
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Stowaway’s Secret

By J.G. Follansbee


Copyright 2012, 2025 Joseph G. Follansbee

All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, unless noted by the author, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

ISBN-13: 979-8-9930005-0-3

Cover design by: J.G. Follansbee

Cover image: Detail from "Fisher Girl of Picardy", by Elizabeth Nourse (1889)

Printed in the United States of America



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For Emily and Abbey

      

    


PART ONE: Stowaway 
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Chapter 1: Arrest

[image: ]




On Tuesday, October 11, 1932, two Seattle policemen arrested my father and took him to jail for a crime he did not commit. I did everything I could to get him out, even though I had to disobey every adult, run away from home, and a knife was held to my throat.

My name is Lisbet Lindstrom—my friends call me Bet—and I live with my dad in a quiet neighborhood in the northern part of town. It’s mostly not very big houses and some businesses. There’s a saw mill, but almost everyone around here is in the fishing business, catching them, packing them, selling them. A lot of them work down on the docks, including my dad. He and many of my friends’ parents came from Norway, but most of the kids were born here in America, same as me.

When the policemen parked their patrol car in front our house, I had just gotten home from Isaac Stevens Junior High School, where I’m in the eighth grade. The police had actually been to my house a week before. It was a cold, blustery day. My dad—his name is Captain Karl Lindstrom, on account that he’s a ship captain—had been home about a month after his cod fishing trip to the Bering Sea, which is up in Alaska. He goes up there every year. This time, he brought back more than 500 tons of the fish, which was turned into salt cod. More about that later. The officers asked a few questions politely.

Before I go any farther, I should describe myself. I’m a tall, big girl for my age, which is 13, and I have a square face. I don’t think of myself as pretty, but I’m not ugly either. Average maybe. I’m not fat, but I’m pretty strong. One time, some boys teased me into playing a game of football with them, and I made a tackle that won the game for our side. They never asked me to play with them again.

“What did the policeman want, Dad?” I asked when the officers left.

“They wanted to know about how accounts were kept aboard my ship during the cod trip,” Dad replied. “They said there were some problems with the money paid to the fishermen. Some of it is missing.”

“What do you have to do with it?”

“Nothing,” he said, puzzled. “Nothing at all.”

“Will they come back?” I asked.

“No, I don’t think so.”

But the police had come back, just as I was figuring out an extra-credit problem given to me by my math teacher, Mrs. Anders. Even though I’m in eighth grade, Mrs. Anders assigns me high school math problems, because I’m better at math than anyone else in school.

When the police came the second time, they climbed the front steps, and I heard them knock at the door. My cat, Biscuits & Gravy, jumped off my lap when I got up. I named her Biscuits & Gravy—Biscuits for short—because she’s white with a few black and brown flecks in her fur. She reminded me of the thick, white sausage gravy poured over fresh biscuits that my dad likes to eat at a diner when we go out for breakfast sometimes.

I picked up Biscuits before I answered the door.

“We’re here for Capt. Lindstrom,” one of the policemen said. He was wearing a gun.

“Yes?” Dad said. Let me tell you about him. He was born in 1895, which means he’s 38 years old. He has light hair, hazel eyes, and skin that has creases in it because of spending so much time in the sun. He’s worked on boats all his life, starting back in Norway. He wore a flannel shirt and corduroy pants that day.

I want to say that I love my dad more than anything in the world. Anything. I don’t have any brothers or sisters, just my dad. I don’t know much about my mom. She went away before I turned two. Dad doesn’t talk about her.

“Do you have more questions for me?” Dad said to the policemen. “I thought I had answered all your questions.”

“No sir, we have no more questions,” the officer said, handing him a paper. “We have a judge’s order for your arrest. You are charged with first degree theft while captain of the fishing vessel J.M. Carson this year. Please come with us. We’re taking you downtown to the jail.”

“What?” Dad said, astonished.

I heard the policeman say the words, but they didn’t seem real.

“Please turn around and put your hands behind your back,” said the second policeman, pulling a pair of handcuffs from his belt. My hands tightened around Biscuits, and she hissed, squirmed out of my arms, and fled out the open door.

“Daddy, what are they doing?” I cried, understanding that something was very wrong.

“Bet, listen to me,” Dad said firmly. “Don’t worry. It’s a mistake.”

“They can’t take you,” I said angrily. “You didn’t do anything. He didn’t do anything,” I said to the policemen.

“I have to go with them,” Dad said to me. “You must go to Mrs. Engel’s house and wait for me there. She will take care of you until I get back. I won’t be gone very long. Everything will be alright.”

I watched the patrol car drive away with my father in the back seat. It was if someone had punched me in the stomach. Hard.
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Chapter 2: Millie
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My brain was like cooked oatmeal or bread pudding. It was mush. No thoughts came in, no words. Just fear, fear about what would happen to my dad and what would happen to me. I was used to him going away for a long time, but I was definitely not used to him going to jail. He never did anything wrong. Dad’s words came back to me, about going over to Mrs. Engel’s house next door, and that’s what I did.

Mrs. Engel was a widow with no family who had lost her husband many years before in a shipwreck. She knew everyone in the neighborhood and took care of children occasionally. She had been my babysitter almost since I was born, and Mrs. Engel cared for me when Dad was at sea, although by now, I knew how to take care of myself.

The old woman’s house was large, and the yard was overgrown with weeds and untrimmed rhododendron bushes. The plant’s long, curled, brittle brown leaves of autumn littered the ground. I remembered the brilliant red and white flowers that covered the bushes in June.

Mrs. Engel was home, as usual, and I told her the story of Dad’s arrest. She assured me that it was probably a misunderstanding, and that I was welcome to stay as long as I liked. Late that night, when I was certain Dad (and Biscuits—she had disappeared) would not come home before morning, I gathered some clothes from my room, and I slept in the bedroom once used by Mrs. Engel’s son, who had been killed in France in the Great War 14 years ago. A tinted picture of him in his uniform sat in a tarnished silver frame on the dresser. The creaky mattress and a knot in my stomach kept me awake for hours.

I walked to school the next day, like I always do. My school is a red brick building, two stories tall, with two huge fir trees in front of the entrance, like guards. The principal told us in class once that the trees were 300 years old and the biggest in the forest that was here before the immigrants came. The loggers decided not to cut them and the man who gave the land to build the school asked that they stay put. They’re pretty neat. But I wasn’t thinking about the trees that day. All I could think about was my dad in jail.

“...and so if the train is traveling at 100 feet per second, and we know that a mile is 5,280 feet, what is the speed of the train in miles per hour?” lectured Mrs. Anders in math class. She’s a stout woman with gray hair. “Bet, can you put that into a formula? Lisbet Lindstrom, are you awake?”

I was staring out the window; in my imagination, I was watching my dad get in the patrol car and seeing it pull away again and again, like a movie playing over and over. I didn’t tell anyone at school about the arrest. My best friend, Millie Hall, poked my arm with a pencil to get my attention.

“Stop poking me,” I barked. She gave me a dirty look.

“Lisbet, there’s no need to shout,” Mrs. Anders said. “Just answer my question.”

“Yes, Mrs. Anders,” I said, embarrassed. “Um, what was the question?”

“Can you tell us the formula?” said Mrs. Anders. The rest of the class stared at me.

“The formula for what?” I answered, uncertain. The class snickered, and then the bell rang.

“Bet,” said Mrs. Anders over the crazy noise of kids dropping books and slamming desk lids; they were running to lunch. “Please come to my desk.”

Millie waited by the classroom door while Mrs. Anders spoke to me.

“You’re not yourself today, Bet,” Mrs. Anders said. “You’re usually so attentive. What’s wrong?”

I didn’t know whether to tell my teacher about the arrest. “I didn’t sleep well last night,” I said. “My dad was...away from the house. I don’t sleep well when he’s out sometimes.”

Mrs. Anders looked closely at me, as if trying to read my mind, and she said, “Did something happen?”

“I’d rather not talk about it,” I said.

“I see,” Mrs. Anders said, straightening to her full height, only a little taller than me. “Please try to sleep better tonight. Now go to lunch. I have some more advanced math problems to give you after school.”

In the hall, Millie poked my arm again with a pencil.

“Will you stop doing that!” I complained. The hall was a madhouse, with all the kids slamming locker doors and yelling at each other and teachers standing in front of their classroom doors telling us to go here and do that. Normal day.

“What’s wrong with you?” Millie said, flipping back her long blond hair, which always needed brushing. “You look like a ghost or something.”

I rubbed my arm. “Nothing’s wrong.”

“Ha! Liar.”

“I’m not a liar,” I said.

“Liars always say they’re not liars,” Millie argued, poking me again with the pencil. Sometimes, she can be as annoying as a fly that won’t go away.

“If you poke me again, I’ll slug you,” I said.

We sat down at a table and opened paper sacks with our lunches. The lunchroom was full of kids and things were so loud you could not hear yourself think. Some of the kids bought hot lunches for five cents, but many didn’t have the money, so their moms packed lunches for them. I bought a hot lunch sometimes and other times Dad packed mine, when he was home. Millie’s mother packed a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and an overripe banana. Millie looked at the banana and said, “Ick!”

Mrs. Engel gave me a sandwich and a green apple, which Millie noticed.

“What’s that?” Millie said, pointing to the sandwich.

I separated the two halves of white bread and announced, “Honey sandwich.”

“You’ve never brought that before,” Millie observed. “Something’s up and you’re not telling me about it.”

“Nothing’s wrong!” I said, throwing down my sandwich. I put on my coat and went outside, hiding behind one of the big trees I told you about.

“Hey, found you,” Millie announced.

Millie and I have known each other since we were babies. Remember I said that Mrs. Engel babysat kids in the neighborhood? Sometimes moms would bring their kids over to her house and leave them for a couple of hours. I guess it was to get away from us for a little while. After my mom went away, my dad would leave me at Mrs. Engel’s while he was at work. Anyway, Millie and I are so tight that I can’t keep any secrets from her. She reads me like a book. While she looked at me by the tree, I began to cry, and I told her the whole story.

“Did your father do it!” Millie asked.

“No!!”

“Okay!” Millie said. “He didn’t do it.”

“My dad, I don’t know where he is, downtown somewhere, in jail,” I said after I stopped sniffling. “I’m afraid I won’t see him ever again.”

“Oh, they let people out of jail all the time,” Millie said. “My idiot older brother was in jail for a couple of hours one time for climbing a water tower with his stupid friends. My dad had to go get him from the police. Grounded him for a month when they got home. You should’ve heard my dad yelling. That’s worse than jail.”

I couldn’t help but giggle through my tears. Millie’s the best. Then the bell rang for afternoon class.
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Chapter 3: Bread Line
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After school, when I got home, Dad was there and so was Biscuits and I ran to my dad and I hugged him as if it was the last hug I would ever give him. My head nearly came up to Dad’s shoulders. He hadn’t shaved, and he smelled of salt and tobacco.

“Daddy, what’s happening?” I asked, without looking up. “Why were you arrested?”

“Some people, some fishermen, say I stole money from them on the last trip,” Dad said. His Norwegian accent is strong, even though he’s lived here for twenty years, and we never speak Norwegian at home. “What they’re saying isn’t true,” Dad said. “I didn’t do anything. I have never broken the law.”

“But you’re home now,” I said. “Everything is fixed.”

“No, Bet, my darling, it’s not,” Dad said, resting his calloused hand on my hair. “I had to tell a judge that I’m not guilty. And I had to promise to come back for a trial in December.”

“But what if they put you in jail again? What if it’s for years?” I asked.

“Don’t worry, my darling.” he said. “I have a good lawyer and he says the jury will see that the police made a mistake. Everything will be fine.”

For almost two months, Dad met with his lawyer, Mr. Benson, a short man with a thick neck and a red face, and prepared for the trial. Dad took time off from work at Peterson Fisheries to meet Mr. Benson. But one day, Dad was in the kitchen when I came home from school.

“Daddy, you’re supposed to be at work,” I said, happily surprised.

He stared at an empty cup on the kitchen table.

“I was fired from my job today,” he said.

I sat next to him.

“I don’t understand,” he said. “I took their ships to the Bering Sea and brought back good catches. But the owner said he couldn’t trust me anymore because of the trial. And the newspapers, they’ve all written stories about the charges, and people look at me funny. No one will hire me now, at least until the trial is over.”

My shoulders sagged.

“Bet, we’ll get through this,” Dad said. “I’ve been in much tougher spots. This is nothing compared to storms at sea or getting lost in the fog. We have to trust that the Lord will help us. Look, we got a letter from your Uncle Jacob in San Francisco.”

I gently tore open the envelope, taking out a letter, some newspaper clippings, and a $50 money order. I had never met Uncle Jacob, who was a union organizer and a social worker. A union is a group of workers who get together to make sure they are paid enough and that the owners of companies listen to them.

“Ah, your uncle is a good man,” Dad said. “We are lucky to have such a family.”

Dad and I walked down to the bank and cashed the money order. On our way home, we passed the Lutheran church. Dozens of men, women, and children stood in line waiting for free food. Some of the men lived in shacks on a mud flat a few blocks south of downtown near the waterfront. They were ragged and smelled of garbage and alcohol.

In school, we learned why so many people were poor these days. A few years ago, business all over the country, almost over the whole world, just stopped. People didn’t want to buy things, and other people didn’t want to use their money to start new businesses or build new factories. Suddenly, millions of people lost their jobs and then they lost all their savings when the banks failed. The banks started taking back people’s houses. People in my neighborhood were selling their houses because they couldn’t pay for them anymore. It was like everyone had run out of money.

Well, not everyone lost their money, but millions did. And because people ran out of money, they had to rely on charity, like the bread line at the church. The situation is called a “depression,” and everyone says this one is the worst one in history. No one knows when things will get better. We were fortunate. Dad could still get work in the fishing business, because people always needed food. At least, he had a job until he was fired.

“Dad, you remember in Uncle Jacob’s letter, he talked about his work on the docks,” I said. “He said he was ‘at the head of the revolution of the masses.’” This phrase stuck in my head because it sounded so odd.

“Your uncle believes this depression is really a revolution,” Dad said.

“You mean like the Revolutionary War and George Washington?” I like history.

“Something like that,” Dad said, scratching his head. “I really don’t understand what he’s talking about. I don’t follow politics that much. Maybe he’ll explain it to you sometime. He said he’s thinking of moving up here in the next year or so. He’s a dreamer, always has been.”

We stopped on the sidewalk while a truck backed into a loading dock. I watched the hungry people shuffling into the church basement.

“Dad, will we have to stand in the bread line?”

“Not for a while. Jacob’s money will help. I have some savings and the house is paid for,” he said. “But if things don’t go our way, well...”

It was hard not to worry. Lines for food and shelter were everywhere in the city. People’s problems were always in front of you.

“Millie’s dad had to wait in a bread line,” I said, “before he got the job at the lumber mill.”

“Many people are having trouble finding work,” Dad said. “They are good people, just poor and unemployed. It’s not their fault that times are so hard.”
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Chapter 4: Injustice
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Dad and I didn’t talk very much about the trial and the accusations of theft against him. Life was almost normal for weeks. We were optimistic. Mr. Benson was confident everything would go our way. The first day of the trial at the courthouse downtown, Dad shook hands with Mr. Benson and waved to his friends who had come to support him. I sat behind Dad and listened to Mr. Benson, who argued forcefully to the jury about Dad’s innocence. I was sure everything would turn out all right.

I also noticed a man in the back of the courtroom who came every day to the trial. He stayed in the shadows and sat in the very last bench, where almost no light fell from the windows or ceiling lamps. I could not see his face, but Dad seemed to know him, waving to him at one point. But something about him bothered me.

As the trial kept going, people talked on the witness stand about what they had seen on Dad’s ship, the Carson, and experts talked about a lot of gobbledygook to me, except for the numbers of fish. The witnesses talked about hundreds of thousands of cod, weighing hundreds of tons, every creature headed and gutted and stored in the ship’s hold. Mrs. Anders never gave me math problems with such large numbers, and I could hardly imagine what all that fish looked like in real life.

The droning voices of the attorneys and the detectives made the hours slow to a crawl. Each second felt like a minute. Each minute felt like an hour. Heavens, I was bored. Even the voices of the fishermen who testified for and against my dad were flat. It was as if they knew from the beginning that Dad would go to jail, and they were just trying to get the whole thing over with.

But the hard thing was our friends. I thought they were our friends. It was incredibly sad. Each day, fewer of Dad’s so-called friends came to the courtroom, though the man in the shadows was always there.

On the last day of the trial, three days before Christmas, bored out of my skull, I was staring at a large wood carving on the front of the judge’s bench. The artist had etched into the wood a balance scale, like I had seen in a jewelry store once. We learned about this in citizenship class. In court, the balance scale symbolized justice. The judge and jury weighed the evidence, and if the scale tipped one way, Dad was innocent, and if it tipped the other way, Dad was guilty.

But the artist had taken the idea of justice a step further. Behind one of the pans of the scale, he had sculpted in relief a group of fishermen on the sea in a small boat, pulling in nets full of fish. Their faces were satisfied, even joyful. Behind them, the wind filled the sails of a three-masted ship much like Dad’s, the J.M. Carson. It plowed gracefully through the waves under billowing clouds in a clearing sky.

Behind the other pan, the artist had carved a different scene. A storm raged, and the fishermen’s nets were torn and their boat was shattered. The three-masted ship was sinking with rain and lightning all around, its sails torn and masts broken. I noticed that the pans were in perfect balance above the two scenes. Perhaps he was saying that if the pans tip one way, everyone suffers, and if they tip the other way, everyone is happy. I’m not sure.

The bailiff interrupted my thoughts. “All rise!” he said, as the judge came through a door, climbed to his chair, and sat down.

“Foreman of the jury, have you reached a verdict?” the judge asked.

“We have your honor,” the foreman said in a high-pitched voice. He was a thin man with wire-rimmed glasses. “We find Captain Karl Lindstrom guilty of theft in the first degree.”

The foreman’s words shook me like an earthquake, bringing down my world. Dad’s face was wide-eyed and pale. Mr. Benson dropped a piece of paper, his fingers suddenly weak.

“Captain Lindstrom, please stand,” the judge said. Dad and Mr. Benson stood at their table. “You have been found guilty of theft. I will sentence you in February. Until then, you are remanded to the custody of the county sheriff, pending my decision.”

The judge banged his gavel, and Dad was led away. I felt like the drowning seamen in the sculpture, lost and alone.
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Chapter 5: Hope
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“Bet, dear,” said Mrs. Engel on Christmas Eve, two days after the verdict, “I’ve made some treats. But please wait until the guests arrive.”

Mrs. Engel laid a plate full of traditional Norwegian holiday cookies and pastries on her dining room table. There was kvite kakemenn, pepperkaker, and lussekatter, all baked by her and some of her old lady friends for a Christmas Eve party. She also made a Julekake with candied fruit and raisins. They looked so good! I was always thinking about my dad in jail, but I couldn’t resist the sight of those delicious pastries. When Mrs. Engel went back into the kitchen to check on the coffee, I tore off a bite-sized piece of a pastry with my thumb and finger and popped it into my mouth. Then I took another. Yes, I know I shouldn’t have. But I couldn’t help it!

Rev. Lunde, a soft-spoken man who was minister of the Lutheran church Dad and I attended, the same church with the bread line, was the first to knock on the door.

“How are you, Mrs. Engel,” the minister said, kissing the old woman lightly on the cheek and removing his wet coat. He’s a nice man, but he’s a little prissy. “What a lovely collection of sweets. May I?”

Mrs. Engel nodded and Rev. Lunde filled a plate.

“Hello, Bet Lindstrom,” the minister said. “Merry Christmas to you.”

“Thank you,” I replied, trying to sound cheery. “And the same to you. How is Mrs. Lunde?”

“She’s fine, home with the twins,” Lunde, sitting at the table. “They’ve vowed to stay up until Santa Claus arrives. They want a scale model train set, the kind that puffs smoke from the engine, and I have it on good authority that Santa will fulfill their wish. What are you hoping for this Christmas?”

“I only want my father home,” Bet said. “Even though he’s at sea a lot, he’s always home for Christmas.”

“I’m sure this will all be over soon, and you will be together again,” Lunde said, sipping on hot coffee Mrs. Engel had just served. “We have to have hope. In the meantime, I’m expecting to see you on Sunday, to sing in the choir. We need your voice, you know. It’s as loud and true as my best female alto in the adult choir.”

“Yes, I’ll sing,” I said, mostly to please the reverend. More people arrived, and he went off to greet them.

* * *
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Between Christmas and New Year’s, when school was out, I visited Dad every day in the jail. I ignored the stink of urine and sweat, though the sounds of slamming steel doors and jingling keys was unnerving. The jailers would not allow us to hug or kiss each other, like father and daughter. We could only touch each other’s fingers through a fence.

The verdict was really hard on him. It just broke his spirit. He was sadder than I can ever remember. His normal voice was louder than most men, because at sea, he had to speak above the noise of the wind. Back home, I could hear him from anywhere in the house, though it never sounded like yelling. But in jail, convicted of a crime he did not commit, he wilted, almost like a flower that was never watered. The iris was his favorite flower. His once strong face now resembled wax paper, and his eyes had a haunted look, unlike the man I knew, a heroic, broad-shouldered sea captain who had guided ships over thousands of miles of ocean a hundred times.

The verdict was hard on me too. But Rev. Lunde was right. I had to keep hope going, if only for Dad’s sake.

Mr. Benson was there at the jail with us one time, and they talked about the future.

“Karl, we can appeal this verdict,” the lawyer said. “The prosecution made several mistakes, and I’m certain the appeals court will see things our way.”

“You know,” Dad said, “I have gone over and over in my mind how I could’ve made the mistakes in the account books. That’s my handwriting, you see, I wrote those numbers down.”

“Karl, those numbers were wrong, but you didn’t intend to defraud the fishermen,” Mr. Benson said, making some notes on a yellow pad of paper. “Something else happened. It just looked like you committed fraud. But we don’t know how it happened.”

“Daddy, you would never do anything deliberately wrong,” I said.

“If the appeals judges find mistakes in the trial, they have to let you go,” Mr. Benson continued. “It’s our best chance to get you out of jail and your name cleared.”

“How long would an appeal take?” Dad asked.

“Well, the appeals court wouldn’t hear your case for many months.”

“Months, you say,” Dad echoed. “James, I’ve spent all my money on the trial. You told me that a judge might let me out while my case is on appeal, if I can make bail. I have no money for bail.”

Mr. Benson stopped his note-taking and lay down his pencil.

“James, I can’t afford an appeal, either,” Dad said.

“Don’t worry about...”

Dad let out a chuckle, the first I’d heard in days. “I can’t steal from you, too, my friend. What kind of sentence am I likely to get?”

“It’s a serious felony, but there’s nothing else on your record,” the lawyer said. “Maybe a year in the county jail.”

Dad brightened. “A year isn’t so long. It will go by quickly.”

“You can’t spend a year in jail, daddy,” I said. “You did nothing wrong.”

“Maybe the judge will just lecture me and tell me not to do it again,” Dad said. “James, don’t worry. You did your best.”
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Chapter 6: Imprisonment
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On Wednesday, February 15, 1933, the day of Dad’s sentencing, Mrs. Engel asked me to put on a Sunday dress so that Dad would see me at me best. I bathed and washed my short brown hair. I put on a pale blue dress that brought out the sky blue of my eyes. It was the same dress I wore when I sang in the children’s choir at church. I added a stylish hat and gloves that I borrowed from Millie. My shoes were as white as the clouds in a summer sky, and my face shined as bright as the sun. I was so nervous I couldn’t eat breakfast. But I admit I looked good. When Mrs. Engel saw me, she said, “Why Bet, you’re as pretty as a picture!” Unfortunately, looking presentable would not make the day easier. It would turn out to be the worst day of my life.

Mrs. Engel went on the streetcar with me to the courthouse. In the courtroom, as the rain dribbled down the windows, we waited for the judge. A few spectators were scattered among the benches, including the man in the shadows. This time, however, I saw him in the light. By his wool cap and pea coat, I knew he was a seaman.

But his face was monstrous. The right side was normal; it had a strong jaw line, a deep tan, and a piercing grey eye. But the left side was horribly mangled and ugly, as if a bolt of lightning had struck directly in the eye, turning it completely white, then splitting in two, one half tearing down into his cheek and the other half slicing back into his scalp, leaving a long pink scar that disappeared into jet black hair. What did he do to get such a hideous wound?

“All rise!” said the bailiff. Everyone, including me, Mrs. Engel, and the ugly seaman, stood up when the judge came in, and we sat down when the judge took his seat in a large black leather chair behind the bench with the sculpture.

The judge opened his large ledger-like book. Looking down, as if uninterested in what was happening, the judge said, “Captain Lindstrom, please stand.” Dad glanced at me and rose. As he did, he saw me in my blue dress, and a smile appeared on his face. For a moment, he again reminded me of the confident and brave man who had commanded voyages across the world. Then he looked back at the crowd, and he stopped for a split second on one face. It belonged to the ugly seaman, and when I followed my Dad’s gaze and looked at the seaman myself, he turned away. Something happened to me, as if someone had lit a fire, when I saw the man turn away. He was ashamed of something, I was certain, and I was suspicious. Then the judge spoke and I turned to listen, grasping Mrs. Engel’s hand.

“Does the defendant have anything to say before I pass sentence?” the judge said, making a note in the book and adjusting the gold-rimmed spectacles on his small face. He looked like a New England Puritan I had seen in my history book, severe and heartless in his black robe.

“No, your honor,” said Dad, his voice trembling.

“Very well. Captain Karl Johann Lindstrom, you have been found guilty of embezzlement by a jury of your peers. You stole money from fishermen who trusted you to correctly account for the number of fish they caught so they could be paid their wage. The evidence shows you pocketed this money for yourself,” the judge said. 

Even though I had heard the words before from the prosecutor and the witnesses during the trial, they hurt again because I knew in my heart that they weren’t true.

“When a man steals from a poor man in hard times,” the judge continued, “it is a sin that must be punished harshly. Some of the men from whom you stole are as destitute as men can be, living in squalor in our very city because they cannot find work. Families are literally starving. When some of the men did find a little work aboard your fishing boat, they were the victims of a thief, their captain. Furthermore, you have shown no remorse for this crime, and therefore I am forced to impose the maximum penalty.”

The judge removed his glasses.

“Capt. Lindstrom, I will recommend to the proper authorities that your master’s license be revoked for a period of time to be determined by those authorities,” the judge said. Mr. Benson had expected the ruling. It meant that Dad couldn’t work as a sea captain anymore.

“I also order you to pay restitution to the fishermen, an amount this court will determine at a later date,” said the judge. Mr. Benson had expected this too. It would be hard, but Dad was already in debt.

“Finally, Capt. Lindstrom, I want to send a message to the entire community that theft of this nature will not be tolerated,” the judge said.

My chest tightened. Something was not right. I could almost hear the crying men in the carving on the judge’s bench.

“I hereby sentence you to three years confinement at hard labor in the state penitentiary at Walla Walla, to commence immediately, with a recommendation that you not be released early for any reason,” the judge said. With that, the judge banged his gavel, startling me, and the judge walked out, hardly giving the crowd time to stand in respect. Mr. Benson gaped in shock, his red face losing all its color, and Dad let out a silent “No.”

The bailiff stepped up to Dad, who was in a daze, as if frozen. The bailiff put him in shackles, and led him away. I cried out for my father, and when I ran to him, someone caught me, preventing me from reaching him. Walla Walla Penitentiary was on the other side of the state, almost 500 miles away, and the thought that I might not see Dad for three years made me wail. It was like claws of a lion were ripping my heart in two, cruelly and deliberately. Every cell in my body exploded with pain. God in Heaven, I never want to feel that way again! Mrs. Engel held me, crying herself, and I screamed.

The bailiff nearly dragged Dad through the door to his jail cell. From the courthouse, a special train would take him to the penitentiary, which was like a fortress where hundreds of convicts served time for all kinds of crimes. A murderer was sometimes executed there. I keened for my lost father as the door closed, almost as if he had died in front of me, and Mrs. Engel forced me to sit on one of the benches. After many minutes, I calmed down, but I cried bitterly on and on, and I couldn’t stop. Finally, Mrs. Engel lifted me off the bench and we struggled to the door.

When I got near the courtroom exit, I spotted the ugly seaman.

My molten rage at the verdict and the sentence poured out of me. “It’s your fault! It’s your fault!” I screamed.

“Stop, Bet! Stop!” Mrs. Engel barked. “You don’t know this man. He has nothing to do with this. What are you talking about?”

The seaman’s ugliness was like a lightning rod for the pain in my broken heart. “Look at him! He knows something! He knows my father is innocent!”

The hideous eye of the seaman twitched.

“I’m sorry, sir,” said Mrs. Engel. “She’s very upset. Please forgive her.”

The seaman nodded slightly, but said nothing.

Tears streamed down my face, blurring my eyesight, staining my blue dress. Outside, in the rainstorm, mud spattered my white shoes. A gust of wind blew Millie’s hat off my head, and a pedestrian accidentally stepped on it as it tumbled down the sidewalk. I retrieved it, torn to shreds, and I was soaked to the skin through my coat from the rain when I walked into Mrs. Engel’s house.

After I changed my clothes, Mrs. Engel brewed some tea, and we sipped it together in silence at the kitchen table. Mrs. Engel reached over and touched me on the arm, but I did not feel it at the time. The memory of my dad, an innocent man, disappearing through the courtroom door, and the thought of his journey in chains to the penitentiary, blocked out Mrs. Engel and the whole world from me.

“This is wrong and unfair,” I blurted out to Mrs. Engel. “My father is not guilty, but no one will believe him. I’m only thirteen. What will happen to me?”

Biscuits & Gravy, which Mrs. Engel allowed in her kitchen, but no where else, glanced at me from the floor as if asking the same questions.

“I have to help Dad somehow,” I said to Mrs. Engel.

“Now, girl, what can you do?” Mrs. Engel said.

“No one else can help him,” I said. “The police won’t. Mr. Benson won’t. I have to. That ugly seaman with the white eye has something to do with this. I have to talk to him. He knows the truth, that my father is innocent. He knows what really happened. And I will prove it!”
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Chapter 7: Plans
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I had no idea how to prove Dad’s innocence. It was going to be much harder than anything I had done before. It wasn’t like finding the answer to one of Mrs. Anders’ math problems. She wrote down all the parts to the problem, and I just put them into a formula and solved it. This time, all I had to go on was faith, faith in my Dad and a hunch about the ugly seaman. But I didn’t know what to do or where to start.
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