wanted was to meet new people before he’d had a
chance to unwind.


“In
a few days, I’ll show you the routine for the post,” Per said. “Before long,
you’ll know how to grade furs and keep books as well as I do.”


Disregarding
the fact that the pilot was still there, David stood abruptly and looked Per
straight in the eye. When he spoke, his voice sounded calm and mature, but his
open defiance made his stomach hurt.


“I
might have to learn this trading business, because for now there’s nothing else
to do on this desolate rock. But I have no intention of following your
footsteps.”


He
regretted the words the minute they were out of his mouth. It was a bad way to
renew a relationship, because now he needed Per Jansson more than Per needed
him.


Per
rose slowly, his hands gripping the table’s edge. He glanced at Mac from the
corner of his eye. No one had dared address him like that since his run-in a
year ago with a man drunk on home-brewed wine.


“You’re
exhausted from your trip,” he said. “We’ll discuss this later.”


They
both sat again and Per turned to the pilot.


“So,
Mac, what’s the news from the outside world?”


“Tense,
but easing up,” Mac said. “Or it seems to be.”


“The
Company’s been operating at a loss for some time,” Per said. “I cut back on my
own expenses, took a pay cut, hunted and lived off the land like an Eskimo.”


David
remained silent, listening to the men. He thought about Uncle Lars, the farm,
the warm rolling landscapes, meadow flowers and barnyard smells. Cows swishing
flies away with their tails, waiting to be milked. Living off the land meant
different things to different people, depending on where you lived.


Mac
turned to David, cutting off his thoughts.


“I’m
leaving soon, so I’d better unload your trunk.”


“I’ll
help—”


“Oh
no, there’s plenty of help out there. Stay here and relax.” He extended his
hand. “Thanks for the company, David, and good luck in your new home!”


David
nodded. “Safe trip, Mr. Brady.”


Take
me with you!


Per
waited until Mac left the room before turning to David again.


“Let’s
talk about my footsteps.”


“There’s
nothing to talk about,” David said. “I’m here because you’re the only parent I
have left. I thought I should get to know you again. But Mother didn’t like the
Arctic and neither will I.” He picked up a red checker and jumped over Per’s
black one.


“Your
move!”


“Cocky
little bastard, aren’t you?”


Before
David could reply, two sturdy Inuit men came laughing through the doorway.


(Continued)


















If you enjoyed this author's
books, please consider taking a few minutes to leave a review at one of the
online bookstores. Thank you for reading.


















Connect with me online:


 


Kindle Author Page: http://www.amazon.com/Bonnie-Turner/e/B001K8VV4K/ref=ntt_athr_dp_pel_1


 


Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/pages/Bonnie-Turner-Shaping-the-Spirit/315081997495?ref’ts


 


My personal home page: http://my.athenet.net/~aurorawolf


 


###





cover.jpeg
Face the Winte'r Naked |

A Novel of the Great Depression
Borwnie Turner





