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Where The Mule Grazed


—Gayle Siebert
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CHICAGO. CITY OF FORTUNE. 

We got trane traks over the street with peepil walking around down be low and there makin a tunil rite under the Shikoggo River, so tranes can go under the streets too. Presidint Rosevelt’s New Deel money payed for it! Now I no that tunil thing don’t sound so good, but it ain’t like the mines, Aunt Em’s letter says. Gonna be nice and clean, even got a nesesarie down there! Ned works pretty steddy. Just be for Chrismas he got near a month in the rail yards and the boss sed hes a good hand one a the best and hes gonna hire him back. Yall heard Presidint Rosevelt on the radeo? He sed it was the end of them bad years and by gum he ain’t lyin. 

Lured by Aunt Em’s glowing report, Rose kisses her Ma’s parchment cheek and climbs aboard the bus leaving for Chicago. She finds a seat near the back, settles her basket on her knee, and waves goodbye out the window as the bus pulls away.

By the end of the second day, she’s eaten all her molasses sandwiches. The smell of their last smoked ham, carefully wrapped in a flour sack and sent along for Aunt Em, is almost too tempting. 

After several bus changes, there are no more passengers with handwoven oak baskets. People boarding now carry suitcases and spend money on meals when the bus stops. Except to get a drink from a water fountain and go to the necessary, Rose stays in her seat.

Wedged into the corner by a plump woman with a sleeping baby in her lap, Rose leans her head against the window and braids her thin, pale hair as best she can while the unfamiliar scenery slides by.

Then, the big city. Before she leaves the bus, she shows the driver the return address on Aunt Em’s letter. He directs her to the street where there are many trolleys lined up at the curb and tells her to ask a driver there. One of the drivers tells her to get on his trolley. Fingers numb, she counts out precious pennies and gets on board. The driver tells her to drop her coins in the coin box and take the seat behind his. 

After a herky jerky stop-and-go ride that seems it will never end, the bus finally pulls into a wide circle beside the street and stops, facing back the way they came.

“End of the line, miss,” the driver says as the door flaps open. He gets out of his seat and goes down the narrow steps to stand outside, crowding the door. 

Rose follows, squeezing past him. “Can you tell me which way from here?” she asks.

He leans toward her, his sour breath an assault. She takes two steps back. He frowns and for a moment it seems he’s not going to tell her more. Then he says, “It’s on the other side of the tracks, there,” and points with a nicotine-stained finger before pulling the cigarette stub from behind his ear and lighting it. 

Rose thanks him and sets off along the path worn in the snow. Half a dozen blocks on, she finds the street, and then the address, but has to check the envelope to make sure it’s right. There are no houses, just long clapboard buildings, each with a half a dozen doors. Squares of light pour onto the dirty snow from the single small window next to each door. Each door has a number on it. Despite thinking it can’t be right, she goes up to the narrow stoop outside the door marked 14, and knocks.
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