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        Wabash, Indiana

      

      

      When Jake Jackson's dad pulled into his driveway in a Ford Crestline Sunliner convertible one July afternoon back in 1952, people streamed out of their houses so fast you would have thought they were giving away free corn dogs at the Indiana State Fair. It was a veritable Hoosier stampede. The vehicle was such a bright yellow that it announced its arrival while still a block away. A few neighbors grumbled about the effect of such a "loud" color in a small, quiet Indiana town like ours (no doubt the paint awakened a few denizens of the local cemetery), but to quote Mr. Jackson, the Ford Sunliner was like "Marilyn Monroe in a yellow negligee … and she purrs just as pretty."

      Jake's dad promptly instructed his rapt audience to touch the car with eyeballs only. "No fingerprints please. This here's a Larado Da Vinci paint job." (Mr. Jackson was famous for screwing up words.) I was transfixed by her shiny chrome trim and whipped cream white leather seats. Jake and I walked around the car, looking at every angle of her sleek chassis.

      Jake was my best friend. I had a closer sensibility with Jake than with any of the girls in the neighborhood. Everyone called me a tomboy, and I guess I was. I preferred the nickname "Kat" rather than my given name of Kathleen Marie Caswell, a label which may have sounded more feminine but seemed foreign to me. My dark hair with cropped bangs was too short, and my sartorial choice of loose trousers and dirty sneakers often made me a target for derogatory comments. But I didn't care - all I required was comfort. And Jake claimed I looked like a young Audrey Hepburn which was good enough for me.

      My closeness to Jake was about more than my disinterest in dresses and lipstick. He and I enjoyed doing the same things - trainspotting, listening to Yankee games on the radio, wading in the nearby creek, or watching trains speed overhead from beneath the river railroad bridge. We knew the entire Yankees roster and all the numbers of the Wabash trains that traversed our town - as familiar to us as every bend in the creek. I loved Jake's family too. My world was full of endings, but to me, Jake and his family represented a world of sunshine-bright possibilities.

      During that memorable July of our thirteenth year, not many days passed before Mr. Jackson honored Jake and me with the task of washing the magnificent Ford convertible for him. "Wash her real gentle - like you're washing a baby's ass." The accompanying circular hand motion - like a man trying to find his way through the fog – was hypnotic. “And take some toothpaste to those white walls. They should be whiter than Wonder Bread.”

      Just one sign of bird droppings on the windshield would send Mr. Jackson into a spasmodic gait as he raced across the yard to the crime scene. If a flock of well-fed, hapless birds flew overhead, he would charge out with his BB gun aimed at the sky while indignant neighbors screamed out their windows, "Shut the hell up, Jackson!" Quite often, "you jackass" was added to the admonitions for both emphasis and assessment. For us, the entertainment never ended.

      On rare occasions, George Jackson even let us fire the BB gun into the elm trees, much to the dismay of Jake's mom, Gladys, who always cowered behind the door with one fist clutched to her apron and the other hand pressed to her face as though her efforts might somehow stifle the sound and make her invisible. Of course, every time we fired a shot, the nervous birds reacted by emptying themselves again, but the abundant discharge just added to the excitement and the justification to keep the gunfire going.

      Just for fun, Jake frequently yelled out in warning even if there were no birds in sight. “Hey Dad, I see a well-fed flock circling. They look like monster crappers!” I think George Jackson sometimes knew Jake was pulling his leg, but he always came running anyway, if only to entertain us. Gladys put a stop to it when he ran outside wearing only his boxer shorts - to our enthusiastic applause.

      Most summers, Jake and I loved to spend our idle days on the outskirts of town where we could lie in the warm, grassy field watching the Wabash Cannonball speed down the tracks in all her majesty as she transported goods and mail from one end of the country to the other, linking with tendrils of other railways along the way. The Cannonball was a constant flow of energy.

      Whenever the Cannonball came our way, we ran alongside her in hopes of garnering the attention of the travelers. To our great delight, woefully misdirected cattle sometimes required the Cannonball to slow down almost to a stop. On those occasions, passengers often opened windows to wave and shout greetings to us as we sidled up to the train.

      Jake always wanted to know where the passengers were going. Sometimes he fell deep into conversation with any passengers who would engage with him long enough for him to rattle off details about destinations of interest along the line. He was an encyclopedia of facts. As the train started to speed up again, he would yell things like, “Send me a postcard from Kansas City,” or “Tell St. Louis that Jake Jackson is coming!” We attached a lot of rituals to that pastime, including sharing our dreams of where our lives would take us - always together, fearless, and hell-bent on a good time.

      The summer of 1952 and that bright yellow Ford convertible proved to upend our usual routines, as we were content to stick around the neighborhood more often in hopes of an opportunity to wash the Crestline Sunliner and to "Start 'er up." We were so obsessed that we even went to the library to learn everything we could about Fords.

      Our car services involved no pay, but Jake and I agreed it was the ultimate privilege to be near an object of such workmanship and beauty. Periodically Mr. Jackson hosted a joy ride around the neighborhood, the three of us nestled happily into her cushy seats. We didn't go far - just across the railroad tracks and back. I had never ridden in a convertible, so it was thrilling to experience the wind in my hair and to have a chance to yell to the neighbors as we drove by. In my mind, I was Princess Grace Kelly parading through the streets of Wabash-Monaco.

      Sometimes we had to wait for trains to pass by. It was always a big thrill when the duly impressed travelers waved from the windows at the three of us traveling in a vehicle almost as wondrous as the Wabash Cannonball. Our status in our little world was elevated to new heights in that car.

      Although the seats were luxurious, we really couldn't feel them. They were smothered with clear plastic seat covers that Mr. Jackson had ordered from the same seat cover maker who had designed all the plastic protectors for Mrs. Jackson's living room furniture. She said he was a true artisan. (The guy had turned the couch into a water impermeable floating device.) The man’s name was Freddy Ashton, but Jake and I nicknamed him “Furniture Assassin,” because his covers were painfully uncomfortable and remarkably hideous. (We also determined that he must be a commie from Russia. After all, the Cold War was in full swing.)

      When we scooted across the Assassin-designed convertible seat covers, the friction on the plastic made farting sounds, so we entertained ourselves by making as many rude noises as possible. "The joker who made these is a real Fartisan-artisan," I whispered. Jake loved the new nickname.

      During one of our joy rides, Jake and Mr. Jackson were dressed in long pants, but I was wearing summer shorts, so my bare legs stuck to the sun baked seat covers like adhesive bandages.

      When Jake saw me wince, he tapped his dad on the shoulder. "Kat is stuck to the backseat, Dad.” Jake rolled his eyes and popped his Juicy Fruit gum as punctuation. “I think we’re gonna have to surgically remove her."

      Mr. Jackson was unflappable. "Oh here, honey, try this." He reached under his seat and then tossed a towel to me.

      It took me several minutes to gingerly un-stick myself from the seat that held me captive. “I think I left half my thigh on Fartisan’s evil seat wrap,” I groused.

      “Dead skin will only enhance the beauty. Don’t worry. The Fartisan-artisan can cover anything.”

      “Do you think Fartisan can design plastic skin grafts?"

      My snide remark somehow struck Jake's funny bone, and with a loud guffaw, he spewed forth his chewing gum. I gasped when I saw Jake’s expression and realized he had no clue where the gum had landed. In total panic, we began searching the backseat, convinced the gum had fallen somewhere inside the car.

      "What's going on back there, kids?" Mr. Jackson stared in the rear view mirror in an attempt to check out our suspicious activity.

      "Um, nothing, Dad. Kat just dropped her, uh, her comb."

      “No way! Kat has a comb?”

      “Very funny, Mr. Jackson.” My voice was overly animated as I tried to disguise my consternation.

      The gum was nowhere to be found on the seat or on Jake. For a minute, we thought we had avoided disaster, but then Jake's eyes grew wide as he silently pointed toward his feet. The chewing gum was on the floor mat. Well, not exactly on it, but in it – thanks to Jake's foot.

      I moaned when I saw the rubbery mess clinging to Jake’s shoe. "Oh no, Jake! You're deader than Jacob Marley."

      Without hesitation, Jake picked up the mat and nonchalantly tossed it out of the convertible. For a brief moment, I forgot how to breathe. I was so horrified that I was ready to bail out over the side of the car myself, but Jake was calmer than a day-old corpse.

      When we were at least a block from the scene of the crime, Jake called out to his father, "Hey Dad, did you know you're missing a floor mat back here?"

      "That's impossible!"

      "I'm sorry to say, but it's true."

      "Well I'll be a son of a-"

      "It's pretty easy for things like that to happen. The prep guys were probably making sure your car was extra clean and forgot to put all the mats back. You can get another one though, can't you?"

      "I'll have to go back to the dealership and try to locate it. Or I can just get Freddy Ashton to make up some clear plastic protectors for those nice carpet mats. You remember him, Jake – he made those terrific seat covers you’re sitting on."

      Jake and I started laughing so hard that I had to squeeze my legs together so as not to baptize the Fartisan’s seats. We had such a great time that day that even those tortuous seat covers did not damper our spirits. Everything about that Ford made us happy.
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      Eventually Mr. Jackson allowed Jake to start the car just for thrills, and the response of the engine seemed to excite Mr. Jackson as much as it did Jake. "Gas it, buddy!" Mr. Jackson would yell as he surreptitiously glanced about to assess the ongoing admiration of the locals. "That's it - good job. Now let Kat give it a try."

      That was the moment I found religion. When I jumped into the driver's seat and depressed the gas pedal, the roar of the V-8 engine excited me more than the time Lee Engstrom kissed me behind the art easel in the third grade. Both events were transformative.

      Even though my dad was usually drunk, and my mom had died, those were idyllic days. I had a lot of chores to do at home, but at Jake’s house, life was my idea of normal. Mrs. Jackson baked pies and yelled at Jake to clean his room. Mr. Jackson sneaked cigarettes in the garage and hung fake owls on the trees to fend off “those damnable woodpeckers.” And Jake and I walked to Charley Creek on weekends when Mr. Jackson was off somewhere cruising in the Ford.

      One night I asked my dad why we couldn't replace our own beat-up old Chevy pickup truck with an automobile like the Ford. "For God's sake, Kat, we could if you would just steal the damn keys from Jackson. He won’t miss it. He’s got more convertibles down at the dealership." That was the way my dad looked at life - the world owes a break to its humble masses just for sticking around this dismal place, so you better grab what you need before somebody else does … larceny notwithstanding.

      I was an idealistic, optimistic kid, so I didn't agree with Dad's philosophy about life. At least back then I didn't. In my imagination, I was a Ford Crestline Sunliner convertible streaming down a highway of Technicolor vistas, heading for exotic destinations - places where moms weren't dead, dads weren't drunks, and the world pulsated with promise. But soon I discovered a world that was not black and white, much less Sunliner yellow.
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      I always understood my dad's irritation with people like George Jackson. Jake's dad had graduated from high school and had completed two years of college education at Purdue, thanks to some money left to him by his own father. He owned the biggest car dealership in Wabash (also inherited), and a "mighty fine house with custom-made furniture covers," according to evaluations often overheard at Chet and Bea's Barbershop (secretly referred to as the "Chop-n-Bleed"). Dad, however, worked long, tedious shifts at the Wabash Paper Company over on Factory Street. He shuffled like a man who had been beaten. He had a constant cough from breathing in paper fiber, and he often gagged from his futile attempts to push the sputum back down his ragged throat.

      My mom died when I was two - or so I was told at the time. At the end of each day, Dad found solace from his loneliness and troubles in foul whiskey and the Camel cigarettes he dragged on as though sucking in his last breath of air on earth. I swear there was less action in an accordion. We often sat out on the weather-beaten porch in silence (save for his occasional gagging and subsequent spitting) before he finally grunted a word of good night before shuffling into the house. One time he even stumbled right through the screen door. We never fixed it. It remained torn until Dad died - his own story imprinted on a house of emptiness.

      Nothing much ever excited Dad, who wore defeat like an ox yoke, but that summer the appearance of the Sunliner in our neighborhood was probably the biggest event we had experienced in the past four years. Even my dad got off the porch to run down to see the Ford convertible, which would later become known as simply "Marilyn." My dad's presence made the event even more unforgettable to me. His arrival was an awkward moment, but the unexpected smile on his face is etched deep in my memory.

      The neighbors were also surprised to see my dad, who had avoided most people since the great chicken incident of 1948. Unfortunately, the embarrassing fiasco was still brought up in conversation at public events such as church pancake dinners and basketball games. As time passed, the recounting of the events became even more detailed and colorful, resulting in abject humiliation that clung to my memories and never let go.

      One night my dad had decided it was better to polish off the whiskey than to save the fumes, so while fully inebriated, he set our old wood shed ablaze. No one knows how he did it, or even if he intended to do it, but the flames burst into the air like arthritic orange fingers clawing at the nighttime sky. The shed was small and would have burned out quickly - save for the maple tree that sheltered it. Soon the tree was also aflame. It was truly shocking … and it was downright mesmerizing as well. It reminded me of the Olympic torch destined for glory, albeit heading towards Sam Goodwin's house, where no glory awaited.

      The noise was so loud that a deaf person would have thought the Horsemen of the Apocalypse had arrived in Wabash, Indiana, to wreak their havoc. The sound of the collapsing shed and blistering fire was simply a backdrop to the ear-splitting ruckus of panicked chickens. Yes, chickens. We didn't have a working farm, but my dad always had chickens. He loved the dang things, and he always proclaimed that an egg would cure anything. That summer, however, he discovered that eggs are no cure for a fire. The chickens, smelling smoke and no doubt fraught with visions of becoming someone's dinner, scattered across the yard like buckshot, lifting several feet off the ground in a flurry of feathers.

      Neighbors came running from every direction, as Hoosiers are wont to do. In their efforts to be helpful, they frantically dashed about in an attempt to corral the hysterical chickens who continued to scream and wrest themselves from the clutches of all would-be rescuers. The neighbors were squawking as loudly as the chickens. At one point, Mr. Jackson, one of the enthusiastic fire-fighting volunteers, ran head first into the side of our house in a race with a panicked chicken who was clever enough to stop just short of contact. It was a sight to behold.

      By then, my dad was in a heap on the porch steps, his head hanging down while he talked to his empty whiskey bottle. Finally, he yelled to no one in particular, "Somebody save Marie." If there could be a silent moment in the middle of chaos, that moment was it. Everyone who heard his comment was dumbfounded … including me. Marie was my deceased mother's name.

      We all stared at my father while his plea hung in the night sky like a discarded appendix. No one wanted to touch it, but it was impossible to ignore.

      Sam Goodwin was the first to gather his wits. He dropped his frantic chicken captive, and then he walked over to my father and placed a tender hand on his shoulder. "Take it easy, Frank. Calm down. Marie passed away - remember?"

      Out of the blue, my dad popped up like a maniacal clown in a carnival game. "I know my wife is dead, Goodwin. I’m not daft!" he growled. "I'm talking about Marie, my rooster - the fat cowardly one over there that is molting so fast he looks like a bowling ball."

      Everyone was taken aback – even me. No one had ever heard my usually laconic father put so many words together at one time.

      "The rooster? Don’t you mean the hen?”

      “No, I mean that damn half-naked rooster, Goodwin. Are you deaf? That’s Marie!”

      “Marie? I think you're a little confused, buddy. Roosters are male. You know that, don't you?"

      "Of course I know roosters are male. But not that stinkin’ bird. No, sir - that rooster was castrated, or whatever you do to foul to neuter them. A man’s name don’t suit that bird. I found out he’s sterile after I got him. He’s as worthless as a turd hat. All he does is make noise and eat nonstop. He’s costing me a fortune. He’s so blubbery I could use him as a footstool.”

      “I agree he’s unusually large. And balder than a Thanksgiving turkey.”

      “He ain’t normal! That rooster can hardly move. I shoulda named him ‘Doorstop.’”

      "So why in the heck do you keep a capon with the mange, Frank?"

      "Sam Goodwin, I may be more confusin’ to you than a Sunday preacher, but even I know this here situation is not the best occasion to be discussin' my choice of foul. But for your information, I keep that useless bird so he can wake up the neighborhood every damn morning just like he always has. Y'all need something to keep on bitchin’ about."

      Sam shook his head, shrugged, and then headed back to help wrangle Marie, who continued to leave piles of feathers all over the yard. After the chickens were lured into the basement and the fire was put out, I went upstairs and buried myself as deep into my bed as the mattress would allow.

      I was overcome with humiliation and guilt. I knew I should have kept a better watch on my dad, and I also knew I should have quietly disposed of the can of gasoline he always kept in the shed. Shame kept eating at my conscience during a long and restless night … until Marie woke me up with a crowing volume that verged on sonic.

      Marie had escaped from the basement and was standing in my dad's room. That rooster had about two feathers left and was out for revenge. Marie was there to make the old man with the monstrous hangover pay the devil his due. Fortunately, I was able to hide my dad’s shotgun before he was able to roll out of bed onto the floor. Which he promptly did.

      After the chicken fiasco, as if it wasn’t embarrassing enough that my inebriated father had set fire to the shed, the piles of feathers left in our yard then blew throughout the neighborhood with every breeze. I winced when I overheard Sam Goodwin complaining down at the Chop-n-Bleed one afternoon. “My house reeks of smoke, and I can’t even open my windows or I wake up with feathers in my mouth. Damn that Frank Caswell and his bald ass capon!” Much to my humiliation, the jokes circulated faster than the feathers. No doubt fat Marie secretly enjoyed his/her revenge.
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      I had tried to forget the chicken incident, but it became a fresh wound the day my dad showed up to see Mr. Jackson's Ford. However, the embarrassment was something I was able to swallow just to see the light return to my father’s eyes, if only momentarily.

      July dripped into early August, and Jake and I were dreading the start of school which was looming ahead. The Indiana summer days were long, hot, and humid, but I could sense autumn sneaking around the bend.

      One morning, I was sitting at the table eating bacon when Jake walked through the front door. We never needed to knock at each other's houses. Jake was like a brother to me, although Dad referred to him as "a bland fixture who was easy to trip over." Jake wasn't bland - he was just pale and unremarkable in his appearance. His hair was the color of cornflakes, and his face had been seasoned with paprika freckles. I liked Jake’s appearance - he reminded me of the rural Indiana corn fields. He was small in stature, so I towered over him by four inches. I was stronger too, although I sometimes let him win at arm wrestling because he claimed that the humiliation of always losing was stunting his growth.

      Jake was not into sports as I was. I had a good arm for baseball and could pass and catch as well as any of the boys at school. Jake did not excel in any physical activities, but he never missed one of my games. His dad and mom didn't either. They often sat in the stands to cheer me on. I knew they were attempting in some way to make up for my nonexistent family life, although they never talked about it. Their presence filled me with a confidence that I wish Jake had. However, even though sports were of no interest to Jake, when it came to knowledge about things like railroads and the stars, architecture, wildlife, and cooking, he was chock full of interesting, random facts.

      That morning I shoved a piece of bacon under his nose, but he shook his head to refuse it. "No thanks – bad for the heart.”

      “That’s a rumor that was started by pigs.”

      “Proof enough they’re too smart to eat. Com'on Kat, we're gettin' outta here."

      Bacon in hand, I silently got up and followed. I never asked questions because Jake always had a day of untold adventures planned for us. We wandered through the field behind my house, navigating the tall grass and inhaling the delicious aroma of Indiana corn ripening for harvest.

      Jake and I always carried long sticks in case an ill-mannered snake might cross our paths. He refused to walk with me unless I also carried a stick. "Did you really fend off a rattlesnake last summer, Jake?" I asked as we traversed through the rows of corn. “Or was it more like a little earthworm on crutches?”

      "Yes, it was a man-eating snake, and I was quite heroic. But I may have screamed the whole time … and I may have also soiled my trousers. I'm not sure because I went home and promptly passed out."

      Jake had a way of embellishing that always entertained me. He once complained of diarrhea that was so bad it was shooting out of his butt like bottle rockets to the tune of ‘The Star-Spangled Banner.’ I'm not sure anyone appreciated his humor as much as I did.

      On that August morning, Jake stopped to stare at me, as he often did. When we were younger, he had poked fun of my pale green eyes, claiming the unusual color indicated I was possessed by the Devil of Lettuce, and nicknamed me ‘Lettuce-stopheles.’ I named him ‘Saltine’ like the cracker and told him to stick out his tongue more often so people could see him. I knew he thought I was pretty, and his opinion was the only one I cared about.

      “You’ve got bacon in your teeth, Lettuce-stopheles,” Jake abruptly announced, “but your teeth are perfect.” He shoved back my lip with his thumb for a better look.

      “Get your dirty thumb out of my mouth!”

      “I have a slow tooth.” Jake pointed to one front tooth that slightly overlapped the other. “I think it’s slowly ruining my James Dean looks.” Jake distorted his face, knowing he could get my attention with just a curl of his lip. He raised one eyebrow and made it walk around his forehead, a move he had perfected just to delight me. When I tried to mimic him, I only succeeded in looking like a lunatic. Words were never necessary between us - we could entertain each other with our faces.

      After cutting through the cornfields, we settled in our favorite spot to wait for the Wabash Cannonball. No matter how many times we waited for her, it was always thrilling when she streamed into view. Others took her for granted, but we understood the power and the promise of that exalted locomotive.

      Her soothing sounds forced the cacophony of my own life into the background as we worshiped her from afar. She anchored me to the land, and her consistency gave me the comfort I never had at home.

      Jake was on his feet immediately when he heard her bellowing from way around the bend. "Here she comes, the 10:10 - right on schedule heading west from Lafayette to Logansport!" He called out the same thing every time we saw her, but each time it filled me with excitement. I jumped up to join him as we both ran closer to the tracks, gathering discarded glass bottles as we made our way.

      Soon I spotted her shiny blue dome approaching, her prominent cowcatcher jutting forward like a finely waxed silver mustache. Her face was adorned with a red flag with a dark blue rectangular inset bearing big yellow letters that identified her majestic arrival - WABASH. "Follow the flag!" we yelled the second we were able to see the train. That was her slogan - and a mighty good one we thought, because in our imaginations, we followed her everywhere.

      On the last bend before the Wabash Cannonball reached us, the engineer sounded her whistle again, which was our signal to move in. As the train crawled closer, we started firing the empty soda bottles at her embossed flag. Of course, the object was to hit our target, but we seldom ever got close enough to make contact. I had managed a few times, but Jake could never land one. It didn't matter because it was all part of the greeting process. No disrespect was ever intended. To us, it was exactly the opposite - we wanted her to know we were there for her as her faithful following.

      Jake saw a man in the window of the passenger car as the mighty Cannonball streamed by. He immediately launched into a wild tale because we loved to create a story for every face.

      "Look! That man with the mustache is meeting his long-lost wife in San Francisco, where they plan to stay at the exclusive Fairmont Hotel.”

      "Why was she lost?"

      "She took the wrong train," he explained, rolling his eyes in hyperbolic exasperation, as though I was expected to know the plot to his story. “The poor thing has been wandering around Salt Lake City for over a year. The husband doesn’t know she has been Mormon-ized.”

      “‘Mormonized,’ huh?” I took my turn next. "See that lady in the blue hat? She’s going to have tea with her friend in the Grand Hall of Union Station in St. Louis. Afterward, they plan to visit the Missouri Botanical gardens-"

      “Where her hand gets stuck in a mutant Venus Flytrap!”

      "Hey, whose story is this? But you're right. Her friend has to chew the lady's hand off to free her from the ravenous plant."

      "So they take the hand home in her matching blue handbag.”

      Delighted with our own humor, we followed with a round of slapping and shoving each other.

      Based on the mood we were in, our conjectures were either funny or dramatic. But Jake always made everything colorful and added a happy ending.

      After counting the cars and gathering a few more bottles to return for money for Popsicles at the IGA grocery, we both lay down in the warm grass and focused on the iridescent blue sky. As if on cue, we began singing the first and last verses of the song “The Wabash Cannonball” - made popular by a singer named Roy Acuff, according to Jake's research. We only sang two verses (the only ones we knew, and the only two we cared to know) because the lyrics expressed it all for us:

      ‘Listen to the jingle, The rumble and the roar, as she glides along the woodland through the hills and by the shore.’

      We always sang the last line with gusto, belting out the words, “On the Wabash Cannonball.”

      We had learned the tune while hanging out at the Chop-n-Bleed Barbershop. A lot of the old timers in there enjoyed singing, and four of the men were part of a – you guessed it – barbershop quartet. They sang at all the local functions, but they always practiced at the barbershop.

      I couldn't afford our local beauty shop, so I usually cut my own hair over the kitchen sink, but once in a while I saved up enough babysitting money to get my hair cut at the barbershop with Jake. It was cheaper than the beauty salon, and the big draw was the singing.

      Jake referred to us as the "barbershop duet." Singing was simply another way to honor the rails. After a second chorus of “The Wabash Cannonball,” we launched into another Hoosier favorite, “On the Banks of the Wabash”:

      “Oh, the moonlight's fair tonight along the Wabash …”

      The song’s sonorous notes blended into the balmy air with ease. "Do you know a guy named Paul Dresser wrote that tune?"

      "I do now. You're going to wear out those encyclopedias of yours. Hey, wait a minute! Did you go to the library without me, dang it?" He knew I loved to go to the library with him. It was our magical clubhouse. "So did you go there solo, Jake, you traitor?"

      "Guilty. Dad was lecturing me again about sports, so I ducked out. He still somehow thinks signing me up for baseball will give me abilities that are just not in my genes. In spite of my dazzling good looks, I will never be Mickey Mantle."

      "More like Mickey Mouse."

      "Hilarious."

      "Com’on - we both know you're a world-class klutz, but you make up for it in smarts."

      "He definitely does not agree with your evaluation of my acumen. Just because my grades last year were spectacularly inadequate, he thinks I'm mentally deficient."

      "No way, Jake. He does not."

      "I keep trying to explain how I'm just a painfully slow reader, but that at least I remember most everything I read. I told him I could recite the entire back of the Cheerios box for him, but he wasn’t impressed.”

      “The only thing ‘slow’ about you is that tooth of yours.”

      “You’re a riot today. I was just concerned because I always feel like I let him down.”

      “Did he say that?”

      “No. But you know how his face does all the talking. It’s like a silent movie without the organ music. Anyway, it was too early to wake you, so I slipped out."

      "It's okay. We can go later.”

      We trudged through the grass a bit longer, but my irritation was growing because the gnats were attacking my legs as if they were breakfast sausages. “It's already getting hot,” I groused as I slapped another hungry carnivore off my leg.

      “Yeah, I’m getting eaten alive too.”

      “Let’s get out of here. You wanna walk to the creek or go hang out under the river railroad bridge?"

      "Maybe a little later. Right now, I have something else in mind."

      "Oh yeah - what?"

      "Let's wait for the next train and hop it."

      “Yeah. Right”

      “I mean it. Let’s hitch a ride.”

      I looked at Jake in disbelief. I couldn't believe what I was hearing. "You better be joking.”

      “No, I’m more serious than a five-foot hole in a six-foot boat.”

      “Have you lost your marbles? Hell no, we are NOT jumping a train! You know train hopping is incredibly dangerous!"

      "I’m gonna try, Kat."

      "Shut up, Jake. People die hitching rides on trains! What's wrong with you today?"

      “You always play it so safe, but being safe won’t get you anywhere. Risk has its rewards. Let’s live a little.”

      “Yes, that’s my point - let’s LIVE, not die!”

      "I’m not going to die. If you don't want to jump, it's okay by me. You can stay here."

      "Please stop talking, Jake." I covered my ears and started walking ahead of him.

      "Kat, don't you think I can do it?"

      "I don't care if you can do it! Where is this coming from? Have you gone brain-dead? If you're trying to prove something, just forget it. I'm not going to listen to this ridiculous nonsense!"

      "I think it'll be easy. I’ll board where the grass is high, so if I fall, I’ll have a cushion. We've watched other train jumpers do it. It can't be that hard. That hobo guy Joe only has one arm, and old Doc comes and goes all the time."

      "Joe's arm is really strong, and Doc may be old, but he has experience."

      "He had to start somewhere."

      I could see Jake was revving himself up. I always knew when he was talking himself into something he really didn't believe in. "Jake, you could get maimed - or even paralyzed! Just drop it, dammit!”

      He paused for a moment and stared down the rails to some unknown destination. I didn’t know what was going through his mind, but when I heard a distant steam whistle, I knew we had to get out of there.

      “Com’on, Jake. We’re leaving.”

      As I was turning back toward the pathway to the street, Jake suddenly shouted, "I've gotta do it, Kat! Here she comes!"

      My jaw dropped open in shock when Jake started racing toward the tracks. For a split second, I watched him in disbelief. I was stunned and scared and frozen in place. Then without hesitation, I ran after him. My heart pounded against my chest, but my legs kept moving. He had already closed the distance between where I was and the tracks. I was terrified, but I couldn’t let him do it alone. I knew Jake needed my strength, just as I always needed his willpower. As with all things, Jake and I were in it together.
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      Jake picked up speed the second he heard the next train. He had memorized the schedule so well he knew there would be little time in between trains for him to chicken out. As he ran along the tracks toward a spot farther down than we usually ventured, I sensed he had been out there alone, planning the escapade and assessing what location would give him his best advantage.

      As I ran after him, I noticed he was heading toward a grassy area, just as he had suggested. He heard me behind him and yelled back over his shoulder, "No, Kat - this time it's just me." His hands were clutched, and his shoulders were set with stubborn determination.

      By now I had caught up and was close at his heels. My face and hands were sweating, but I felt a sense of excitement unlike anything I had ever felt before. The train was looming closer, and then the whistle sounded. My backbone became rigid with both terror and exhilaration. We stood and watched as the engine passed and a number of freight cars zoomed by in tow.

      For a brief second, I thought Jake had changed his mind, but then he turned in my direction and started running alongside the train. I had been behind him, so now he was coming at me full speed. His face was set, and his eyes were hard. I could tell he no longer even saw me. I had to turn and run in the same direction to avoid being trampled.

      I heard Jake's steps behind me as we hit gravel. He was closing in on me, and we were both edging closer to the train. Within seconds, a freight car with an open door was at my shoulder. All rational thought abandoned me as I stretched up and caught the bar alongside the door, momentarily swinging in the wind. With the combined force of fear and euphoria, I pulled my legs up into my stomach and rolled into the car. I lay on the wooden car bed with my face pressed flat, hugging the splintered wood with relief. At the same time, I was flushed with unexpected excitement.

      Within seconds, I was back on my feet and hanging out the door to see which car Jake had chosen. He would have had to wait for the next open freight car, and I was hoping he had caught one.

      As I glanced down the length of the train, I was instantly stricken with horror. Jake was dangling from the handle bar of a freight car about ten cars back, and he couldn't seem to get his legs up onto the platform. He tried several times to swing his legs upward, but each time his effort was weakening. "Jake!" I screamed, just as he let go. Jake momentarily flailed in the wind as the train ejected him. Then he tumbled toward the hard and uneven ground below.

      "Jake!" I screamed again as I leaped off the train. It was picking up speed, so the drop was a harsh one. I could feel my ankle give way as I hit the ground, causing me to lurch face-forward into the grass. It took me a few seconds to catch my breath and force the pain from my mind, and then I ran toward the location where Jake had fallen. Dragging my leg, I slowly covered the distance to where I thought I had last seen him. When I stepped over one of his shoes, I was stricken with another wave of panic. Once again, I desperately began to call out his name.

      The tall field grasses swallowed my screams, but as I paused long enough to catch my breath, I heard a calm voice answer me, "Over here, Kat."

      Jake had landed in a spot in the field where there was a hobo refuge, rife with debris and a collection of odd salvage. His body was atop a pile of broken bottles and strewn wood. As I approached, I could see blood from the cuts on Jake's bare arms, but they did not seem life-threatening. However, his leg was in a hideous position, as though someone had propped it up against his body.

      "I think your friend is hurt real bad."

      I turned abruptly to see an elderly homeless man behind me. I had seen him before by the hobo camp. He had a pronounced twitch, and he seemed quite confused.

      Jake's body was trembling violently, so I knew we had to move fast. "You're going to be okay, Jake. Don't worry. We're going to get you some help."

      I was frantic as I looked about. Finally, I spotted a large piece of plywood that had been discarded near the camping spot. I knew I couldn’t manage Jake without the aid of the old man, who was staring at Jake with growing distress.

      “Sir, can you help me get him onto that piece of plywood so we can carry him toward that house over there at the end of the field?” I tried hard not to cry as I became increasingly worried. “Please, sir?"

      After a moment of hesitation, the old man set into action. We got the board as close to Jake as we could so we wouldn't have to move him much. As we slid him onto the board, I realized for the first time how truly small he was. He groaned in pain, but he insisted he was all right. He was trembling, but his face was resolute.

      "I'm fine, Kat." Jake set his jaw and looked at me with unwavering determination. “And this gentleman's name is Pete. Right, Pete?"

      "Yes, sir." Pete nodded at Jake as he hoisted his end of the board. It was only then that I noticed the old man had an atrophied hand. Pete caught my glance and increased his effort. "Don't worry, I can do it,” he murmured.

      When we started to walk, I almost fell. I had forgotten about my injured ankle until the searing pain gripped my leg again, causing me to moan loudly. "Set him down a minute, please, Pete."

      Nearby on the ground was a filthy discarded shirt. I had to ignore the stench as I wrapped it around my ankle for stability. Once accomplished, we began our trek through the field to the home of Louise Schroeder, a girl I knew from school. I hoped the family would be accommodating.

      When Mrs. Schroeder heard Pete banging on the door, she opened it up. “Hello, Pete.” When she greeted him by name, I surmised that she had met him before when he was trading work for handouts.

      Upon seeing Jake stretched out on the board between us, she looked startled, but after appraising the situation, few words were needed. Mrs. Schroeder called for an ambulance immediately before covering Jake with blankets and offering him a sip of water. She ripped the old shirt off my ankle and tossed it outside before reaching for the first aid kit in the kitchen cupboard. Her movements were rapid and precise. After pulling an ace bandage from the kit, she wrapped it securely around my ankle.
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