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      This debut novel celebrates a snapshot of my life and times, taking us back to a decade not so long ago, when the world looked quite different from our own. Inspired by one memorable summer on the farm, the story takes place in a time when America’s negative and sometimes dangerous attitudes toward race were beginning to change.
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      Summer, 1958

      “I can’t stay here much longer,” Nate Martin whispered to himself, soft enough his grandpa wouldn’t hear him over the scratching’s of his shop broom across the old wooden floor. “Wish there was some way to get back home faster. I’m really stuck.” His thoughts often focused on ending his summer visit at his grandparents’ small farm. It had started well, and there’d been some good moments too, but, soon to be fourteen, his summer long visit away from home had turned tedious and lonely.

      While brooming small wood pieces and sawdust onto the wide grain shovel, Nate allowed himself to smile at the memory of something his grandpa liked to say about doing carpentry work.

      “Good enough for who it’s for,” Grandpa would sometimes offer with a grin. Or, “We’re not building a piano.”

      So true. Nate was just cleaning this old shop floor. Nothing fancy there. Good enough for them. His smile faded. Didn’t have to be as spotless as Grandma’s kitchen. “Good enough for us,” he whispered again.

      After putting away the broom and shovel, he left the shop and his grandpa, who was bent over the speedboat they were building, then he sat on the bench outside the door and stared across the yard at the gravel road.

      He wanted to get home with some extra free time before school started. Small chance of that. Wiping sweat onto his white T-shirt’s sleeve, he thought of his buddies. Gotta be cooler up in Minnesota than this cooking Arkansas heat. Heavy footsteps thumped just behind him, and he flinched.

      “Nate, you look like all the fun’s just run out of yourself,” Grandpa said. “Why don’t you walk into town, take a break, and hey, make your grandma happy, too. Get yourself a haircut. Go on, now. Here’s some money. I don’t need extra help with the boat just now.”

      Nate took the folding money Grandpa held out, and smiled. “Yes, sir,” he said, fighting the urge to pump his fist in the air.

      Grinning, he ran into the house to wash up. The rest of the day was his. No adults could interfere. Grandma wouldn’t be back from teaching summer classes until late afternoon, and Grandpa would spend hours working on their boat-building project. Nate scrubbed his dusty hands in the kitchen sink, then dashed out the side door. Time for some adventure.

      Starting the two-mile walk along the gravel road, Nate searched for a good stone to kick, one with rounded corners, the sort that almost always landed where his scuffed-up tennis shoe sent it. “There she goes,” he yelled, sending the stone flying, his spirits rising with it. At last, freedom from his grandparents’ little world and his chores. The perfect chance to explore on his own, the alleys and imagined hidden places of tiny Hartsville.

      Once he reached the outer edge of their cornfield, he stopped to look it over. The corn had grown as tall as he was, some stalks even taller. He grinned at them and kept walking. During his summer here in the Ozark Mountains of northwest Arkansas, he’d watched that corn grow, raised nine baby piglets, learned to drive the tractor, and was helping build a wooden boat. His buddies wouldn’t believe all he‘d done, but today he could only think about getting back home. His whole summer spent here was just too long.

      Following the road around the corner of the field, he started whistling. When he reached a point out of sight of the farmhouse, an out of place shape deep inside the shiny green stalks caught his eye. Slowing to a stop at the edge of the road, he peered through the rows. Something bright red just then moved. Colorful clothing and the faint outline of a person had his attention.

      “Hey, you!” he called. “What are you doing in there?”

      The shape froze, and the rustling stalks went silent.

      Nate worked his way deeper into the cornfield, moving leaves and ears aside until he reached a young girl sitting on the ground between two rows. She appeared to be about his age or maybe a little older.

      “You supposed to be in here?” he asked.

      She kept her dark head lowered, saying nothing.

      The smoothed down ground around her reminded Nate of places where deer would sleep near his cousin’s lake cabin. Flattened foliage with a slept-on look, like an unmade bed. “Did you sleep here?” he asked.

      Like a turtle escaping into its shell, she shrank into her own body, as if trying to make herself small. She kept her hands and arms high, protecting her head and face.

      Maybe he should back up and create a more comfortable space between them. He did so, then sat cross-legged on the ground like her. His towering over her had to be intimidating. “I wish you’d say something.” He waited, then said, “Better not run.” He’d chase her if need be.

      She remained crouched low and silent.

      Nate stared at the bug bites on her brown arms and hands. The most recent reddish ones were not yet scratched or bleeding. A few had opened with blood drops beading, and others had scabbed over. Fighting an urge to scratch at his own skin, he shivered a little, then gave in and scratched.

      “Who are you?” he asked. “You in trouble?

      Again, no answer.

      “I live just past the corner, around the next bend that-a-way, at my grandparents’ farm…just for the summer.” He pointed, but she didn’t look. “Can I help you?”

      As her silence stretched on, Nate pressed his palms to the ground, fingers splayed. He held his arms straight and tight to his sides and lifted his body to swing his fanny and legs back again, farther away from her.

      She spread two fingers and peeked between them.

      Smiling, he said, “Hi,” rather than the peek-a-boo he was tempted to offer.

      She hid again behind her closed hand.

      He eyed her wrinkled clothes and matted hair. A large cloth bag like those the older grannies sometimes carried sat nearby. It had wood handles stained dark from sweating hands and un-scrubbed years. Bulges from whatever she kept inside tried to poke through the heavy cloth.

      “I hope there’s a blanket in there,” Nate said, pointing at the bag.

      She took another quick peek, then closed her fingers.

      “Do you think I’d hurt you? C’mon, no reason for that.” He lowered his head and cupped his chin in both hands, then sat, just studying her.

      She remained quiet.

      “What can I do for you?”

      She moved her hands from her face, opened her eyes, looked into his, then whispered, “You’re white.”

      Nate jerked upright, choking a bit on words that wouldn’t form. He whispered back, “Of course I am. So what? And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      Again, she kept silent.

      Nate’s explorations back home had led him to find a few strange items, most of which he’d left where they lay. Some, he’d brought home, and one remained hidden in a secret spot his parents would never find. What should he do with this surprise? He couldn’t just walk away.

      “What’s your name?” he asked. “I’m Nate. C’mon, what’re you doing here? I’m not your enemy, you know.”

      Her direct stare never wavered from his eyes. When she suddenly stood and took a quick, short step toward him, he leaned back, tensing and ready to react.

      Bending over him, she said at high volume, “You ask my name? It’s Orphan. Just call me that…Orphan.” She paused, still leaning over him, then relaxed and sat as before, her head buried in her hands, but keeping eyes on him.

      Was she about to cry? Nate opened his mouth, but words again wouldn’t come. What if Grandpa had heard her loud voice? What would he do about this?

      The far-off, faint humming of an electric power saw floated above the corn rows. Nate’s shoulders loosened. No chance his grandpa heard her if he was still working. “What’s your real name? I’m Nate.” His face heated. “Oh, I told you that before, so…tell me yours, will you? Please.” He waited. “C’mon, and what are you doing here?”

      “I told you,” she said, staring through narrowed eyes.

      He returned her stare. It was important to look strong. “Okay, take it easy and try to believe me. I’m not here to hurt you. I just wanted to know your name, is all. No big deal, for cryin’ out loud.” He smiled. He’d just used, for the first time, one of his dad’s favorite sayings.

      She stood again and stepped a little too close. Nate got ready to spring straight up if need be. He glanced at her narrowed eyes, flared nose, and a hand clenched into a fist, then braced for a punch.

      Instead, she moved back a step and said, “I’m Lotty, and yes, I am an orphan. Nowadays, I mean, and I’m not going back there, never, to those people, so you just don’t dare do nothin’.”

      Nate let out a breath. “Fine, then. Great. Lotty, you say? For sure, you’re not going anywhere you don’t want to, so sit down, now, and listen up.”

      She moved back another step but continued standing.

      “C’mon, sit with me,” he said. “Listen, I’m heading into town. Can I bring you anything? Food, maybe?”

      In jerky motions, she looked toward the road, at her bag, then the road again, back to Nate, and again at the bag.

      Nate frowned. She was jumpy as a rabbit and taller than he was. What would he need to do to stop her if she ran? Then, there was her color. He’d never talked to a negro person alone, in a cornfield or anywhere else. But why should they be scared of each other?

      “Don’t be afraid, and don’t go running,” he said. “I mean it. I’ll try to help you. Looks like you could use some.”

      She twitched about like a trapped squirrel that had scampered into someone’s crowded living room.

      “Where are you trying to go?”

      Again, only her tiring silence answered.

      She must be on the run with no special place to head to. “Okay, Lotty,” he said, “listen up. I’m going into town for a haircut. You wait here. Just don’t run off, because I’ll come looking for you, me and my grandpa. He knows every stick, stone, and rabbit trail around this whole county, and he’ll bring the dog, too. I mean it, we will catch you, now we know you’re here and all. Best you be listening. Later, you can come home to our house, and I’ll hide you there for tonight, maybe in the barn loft. You’ll be safe. I promise.”

      “Don’t you dare tell them about me,” she muttered in a weak voice, scratching both arms. “They’ll send me back.” She raised her voice and said again, “And I ain’t never goin’ back.”

      “Take it easy. I won’t tell anyone,” he said, lifting his hands. “No kiddin’. I know a few places to hide you.” He leaned closer. “Here’s what we do, and listen careful. You walk to the edge of this cornfield and turn right at the road.” He pointed, and this time, she looked. “Keep walking all the way, straight to the end of these rows, and where they stop, turn sharp to your right. Then, follow the rows all the way to where they stop again. You’ll see a dried-up creek bed. Around here, they call them a branch. Okay?”

      She nodded.

      Nate breathed a little easier. “Look to your right at the branch. There’s a hillside, and you’ll see a root cellar door. It’s let into the ground, tilted back a little just like the slant of the hill. Open it, then quick go in. There’s a chair inside, and a small glass window in the door will give you some light. Wait there and don’t be afraid.”

      She put one hand on her bag and gave him a hint of a quick smile.

      It was working. He nodded and smiled back. “I’ll sneak you down some of Grandma’s good supper if I can, and I won’t tell them. Not sure what Grandpa would do. He gets…uh, well…cranky sometimes, but Grandma would be okay to help you, I’d bet anything.”

      They both stood, Lotty bent a little crooked to one side from the weight of her bag.

      “Have you walked far with that heavy thing?” Nate asked.

      “Plenty. Promise me again you won’t tell,” she said.

      He put his hand over his heart, smiled, and gave her a little bow. When he straightened, he frowned at the sky. “See those big clouds forming?” He pointed. “It’s going to rain bad tonight, Lotty. You’ve never seen such rain. The clouds come down right to the tops of the electric poles around here. We’re up high, ya know. Then, the thunder shakes the whole world, and lightning’s so close it makes your hairs stand up from the electricity. You gotta get yourself safe inside for this one, and I’m not kidding.”

      When she nodded, he waved and started working his way back to the road.

      Once he reached it, he stopped and looked back toward the farm. What had he gotten himself into? His neck tightened. Maybe he should tell Grandpa.
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      Nate walked toward town for a few minutes, looking back twice, but Lotty hadn’t appeared from the cornfield. She must be hiding still. Maybe waiting until he was out of sight. Would he find her when he got back?

      From around the bend behind him, a loud motor roared, and heavy tires crunched the gravel. Gaining on him fast, he spun around. A giant road grader’s huge front wheels rolled straight toward him. Nate bent his knees, ready to dive into the ditch at the road’s edge, but the machine slowed to a stop, the front tires barely a foot away.

      His heartbeat throbbed in his throat. If he extended an arm halfway, he could touch one of the huge tires. “Plenty close enough,” he called out.

      Nate pushed hair back and tipped his head to peer up at the driver, who looked like a sitting giant behind a tall, glass wall.

      The man leaned out the window and yelled over the engine’s roar, “Going into town?”

      Nate nodded and waved.

      “Then, hop on up here,” the driver said.

      “This can’t be happening,” Nate paused. He had to do it.

      “C’mon up,” the man said. “Be careful but c’mon. I gotta keep going.” He made hand motions, instructing Nate to walk around front and get to the right side.

      Nate looked to the roadside and kept ready to jump out of the way if those huge front tires somehow lunged forward. They were almost his height, and either tire could flatten him like a tiny mouse caught in a spring-loaded trap.

      The driver reached over and opened the right-side door. Nate watched his footing as he climbed the narrow steel ladder, then stepped in and sat on the wide seat.

      “You’re Henry and Marvella’s grandkid,” the driver said before Nate could greet him.

      “How’d you know that?” Nate asked over the noise of the powerful engine close behind the seat.

      The driver laughed. “Everyone in this little berg knows everything about everybody. Call me Stony. You’re Nate, maybe. Did I get that right? Heard about you. I live west of you about a mile and a half. Bet you’ve seen my fancy green fence.”

      “Right,” was all Nate could manage. This guy must be a friend of Grandpa’s. Nate relaxed, smiled, and sat back to study the view through the glass that circled the entire cab. Stretching around in the seat, he looked back to see if Lotty was visible from this high perch. She wasn’t. Nate let out a breath. I bet she’s waiting for us to go.

      “Looking for something?” Stony asked.

      “Ah…no sir, not really. Just trying out the view from up here. No one around here today. Just me.”

      Stony lowered his voice. “So you say.”  He looked straight at Nate with tightened eyes and a partial smile.

      Tensing, Nate turned away. The man must have seen her.

      As they started moving, the roar of the engine and scraping of the wide blade smoothing the gravel drove all thoughts of Lotty from Nate’s mind. How’d he get so lucky? He’d done nothing to earn something this special, other than being someone’s grandkid. He squared his shoulders, feeling important in a way he never had before. This small-town hospitality was far better than the big city coolness he was used to. A gift, really, like a grandmother’s welcoming hugs or the surprise of her making his favorite dessert for no special reason.

      Even his school field trip to the local fire station hadn’t been this exciting. Those guys were nice, too, but the whole thing was planned, and he’d needed written permission from parents to go. Today’s adventure just happened. No doubt, it never would have up north in the large city.

      Nate turned from the view to study Stony moving levers and steering this giant machine. Wanting to say something, anything, he blurted out, “Grandpa told me it’s an election year.”

      “Okay, that’s right, young man.” Stony chuckled. “Why’d you mention it?”

      “Well…um, because you’re grading the gravel roads around here. Grandpa says that’s the only time it ever gets done.” Nate frowned. Had he gone too far?

      “Oh boy, that’s good. No kidding. But he’s right. Those county bigshots gotta do something to keep the locals happy, and of course the tax dollars flowing in.”

      Nate laughed a little with Stony but wasn’t sure why.

      Stony reminded Nate of his dad’s friend Ed. They both had bright red sunburns on their necks and were good-natured, and their arm muscles bulged under colorful tattoos. Ed’s had a big ship’s anchor with the letters USN beneath. Stony’s read Less Work For Mom on his bicep.

      Nate scanned the dozen or more levers, some rising from the floor and others poking straight out from behind the painted metal dashboard. Each lever had a shiny black knob on the end that he wanted to try. They drew his fingers like a bowl of shiny candies.

      “How many levers does it take to run this thing?” he asked.

      “All of them,” Stony said, looking over and laughing.

      Nate joined in. For the rest of the ride, he kept quiet and let Stony work. The big man kept turning the wheel and adjusting the huge blade below that leveled and shaped the gravel. Nate didn’t want to be the reason for any mistakes.

      Stony talked to himself as he worked, mumbling things like, “Dang it. Aw, nuts. There now…there we go. Okay…that’s good. Right there. Oh, yeah, nice, nice. Just look at that.” He smiled, bounced a little, and moved around constantly on the wide seat.

      When the town came in sight, Stony slowed to a stop. “Gotta turn around here and do the other side. I’ll make a nice crown in the middle—you’ll see it—so off you go, son.”

      “Thanks for this, Mr. Stony,” Nate said. “Really, it was great. See you around.” He climbed down the ladder and backed far out of the way, giving Stony plenty of room. They both waved, Nate already thinking of the great story he’d tell his friends back home. Some maybe wouldn’t believe it, but that didn’t matter. Maybe Lotty would, if she was there waiting. He shook his head. Why’d he think of her?

      Nate turned and hustled to the hotel, the biggest of Hartsville’s three buildings, though just as tattered-looking as the others. He glanced up at the second floor, which Grandpa had said held four sleeping rooms for rent, then entered the lobby. Walking up to the clerk, who was also the barber, he said, “I need a haircut.”

      The man stepped from behind the long desk and led him into the barbershop. No stack of comic books lay on the table for kids, like back home. With no wait time, he wouldn’t’ve had long enough to read one, anyway.

      After the cut, Nate ran a hand over the back of his head. It should last and still look okay until he returned home. He paid the barber and walked across the road to the drugstore.

      Over by the counter, he saw it, sitting proud on its own perch. The only telephone in this part of the world.

      “Welcome, kid,” the clerk said.

      “If you need to call somewhere, you have to come in here, right?” Nate asked, pointing at the phone. “If news came from far away, are you the guy who’d take the information and make sure it gets delivered? Like when my mom called here once to get word to my grandpa about someone dying?”

      “That’s me, or my missus if I’m not working.” The clerk straightened some bottles on the counter. “No one makes those expensive long-distance calls unless they have to, and if you get one, you can almost bet it’s bad news.”

      Nate nodded. “Sounds like my house when we get one.”

      “Usually, it’s her answering because most folks wait until after supper,” the clerk said. “It’s the cheapest time to call. Rates cheaper then, ya know, and that’s when she’s almost always on duty here.”

      Nate smiled. “Glad you guys are here. Makes me happy to know that phone’s nearby. Kind of connects me to my real home, or I should say, knowing it’s available if I need to call helps, somehow.” Lately, he’d felt like he lived on the moon or some other planet, a captive far from where he belonged.

      “We’ll keep the line open for you, son,” the clerk said with a wink. “It ain’t goin’ nowhere, and the missus always pays the bill.”

      Nate thanked him and walked over to Y.T.’s mercantile store. Before he touched the door, Y.T.’s voice yelled his name.

      “Hey, hey, we got young Nate,” Y.T. said, his belly filling the space on the other side of the screen door, so unlike all the other, lean, farm people around here. “Glad to see you. Where’s your grandpa?”

      “Working on your brother’s boat.”

      “Oh, what in the world?” Y.T. ushered him inside, laughing. “There’s maybe two lakes ’round here, and both are hours away. Manmade ones, too. This ain’t Minnesota. So, what’s he going to do with that thing?”

      Nate shrugged. “Don’t know, but I’m helping build it. She’s beautiful, too.”

      “My younger brother has more money than brains.” Smiling, Y.T. opened the cash register drawer, setting off a loud ringing sound.

      Grandpa had said Y.T.’s family owned several businesses and the biggest farm around. They even hired men who lived in a bunkhouse during the busy season. If Hartsville had royalty, it would be the Andersons, and Nate got to call Y.T. a friend.

      Nate took a nickel from his pocket and walked fast across the small store. He stopped in front of the faded green pop machine, a four-foot-long rectangular chest about waist high. Before Nate could insert his nickel, Y.T. ran over and slid one of his own into the slot.

      “Go ahead, kid,” Y.T. said, waving at the full-length door that opened across the whole top like a toolbox.

      “Thanks,” Nate said, smiling, then pulled the lid open. Of the many times he and Grandpa had spent in Y.T.’s store, never once had Y.T. let him pay for his bottle of cold pop.

      Nate looked down at the neat rows of glass bottles spaced between metal divider bars, and he scanned the brand names on their caps. When he found his favorite, he followed the line of bottles to the end of the row, reached in, and pulled one straight up. Invisible metal fingers let go, and the bottle sprang up and out, the others sliding between the dividers to fill its place.

      Nate grinned up at Y.T. “No wonder you don’t need a lock on the lid. Without the money put in, those powerful fingers hold on so tight, I bet even that Charles Atlas, the Build Big Muscles guy in the back of the comic books, couldn’t pull a bottle out, even with both hands.”

      “Sure couldn’t,” Y.T. said, heading back to the register. “Hey, listen to this one. It’s funny.” He waved toward the radio he always kept playing.

      Nate carried his cold bottle over and took the stool next to the cash register stand as a new song about a flying purple people eater filled the store.

      Y.T. sang along. “It was a one eyed, one horned, flying purple people eater. Pidgeon-toed, under growed, flying purple people eater. Sure looked strange to me.”

      They both laughed while Nate tried to figure out whether the creature ate purple people or was purple himself. Ah, well, enjoying this with Y.T. was the important thing.

      Without warning, Lotty intruded on his thoughts again. He squeezed the countertop’s edge, hoping she’d be there when he got back.

      “Maybe they’ll play that new Conway Twitty one, too,” Y.T. said. “He grew up around here, you know. He’s about a millionaire by now. I’ll tell you that.”

      While the radio played, Y.T. reported on local happenings, then started his usual round of questions about big city life. “So, every house really has a telephone?” He shook his head. “Amazing, but you’re going to miss supper if you don’t get going.”

      Thinking of Lotty again, Nate bought two candy bars, a Three Musketeers and a Milky Way, then made a silent promise not to eat them himself.

      “Hey, just remembered to tell you,” Y.T. said as Nate turned to leave, “keep an eye out for a runaway negro girl. Some folks from south of here are looking for her. The sheriff came by and gave me these papers.” He reached behind the counter. “Here, take this one home and keep an eye out. There’s a reward, too. You seen her, maybe?”

      “Uh, right,” Nate said, taking the paper. “I’ll be looking for her, count on that. See you next trip.” He smiled, then rushed to the door, hating to lie, especially to Y.T.

      “Can you hold up a bit?” Y.T. yelled. “They’re going to play that new Everly Brothers tune again.”

      Nate stopped partway out the door and shouted, “Gotta go,” as he waved the paper like swatting flies. Then, he entered the street, yelling, “See ya next time.”

      Before heading back, Nate needed to do some exploring. He started behind the shabby old buildings but found only junk tires, rusty metal items, and an old metal boxspring mattress.

      Back on the gravel road out of town, Nate admired Stony’s craftsmanship. The surface was smooth and clean, he resisted the urge to kick at rocks again. He couldn’t leave pock marks in Stony’s beautiful handywork.

      Halfway to the farm, thoughts of the candy bars tortured him. He’d never possessed two at one time. “She’d never know if I ate one,” he whispered.

      A clear vision of her sad face and shabby clothes filled his mind. He left both unopened in his pocket.
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      During the walk back to the farm, Nate thought mostly about Lotty. Would she be there? If so, what could he do?

      As he shuffled up the driveway, Grandma’s car came into view, parked alongside the house near her small vegetable garden. The shrieking of a power tool told him Grandpa was still in his shop. No windows would give him a view of Nate, and the old man wouldn’t quit working until Grandma called him to supper. All Nate had to watch out for was Grandma, so where was she?

      Nate walked toward the branch, keeping an eye on the house. Lotty had to be in the root cellar by now, if she was there at all. She’d no doubt be tired of fighting spiders and countless other nasty bugs that inhabited that underground, dirt-walled cave. He hurried his pace.

      The rusty spring of the screen door on the far side of the house screeched, announcing Grandma’s location. Nate ducked behind a nearby walnut tree and heard the water slosh from her direction and splatted to the ground. Grandma, throwing a bowl of dirty water out the back door like usual.

      Nate tucked in against the tree trunk. Good, she was in the kitchen and wouldn’t see him on this side of the yard. Everything was working out…if Lotty had followed his instructions.

      Making his way along the corn rows to the hillside, he looked back again to be sure nobody had entered the back yard. Sneaking toward the root cellar door, he smiled. Fresh footprints dented the ground, and the door stood ajar a sliver. “Yes!” he said, louder than he’d intended. She’d made it.

      “Lotty,” he whispered through the door’s crack. “It’s me, Nate.” Pulling the door open, he looked in, and there she stood, leaning a little to her right, her cloth case in hand. He tilted his head. “I’m surprised you aren’t sitting.”

      She took a short step back.

      “Ready to run?” he asked.

      “Where you been?” she said. “It’s creepy in here. Why didn’t you tell me? There’s a million bugs everywhere, and maybe something alive back there with red eyes. Get me out of here, but quick.”

      “Easy does it.” He lifted a hand toward her. “We’ll head for the barn as soon as Grandma calls for supper. It’ll be safe then, so just wait up and keep quiet. She’ll ring the bell soon. You’ll see.” He backed away a little. “Well…okay…c’mon out of there, but keep tight to the hillside. That way, no one can see us.”

      “What kind of a plan do you have?” she asked, edging through the door. “I’d rather be in that cornfield than this dirt dungeon.”

      “I have a hideaway in the barn that’s cozy and dry. Looks like the big rains I promised are on their way for tonight. For sure, they’ll be hitting us hard. Check out that sky.”

      She didn’t look up. “I don’t like strange animals. What’s in there?”

      “Nothing, honest. All we have are some piglets, and they’re outside in a pen. Grandpa quit keeping cows years ago, so don’t worry.” He kept any mention of the mice to himself.

      Grandma’s bell rang, announcing supper.

      “Watch this,” Nate whispered, flattening himself against the hillside and motioning for Lotty to do the same. “Grandpa’s going to beeline it to the back door in…five, four, three, two… Ha! See his backside? There he goes in the door.” Nate grinned at her. “Stay close to me, now, okay? And be quick.”

      They moved at a half trot toward the back of the barn. Nate stopped at the corner, catching a deep breath. They were well out of sight.

      He laughed and said, “So far, so good. C’mon in. I’ll show you your new room. It has a real roof, too.”

      They climbed the steep, wooden stairway to the hay loft. Across from tall rows of sweet-smelling hay bales, many still shaded light green, a door opened onto a small room that had once been used for a hired man when this was a much larger farm.

      “Hmm,” Lotty said.

      Nate crossed his arms. “Aw, c’mon, will ya? I could’ve left you in that field to drown tonight.”

      “Okay, all right then, thanks for this,” she said, shuffling into the room. “Sorry. It’s just been rough since I left there.”

      Nate leaned on the doorframe. “Where were you before? I mean, where is there?” Before she could answer, he said, “Wait up. Tell me about it if you want to, but not right now. I better get inside, or they’ll be wondering. Oh, here’s a candy bar. Uh…I mean, here’s both candy bars. If I can manage it, I’ll sneak you out some real food later.”

      “Something to drink, too, please,” she said, taking the candy. “Really thirsty.”

      “Grandma always keeps lemonade. I’ll get that for you.” He bounded down the stairs two at a time, then sprinted across the yard and into the house.

      “Where you been?” Grandpa asked the second Nate entered.

      “Uh…haircut.” Nate rested his hands on his knees, panting. Maybe he should tell them. Then Lotty’s fearful eyes burned through his mind. Yeah, maybe not.

      “Oh my, don’t you look handsome,” Grandma said. “You might need one more just before going home. Can’t let them folks up north think we turned you into a hillbilly.” She chuckled, setting dishes on the kitchen table. “You clean up nice, Nate. Maybe you could talk your grandpa into a visit to the barbershop once in a while. Anything fun happen in town?”

      Nate’s brain churned, still not used to keeping up with Grandma’s habit of asking several questions in a row and never pausing for answers. “Oh yeah, sure was,” he said, sitting at the table. “Or um…sure did, I mean. Met Stony. He gave me a ride in the road grader. He says ‘Hi’ to you both.”

      “Good, golly,” Grandma said, pulling out her chair. “Looks like I owe him a thank you or at least some cookies or bars or something. I’ll see Sylvie after church. Maybe this week, Stony might be with her, too.”

      They all began eating, and Nate relaxed. No more questions peppered him.

      After dessert, Grandpa settled into his big chair and adjusted the electric rooftop antenna for the best T.V. reception. He could usually pull in two channels from the nearest stations. After dishes, Grandma went outside to pick some vegetables.

      Nate made a quick meatloaf sandwich and poured lemonade into an empty root beer bottle. “Plenty still left,” he whispered. No one would miss this little bit. What a dinner for Lotty, candy bars and meatloaf. “I’ll be outside, Grandpa,” he called.

      The old man just mumbled something Nate couldn’t make out. When his nighttime T.V. shows were on, only they would command his attentions.

      After sliding along the side of the barn to the back door, then rushing up the stairs to the hay loft, Nate entered Lotty’s room. She blinked up at him from her seat on a blanket spread on the floor.

      He swallowed hard. “You’re crying?” Unsure what to do, he thrust the food toward her. “Here you go, something good to eat.” She took it, but tears kept sliding down her cheeks, and Nate fumbled in his pockets in vain for something to wipe them with. “For breakfast, I’ll bring something, too.”

      “I may not be here,” she said, sniffling.

      “I can’t listen to your crying,” he said, folding his arms, “so give it a rest. Will ya, please?” That had sounded too stern. He forced a smile and gave her a thumbs-up sign. “Stay here, okay? You’ll be unhappy if you go, and you are the safest here, too. That’s a for-sure fact. Tomorrow, we’ll figure out something best for you, or at least better. Honest.”

      Lotty said nothing, so he waved and closed her door. While he worked his way down the stairs in the dark barn, then across the long back yard and into the house, Nate tried to figure out how he could make sure she wouldn’t run. No useful ideas came.

      “Bedtime, Nate,” Grandma yelled from the living room.

      Nate froze. How’d she know he was back? He let out a breath. Oh, right, that noisy screen door.

      “What’re you doing in the barn?” Grandma asked.

      “Just looking for Butch.” Wow, that lie had popped out fast.

      “He’s with your grandpa in here,” she said, “snoozing on his rug.”

      “Okay. Goodnight.” Nate climbed the dark stairway to the attic, hoping she wouldn’t call him back to brush his teeth. “Don’t want to talk to them,” he muttered. “Too many questions.”

      He glanced around his attic room and said, “This is no nicer than the one in the barn. Just bare wood walls, and I bet it’s even hotter.” At least the gaps in the barn siding would let some air pass through. All he had was a tiny square window set just above the floor. “I hope Lotty’s more comfortable than I am and doesn’t take off in the dark,” he mumbled, changing into night clothes. He pulled the chain on the bare lightbulb hanging from the ceiling. In an instant, darkness filled every space, crack, and corner of the room.

      He flopped onto the narrow bed, atop the covers. “Now I lay me…aw, I’m way past that one,” he whispered, “but I have to ask for help. This is my biggest problem ever, so, Lord, please don’t let Lotty be afraid of us. And keep her here where she’s safe. Amen.”

      Nate’s face heated, more from praying out loud while alone than the temperature. He reminded himself no one could hear him up here, but he’d always whispered his infrequent prayers, just in case. His family might be church-goers, but nobody talked much about religion. That stuff was private. Maybe those Baptists and Church of Christ folks down here were rubbing off on him. They could be much more outspoken than the up-north Lutherans he was used to.

      Turning on his side, he stared through his tiny window. Facing the back yard and barn, it might give him enough warning if Lotty tried to leave. He’d stay up to keep an eye on her. This adventure had already given him more excitement than he’d had all summer, and his heart pumped hard as he imagined the consequences that might come from it.

      He yawned as rain pattered on the roof. The patters turned to pounding, lightning flashed, and the wind whipped strong enough to blow the rain sideways against the house. A storm this big could surely keep him awake.

      His eyelids drooped, then closed.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Nate stretched and scowled. “It’s still so hot up here. Did I dream that storm? Maybe it missed us.” He knelt to peer out his window. Fallen leaves and a few broken branches in the yard explained everything.

      Grandma must have left for work by now, and that whoosh in the walls meant Grandpa was in the shower. Nate dressed fast and scampered down to the kitchen. He made two pieces of toast for Lotty, one with peanut butter and jelly, and the other with a slice of bologna. He had to keep track of these little thefts. “They’ll never notice anything missing.” He smirked. “Not like a whole pork chop or a turkey leg, at least. Who counts bologna slices?” He shook his head. “Sorry, Grandma.”

      He filled another empty bottle, this time with milk. He had to remember to bring back the bottles. Grandma would figure it out if he left them. Time to see if Lotty was still out there.

      He juggled the bread and bottle while walking over the uneven path to the barn, the whole time reminding himself not to yell her name and scare her. He’d wait till he was halfway up the stairs, and keep it quiet then, too.

      Nate fumbled with the barn’s side door handle and managed to open it without dropping or spilling anything. He climbed the stairs as fast as possible, praying, Show me she’s here, Lord. He hadn’t prayed this much in a long time. When Lotty’s face peeked from the edge of the doorway, he said, “Oh, thank you again, great Father.”

      “What are you saying?” she asked in a whisper.

      “You’re here, and thank goodness. You hungry?”

      “Plenty. Whatcha got?”

      “Nothing fancy. Take a look.”

      She took both pieces of bread, and Nate set the milk bottle on a ledge jutting out from the wall. He grinned, happy her eyes shone brighter as she started eating like a hungry puppy.

      “Thank you much,” she said. “This is delicious.”

      A whine from the bottom of the stairs announced Butch’s presence. Lotty jumped and scooted backward on her bed as the aging collie stared upward, looking for them to appear.

      “He’s friendly,” Nate said. “Don’t worry. He just wants some attention, and he’s too old to make these stairs anymore. Well, up maybe. He’s done that, but not down. He knows it, too. Last few times, he tumbled halfway to the bottom.” Nate gave her a sideways grin. “I’ll introduce you two when you’re able to be in the yard.” Then, a thought struck him, and he looked away. “Uh, what are you doing about…well, you know, about…”

      “Just you never mind, that’s all,” she snapped. “You don’t need to know.’

      “I’ll tell you what, then, when you hear Grandpa’s power tools zinging in the shop next door, hustle yourself across the back yard and into the house. If you see a shiny green car in the driveway—along the far side, that is—come back here right away. That’s Grandma’s car. The rusty old pickup truck is his. But if no car is there, means she’s gone, so sneak into the house and find the bathroom, and don’t take too long. And if you hear anyone come in the side door, get out the front door fast. Then, hustle back alongside the house. You know, where you walked by it the first time. Along the edge of the cornfield, I mean, then get back in here but quick. Okay?”

      “Believe me,” she said, “I can be fast as a deer if I have to. Plenty practice. A good hider, too. And thanks for this. I haven’t eaten this much in days.”

      Nate nodded. “You’re safe here. Grandma’s great, but I’m not as sure about him, so let’s just keep you hidden a little longer. Not sure what to do yet. We have plenty figuring left to do.”

      The screeching of a power saw penetrated the walls.

      “Hear that?” Nate said. “He’s in the shop, and he’ll be looking for me, so I have to go. The house is yours, for a while, that is. If you want to be outside some, stay on this back side of the barn. You know, the hay field side. No one will see you. They never come over here.” Worried, he shook his head, recalling the squeaky door. “No, wait a minute, I tell you what, just go in and out the front door of the house—it’s never locked—and skip the side door. Keep to the cornfield side of the house. Then, nobody’ll see you. Promise me.”

      “I will,” she said. “I promise. Best you get moving.”

      Nate ran to the house, ate a bowl of cereal, then hurried toward the shop. Maybe Lotty really would listen. That storm had been all he’d said it’d be, so maybe she’d trust him now. And maybe tell him her story.

      He skidded to a stop in the doorway. “Grandpa!” he yelled over the screeching of the power planer.

      The old man looked away from the work for an instant, nodded as if to say, “I see you,” then looked back and finished passing a board across the cutter. Turning off the machine, he said, “Where you been? Get a new girlfriend? Hmm, or hanging around with that Pistol? That’d be okay, I’ll say so. He’s a good boy. Glad you two made friends.”

      “What? You kidding me? No girls around here, Grandpa. Just slow today because it’s so hot in the attic. Don’t sleep like I should, but no girls, that’s for sure.” Nate hated to lie, but figured this was one of those exception-to-the-rule things his sister had tried to explain.

      “Never seen you comb your hair so good. That’s why I ask,” Grandpa said.

      “What’s the plan today…for the boat, I mean?” Nate asked.

      “Make her sea-worthy, son. No sinkers coming out of this shop.”

      Nate relaxed and admired their handywork.

      The rest of the day came and went as usual. Nate brought Lotty a small dinner but didn’t stay long in case his grandparents asked why he spent so much time in the barn. Lotty smiled and thanked him for even that little bit of food and company.
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