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. . . ever on
orchard boughs they keep Tryst with the moon, and deep is the
silence, deep On moon-washed apples of wonder.

—“Moonlit
Apples,” John Drinkwater, 1917


In memory of
Charles Hayes, James Moran and Sophus K. Winther
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HARRY TRUMAN
RECEDED, smiling and waving from the observation platform. To
Poodie James, the three o’clock August sun glinting off the
President’s glasses looked like light flashing out of his eyes. The
train dissolved north along the Columbia past the packing sheds,
through the orchards thick with ripening apples, into the foothills
baking brown in the August afternoon. During a pause in the
campaign speech, Cub Bailey had yelled, “Give ’em hell, Harry,”
discomfiting some in the crowd, amusing most. When the train was
gone, people stood on the platform and around the depot, talking in
the heat, then moved to their cars or walked up into town. Poodie
lurched along in front of his wagon, grinning under the tatters of
his straw hat, aiming guttural sounds of greeting at everyone who
passed.

“Look at that
little bastard,” the mayor said to his police chief, “an
embarassment to the town.”

Poodie was
thinking that when he got to the pool he would float a while before
he started the swimming lesson. The children loved to watch him
float on his back, take a mouthful of water and squirt it straight
up. They always laughed. Whales squirt up like that, he thought,
but the water spouts out of the tops of their heads. He liked to
think about whales, liked to read about them. They’re so big, he
thought, and they can move so fast, so easily, through the water.
Poodie was thinking about swimming across the Columbia, how he had
to keep moving at an angle against the current and pull hard or he
would end up too far downstream. Every time he went across and was
too tired to swim back, he had to walk barefoot through the rocks
and the sagebrush and look out for rattlers. Once he got a ride,
but mostly he made his way to the bridge and walked across, and
then it was a long way up along the warehouses back to his cabin.
Mr. Winter told him he shouldn’t swim in the river because it
couldn’t be trusted, he could drown.

#

Sam Winter
leaned back in his office chair and looked up the avenue at the
crowd. Parade like that, you’d think it was Apple Blossom morning.
Lined up along the railroad tracks like a bunch of damn stooges
listening to that blockhead trying to get reelected. Smart move,
though, coming through on the train. Probably did him some good.
Tom Dewey’s going to have to watch himself. Winter saw Poodie James
round the corner onto the avenue.

Look at that,
Poodie lunging ahead, grinning all the time, talking with people.
At any rate, he thinks he’s talking. Sam smiled. Bunch of grunts
and growls and I don’t know what all coming out of that little man.
Saw him the other day down in front of the hobby shop. Always four
or five boys around him, Poodie grinning and making strangling
noises and those kids hanging on his every word, or moan or
whatever it is. He’s interesting to have around town. I just wish
Pete Torgerson wouldn’t get so upset about him. Damn Torgerson and
his rigid ideas about what’s right for folks. It’s curious, Winter
thought, all that slow, patient work he does with the Boy Scouts
and the kids at the YMCA camp, then he fixates on a harmless little
deaf man, carries on like a fool. Hard to know what makes a man
tick.

Well, Winter
thought, let’s go back to work. Or maybe he said it. These days
when he was alone he wasn’t too sure whether his ruminations took
speech.

“Who you
talking with in there, Judge?” Margaret Johnston asked through the
half-open office door.

“Just thinking
out loud, I guess, Margaret.”

Sam shrugged,
put on his black robe and his solemn face, ran a hand through his
shock of grey hair and walked out of his chambers.

He gave
Margaret about a quarter of a smile as he strode by her desk. She
stared after him.

Poodie James
made his flopping way across the concrete toward the low end of the
pool. Sometimes the lifeguards blew their whistles and shook their
heads when the children splashed him, but they didn’t know how the
children enjoyed it and how happy the children made him. The times
he liked best in the pool were when Marcie or one of the other
lifeguards let him in early in the morning before anyone else came
and he could swim up and down, turn after turn, and get lost in the
feeling of the water. Swimming in the river was hard and he had to
fight against it and sometimes there would be places that turned
him around and tried to pull him down. The pool was nicer, but the
river called to him. Now, the children wanted to splash him and
watch him float and he could feel the sun hot on his face. Down at
the other end, boys did cannonballs off the diving boards and he
could see the lifeguards blowing their whistles.

He thought
about work. In hot weather, finding bottles and newspapers was
easy. In winter his cabin had wind in it and he had to stay in bed
to keep warm. Pulling his wagon through the ice and snow was cold
work. In the winter, at the library, they let him stay for a long
time. That’s where he read about the whales and Egypt and a lot of
other things. At the library he saw a picture of President Truman
in the paper. The story said the President was coming on the train.
That’s how Poodie knew to be at the station with all the other
people. He waved at the President, and Mr. Truman waved back.

#

The big window
in Torgerson Packard’s office faced the avenue. A glass wall looked
out on the show room. Pete Torgerson liked to keep an eye on his
town and his salesmen. Torgerson walked to the door.

“Irv, may I see
you, please?”

Irv Wilkinson
looked at the floor for a few seconds, then slowly turned toward
the office. Torgerson’s frame filled the doorway. He was smiling.
His eyes had the color and warmth of flint.

“Those people
didn’t buy a car, did they Irv?”

“They said
they’d be back tomorrow, Mr. Torgerson.”

“They won’t be
back, Irv. They’ll go down the street to Pearson’s and buy a
Mercury, maybe even a Lincoln, because you didn’t cinch that deal,
Irv. You’ve got to cinch those deals, Irv.”

“I do my
best.”

“Your best is
going to have to get better, Irv. You call those people tonight and
you get ’em back in here tomorrow. You tell ’em you’ll make a deal
they’ll like, Irv. I want to see ’em sitting at that table signing
things.”

“They’re from
up the river.”

“You find ’em.
You get ’em in here again. You sell ’em a Packard.”

“I’ll do my
best, Mr. Torgerson.”

“I know you
will, Irv.”

The salesman
turned back into the show room. Torgerson’s voice tracked him.

“Irv, I just
know you will.”

Maybe it was
because times were good, Torgerson thought, or maybe it was because
the mayor job brought him attention, but Packard sales were up
almost 20 percent over two years ago. A third of the way through
his first term, he was mapping out his next campaign. Only I’ll
really run, he thought. Last time was a fluke, I know that. Ken
Spear, he’s the one who could take it away, but I don’t think he
realizes it. Somebody will tell him. You can count on that, because
a lot of people would like me out. I piss off too many of them.
But, that’s what happens when you make waves in a little town.

Torgerson
looked up from his musing. Poodie James was passing in front of the
window. Torgerson moved through the show room and out onto the
sidewalk just as Poodie stopped his wagon and reached into the used
car lot for a Coke bottle standing in front of a ’41 Ford Roadster.
Torgerson charged over and stepped in front of him.

“Get out of my
lot,” he yelled. “Go on, get out of here. Go on.”

Poodie grinned
at Torgerson, gestured with the bottle, pointed at the spot by the
Ford’s tire and grunted an explanation.

“Put that
bottle back where you found it and get on out of here.” Poodie
watched intently as Torgerson indicated the tire. His face
darkened. Torgerson saw the little man’s neck muscles working. He
advanced a step. Poodie moved his grip to the neck of the bottle
and lowered it to his side.

“I don’t want
you around here. Go on.”

Poodie’s gaze
was intent on Torgerson’s face. For thirty seconds the tall man and
the short one were as motionless as posts, then Poodie put the
bottle precisely where it had been and paddled off down the avenue
toward First Street, resuming his explanation, looking back to
smile again at Torgerson. A woman passing by slowly shook her head
at the mayor, a commentary he interpreted in his favor as he
launched a scowl at the little man.

That smile. He
knows, Torgerson thought. The dumb little bastard has always
known.

#

Winifred Stone
regarded her managing editor for a long time before she spoke.

“The facts are,
Sonny, that mentioning Mr. Truman favorably does not constitute an
endorsement, the election is two months away, and the man came here
and made himself look pretty good. I know the Republicans in this
valley about as well as you do, I think, and I know that if we say
one good thing about him, we’ll get a dozen letters in tomorrow’s
morning mail. At least four of them will call me a Communist, and I
can tell you who the writers will be. If I could get that dam built
and avoid being hanged in the street, I guess I can survive a few
good words about the President of the United States. This meeting
of the editorial board is over. Run it as we have discussed.”

“One other
thing,” her son said. “Pete Torgerson has been rasing hell to
anyone who’ll listen about the hobos camping along the tracks.”

“As they have
been since the railroad punched through here in 1892.”

“Well, he says
they’re bothering people and causing a fire hazard. He’s going to
try to get the council to tell Chief Spanger to clean em out of
there and get the railroad bulls to start whackin’ on ’em.”

“Not a lot for
a mayor to do in a town this size, is there?” Winifred said.

He wants the
council to tell the chief to go after other people living along the
river. Poodie James, for instance.”

“Poodie James
never hurt a fly.”

“Right. What
should we do?

“Do?” As she
thought, Winifred tapped the earpiece of her reading glasses
against her lower front teeth. “We’ll keep an eye on it, that’s
what we’ll do. The only problem with Poodie is that he’s going to
go down in one of those currents if he can’t stay out of that damn
river.”

Winifred Stone
had the posture and nearly the same figure as when she and Jeremy
came from Chicago in July of 1903. Seven months pregnant, standing
on a hilltop in the dust and the dry wind, she cried when he showed
her the valley that day. Except for a few scattered orchards, it
was as raw as an open heat blister. She wanted to be back on the
balcony of her house on Lakeshore Drive, watching sailboats tack in
the Lake Michigan breeze, not stifling in air as parched as an
oven’s. She thought Jeremy was raving when he told her it would be
one of the most beautiful places on earth. Water would do it, he
said. It was on the way. The hills would be covered with blossoms
in the spring and big red apples in the fall. As he spoke, Jeremy
swept his hat across the horizon and it seemed to her that in his
height, his leanness and idealism, he towered over the valley. They
were going to help it happen, he said, because there was no limit
to what a newspaper could accomplish if it believed in itself and
its people.

At first,
her new husband’s enthusiasm embarrassed a girl plucked out of
Chicago society and set down among the scrub brush and boulders of
a western valley. Then she caught his ambition like a contagion.
Side by side, she and Jeremy made a scraggly weekly into
The Daily
Dispatch. Sonny was in a
crib between their desks as they wrote stories. When they set type,
he was in a play pen far enough from the linotype to be safe if
there was a splash of lead. When Jeremy’s publisher work led him
deeper into business circles and he ended up more interested in
banking and promoting the community than in newspapering, Winifred
took over The
Daily Dispatch. She
assumed power and responsibility more easily than anything she had
ever experienced, including—emphatically including—childbirth.
Winifred could still feel the hundred-degree heat of the August day
when Sonny was born. She looked out into the newsroom at her son
conferring with Boyce Green, the copy editor. Oh, he had school and
sports and girls, but it seemed to Winifred that Sonny did his
growing up in the newsroom and the press room, on delivery trucks,
selling ads, learning the mysteries of circulation. Sonny was 45
now, she thought with a start, three years back from the war that
he volunteered for as a 38-year-old father of two. He was a superb
managing editor. The paper was going to be in good hands when his
time came.

Winifred and
Jeremy owned the paper, but for eighteen years his biggest role in
it had been to share in the earnings. When he discovered to his
astonishment that his heart was elsewhere, he told her, ”You run
the paper, Babe, and I’ll make the money.” She and Sonny ran the
paper, and they all made money. She hadn’t asked Jeremy’s business
advice for years. They kept to their agreement, rarely discussing
the paper’s affairs. When they had to talk business, they made
appointments at one another’s offices. At home, they cooked, did a
little gardening, read and made love.

The
Stones were rich and independent. The fruit barons needed the bank
and the newspaper as much as the bank and the newspaper needed the
growers’ business and prosperity. The orchardists, the packers, the
farmers of the reclaimed desert east of the river, thought the
paper’s streak of Democratic politics on the editorial page was a
black eye for the valley, but they knew that they would-n’t have
the irrigation that made apples and sugar beets if Winifred Stone
hadn’t raised twenty-eight kinds of hell. The state’s senators in
Washington, D.C. pushed President Roosevelt for the appropriations
that got the dam started. Everyone who grew apples knew that
Winifred Stone and The Daily Dispatch pushed the senators.

The barrel of
his chest straining the buttons of his faded Hawaiian shirt, his
frayed khaki shorts held up by an Army surplus webbed belt, Poodie
made his rounds, adding bottles and old newspapers to the stock in
his wagon. He was trying to think of a way to make the mayor like
him. Most people were friendly. Some ignored him or looked away
embarrassed, worried that he would approach and ask for something,
but Pete Torgerson yelled at him. Nearly everyone knew about his
deafness, knew he lived in a shack down by the river. A few
encouraged him to pick up bottles and papers from back porches or
corners of sheds. Poodie moved along, his wagon following like a
dog on a leash. The mailmen and garbage collectors knew the town no
better than he did. He pulled his wagon the length and breadth of
the town, making side trips into alleys, retrieving bundles of
papers, rummaging through garbage cans for bottles. When the wagon
was full to the top of its stakes, he hauled it below the tracks to
a rusting tin shed in a field between a foundry and a freight
warehouse. He watched a dusty old man box the bottles, weigh the
papers on his iron scale and count out a handful of change from the
coin purse he extracted from the pocket of his leather apron.
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APRIL 5

They think,
“You could hear if you wanted to. The bottles, the wagon, the
smile, running around town. It beats working, doesn’t it?” They
don’t know that I understand their suspicions. And the people don’t
know how much I like them. Sometimes it seems that I have to keep
adjusting layers, inserting one, removing another, separating
layers that are stuck together. Or it’s like chess, and I’m always
in danger of being captured. I can’t get rid of the feeling that if
I let my worry show, everything, everyone will come collapsing down
on me and I will never be able to get up. Must be happy, must
smile. Miss Moore at the library thinks I’m just looking at
pictures in books. I’d like to check out books in Latin and French,
but I’m afraid to let her know I can read them.

Poodie wrote
his notes to people in short sentences and a primitive scrawl. That
was his legend in the town. Appearing to be simple, that was his
armor and his hope.

March 28

Always the
happy elf. There is not one other deaf person in this valley. No
one who knows sign language, no one who knows you can be deaf and
smart. How could people know? They don’t have the privilege, the
opportunity, to be deaf. Ha. Maybe someday a hearing person will
take time to understand. We could have a written conversation,
exchange ideas.

Summers, he
stopped at parks when they were full of children at play. Children
flocked around him, jabbering, listening to him jabber.

Poodie felt a
tapping on his knee and awoke from his nap on the grass behind the
big rock fireplace in the park. Four brown eyes peered at him,
small ones atop a suggestion of a nose and lips drawn taut in
seriousness, a big pair above a shiny black nose and a tongue
dripping out of a panting mouth. The dog was sitting, the boy
standing, his head no higher than his companion’s, his arm around
its shoulder, his thumb hooked through its collar. “Ride,” Poodie
saw the child say as he pointed at the wagon. He sat up stretching,
and put on his straw hat. The boy tottered over and began removing
bottles one at a time, setting them on the grass. Poodie hefted a
stack of newspapers, put them by the bottles, lifted the boy into
the wagon and helped the dog scramble aboard. He placed the boy’s
hands, one on a stake, the other on the dog’s collar, and walked
forward to the handle. “Ready?” he grunted. “Ride,” the child said,
“ride,” and Poodie pulled away slowly toward the bushy margin
between the main park and the ball field. Around the end of the
bushes they went, southward behind the backstop and the bench where
ballplayers sat intent on the game, the boy waving and telling the
dog to look at the ball game, the dog barking. They passed the
merry-go-round, the swings, the slide, went between the rest rooms,
up the hill back into the grassy part of the park, around the
drinking fountain, past the wading pool full of splashers, around
the pool, Poodie and the child waving to the young mothers
watching, under the chinup bar by the huge Chinese elm, around the
tree, onto the sidewalk, the dog barking, the boy singing and
laughing, Poodie pulling backward now, watching his passengers,
smiling, making noises that might have been singing, his face and
chest moist in the summer heat, his bare belly framed by his open
Hawaiian shirt ragged and covered with faded birds and flowers,
back to the fireplace and a line of children waiting their
turn.

In spring, when
the fruit trees were in bloom, he pulled his wagon into the hills
beyond the orchards, took it off the roads and onto trails along
canals high above the valley. He looked across the blossoming
acres, the blocks of houses, the streets with their tiny
automobiles, the two hotels soaring above the downtown, the river
radiant in the sunlight, the patchwork of green and brown sweeping
up to the dry bench land on the other side. Behind him,
agglomerations of rock like battlements of castles punctuated the
skyline of the foothills. Sitting on his wagon by a canal, Poodie
thought of the day when he first saw this land from the train, the
certainty and excitement when he watched a woman say, “He must be
home.”

#

On his
third birthday, Peter James’s mother began teaching him to read.
When he was five, she persuaded the library to ignore its
regulations and give him his own card. A year later, polio bent his
legs, impeded his growth, took his hearing and ended his schooling.
He was in the hospital for six months. His mother spent her days in
his room. Most nights, she slept there. She wrote her soldier
husband about the boy’s paleness and bravery, about her worry and
exhaustion. The doctors said nothing could be done about Peter’s
deafness. Didn’t she understand, they asked his mother, that he was
lucky to have survived? When he returned home, she spent hours
every day writing him notes, stimulating his curiosity, shepherding
him through books that other children his age would not read for
years. She taught him Latin and French. During his ninth year, he
surprised his mother by handing her a note that said, “Buenos dias,
Mamacita. Como estás?” and grinned as he took Hugo’s Spanish Simplified
from its hiding place. He could
feel her waves of laughter as she engulfed him in a hug. Night
after night in his dreams her hair fell across his face, and he was
wrapped in her touch, her scent, her joy.

Maude James
died in the influenza epidemic of 1918, six months after a shell
blew her husband apart outside Paris in the second battle of the
Marne. Her relatives shuttled Poodie from one set to another for a
year, but none of them was willing to tolerate the bother of a
ten-year-old who was into everything, couldn’t talk, wasn’t fit for
school. His mother’s elderly cousin and his wife were the last in
the succession of foster parents. They resigned themselves to
raising the boy in their drafty little house at the water’s edge.
Then illness sent the old man to his bed. In a panic, his wife
arranged for Peter to enter the state school for the deaf, a
collection of brick buildings in the fog on a bluff at the edge of
a forest of dripping firs and sodden undergrowth. In seven years at
the school, Poodie learned to read lips and use sign language. He
studied Latin and French and spent hours each week in the library.
He learned shoe repair, leather working, carpentry and printing. He
swam on the school’s team, stroking endless laps up and down the
big pool in the natatorium. He was one of the happiest children
ever to have lived at the school, and one of the most independent,
so hard-headed that he countered all efforts to channel him into a
vocation. Other students went off to jobs in shoe shops,
apprenticed themselves to carpenters, found work with printers.
After he was graduated, Poodie used part of his stipend to buy a
ticket east to the dry side of the state, fleeing the drizzle and
mist. The train came out of the mountains into the valley lying in
the spring sun under apple blossoms as under a snowfall. The river
ran broad and gleaming past the town. He turned to the other
passengers, laughing and pointing out the window.

“He must be
home,” he saw a woman say.

“Home,” he
repeated, the only word they could understand in his stream of
sounds as he got off at the depot. He walked around the town with
his canvas suitcase, smiling at everyone he met. Home, he thought,
home.

Poodie slept on
a bench in the depot. After three nights, the station master gave
him a note. He would have to stay somewhere else, it wasn’t a
hotel. Struggling through the scrawl of Poodie’s reply, the station
master saw that he had nowhere to go and only a little money for
food. “Home now,” the note said. “This is my place now,” it said,
and “Need work.”

“Ruthie,” the
station master’s brother said to his wife that evening, “that young
fella out there is Poodie James. Can’t talk much, and can’t hear.
Been sleeping down at the station, but John was going to get in
trouble with the Great Northern if he let him stay. Willing to do
some work around the place for a bed and meals. Could have one of
the pickers cabins for a while and we’ll see how he does. Use some
help with the ditching anyway.”

Ruth Thorp
scrubbed carrots as she looked out the kitchen window to the edge
of the orchard where Poodie stood.

“Isn’t much to
him, is there? What is he, five-two, five-three?”

“’Bout it.
Doesn’t walk so good, either. Sort of waggles along.”

“Poodie? Kinda
name is that?”

“The one he
has.”

“What’s he
smiling at?”

“Never seems to
turn it off.”

“Is he okay? I
mean, with the kids. Can’t take any chances with the kids.”

“We’ll keep an
eye on him, but I think you’ll feel good about him. Sort of gets to
you. John never let anyone sleep in the station before. Look, he’s
waving at you.”

Ruth was trying
to be cautious, but she smiled back and blushed to find herself
waving a carrot.

“Dan, you
really know how to pick ’em. Tell him we’ll eat in half an
hour.”

Dinner ran
long. The little Thorps stared as Poodie ate, giggling when he
asked for more, laughing when he strangulated and grinned his way
through a sentence. Their parents’ shushing had little effect.
After dessert, the twins insisted that their older brother and
Poodie stand back to back. The 12-year-old and Poodie were the same
height. Later, he and his folks sat on the porch and watched as
Poodie hauled the little girl and boy in their wagon up and down
the lane, the three of them talking at top speed as if they were
having a conversation. The next morning, Poodie followed Dan Thorp
through the orchard and learned how the ditches delivered water to
the apple trees and how to keep them clear. Thorp put him in charge
of a shovel. When he came back from a trip into town that
afternoon, he brought Poodie a pair of rubber boots. Poodie laughed
with the rest at his stubby legs rising out of shiny black
tubes.

Poodie James
took to orchard work and to the Thorps. He was a help with the
irrigation and learned to patrol the ditches, repairing cave-ins
and clearing clogs. Soon, he knew every tree in the orchard and
adopted favorite spots for napping on hot summer afternoons. Boughs
of apples hung over the lane, so loaded with fruit that they had to
be propped. Sunlight dodged through the leaves and stippled the
floor of the orchard. The children picked asparagus and the dogs
ran barking between the rows of trees. The adult Thorps lounged on
the porch after supper when shadows crept up from the river and
through the rows. As the twilight blended into darkness, the
children played tag among the trees. Poodie sat in his cabin
reading books from the library. He read about ancient Egypt, about
whales, about the cultivation of apples.
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