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        Dedicated to beautiful Park City, Utah
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        For dearest Liam, who patiently listens to all my tales.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “We must squeeze the day!”

        Beatrice “Beaners” Winner - Buffalo, New York, 1960
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            Cimarron (Simmy) Jackson’s Journal

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        How I Remember It

        Buffalo, New York, 1960

      

      

      I was barely thirteen years old when crazy Aunt Beaners, in her usual tizzy, announced that we had to pack up immediately and move to Utah because the Ouija board had revealed that another holocaust was about to happen. It was 1960, and we were fair-haired, middle-class Protestants with sky-color eyes living in peaceful Buffalo, New York, where the worst threat was frostbite. I looked at my aunt in wonder because this seemed excessive, even for her.

      “We practically live in Canada, Beaners--and nothing bad ever happens in Canada.” (I spoke with exaggerated calm, as though reasoning with a blind, knife-wielding butcher.)

      I was accustomed to impulsive decisions and baffling observations from Aunt Bea, whom we had long ago dubbed “Beaners” because Dad said in confidence that “her beans weren't fully baked.” She was tall and lean like a string bean and therefore could solidly claim roots in the legume family. Beaners always had great faith in her Ouija board and swore it would talk to anyone who would listen. I could never get my own Monopoly board to tell me a darn thing, so I suspected that Beaners either had magical transmitters or faulty wiring.

      After her last revelation from the Ouija board, we hadn't been able to eat mushrooms for a month. Beaners always said that eating mushrooms was like chewing on an old man's ear, so the notion that her Ouija psychic advisor had similar tastes seemed suspiciously coincidental to me. Even so, banning mushrooms and moving to Utah were two extremes.

      “Beaners, I know this is your house and we live with you, but maybe we should think this one through. You once told me you have never traveled west of Indiana. Well, I'm pretty sure that Utah is farther west than that. I think maybe we should go to the library tomorrow and do some research, don't you? Utah has snakes. Big ones—so big that by the time you see them, you're already dead. It seems to me that it might be best if we all just sleep on this one.”

      “Simmy love, you needn’t parent me. I know this is last-minute, but this is going to be fun. Remember, life is not a recipe that needs to be followed precisely. A good chef always adds his own spice. Impromptu decisions can make for an exciting adventure. I want you and your brother to see the world. What does it matter if we haven't planned everything out in detail? Spontaneity is a wonderful attribute,” she insisted. “We must squeeze the day!” (That's exactly how she said it.)

      My perpetually confused little brother, Lefty, looked at me as though waiting for his next cue. We both rolled our eyes in exasperation, which happened so frequently in our house that it was a medical miracle our eyeballs weren't lodged somewhere up in our sinuses.

      Beaners was undeterred. “I am as serious as leprosy, kiddos. Simmy, you and your goofball brother get your treasures together. This is going to be great fun! We're gettin' out of Dodge.”

      “But we have a Ford, not a Dodge,” Lefty whined in protest. My six-year-old brother, whose real name was Brian, was always missing his right shoe—an unexplainable phenomenon known only to him, thereby resulting in his appropriate moniker. “I can't go,” he argued, “Dad said I should never leave the house wearing only one shoe or my toes will turn blue.”

      “That sounds like perfectly good advice to me,” I commented, hoping common sense would put an end to the discussion.

      Lefty and I were about to return to our game of “Chutes and Ladders” when we noticed Beaners packing her bundles of dried sage into a travel bag. “Whoa, Nellie!” I thought. Suddenly she had my attention. Her sage packets were sacred. I slowly realized this wacky plan of hers was not a mushroom phase—this was serious business. All my faculties were on alert as I sensed my life was about to change again dramatically.

      I wasn't ready to yield to the voices in my aunt's crowded head. “Beaners, if the Ouija board is right and a Holocaust is coming, then the Buffalo Nazis won't be the least bit interested in us,” I reasoned. “We're not Jewish or a member of a minority group, and we're not even rabble-rousing artists. None of us can draw a lick. Lefty's last drawing of a dog looked like a hemorrhoid. This family is less threatening to Nazi invaders than Cream of Wheat.”

      “You are wrong, sugar pie. I know you're so smart you skipped a grade in school, but there have been some obvious gaps in your education. There are despots out there who are after anyone who is different, and we are different.”

      That was a point I certainly couldn't argue. Not only did Beaners collect pots of smelly herbs and alien-like fungi that lined our front porch, but she also played Christmas carols all year long. I think it was all a distraction from the lingering sadness she had been carrying since my mom died, and her sorrow was finding weirder ways to express itself every day.

      To make matters worse, Uncle Arty collected so many fake owls that our porch was a cross between a voodoo shop and a taxidermy museum. The owls failed to drive away the woodpeckers as Uncle Arty intended, but they were wildly successful as an egg target for neighborhood pranksters.

      Beaners had always been a bit eccentric, but according to neighborhood gossip, we were all off-kilter—the whole lot of us. Bea’s fungi and Arty’s creepy porch décor weren’t the only family peculiarities. Until the age of ten, I had been a bed wetter of epic proportions, and one-shoe Lefty was, well, one-shoe Lefty. Dad appeared to be pretty normal except that his right hand was missing four fingers, so it resembled a baseball mitt.

      My father just accepted the craziness because he knew that Arty and Beaners, who was my mom's older sister, had huge hearts, even though he would often wink and refer to them as the “Hoover Twins” due to the “big vacuum on their top floors.”

      “They are so good to take us in so I can work,” he told me shortly after we moved in. “It must be a big change for them to live with young children when they've never had children of their own. Sometimes we just have to look the other way when they do puzzling things. Just act like they’re normal and stay off the front porch,” he winked.

      I did what my dad said and always tried to look the other way, even when Beaners developed harebrained ideas based on messages she received from the oddest places, such as tea leaves, Uncle Arty's stuffed owls, frost on the windows, and my personal favorite--Mrs. Menetski's cross-eyed poodle.

      Beaners seldom followed through if she received a message that might result in family disruption, but sometimes she received warnings she couldn't ignore. She once told me that because everything has molecules, which are Life itself, if a person doesn't listen to Life's messages, he will be doomed to wander the earth without direction and could even end up in some place called Outer Mongolia.

      Outer and Inner Mongolia were both starting to sound good to me because Beaners seemed as determined as I had ever seen her. “Okay,” she beamed, “hold onto your knickers. Life is about to begin!” When she tossed the Ouija board into the bag, it was evident Beaners was truly going for a clean and swift exit out of Dodge … even if it did have to be in a Ford.

      I groaned in resignation. “Really, Beaners? That fool in your dang Ouija board couldn't suggest Florida or California, or even Hawaii? I don't want to live in a house clinging to the side of a mountain and wear lederhosen like Heidi. (The fact that the Alps are not in Utah was hardly my point.)

      “But, darling, think of the views!” (The woman was unflappable.)

      “Beaners, think of the escape routes! Utah is landlocked. What if the Buffalo Nazis follow us there--have you thought about that? Huh? We would be trapped like rats in a lab!”

      “Darlin' Simmy, for a shy girl, you certainly are as persistent as that deranged woodpecker that keeps pecking at your Uncle Arty’s owls. Such a wonderful attribute will come in handy in Utah.”

      “Geez-Louise! But why the-middle-of-nowhere Utah?”

      “Because it's calling to us.”

      I couldn't hear a damn thing. But as Beaners always used to tell us, life has a way of getting your attention. And so did Beaners. I wasn’t too young to know she was running from something.
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      Several years earlier, my father had maimed his right hand at the E-J shoe factory in our old neighborhood in West Endicott, New York, but although he had only one useful hand, he always tried to find work. When mom died of leukemia last autumn, Aunt Beaners and Uncle Arty had been kind enough to take us in so Dad could work, which is how we ended up in Buffalo.

      Beaners never yelled at us. She must have read a book on 'polite discipline' because she would say things like, “Lefty, the next time you attempt to wash your hair with spaghetti, you should use your noodle instead.” Or, “Children, if you decide to burn your fingers again while toasting marshmallows with Uncle Arty's cigarette lighter, you should first ask his permission to use it.”

      At times Beaners would miss the point altogether. One evening during dinner, Lefty abruptly tried to affix my finger to the table with his spoon in what he described as a science 'experient.' After I yelped, Beaners calmly stated, “Lefty dear, you need to think things through. Your 'experient' would have worked better with a fork.” Sometimes we suspected she was kidding, even though she would go about her business and never let on.

      Beaners looked out for my dad too, which made me love her even more. She said my father was a genuine war hero who fought in WWII in the Battle of the Bulge where he was badly wounded. One time Dad showed me his medal, but he never bragged or talked about the horror, only the annoyances. He just grinned and said, “I’ll be danged if I didn’t lose feeling in my toes due to holes in my boots while in Belgium, and then I turned around and lost my fingers in a shoe factory in Endicott. Life sure is full of strange twists, pumpkin, but when life gives you rhubarb, make rhubarb pie.”

      Dad never let on about his sorrow, but he was sad all the time because he missed my mom so much. I once heard Beaners whisper to Arty that Dad needed to work because it distracted him from his heartache. I wanted to help in every way I could, so I told Lefty that we had to adapt to our new life and help Dad make rhubarb pie. My brother didn't really understand, but he liked the idea of pie, so we both did our part to go along with whatever our father needed. (That is, until the whole topic of Utah arose.)

      Even though I missed my mom terribly, I enjoyed living with Beaners and Arty, so I had learned to live with their odd ways. Beaners thought of herself as a shaman. She would often pirouette around the house while waving burning sage and chanting something that sounded like, “Spank me, spank me.” My brother and I would burst into hysterics, and the laughter helped relieve the pain of losing our mom.

      I always suspected Beaners knew her attempts to drive away negative energy lifted our spirits. She burned sage so often that one time she set fire to her hair and had to dump a vase of flowers on her head to keep from going bald. She was a walking sketch-comedy. Uncle Arty complained that for two weeks afterward, her singed blonde hair smelled like the ass end of a woolly mammoth.

      After I was born, Beaners and Arty moved to Buffalo from Endicott where we all lived. Apparently, the Ouija board had warned them to leave town before Punxsutawney Phil reared his ugly head again. What a fat groundhog from Pennsylvania had to do with Endicott was beyond anybody's imagination, but Uncle Arty always seemed to understand her and went along for the serpentine ride.

      Beaners claimed the Ouija board never lied, and if other hapless fools would just pay attention, they would be prepared for events that involved unforeseen mischief. When I pointed out that no one had ever heard of any gopher shenanigans in Endicott, or in all of New York State for that matter, she remained adamant. “It could still happen. The board never lies—just like it was right about the mushrooms!”

      After my aunt made her announcement about Utah, we spent two days packing. I still had hopes of convincing her to stay. “This is crazy, Beaners,” I complained. “Can we talk about this? I don't want to leave—this is a hostage situation! This whole idea really pisses me off.” (I wasn't allowed to say indelicate words, but “pissed” was a word I often heard my dad say whenever he forgot he had a finger shortage and tried to finger-comb his hair.) The word seemed appropriate for the occasion, and the sharp taste of the word on my tongue helped me fight back the tears biting at the corners of my eyes.

      “This pisses me off too,” parroted Lefty. (He pronounced it as ‘pithed.’) “I'm bringing Mickey Mantle with me,” he grumbled as he stuffed his collection of baseball cards into his suitcase. “And Skippy Cimino.” (Lefty’s best friend Skippy lived next door, and I doubt that he or his parents anticipated a possible kidnapping by shifty Lefty Jackson.)

      In spite of my promise to myself to adapt to every new day, the idea of another move seemed overwhelming. When my dad sold our old house on Maple Street and we all relocated to Buffalo, it naturally required a change of schools. I liked my new school, and I had already learned my way around the neighborhood on my bike. My favorite refuge was the local library with its licorice-hued chairs and a glass display case full of brilliant butterflies. However, in Buffalo, the weather was too cold, the classrooms were too hot, and my new classmates were really still strangers. I knew there were plenty of reasons not to miss our current neighborhood all that much, but I just wanted things to stay still for a while.

      Dad had taught us never to go down without a fight, so in a desperate eleventh-hour attempt to persuade Beaners to reinterpret her psychic messages, I slammed my suitcase shut and stamped my foot on the floor to get her attention. “Beaners, I think we should discuss this some more when Dad gets home from work. It would be wiser to wait until spring to travel. This is a damn moronic idea!”

      “Look here, my little salty mouth niece, a blizzard is coming, and I don't want to live through another one of those. The snow from the last one was so deep out there we nearly lost Lefty when he stepped off the front porch. No one will find his right shoe until the spring thaw. Buffalo was meant for real buffalo, not for intelligent people like us.”

      “And Dad is okay with this plot to go on the lam?”

      “I don’t want to go on a lamp,” Lefty chimed in. “We’ll get ‘lectrocutered.’”

      “Cream puff, I think you mean ‘lam.’ And Simmy, your father only had temporary work here, but he has been offered a new job offshore on an oil rig in South Carolina. Therefore, he's not gonna care in which state you and your Uncle Arty and ‘Shoeless Joe Jackson’ here live as long as he has a nice place to come home to. We stick together because we’re a family, and I love you, even if you are a bit peculiar.”

      “I’m the peculiar one? Me? You're the one who is claiming that an inanimate object told you another holocaust is coming! I know you’re keeping secrets because none of this makes sense!”

      “Cimarron Jackson, listen to the universe. Maybe we will learn more as we go.”

      “I'll bet that board of yours has never even seen a Buffalo Nazi, and neither have you! This is just another mental mushroom event. To avoid total upheaval, I would please like to see some qualitative data!”

      “There are different types of holocausts, you little brainiac. I think the message may be a metaphor for impending chaos.”

      “What could be more chaotic than this?”

      Beaners looked triumphant. “See, we are in the middle of chaos. You just made my point about why we should leave. And besides, I've already notified our landlord and rented a ranch for us outside a town called Park City. You can toboggan there, and they even have an old jail you can visit.”

      Lefty was suddenly on his feet. “Oh, boy! I want to go see the jail,” he yelled. “Wait till Skippy hears we’re all going to Utah!” He grabbed his suitcase and was practically on Skippy’s porch before I could seize the back of his shirt collar.

      I had to admit to myself that Beaners had captured my interest. The old house Beaners and Arty were currently renting was a three-story Victorian. Strange noises emanated from the attic as well as from the old furnace down in the basement, so we all found the entire place to be a bit eerie. Even worse, we had to climb the creaky steps to use the bathroom, which I hated, especially on freezing Buffalo nights.

      Although I didn’t want to concede, the idea of a lazy, sprawling one-story ranch house sounded much more contemporary than our current residence, and even somewhat promising. And an old jail might be a fun place to visit. I wondered if we could toboggan from our new sleek house down to the jail. (The possibility excited me.)

      There was not much time to ponder. As soon as my father came home, he said we had to move everything to the car. After we begrudgingly jammed the last suitcase into the back of the Ford station wagon, which was a feat in itself, Dad pulled Lefty and me aside. “Thanks for rolling with this, kids,” he grimaced. “And don't worry about the holocaust bit. I think Beaners just needs an excuse to get out of Buffalo. I’m sure it’s her way of mourning your mom. And Utah is as good an alternative as any.”

      “But what about us?” Lefty cried. “Skippy says his mom won’t let him come with me until there’s a bleu cheese moon!”

      “Buddy, Skippy can come for a visit. This move is more about you kids than you think. She is trying to be like a mother to you both, and she read that there are good schools in Utah and lots of room for you to play outside and breathe in the fresh air. You can see beautiful mountain ranges and maybe even have a few pets.”

      “Oh, can I get a platypus?” Lefty pleaded. “I read about them in school. I can name it Skippy.”

      “Be quiet, Lefty,” I interrupted, “you have a one-track mind!” I then proceeded on my own one-track in a last grasp at reasoning. “Dad, did you ask Uncle Arty to try to talk some sense into Beaners?”

      “Actually, I did. He said any attempt at persuasion would be as sensible as trying to put a Band-aid on a bear’s butt.”

      “But if we don’t rush, maybe she’ll change her mind. And wouldn't a trip in the spring be more logical?”

      “Not necessarily, honey. Aunt Bea is right about a new cold front coming in; however, I think we can beat it. I know this is very last minute, Sim. But you know I have limited job opportunities, so I’d like to take advantage of this chance for employment on that offshore rig I told you about. I’m going to be a cook, so I’ll learn how to make delicious food for you and Lefty. And for about a hundred others,” he added with a laugh. “Now listen, sweetheart, if we leave here now, we can get to Utah by the end of January. That way, you will be able to get settled in before my new job starts. Your Aunt Bea’s plan is a lot wiser than you think.”

      “Wise? Dad, I’m sorry to inform you, but Beaners is loony.”

      “I suppose I can’t argue with that,” he laughed. “At least your aunt and uncle are entertaining, right?”

      After the car was loaded and we had all piled in, Dad backed the car down the cul-de-sac to the bank of mailboxes that served our street so Beaners could grab her last pieces of mail. As we once again passed back by our house, Beaners trilled, “Oh look, everyone--it's the third week of January, and those people in that house still have their Christmas tree up!”

      “Um, I believe that's our house, Beatrice,” Arty patiently informed her.

      “Oh, so it is, dear. So it is. Nice tree.”

      My father shook his head and gunned the engine. “Okay, everyone, tighten your straightjackets—we're off!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Que Sera Sera

          

        

      

    

    
      It took us fifty years to drive to Utah, or at least that's how it seemed. Moses got across the desert faster. He should have been driving.

      Part of the trip was good. We stopped at a place called Stuckey's where my dad allowed us to buy caramel corn. I practically inhaled mine, but Lefty got his stuck all over his socks, so he was able to pick off pieces and eat them all the way to Utah. We had barely left Buffalo when Beaners announced that we must be getting close because she could see the mountains. It was actually a hill of bulldozed dirt behind the Howard Johnson's road stop, but my dad just shook his head and humored her.

      Dad drove the entire way because Uncle Arty was a menace on the road, and he had a rotund stomach that made it difficult for him to fit behind the wheel without wheezing. Dad was a better driver with one and a half hands than Arty was with all limbs attached. Uncle Arty never said much, although when he did, he was a hoot. He was clever at mimicking owls and other birds, and he often made pronouncements such as, “I prefer to arrange things alphabetically from one to ten,” or “Lefty, you look like you combed your hair with French fries.”

      When riding in the back, Beaners always felt carsick, so Arty had to sit in the backseat with Lefty and me. He had a persistent gas problem that made the trip seem even longer. We had long ago named him “Chuck Yeager” because his gas expulsion could break the sound barrier. His satisfied expression after releasing a doozy was a sight to behold. Dad always said that in those moments, Arty looked like he was crossing the Rubicon. I didn't know what the Rubicon was, but as far as I was concerned, he needed to get from here to there a heck of a lot faster before we all lost consciousness.

      We hit a lot of snowstorms along the way, which required slow speeds and a few stops to put chains on the tires. The weather slowed us down a lot, so to make the time on the road pass faster, we played games. Car games for us always included learning activities. Beaners would pull different herbs out of her bag and ask us to try to identify them and say what their purpose was. “Here, taste this,” she said, thrusting something crusty at me.

      “Aw, Beaners, I don't want to. That thing looks like the callus you scraped off your foot last month.”

      “Go ahead. Chew it. Com'on, Cinnamon Bun.” (She had a penchant for referring to us kids as various pastries.)

      As soon as I chewed the bark-like substance, my happy mouth thanked me. “It tastes like root beer!”

      “That's right! It’s actually sassafras bark. You can make sassafras tea or sassafras cola with the roots. Guess what else it's good for—colds and diarrhea! I'll make you some when we get to Utah.”

      “I want to try the cola but not the diarrhea part,” Lefty warned as he tentatively tried his own sample. “Yum! I would sit on the toilet for this!” he grinned. (Even though my little brother could sometimes be annoying, I thought he was the cutest kid on the planet.)

      “You kids have got to learn to appreciate the world around you,” Beaners smiled. “You're going to have that chance when we get to Utah. Who knows, we might even see some real cowboys. Now, who wants to sample willow bark? It's what I use to treat your Uncle Arty's arthritis,” she said as she reached into the backseat and shoved a hunk of bark into his mouth. He groaned but dutifully began to chew. I liked how she took such good care of him.

      Our entire trip was a lesson in natural medicine mixed with word games. Dad liked to play “fill in the blank.” The idea was to make up a sentence and leave a word out. Everybody then had to guess the missing word with only a one-letter hint. Sometimes it was informative, and other times the answers were hilarious, like the time Uncle Arty thought the missing word in ‘The cowboy learned to bust a blank’ (fill in the blank—cue letter 'b') was “The cowboy learned to bust a boil.”

      “Bronco!” we all howled in unison while Arty laughed so hard he once again crossed over the Rubicon. “I wasn't wrong—I just didn't get the right answer,” he said, which got us all laughing again.

      By the time we pulled into Howard Johnson to spend the night and sample one of their 21 Flavors of ice cream, no Buffalo Nazis were on our tail, and I was developing a hopeful attitude about my future.
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        * * *

      

      On our long car drive across the country, I had time to think about a lot of things most twelve-year-olds don't have time to ponder. I can't say that I missed Maple Street where I was born. To me, Endicott was dismal and brown, but it was my home. Our town was the home of E-J shoes, and therefore many of the locals worked in the same shoe factory where Dad had worked or at IBM, which was located in nearby Binghamton.

      There were also lots of Mafia types, although in my neighborhood, the Mafia was referred to as La Costa Nostra or simply “the mob.” Many of the dads who were connected to the Mafia didn't have regular jobs like my dad. Instead, they would hang out on the street corner by the tavern and play cards or roll dice—when they weren't in jail, that is. The “Mafiosi,” as we knew them, were always very nice to us kids and sometimes offered us spiedies--a delicious, marinated-meat sandwich they cooked up on charcoal grills right out on the sidewalk.

      We always felt safe because everyone said folks outside our neighborhood were aware of who actually policed the area and knew it was best not to make trouble. Most of the men were very jolly and well-dressed. Once in a while we got word that somebody's dad was missing, but as a kid, I just thought he took a wrong turn on the way home. In 1957, I learned the truth.

      Endicott was just a few miles from the town of Apalachin, a town that became famous during the autumn of 1957 for the largest Mafia bust ever. My dad and I watched the news as David Brinkley announced on NBC that there had been a raid during their historic summit at the home of a mobster named Joseph Barbera, also known as “Joe the Barber.” The news report detailed how mob bosses from all over the United States, Cuba, and even as far away as Italy had attended. Many were captured and taken into custody.

      The details we got from my classmate made the entire incident extra exciting. Donna confided that her dad, who suspiciously knew many of the Apalachin attendees, complained that they had scattered “like rats in a sewer.” According to him, the panicked men ran through the woods to escape capture. Some were found hiding out on nearby porches. Donna’s uncle was one of the Mafiosi caught cowering in a fruit cellar. Donna maintained that her family had no idea why her uncle was in the area at the time of the raid. (My dad harrumphed when he heard that.) She theorized that he must've just gotten lost on his way to pick up a pack of Chesterfields.

      After the newscast, we all had a good time naming Mafiosi we had seen around Endicott. We dubbed Tony Tartaglia “Tony Two-Fingers Tartaglia” because he always held his fingers like a pistol. We then dubbed Donna's dad “Frankie Figure-It-Out-Already Fiorelli” because he always seemed confused. Lefty came up with the best one when he nicknamed our neighbor, Tom Testa, “Tommy Two-Shoes Testa” because he once saw him wearing two right shoes. It didn't matter if my brother just imagined it due to his own shoe challenges, because we all laughed in delight.

      Although I missed Endicott, there was nothing in the world I missed as much as my mother. I loved Beaners and Arty, but I wished we were still in Endicott and my mom was still alive. My mother got sick shortly after Lefty was born, and she slowly began to fade away. When I thought about her each night before I fell asleep, I remembered how she brushed my hair and sang to me or read us stories if she had the strength.

      My mother loved books. She once told me she had named me Cimarron after her favorite book by an author named Edna Ferber. She said she loved the name and knew I would become a strong and independent woman like the lead character in the novel. “One day, you will achieve your manifest destiny. No matter where I am, I'll always be looking out for you, my sweet little Simmy, so don't you ever forget that.”

      When she got really sick, I would go outside and take long walks along the railroad tracks, even though the inhabitants of the abandoned train cars sometimes scared me. Although they were referred to as “bums,” some of them were clean and neatly dressed as though just passing through. They jumped on and off the trains in broad daylight as if it were a perfectly normal way to travel.

      To earn extra money to buy presents to lift my mom's spirits, I worked a paper route. Each day, I took a shortcut across the railroad tracks behind the E-J factory on Maple Street and cut through the field to the paper drop at the corner of Page Avenue and Dickson Street. Early one morning, as I crossed the tracks, a vagrant pushed me up against a rail car and demanded that I give him all my money. I emptied my pockets and ran home in hysterics.

      I was so terrified that I screamed for my father and told him I had been held up “at gunpoint.” (Okay, so maybe there was no gun involved except in my imagination—but there could have been.) “He burglarized me and made me wet my pants,” I cried. (Unfortunately, that part was true.) After Dad ran down to the train tracks and threatened the thief, he returned with my paper route earnings. My father assured me that the bum also wet his pants, so I shouldn’t be ashamed of my bladder mishaps.

      After the robbery incident, Mom said it was time for me to retire from the newspaper business, so I began making potholders with a potholder weaving kit and went door-to-door trying to sell my handmade wares.

      By the time my mom died, I had a large stash of unsold potholders, but for some reason, I just kept making extra. I couldn’t seem to stop myself. Dad said I needed to talk more about Mom, which was something I really couldn't do. I had started losing my mother before she died, so I was angry that I hadn’t really had a mom for a long time. And it hurt too much to talk about her. She was so sweet and kind, but she was like a shadow in our own house.

      For long periods, my mother was hospitalized at Lourdes Hospital in Binghamton, and after she came home, she had to stay in her room alone. We couldn't go in because she had something called “sepsis.” I didn't want her to be lonely, so I would stand outside her bedroom door and sing to her. She really liked that a lot and often whispered, “You are my sweet Simmy angel.”

      One day, as I was singing “Que Sera Sera,” my mom's favorite Doris Day song, I heard her quietly join in. I could tell she had moved closer to her door, so I lay down on the floor and pressed my face up to the gap at the bottom of the door. After I finished my song, there was a long silence, and then Mom began to whisper-sing, “Nearer My God to Thee.” Although the words were clear, her beautiful voice slowly became fainter and fainter until it fell silent.

      In an absolute panic, I tried to push the door open, but something was blocking it. “Don't leave me, Mommy,” I screamed into the nothingness. “Let's sing again.” I was so desperate that I sang wildly, pressing my face against the door until it hurt while making loud sounds that no longer sounded like melodies. I kept singing until my throat closed up and my body went into involuntary contractions.

      When Dad came in from the garage, he found me on the floor and tried to push open their bedroom door. Somehow, he knew my mom was gone. Dad picked me up and kissed me all over my wet face. His body was trembling, and I heard him cry out, “No! No!” as he made moaning sounds like a wounded animal.

      The night Mom died, I began wetting the bed again periodically, even though I had managed to stop almost two years earlier. Dad explained that her death is what made me have a nervous bladder and that I should never apologize for the way a person's body chooses to mourn.

      The week she died, Dad sent us swimming every day to keep us busy while he made what he called “final arrangements.” It felt wrong to me, but my father insisted that water is healing and that it would make Mom very happy to know we were not losing any time living because every minute is precious and brief.

      In my hometown, there was a big public pool where we loved to swim every summer. En-Joie Park (everything in the area was Endicott – Johnson related) was a very long walk, but the cool water was a satisfying reward. Some of the older kids terrorized us at the pool by holding our heads under the water, although they had to be careful about whom they messed with. If Mr. Fiorelli heard about it, he would spread the word that all punks should get ready to “make friends with Jesus,” thereby discouraging bullies for at least a week or two.

      Summers at the park always ended with a spectacular display of fireworks, a highlight we looked forward to every year. The event usually drew a large crowd, and we all would spread blankets on the hillside behind the pool so we could lie down and look up at the late summer sky as it exploded with light. As part of the grand finale, there was always a fireworks display in the shape and colors of the American flag, during which we all stood to sing the national anthem. At the end of the summer that Mom died, we didn't go. Dad said he could never imagine the sky being bright again.

      We hadn't yet spent a summer in Buffalo, where I was looking forward to endless days of swimming at the local pool that had a giant fountain in the middle. Beaners said we could get there by riding our bikes. Uncle Arty said we could also get there by “riding our feet.” By any means of transportation, that pool was a dream that no longer existed because now we were driving cross-country to some strange place where none of us had ever been, and where I did not want to go.

      As I sat in the car thinking of what was behind me, I had no idea what was in front of me. Then suddenly, we all saw the sign: “Welcome to Utah.” Everyone cheered and whooped, and Lefty got so excited he swallowed his bubble gum.

      There was something magical about that sign. It greeted us out loud. However, even the mentally deficient, overly vocal Ouija board that guided Aunt Beaners could not have predicted what surprises we were about to encounter.
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      Beaners held tight to the paper with the directions she had written down during a phone call with the man who was allowing us to lease his Utah house. Apparently, the man was one of her bingo friends. Although she said we should all take comfort because he came to her with outstanding references, I mostly felt a rush of suspicion about how long she had been planning her half-baked escapade. Nevertheless, about an hour after crossing the Utah-Colorado border and turning off Highway 40, she announced that we were almost there.

      “Turn right here, Jim,” she directed my dad.

      “Are you sure, Bea?” he asked. “Although we are surrounded by the most beautiful mountains I have ever laid eyes on, we're out in the middle of no man's land.”

      When I looked around, I could see mountains streaked with the colors of the sunset and endless sky as clear and bright as I had ever seen. Unfortunately, that’s about all I could see because the area was remote and unpopulated.

      “I am afraid we are going to get stuck out here,” Dad fretted, expressing everyone’s fears. “This isn’t much of a roadway. I think the part in my hair is wider than this road.” He was right--the landscape ahead did not look well-traveled. In fact, the entire surroundings appeared to be forgotten.

      “Yeah, it must rain brown in these parts ‘cause there’s nothing out here but a lot of dirt,” Arty observed. “Oh, and a recently deceased lizard that we just flattened like a chicken cutlet.”

      “Oh, no! Really, Arty?” Beaners cried.

      “Unfortunately, yes. The poor reptilian fella looked depressed. No doubt it was suicide.”

      “Oh, my! Well, do you think he might regenerate something?”

      “No, but I think he’d make a good change purse.”

      We all laughed pretty hard at that one. Beaners pretended to be exasperated even though she was struggling to suppress a grin. “Now pipe down, all of you,” she said. “I am quite sure we’re going in the right direction.”

      I was very apprehensive. My bladder was full, but there were no suburbs in sight or even an outcropping of houses to offer promise of a pastoral little ranch house like the one I had pictured in my mind. Although the stars were bigger than any stars I had ever seen in the night sky, my hopes were wavering.

      Suddenly the car came to a halt in the middle of the dirt road. I was a little confused until I noticed Dad was just sitting there grinning like a carnival clown. Beaners was also smiling, so I feared they both had gone daft.

      My dad directed our gaze upward toward the dusky sky. Hanging over the road was a wooden arch and a sign with bold letters burned into the worn wood proudly announcing “Swope Ranch.” Hanging below the wood plaque was a metal horse bearing a rider donned with spurs and a cowboy hat. “I wish Gracie could see this,” my father said quietly. “She would be so pleased. Thank you, Bea.” Bea smiled back at him. I knew what they were feeling about Gracie, because Gracie was my mom.

      “A real ranch?” I asked in wonder. “You mean a cowboy ranch, not a ranch house? A place with horses and cows and crops and—”

      “And a pig!” Lefty yelled as a big hog meandered across the road and stopped in the headlights to stare back at us belligerently. “Look, Uncle Arty, he's as fat as your stomach!”

      “Well, now, if that isn't so, little guy! I think you could strap a saddle on that porker and ride it. Bea, when you are right about something, you sure aren’t wrong!”

      “I have to hand it to you, Beatrice Fletcher, you may be a bit of a screwball, but I think maybe you made a good choice,” my father chuckled. “This place holds promise. And the folks around here must have a sense of humor, because the map says the road we are on is called ‘Enduv Road,’ and the road just ended. We all thought that was a hoot.

      As we passed through the wooden arch, Beaners turned around to look at us. “Now kids, we're not quite in Park City, as you may have noticed. We are between Keetley and someplace with the delightful name of No Return, Utah. Welcome to our new Utah home.”

      “Well, I'll be pickled!” Arty exclaimed. “I guess if we're going to live near Park City, we might as well park our keisters here. This would be a good place to hide out from the law. They shoulda named it ‘Hideout.’”

      “Arty, the town forefathers, definitely should have consulted with you first,” Dad laughed.

      “I’m glad you agree, Jim,” Arty nodded, “and I think it's fair to say that if some fool in No Return put a “No Return” return address on a postcard, it would never find its way back here.”

      With that baffling but ironically true revelation still hanging in the air, we pulled up in front of a rambling wood home that was better than any ranch house I had ever seen in books. Everything about it was weatherworn, right down to the sprawling front porch with its twisted railings and the hanging swing that was rocking itself in the early evening breeze. The friendly place looked like it was expecting us.

      Off to the left, I spotted a small corral where a black horse with a hammock-sloped back lumbered about. Lefty darted toward the corral but stopped in his tracks when a wizened older man appeared out of the shadows.

      “Saint-Christopher-on-a-crutch! You scared the bejesus out of all of us,” my dad yelped.

      In the fading light, the old man's skin resembled walnut shells, with deep lines baked into his cheeks like abandoned roads that had once connected to unknown destinations. His face didn't move much when he spoke, but his voice was soft and gentle with a heavy layer of scratch for interest. “Sorry about that, folks. I'm not usually given to creepin' up on people. Nobody has been 'round here for some time now. But not to worry because I got the place shined up for y'all and laid in some supplies.”

      With a nod of his head, he gestured to the corral where Lefty was now whooping it up with the pig. “That there horse is Millie, and the hog the boy is chasin' goes by the name of Samson. We're your handsome new family.” I think he was grinning, although it was hard to tell.

      The expression on my father's face indicated he was as confused as the rest of us. We all stood in place as though a tune on the radio had just ended, and nobody knew whether to sit down or keep dancing. Only Beaners seemed nonchalant. The mysterious look on her face puzzled me.

      Suddenly Beaners came to life as her neurons fired. She enthusiastically shook the strange man's hand and took over as though she were the affable host of a Welcome Wagon. “Jackson family, and you too, Arty Fletcher, I would like you to meet Spratt. Lucky for us, he comes with this place.”

      “No need to give me any of your names,” Spratt said as he shook everybody's hand. “I think I can identify the whole lot of you based on the information I got before you arrived.”

      “Um, so you live close by?” my dad asked hesitantly.

      Spratt let out a loud chuckle that sounded like the earth was rumbling. “I'm not a lurker if that thought crossed your minds. I'm a lifer. That there bunkhouse next to the stable beyond the corral has been my home for so long that I can't even remember back that many years. I think I even beat Brigham Young himself to Utah.”

      “Are you saying you’ll be living with us?” Dad asked. “So you actually live here on the property full-time?” He shot a confused look at Bea, who simply grinned with self-satisfaction.

      “I sure do. It has been my home since shortly after Jack Swope bought it. We go back a lot of years, but I’m the one who takes care of this here ranch, and I’ll keep it up for you. I think you'll like it here, folks. This place has its own heartbeat.”

      As I looked around, I couldn't exactly see what Spratt meant, but I sure felt it. I caught a glimpse of Beaners and Arty as a private, unspoken message passed between them. She took his hand in a gesture of heightened tenderness. Their behavior was puzzling, but I shoved my curiosity to the back burner to contemplate at a later time. I suspected there was more than just whim that led us to Utah, although in the moment, my focus was on the circle of glowing mountains that sheltered me. Although I didn't know it then, Enduv Road was my new beginning.
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      Our new home used to be a working ranch, but now it was just a rambling western-style domicile with a horse, a pig, and a few chickens. The interior of the house was so warm inside that it was downright friendly. The faded floral furniture was fat and comfortable, and there was a big dining table constructed of a glass-covered wagon wheel atop a round cable reel. An interesting old door had been used to make an elongated coffee table where we could play games. Even the candlesticks on the carved mantle had once served another purpose as spokes of an old wooden wheel, and the coat rack was made from the discarded antlers of a giant buck.

      With each new day, I discovered something surprising. It was like living in a really good thrift store. Beaners burned sage everywhere just to make sure the rooms were full of positive energy. In my opinion, her ritual was unnecessary because entering that place was like walking into outstretched arms. It was a house that embraced its inhabitants.

      While Arty and Beaners slept in the loft upstairs, Lefty and I each had our own rooms on the main floor. They were very similar with soft, fluffy beds and unique accents. Lefty’s headboard was made of an ornate old mantelpiece, while my mahogany headboard glistened with layers of shellac. Beaners and Arty had the best headboard of all--a recycled wooden sign with letters that had been burned into the pine announcing: RANCH AND STABLES with a sunflower-yellow directional arrow below. Each bedroom offered big windows that allowed us to look out over acres of land we had yet to explore. In the distance, snow-covered peaks of the Wasatch Range of the Rocky Mountains radiated shades of dazzling white and gray-blue.

      Despite the abundance of brush-filled fields within the boundaries of the ranch fence lines, there was no garden other than a small plot behind the four-stall stable that housed Millie, so I asked Spratt why there were no crops. “Well, you see now, although farming has been good in these parts, that don’t apply to this here ranch. The dirt just ain't any good cuz it was overworked for many decades and never got enough water. The soil is no longer rich enough to grow much other than what you see. Swope Ranch is a real befitting name because Mother Nature done swope down and took all the nutrients out of the earth. Now it’s mostly brush and pasture grass, but there's lots of stuff to do on a ranch besides grow corn. How about if I teach you to ride a horse?”

      “Oh no, thank you very much, sir, but I’m not the cowgirl type.” There was no way I was interested in any horse nonsense. As far as I was concerned, I got around perfectly well on my own two clompers (as Uncle Arty referred to them).

      I'm not dumb enough to deny that horses are beautiful and fascinating animals, but they terrified me. Ever since an ornery horse bit my hand while I was on a school trip, I had been afraid to get too close to them. In my experience, horses were basically ungrateful and just downright rude. Dad had tried to convince me that the toothy horse that had tried to devour me was just an enthusiastic eater. In spite of his reassurances, I always believed there was something more sinister there.

      Even though we had been in Utah only a month, Lefty was already learning how to ride Millie. Spratt adored that horse but admitted she was lazy. He said he was sure the Statue of Liberty could run faster than Millie.

      When it came to riding, my brother was a natural, and Spratt was a patient trainer. Lefty followed Spratt around closely enough to be Spratt’s reflection. Lefty was in the second grade, so he got out of school much earlier than I did, and all he wanted to do afterward was hang out on the ranch with the critters and do what he called “cowboy shtuf.”

      I came home right after school every day also. I hadn't made any friends yet, and I wasn't sure I wanted to. To be honest, I wasn't very good at making acquaintances. Friendship had never gone well for me back on Maple Street in Endicott, either. Donna was my only companion, but she had a lot of other friends she was closer to than me.

      Girls have a certain ritual for friendship that usually involves sleepovers, which are activities I could never join. One time when I slept at Coralee's house, I wet the bed and tried to cover it up in the morning with a bath towel. Once word got out, I was no longer welcome at anyone's house.

      My embarrassing problem was something I couldn't seem to overcome. The children in the neighborhood teased me unmercifully, calling me “Soggy Bottom” like I was some sort of swamp creature, so I never wanted to partake in extracurricular activities.

      Naturally, Mom and Dad worried about me, so they took me to a very self-assured doctor who tried to convince us that I would overcome the problem on my own in due time.

      “I don't know any adult bedwetters,” he said so smugly that you would have thought he had discovered penicillin.

      “Exactly how do you know this?” I demanded. “How many leaking adults do you know, and why would they admit it to anyone anyway?” He was nonplussed, but I thought it was a logical question. I rushed out the door before he could offer any other sage advice such as, “Sleep on a raft, young lady” or “Have you considered wearing a catheter connected to a hot water bottle?”

      Although I finally had the issue under control, after the night my mom died, I started having periodic accidents while sleeping, so I still didn't trust myself to spend the night anywhere, especially with new acquaintances in Utah. I figured I didn't need new friends, even though loneliness often crept into my room late at night when the moon was shining through my window illuminating the silence.

      The local school was a short trek down Enduv Road, a scenic thoroughfare lined with sagebrush and interesting rock formations that led to Main Street, which should have been called “Minor Street,” by Uncle Arty’s assessment. There were so few people in the Keetley area that all school grade levels were taught in one school that had once been a big brick firehouse.

      Perpetually happy Principal Neath wore a cowboy hat that swallowed his head. In his spare time, he was also the postmaster. (He reminded me of that “I Love Lucy” episode where Lucy gets in trouble in a rural area, and each time she demands to speak to a different official, the guy just changes his hat.) Principal Neath, who undoubtedly was the dog catcher and the mayor also, said my test scores from my old school were very high, so he was keeping me in the grade above my age level. I didn't mind because the older kids didn't seem any more mature than I felt. They were just bigger.

      The school was a good one as new schools go. We ate lunch in the small gathering room that also served as a lunch room. On a few occasions, I talked to a girl named Patty but I didn't know anyone else. I figured who needed companions when a person has a fun group like Beaners and Arty and Dad and Lefty to go home to? As a newcomer, it was easy to make rational excuses to myself for not having friends.

      One day, after trudging home alone from school, I encountered Spratt, who was sitting in an old wicker chair on the front porch whittling with Uncle Arty. His feet, clad in well-worn boots, were propped up on the railing, and his lips clenched a blade of straw that he effortlessly moved in every direction like a conductor’s baton. “Hey there, pardner,” he said without looking up, “I've been ruminating here a bit. Now that you’ve settled into these parts, I think you should go to church with me.” His sudden, left-field declaration led me to conclude that he was as certifiable as Beaners. Arty didn't flinch, so I had a feeling they had been cooking up something.

      All my senses were suddenly on high alert. I looked at Spratt’s sincere face for a clue as to what I was dealing with. Was he going to drag me off to a white tent for a revival meeting and baptize me in a pig trough full of water? I didn't know how people in Utah were with the whole church bit, but his suggestion gave me the willies. I heard there were a lot of Mormons, and I didn't know if Mormons were just normal people or given to human sacrifice. “I'm sorry, Spratt,” I said, “but religion is not for me. God is missing-in-action. I think He’s a jackass.”

      As soon as the words came out of my accurately described “salty mouth,” I was embarrassed and ashamed. I didn't mean to insult him or hurt Spratt’s feelings. As I tried to stammer an apology, he held up a leathery hand and shot me a slow smile that took about five minutes to push the corners of his mouth up into his cragged cheeks. When his warm smile finally caught up with his sparkling eyes, the threat disappeared.

      Spratt let out one of his low, rumbling laughs and said, “God may indeed be a jackass. It's not for me to really say. I'm still holding out judgment. Now that we’ve worked that out, young lady, you might want to know that there is a church hall down the road where they hold a lot of fun activities for people of every age. The locals host bingo and activities that involve waffles and pancakes and big turkey dinners. There is music and square dancing on Saturday nights. Even if you're a loner like me and don't want to participate all that much and prefer to hang out on the sidelines, the action is always great fun to watch.”

      “I just don’t know if—”

      “Besides, I just told Lefty, and he wants to go for the blueberry pancakes. I'm not quite sure the stomach on that little one can make it till Sunday! Why don't you think about it a bit?”

      For me, that was a lot to think about. Church had always let me down, so I just didn't understand its appeal. When mom was sick, I went to every church within bicycle distance in my quest to get some answers. I didn’t have much luck.

      The local Baptist church was the closest, and those folks seemed very sure of themselves. They almost had me convinced that I would be saved from whatever was chasing us all, but when I asked Jesus to come pluck me up out of the pew and carry me to the baptismal font so I could join in, I got nothing. He didn’t show up. And neither did his father or the Holy Ghost. I guess they were all involved with more global activities, because no matter how many times I attended, they never made an appearance.

      One Sunday, I made my way to the Catholic Church with Donna. I didn't have a hat on my head, so a plump woman who was the self-appointed guardian of the door gave me a Kleenex and a bobby pin and told me to cover my hair. Donna said it was to honor God, but a Kleenex hat seemed a little disrespectful to me.

      All their activities were very beautiful, although I couldn't keep up, and I didn't have a clue what language they were speaking. They had statues that were a lot bloodier than anything I was allowed to watch on television, and there were lots of candles and continuous bell ringing. In spite of the Kleenex hat, I found it all to be very solemn, so I decided that the Catholic Church was the best place to get help for my mom.

      Donna had a beautiful string of beads and said if you prayed on them, all your sins would go away. Even though her dad went to jail a lot, all he had to do when he got out was to mumble over the beads for a sure-fire ticket to heaven. That sounded like a really good deal to me. I couldn't understand how the Catholics had it all figured out while everybody else was still struggling.

      During my search for God on Sundays, Dad stayed home to care for my mom, but he always sent us kids off with ten cents each to put into the collection plate. I was dutiful about tithing, even though some of the other kids made fun of me for being so obedient, especially considering there was a penny-candy store just down the street from the church where the money would garner instant rewards.

      One day, Sonny Miccalizzi called me a fool for believing my mom and dad were just home resting. Even though he was small and skinnier than a lamp cord, he was older and much more sophisticated than I was. It was his educated eighth-grade opinion that the parents who stayed home on Sundays were “doing sex.” I didn't know what “doing sex” meant, but I punched him in his weasel face anyway.

      Months later, I learned that I had actually broken Sonny Miccalizzi’s nose. Fortunately, nobody came to my house to arrest me. In fact, nobody came to our house at all except to drop off big casserole dishes of food.

      Mom was sick for a long time and finally died before God could show up, which is why I told Spratt God was a total jackass. I was lonely and sad and angry, and I harbored a whole lot of other feelings that I couldn't quite define. Therefore, Spratt's suggestion that I go anywhere near a church did not sit well with me. Nevertheless, blueberry pancakes were tempting, and I wasn't about to let my little brother go off to a church until I knew what was going on there. No one was going to bribe him with pancakes and then dunk the little goofball into a germy vat of baptismal water on my watch.

      As I sat on the porch with Uncle Arty and Spratt, I couldn't help but notice the expectant looks on their faces even though they pretended to concentrate on their whittling. “I know what you two are up to. You don't need to worry yourselves about me making friends,” I grumbled, “but I might consider the whole community event topic if everyone else wants to participate. Uncle Arty, what do you think about the whole thing?”

      Arty blew the dust off his carving, which was a remarkably good rendition of a cow. (He and Spratt had whittled an entire menagerie for Lefty in a very short period of time.) “Well now,” he said, “after contemplating Spratt's notion, I'm thinking we should all go down there on Saturday night and give the dancin' thing a try. We can dive in, jump in, or get pushed in, but either way, we're going to have to learn to row the boat.”

      Somehow Uncle Arty always made sense in his own unique way, even if he was one oar short. And that didn't matter, because I was the one who was about to learn how to row.
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      It was apparent that Uncle Arty really liked wiling away the time with Spratt. We learned that Spratt had been a widower for almost twenty years and never had any children. “Horses are my children, and horseshit is my enemy,” he liked to say. Arty got a charge out of that.

      Spratt was born in Utah and never wanted to live anywhere else because he feared any other place would be a letdown. He was a good listener who was especially fond of hearing tales about when Uncle Arty was a mailman—and Arty sure could tell interesting stories.

      Arty delivered mail on foot, which he said kept him in great shape for a well-fed fellow. “I was an Adonis back when I walked all over Endicott. Not so much these days. A body is either a’goin' or a’growin',” he chuckled while patting his belly. He told us stories of animal rescues and so many dog bites that he concluded he must smell like sirloin steak. Some people greeted him cheerfully while others met him with forlorn faces because they were expecting a lot of bills.

      Children used to get really excited when he delivered packages, so every Christmas he and Beaners purchased and wrapped about fifty little presents for him to carry in his bag to deliver to all the neighborhood kids. Beaners made delicious Christmas cookies that he passed out to neighbors he would meet along his route.

      Every year, in spite of his big-hearted gestures, Arty found himself in trouble with the scrooge-like postal authorities for delivering the mail while wearing a Santa costume, but he refused to stop. He always told me there were some rules you had to sneak around in an effort to be seen and heard. “I wanted those kids to know that happiness was coming up their front walk. So don't be afraid to make noise, Cinnamon Bun,” he told me. “Even a quiet presence has a purpose. Walk with determination. Leave footprints.”

      I thought about Arty's advice all week in preparation for the Saturday night festivities at the Town Meeting Hall in Keetley, which was connected to the only church in a town so small you could walk through it and not think you were there yet. There was the Skunkbush Inn, where the adults socialized, and a general store, a few apartment buildings that had once housed miners, a postal center that could fit in an envelope, the school, and a few scattered homes. There was even a “hotel,” if you consider a six-room boarding house a hotel. Most folks went to nearby Park City or Heber City for supplies or social activity.

      According to Spratt, there had once been a settlement of Japanese farmers in Keetley as well, and a few descendants were still in the area. With government approval, they had set up agrarian encampments as a way to avoid being sent to displacement camps during WWII. After the war, many gradually returned to California, their original home, having contributed to the construction of a few additional buildings like the open front structure that had once housed the blacksmith and the farrier, as well as an eight-bed clinic.

      To Spratt's recollection, Keetley had been named after Jack Keetley, famous for riding the Pony Express and breaking records by completing a 300-mile ride in just twenty-four hours, stopping only to change horses. Arty, being a retired mail carrier and all, said that particular piece of information was “just jim-dandy,” but he reckoned that Jack Keetley must have met his maker with an angry bladder and blisters on his keister.

      The 1920s settlement on the other side of us, No Return, was aptly named because there was no reason to ever return to it. It was nothing more than an abandoned cluster of dilapidated miners' cabins, long ago forgotten and erased by time. Spratt said the location of the outcropping of shelters was never even printed on local maps because it was so invisible the ink itself would have evaporated.

      In spite of the fact that No Return was not exactly a vacation destination, we explored the area several times. Lefty loved it because he found an arrowhead and part of an old spur, but something about the abandoned cabins made me very sad. It was as though the people who had lived there had simply vanished … just like my mother.

      I had turned thirteen six weeks prior, and even though I felt mature for my age, I had to get up my nerve to attend community activities with my family. I was afraid all the kids from school would stare at me like I was a pimple on a chimpanzee's ass – to use Aunt Bea’s expression.

      Beaners made a beautiful felt skirt for me. It was gray with a big pink poodle appliquéd to the front. She told us that her cards had revealed signs of an eventful evening, but she didn't say whether the events would be good or bad.

      Needless to say, I had loud misgivings. On the other hand, Lefty was jumping around the room with unrestrained excitement because Spratt told him they always had cupcakes for the kids. It didn't take much more than icing to persuade Lefty to do anything. On Saturday night, we even managed to get him out of the house with both shoes on.

      It was a very cold night, so we had to bundle up to walk down the road to the Meeting Hall. The early March snow was crunchy underfoot, and in the bright moonlight, the frosty surface appeared to be lit from within. By the time we arrived, I was happy to be there simply because it was warm and cozy inside.

      Upon our arrival, an excessively eager lady wearing too much makeup charged us a dollar each at the door and explained that the money was to cover the refreshments. “I guess it's either fleece or famine,” Arty grumbled as he handed her the bills. When Aunt Beaners poked an elbow into his ribs, he told her that he'd prefer that she “elbow him with a knee,” which got Beaners laughing like a schoolchild.

      When we walked into the room, it was impossible to stand still. The music was so lively it took my body along with it. Lefty headed straight for the cupcakes, but Beaners and Arty were keeping the rhythm to the music like everyone else within earshot. Never having seen square dancing before, we were all captivated. In the middle of the large room, the locals were spinning and twirling and really whooping it up.

      Suddenly, we were all dumbfounded when we heard a familiar voice start to shout out square dance moves. To our delight, Spratt had taken over the microphone and was calling out dance moves like “do-si-do” or “swing your partner” while all the dancers followed his calls. “I'll be darned,” Arty whispered, “that fella has an untold secret he has been keeping to himself!”

      The evening was eventful, just like Beaners predicted. When Spratt wasn't calling dance moves, he came over and taught Arty and Beaners a few fancy steps. They got out on the dance floor and had a jolly time. Beaners threw her head back with laughter and lifted her skirt in a saucy little move that made me grin, and Arty hammed it up for her like a sailor on leave. I hoped they would always be that happy.

      The night was magical … but not because of the music. And not because of the refreshments. And not because my new skirt made me feel beautiful. The magic came in the form of TJ Howard, who was suddenly standing in front of me as though he had somehow materialized without disturbing the air molecules.

      I couldn't talk. I couldn't even move. TJ’s mop of russet hair accented eyes the color of the Wasatch Mountains, and his smile kept me anchored to the earth even though my body wanted to float. He had the best grin I had ever seen. His teeth kept him from being perfect, and I was grateful for that. One front tooth slightly crossed over the other as though his incisors weren't sure in which direction TJ was going. That was okay by me because I was still finding my own direction.

      “Would you like to?”

      “Huh? I mean, pardon me?” Apparently, he had spoken to me, but my hearing had shut down along with my vocal cords.

      “Dance. Would you like to dance? I'm TJ. I saw you standing here, so I thought that maybe—”

      “Oh, I don't dance,” I replied, cutting him off, “but thank you very much.”

      “OK. Well, if you drink root beer, then why don't we go get some?”

      I was afraid to move. I wanted to keep all the magic trapped in that moment, and I feared that if I moved, the molecules would change again, and then the magic would be gone.

      Before I could make my tongue work, the music changed. All of a sudden, the folks on the dance floor formed a long line. They danced in unison, moving back and forth and left and right and making turns simultaneously. After each chorus, they yelled, “Woohoo!” I was mesmerized.

      Uncle Arty suddenly appeared at my side. “Hey, young man! Hey, Simmy!” he hooted. “Join in, kids. Woohoo! Come on now! Woohoo!”

      TJ startled me out of my semi-conscious state when he abruptly shouted, “Woohoo!”

      Arty, obviously satisfied that he was getting what he had come over for, looked at me conspiratorially and whispered, “Get noisy, girl. Let the world know you are here.”

      Arty took my hand in his and thrust it into the air in a gesture of cheer. Automatically my mouth opened, air rushed into my lungs, and suddenly I screamed, “Woohoo!” My vocal exuberance was so loud my own eyes grew wide. After a beat, TJ yelled again, and we all started laughing hysterically. Arty danced off to join Beaners, who had watched all the action and was grinning with satisfaction.

      “Com'on,” TJ smiled his goofy smile, “I'm going to teach you how to dance.” I took his outstretched hand and followed him to the dance floor knowing even then that I would follow TJ Howard forever wherever he might lead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 7


          

          
            Corni-crappia

          

        

      

    

    
      Lefty and I loved spending time with Spratt in his bunkhouse. On Saturdays, we sat in front of a fire and ate his special scrambled eggs with cheese and onions. He was such a good baker that he could even make cherry and blueberry turnovers from scratch, which became our favorite pastry. One day when I complimented him on a delicious apple pie he made, he said, “Girl, you're the one who picked the apples for me. I was just returning the 'flavor.'” We all chortled at that one.

      The bunkhouse smelled delicious – like cloves and burned firewood and pine. According to Spratt, the dilapidated cabin didn't have indoor plumbing when he first moved in. He had not only added a toilet and a shower but also a big silver potbelly stove for additional heating. There were several intriguing paintings hanging on the walls – mostly scenes of snow-covered mountains and the nearby Provo River. I was surprised to find out he had painted them himself and very impressed because it seemed there were few things Spratt could not do.

      Lefty and I were fascinated by his stories. Charlie Spratt was born and raised in Park City where his Irish father worked in the silver mines. As a kid, sometimes he would go down into the mines with his dad, but darkness was the one thing he couldn't handle, so he never had any desire to become a miner. “Constant darkness steals your life from you,” he told Lefty and me. Over time, his dad's skin turned bluish-gray, and when he developed respiratory problems, he quit the mines and bought a ranch.

      Spratt said he got a big part of his education on the ranch just by talking to the animals. “If you listen carefully, animals can teach you more than most human beings can,” he declared.

      Spratt met his wife Melba in Park City when her family came to Spratt’s ranch to buy cattle. He fell in love with her right away, and according to him, she had no choice but to love him back because he was “completely irresistible.” (I enjoyed how he slapped his thigh when he said that.)

      They lived on the ranch with the rest of his family until the bank repossessed the property, forcing them all to vacate. He worked on other ranches wherever he could find employment until his gentle-hearted friend, Mr. Swope, gave him a permanent home after Melba died. Spratt, now sixty-five years old, said he had a good long run with his wife until the Lord took her home. He then looked at me and corrected himself. “Until the jackass took her home,” he winked.

      After breakfast on Saturdays, we would occupy ourselves with various activities. Lefty and I loved walking along the railroad tracks looking for lost treasures or picking berries off the chokeberry bushes that grew by the stream. We ice skated on one of the many streams in winter and fished in the spring. On a few occasions, we hunted rabbits with bows and arrows and the intention of being the heroes who would supply dinner. When Lefty actually speared a rabbit with an arrow, we were both so devastated we never went hunting again.

      Later in the day on Saturdays, Beaners and Spratt would often take Lefty and me for a trip into Park City. Arty always chose to stay home. He said the bumpy ride made him burp too much. Recently he had been complaining a lot about indigestion, so Beaners always set him up with a bowl of soup and told him to just stay at Swope Ranch and relax while we headed into town for supplies.

      It was terrific fun to pile into the bed of Spratt's old Chevy pickup truck with a blanket and a thermos of hot cocoa. Beaners usually sat in the cab with Spratt, where the two of them would sing old songs like “Old Man River” and “Someone's in the Kitchen with Dinah.” They could really get that truck bouncing.

      Spring was coming in early, so the weather was chilly but sunny. I marveled at the snow-capped mountains, dusty in color in the evening and tangerine-hued in the early morning sunlight. The mountains cradled everything below with their comforting grandeur. Sometimes we would see deer and rabbits along the road and out in the brush. Once in a while we even spotted a few sleek and cunning coyotes, even though it was not their usual hunting time. Overhead, there were cardinals, jays, finches, and clamorous crows, which were the loudest birds I had ever heard. Spratt joked that the birds in Utah use megaphones. “Yep, when you live in Utah, there’s a lot to sing about,” he nodded.

      We all enjoyed our trips to Parley's Mercantile Store, a fascinating place that was owned and managed by a friendly man of Japanese descent with the comical nickname, ‘Tooter.’ A big sign in the window said, “Dry Goods,” but the place had a little bit of everything – from food and sewing notions to cattle feed and hardware. You could buy books and teen magazines or aftershave and bushels of corn. There was a huge barrel of pickles and jars of beef jerky, and lots of candy that Tooter often gave us for free. I never knew which way to look when I went into the store. Beaners called it a dazzling cornucopia, but Arty referred to it as a “corni-crappia.” I think they both had a point.

      Park City wasn't very big, but it was much more upscale than Keetley with its local shops and cafes. According to Spratt, there had once been a much bigger town population before the mining operations subsided. There were still a few working mines, but the permanent population had dwindled to about twelve hundred full-time residents, a teeming metropolis compared to where we lived in Keetley.

      There was another reason I loved going to Park City—TJ Howard lived there. In Park City, there was a main street that ran uphill through town, and TJ's house was at the very top past the shopping area, one of the few homes on Main Street that still existed. It was an old but charming miner’s cabin with a sloped roof and a big porch that reached all the way to the sidewalk without any grass in between. On Saturdays, TJ would sit out on the porch reading or doing his homework and waiting for us to come by.

      I was always on the lookout for him. Ever since I was young, I had been in the habit of casting my eyes down whenever I was around strangers. It was a habit I had been trying to break since Uncle Arty told me there was a light inside me and therefore, I should lead with my eyes. “Be a lighthouse for others,” he encouraged. I decided Arty was a very wise man because one side benefit of holding my head high was that I could always spot TJ before we got to the top of Main Street.

      Whenever we saw TJ, Beaners would get a sudden hankering for ice cream. It was actually quite comical how each week she tried to make it sound as though going for ice cream was a spontaneous thought, and every time she would invite TJ to come with us. He always did.

      Our trips to Park City usually involved other activities too. One Saturday, much to Lefty’s delight, we visited the old jailhouse on Main Street that had long ago been abandoned. Beaners reckoned that the town's forefathers were very practical because they built the jail right across from the bank, providing the sheriff with a bird’s eye view in the event of any sudden and unexpected cash “withdrawals.”

      Spratt knew all the best places to go sledding, so we always threw the toboggan into the back of the truck. We had a very long toboggan that dad had brought home as a gift on his last break from his new job. Lefty would always sit in the front of the toboggan. I sat in the middle, and TJ sat behind me. Then we would push off and lean forward to make ourselves streamlined until we were almost airborne.

      Whenever TJ put his arms around my waist, I got really warm on the outside … and on the inside too. I was experiencing a lot of new feelings that tumbled around in my insides like clothes in a warm dryer. Even when my forehead was perspiring, I would shiver when I felt his hot breath on my neck. On those memorable Saturdays, I never wanted to go back to the ranch.

      I lived for the weekends when I could see TJ, and I constantly begged the sky to shower us with more snow. Finally, on one Saturday afternoon after an especially long toboggan run, I got up the nerve to ask TJ if I could be his girlfriend. After a moment of hesitation, he flat out said, “No.” Just like that. Simply one word–-no. Not even, “I’m sorry, and thanks anyway” attached. I was devastated, but after I caught my breath and shoved my hurt back down into my chest, I decided I wanted to break his nose. (And past experience told me I could do it.)

      I didn’t smack him, but I was so despondent after his rejection that I didn’t want to see him anymore. Unfortunately, he continued to wait outside every Saturday so we could all get ice cream, and Beaners continued to be Emily Post-hospitable. I, on the other hand, barely ever spoke to him.

      One day when we were alone in the book-reading corner of the mercantile store, he explained to me that upon first meeting me, he thought I was older than I really was. He was about to start his junior year of high school in Park City, and I would be entering the ninth grade at the high school in nearby Heber City, so TJ felt I was too young for him. He said his best friend told him it would be “inappropriate.” I didn’t dare tell him I had skipped a year of school, and I was even younger than he thought. There was no sense in using cold water to melt an icicle.

      After Uncle Arty witnessed me moping around for several weeks, he managed to pry an explanation out of me. I finally disclosed that my heart was breaking because I was too young to be the girlfriend of someone who had thought I was older. I also let him know that I thought TJ was a coward and that the age excuse was a bunch of horse crap.

      After rubbing his whiskers for an extended pause, Uncle Arty reassured me that I never had to worry about the age difference because the gap would eventually close. “You know, dear, I'm fifty-five years old, which is almost ten years older than your aunt, but I waited around until Beatrice noticed what a catch I was. You wait and see – someday you'll be walking around enjoying life, and then suddenly you'll stumble into TJ and discover he was standing there waiting for you the whole darn time.”

      “But, what if he's not there waiting?”

      “Then you'll be making a narrow escape because the kid must be dumber than a turd hat.”

      “I will never forgive him for being so hurtful.”

      “Sweet girl, if your love is big enough, it will eventually swallow the hurt, and then you will forgive. I learned that by being married to your Aunt Bea.”

      I saw a distant look on his face and thought what an odd response that was, but at that moment, I was too self-absorbed to pursue it. “I prefer to hate him,” I pouted.

      “I get that, and for now, you don’t need to feel anything other than what you are feeling. Every day will be different. In the meantime, don't sit around waiting for things to happen. Get out there and do great things with your life. Grab the bull by the hind end!”

      “Uh, Uncle Arty, I think you mean 'grab the bull by the horns.'“

      “Oh no, pumpkin,” he winked, “a smart person never lets the bull see 'em coming.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 8


          

          
            Solitary Requiem

          

        

      

    

    
      The last Saturday in April was one of those days so beautiful a person didn't know whether to sing or shout. Spratt, Beaners, and Lefty had gone into town to get a new telephone to replace the broken relic we had at the ranch because it screeched whenever someone picked up the receiver. Beaners had purchased a new dress pattern for me, so she wanted to pick up some fabric as well. “Pale yellow,” I requested, imagining that my new outfit would make me look like Natalie Wood with blonde hair and blue eyes—and TJ would no longer think of me as a child. (Imagination had always been my best friend.)

      As soon as they left, I regretted staying home from our regular Saturday excursion and was feeling lonely for not having anyone to share the day with. Uncle Arty, who normally arose early, was still in bed, so I went in to check up on him and see if he wanted me to warm the soup that Beaners had left him.

      I knocked on his door several times before I finally heard him invite me in. He sounded very weak, which was unusual because his voice always sounded like soft snare drums.

      “There’s my sweet Simmy girl,” he smiled.

      “What's going on, Uncle Arty?” I asked. “You haven't eaten your soup. Would you like me to heat it up?”

      “No, love, not today. I'm all souped out.”

      “Is something wrong? You look very pale. Are you coming down with something?” His normally ruddy complexion was a dusty color I had never seen before.

      “I'm plum peachy. Now, you get on over here a bit closer please, darlin’ girl. That way I don't have to strain my voice.”

      My legs kept me frozen in place. There was something about his demeanor that worried me. His breath was irregular as he made an effort to talk, and when he gestured to me, it was with two fingers only, as though it was too much effort for him to lift his entire hand.

      “You don't need to be shy or hesitant, Sim. Always remember what I taught you—make sure this beautiful earth can hear you. Let her know you’re there. And even when you have to tiptoe, tiptoe loudly.”

      “I’m trying, Uncle Arty.”

      “Good girl. And forgive TJ. Do it for yourself. And no matter what you ever may hear about my beloved Beatrice, please don’t judge her,” he smiled.

      I was very confused about his comment about Beaners, but I knew not to press the issue. Arty stared at me a moment longer, and then he abruptly stopped talking. I wasn't sure if he was pausing or if he had nothing more to say. Suddenly he grabbed his chest. His mouth was moving, but there was only silence. His eyes looked like he was leaving me, and his beautiful voice got lost so far down in his throat that it sounded like a goodbye. My knees almost gave out as fear and panic washed over me.

      “Uncle Arty, sit up,” I yelled as I ran to the bed. “Are you okay? Arty, please talk to me! Are you okay? Don't move. Please try to breathe,” I pleaded as he slumped further down in the bed. When I yanked him upright, he grabbed his chest again.

      “Beatrice,” he whispered. His voice was laden with so much longing that I thought my heart would split open with sorrow.

      “Stay there, Uncle Arty, I'm going for help!”
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        * * *

      

      I ran to the hallway to call for emergency aid. Overwhelmed with confusion, I slid my hand across the empty phone table and tried to make sense of things. There was no phone. We had owned a phone the day before, but now we had nothing. In my brain, I knew the phone was broken, and yet I kept staring at the disconnected cord while I tried to reconcile my grasp on what was happening.

      As I fought back my panic, I descended the stairs and exited through the front door without my coat. Once again, I stopped dead in my tracks on the front porch while my mind tried to catch up with my reflexes. Spratt was still in Park City, so I had no means of transportation. I knew I had to get help for Uncle Arty because no one else was there to save him.

      Overcome with fear and panic, I raced to the corral and grabbed the saddle off its perch on the fence. Having watched Spratt saddle up a horse countless times, I thought I could do it. I was a stranger to Millie, so she turned her head to nudge me away, but I shoved her right back and yelled in her face to make her stop.

      Once I got the saddle on her, I hoisted myself up onto the fence and got on her back. I was utterly terrified to be so high up in the air on a huge beast that I didn't know how to control. Grabbing the reins in both hands as Spratt had taught Lefty to do, I guided Millie toward the opening of the corral. With a rush of adrenaline, I kicked her in the side and commanded her to run.

      Millie took off at a faster pace than I knew she could gallop. Spratt had always kept her at a slow pace with Lefty, but I discovered she had a huge amount of feistiness left in her. I was so frightened I was gasping and sobbing. In spite of my fear, I leaned in and held on.

      As we headed away from the ranch, my hair stuck to my sweat and tear-covered face making it difficult to see much of what was ahead. When we got to the turnoff at Enduv Road, I jerked on the reins again. Millie obediently moved to the right in the direction I wanted her to go. I knew of a doctor who lived between Keetley and Park City who had a home office, so I guided her in that direction hoping he would be home on a Saturday.

      As we were getting closer to the doctor's house, to my horror, the saddle abruptly rotated to the right, and the stirrups and even the fender of the saddle slipped under Millie’s belly. I hadn't secured the straps tightly enough, so I was suddenly riding almost tangential to the horse. Millie panicked and picked up her pace. She was obviously irritated and confused, and she became increasingly angry. When we rounded the curve on the downhill slope of the road, she abruptly threw me off. I hit the ground so hard that the air went out of me completely.

      I lay there, momentarily stunned. The ground was cold beneath me, and I slowly registered pain almost everywhere in my body. Millie had stopped running and was standing next to me. She kicked my leg in protest causing me to cry out again in pain and anger. After a brief struggle, I grabbed her reins and yelled at her to stand still as I cinched the saddle as tightly as I could. It took me several frantic attempts before I was finally able to climb back onto Millie and ride the remaining distance to the doctor's small ranch house.

      When I finally got there, I jumped off the horse and just let her keep running. It was a harsh landing, but I already hurt so much that the pain barely slowed me. Pounding on the office door, I screamed for help.

      The face of the man who came to the door registered shock at my appearance and demeanor, but he didn't hesitate, and he didn't ask questions. “I’m Doctor Sato,” he announced while gathering up his satchel and a roll of gauze. “Get in my truck, open the glove compartment, and use those alcohol towels and the antibiotic cream that’s in there. Then wrap these gauze bandages around that gash on your forehead and those bloody elbows. We’ll clean you up properly later. The horse will find its way home.”

      The doctor backed the car out of the driveway so fast I thought he was going to hit Millie, who was now lingering contritely at the edge of his driveway. When he swerved to miss her, I lurched forward in my seat and had to prop my hands on the dashboard to keep from hitting the window. By the time we got back to the house, Spratt's truck was in the driveway.
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        * * *

      

      When my eyes scanned Arty’s bedroom, I saw that Lefty was pressed up against the wall in one corner of the room. He was crying, and Spratt was attempting to soothe him. The bed was empty.

      My eyes moved over to the window. On the floor below the window, Beaners was supporting Uncle Arty in her arms. Her face and shoulders appeared to have collapsed.

      “He was able to crawl over here to the window,” she rasped as the doctor and I rushed to her side. “He must have heard the truck pull in. He knew we were here for him.”

      Beaners was now making choking sounds, and her usually serene face was distorted with sorrow. She gently stroked Arty’s face and kissed his forehead. “He held on until we got back. He opened his eyes,” she smiled sadly. “‘I promised you that I would always wait for you, Bea,’ that dear man told me.” Her sobs were so heavy with agony that they were almost silent. “He did wait for me,” she moaned over and over again. “He waited.”

      I felt a distant howl crawl out of my throat. “You mean, he's—”

      “Yes, Simmy, he's gone.”

      “NO! NO!” I yelled. I kicked the bed and then pounded my fist against the wall. “But I brought the doctor. I went for help, Beaners. I am so sorry! I rode as fast as I could!” I could hear myself pleading, although I didn't know what I was pleading for or who I expected would answer. “I didn't mean to let him down!”

      “You didn't let him down, darling girl. He was ready to go. And he knew how brave you were. Just as I was able to watch through that window when you returned, he had seen you fearlessly get on that horse to go for help.”

      “How do you know that?” I demanded.

      “He told me. And one of the last things he said was, 'Bea, you tell our brave girl to always ride with the wind.'”

      I fell to the floor and lay looking up at the ceiling, my heart fighting against the crush of unspeakable sorrow. As Uncle Arty left us behind, I silently promised him I would bravely follow the wind. But even my cherished and wise Uncle Arty could never have imagined in what strange directions the Utah winds would blow.
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Chapter 9


          

          
            Beatrice (Beaners) Winner Fletcher

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Heads Up, World!

      

      

      Beatrice Winner always swore that when she was born in 1915, her mother's water broke twice. She came out in frank breach position, so her ass-end was her first greeting to the world, a symbolic commentary of which she was quite proud given her nonconformist and rebellious nature. No one could ever determine how the bit about her mother’s amniotic fluid was possible, but the message was clear—Beatrice Winner knew how to make an entrance.

      Although Bea was used to being the center of her parents’ attention, when her only sibling was born almost eight years later, she was more than happy to share the limelight. She adored her little sister, Gracie Marie, and vowed to always take care of her. At the time, she had no way of knowing that her vow would one day lead to an attempted disposal of a corpse, but Beatrice always kept her commitments.

      The Winner family lived in Endicott, New York. Young Beatrice was a blonde-haired, green-eyed beauty who, by the time she was sixteen years old, was known to be a wild one. There were whispers that she was a “good-time girl,” and everybody knew what that implied. The neighborhood boys would often congregate on the porch of the Winners' white clapboard home on Maple Street, hoping Bea would come sit on the porch swing and chat a while.

      Naturally, she was the object of daydreams as well as night dreams, and almost every boy who ever climbed the stoop to her porch was hoping for a secret dalliance. Bea loved to flirt and toss her blonde mane about, but truth be told, she was an innocent girl in party-girl disguise. No one realized at the time that Bea was simply finding ways to deal with a markedly unconventional family.

      The Winners’ household was not your average home. In addition to its four living occupants, there was one dog, one cat, and three ghosts. Her mother, Sarah, who claimed to be a clairvoyant, regularly reported nocturnal visits from three spirits who had once lived in their house and apparently had no intentions of leaving.

      Beatrice was the chosen one who had to accompany her mother down the cellar stairs every time the furnace flame went out—no doubt due to the shenanigans of the spirits who lived amongst the storage trunks and jars of preserved fruit. According to Sarah, there was further evidence of their existence because she frequently found open jars of previously sealed peaches, and she often heard footsteps on the stairs.

      One morning, Beatrice heard a loud crash just as she was coming downstairs to breakfast. She discovered her mother standing over a pile of broken teacups with a baseball bat in hand and baby Gracie tucked under one arm.

      “What's going on, Mom?” Beatrice casually inquired. Her mother had long been given to reactions aptly described by the neighbors as “overkill,” and as a result, Bea remained nonchalant. She expected to find a mouse on the loose again, or perhaps someone had stolen another bottle of milk off the back stoop.

      “They were here last night,” Sarah said.

      “Who was here, Mom?” Bea asked as she stepped over the debris and poured herself a glass of milk. Unnatural happenings were such a common event in their household that she could see no reason for invisible visitors to interfere with her breakfast.

      “Look there!” Her mother gestured to the chest of drawers that separated the kitchen from the living room. “No one ever touches my silver hairbrush and mirror set! Can't you see? My comb was moved. The mirror is facing up, and I always place it face down.” Her hands fluttered about her head like bats in an attic looking for a landing. “Bea, I think someone used my hairbrush!”

      “Uh-huh. Mom, as I keep reminding you, there is no such thing as ghosts. Especially ghosts with hair.”

      “Oh yeah – it even says so in the Bible. Are you questioning the Bible, young lady? Are you denying that the Holy Ghost exists?”

      “Mom, I don’t think the Holy Ghost refers to—” Bea stopped herself. She had indulged her mother by having the same conversation countless times, and it was exhausting. “Mom, I guarantee that the Holy Ghost would have no use for your hairbrush. You are just overexcited again.”

      “No, Bea. It’s very obvious that we have frequent visitors.” Sarah lifted her bat and scanned the room. “And they need to keep their hands off our stuff before they break something!”

      “Uh-huh. Mother, you are the only one who is breaking things. Please put down the bat and calm down. You don't want to scare Gracie, do you? Maybe dad bumped into the dresser on his way to work this morning and jarred your things.”

      “Oh, yeah? Well then, why would anyone want to do THAT, Beatrice?” Sarah directed Bea's attention to a framed watercolor on the wall above the bureau. It took Bea several seconds to comprehend what she saw. The painting was hanging upside down and somewhat askew, exposing faded lines on the wallpaper around the picture frame.

      The entire scene was perplexing. Either someone was sleepwalking and rearranging things in the middle of the night, or there really were spirits living in the house who were becoming more aggressive and wanted to be heard … or redecorate. Neither scenario was a positive one, leaving Bea bewildered.

      “So, Beatrice, how do you explain it?”

      “I can't,” Bea said quietly. “Maybe we need to talk to whoever is living here and see what their purpose is, besides good grooming.”

      “Good idea, Bea, good idea!”

      That day Bea bought several bundles of sage and her first Ouija board. She didn't necessarily believe she could contact the dead, but she did hope it would keep her mother from demolishing the kitchen. Unfortunately, Sarah’s sanity ship had already left port.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 10


          

          
            Puttin' on the Ritz

          

        

      

    

    
      Several blocks from the Winner home in West Endicott, there was a bowling alley and an adjacent roller skating rink. Every Saturday evening, Bea would walk to the bowling alley with her father so he could bowl while she skated. To Bea, skating was like dancing. The indoor rink had shiny wood floors, so it was much better for skating than the bumpy sidewalks where it was easy to hit a patch of broken cement and end up in someone's bushes.

      Bea loved the music they played as she circled around the rink to the jazzy notes of “Puttin' on the Ritz.” She could skate backward and complete turns on one skate, and because of her expertise, many of the boys wanted to skate with her just for an opportunity to hold her hand. She always flashed a dazzling smile to one of her skate partners before she would let go of his hand and skate off to be with someone else. As her mother always said, Beatrice Winner moved around “like a flea in a mitten.”

      For as long as her father wanted to bowl, she was happy to circle the rink. However, their recreational evenings eventually seemed to run later and later until the lights were blinking in the skating rink as a signal that it was time to close. Bea would have to go looking for her father, whom she usually found coming from the alley.

      Soon the situation became clear—her dad was not bowling. His recreation had taken on another form, one with legendary curves. Above the Four Aces Bowling Alley was a poker room where one Miss Lucy Palmer passed out beverages, played a mean honky-tonk piano, and made life very entertaining for the neighborhood men. Bea had heard whispers that the locals called the accommodating Miss Palmer “Loosey Lucy.” However, Bea had no idea that her dad was getting loose with Lucy until she caught them out in the alley one evening after the skating rink closed.

      Although Bea never told anyone her randy father was playing poke-her rather than poker, her parents’ marriage ended not long after the incident amongst a swirl of rumors and juicy scandal. Some said it was no wonder George Winner had left a wife who had intimate conversations with ghosts. A few local gossips upped the level of excitement by claiming that Sarah Winner drank blood and slept on graves in their backyard. Although Bea denied the rumors about her mother's sleeping habits and beverage preferences, the tall tales created a lot of excitement on Maple Street.

      Other neighbors, usually teenage boys, claimed that Lucy could motivate any man to leave his wife, and George Winner was indeed a champion for picking the winning Loosey Lucy-lottery ball. Only a few defended Sarah, claiming it was philandering George who made the poor woman crazy.

      When Sarah Winner found out what her husband was up to, she chased him out of the house with her baseball bat and a jar of Borden's Mayonnaise. The neighbors couldn't explain the need for mayonnaise, but they all agreed that the incident topped that year's Oscar-winning performance of Norma Shearer in “The Divorcee.” When the unmercifully smashed jar of mayonnaise was spotted in the driveway the following morning, Sarah was dubbed “The Lizzie Borden of Sandwich Spreads.”

      Following his very public exit, George Winner rented a garage apartment on Wendell Street close to the bowling alley. After that, Bea lost her interest in roller skating because she hated passing by The Four Aces Bowling Alley where there was always piano music wafting from the windows above. Laughter and celebration seemed callous, and she began to see less and less of her father, a consequence that suited her just fine.

      In the months after George left home, Sarah became progressively battier. The day a stray dog limped into the yard, Sarah, who had a functioning sense of compassion in spite of the often-blurred signals in her head, decided the dog needed to be examined. This led to an embarrassing incident that was later recounted to Bea and Gracie by their neighbor, Elaine Burgner, who ostensibly dropped in to check on their welfare, although it was obvious that she really wanted to make her victimization known to whomever would listen.

      According to Mrs. Burgner, it was the paper boy who told Sarah about a veterinarian in the neighborhood who worked out of his home office on weekends, so Sarah promptly carried the injured animal one block over to a house near the corner of Elm Street and Frey Avenue.

      After Sarah arrived, she let herself in, sat on the couch, and helped herself to a bowl of gumdrops while she waited to be greeted. When no one appeared, she became impatient and called out for service. Mrs. Burgner, who was upstairs napping at the time, ran down the stairs in what Sarah (while later recounting her side of the story) described as a “ridiculous tizzy.”

      “What are you doing in my house?” Mrs. Burgner demanded.

      “I came to see your husband.”(That was inarguably an inadvisable way to start a conversation.)

      “My husband? What business do you have with my husband?”

      “I’ve heard he has accommodated several others in the neighborhood who have been very satisfied. So, I’ll wait.”

      “He’s not going to ‘accommodate’ you or anyone else!”

      “I would like his opinion about what to do with this dog.”

      “My husband doesn’t know diddley-squat about dogs.”

      “That’s uncalled for. By the looks of this expensive carpeting, he must do his job pretty good, although the pale green is an impractical choice.”

      “Listen, lady, my husband isn't home, my carpet is none of your business, and if you're looking for a veterinarian, there is one next door.”

      “I’d prefer your husband. I'll just wait for him to come home.”

      “You don't seem to understand. I’m trying to tell you that you're in the wrong house.”

      “I think you are the one who is mistaken. So, who is that other dog that’s roaming around?”

      “That's Teddy. He's the family dog.”

      “Well then, why is there a cat in the window if your husband is not an animal doctor?”

      “That’s where the cat sleeps! OUR cat! And my husband is an accountant! Why do I have to keep explaining this to you? Are you thick? You need to leave or I'll call somebody to escort you out.”

      Sarah was so insulted she got up, grabbed another handful of gumdrops, and muttered, “These gumdrops are stale. And your husband will surely lose business unless he hires a nicer receptionist.” Sarah then stomped out, leaving the dog in the living room for Mrs. Burgner to tend to.

      When Bea later asked her mother how she hadn't noticed that the Burgners' living room was not a veterinarian’s office, Sarah calmly explained that there was another dog present, and a giant fish tank, and even a cat, so it was Mrs. Burgner who was the person who was terribly confused.

      “The veterinarian lives in the house next door, Mom,” Bea sighed.

      “Isn't that lovely! It’s so nice to know there are two veterinarians in the neighborhood.”

      Sarah’s lapses of judgment were not Bea’s greatest worry. With her father's paycheck now supporting two households and the Great Depression causing food shortages, money was tight, so Bea began a new enterprise to create income. She decided to become a Tarot reader, and there was nothing whimsical about her plan. Bea went to the library and read as many books as she could on Tarot cards and psychic interpretations.

      Her marketing plan required minimal investment. Having been told she had an alluring figure, she believed she could convince the boys in the neighborhood to pay for card readings if she flirted with them and wore her ritzy Max Factor lipstick, thus offering just the right amount of suggestive.

      Once she felt she had enough knowledge about the cards to predict the future, Bea set up a small game table and chairs in their fruit cellar. After she covered the table with a floral print tablecloth, she placed a crystal bowl full of jumbo cat-eye marbles in the middle to create a mystical atmosphere. She also kept her Ouija board close for even greater effect.

      At first, Bea’s customer base grew slowly. Undeterred, she began to offer a free jar of preserved peaches with each reading. It was a genius idea because the basement was becoming overcrowded with fruit. Since George had left, her mother had become obsessive about canning, so they had enough fruit in the cellar to last until the apocalypse. Sarah Winner's canned fruit, as tasty as it was, always caused diarrhea for its victims and thus provided another reason to move the product.

      It wasn't long before the neighbor boys discovered that she had a remarkable ability to predict coming events. She told scrappy Russ Weston that he was going to get in trouble with his father soon and would probably even get a whipping. When word got around that the event actually took place, her business really took off. No one except Bea had considered that thick-skulled Russ would get a bad report card that week, so perhaps there was no mysticism to her prediction, but Bea always believed in everything she said, and she had remarkable foresight.

      Buster Vivona, who lived down the block, would drop by frequently. Buster had an unfortunate habit of unzipping his pants and letting his little gopher-like member peek out. Bea predicted that pathetic little “Punxsutawney Phil,” as she often referred to it, would peek his head out of Buster's trousers once too often and get caught in his zipper. Sure enough, a painful and unexpected zipper incident happened one day, as reported by several amused local firemen who were called upon to free Phil. When the news of Bea’s accurate prediction got out, even a few adults began to drop in for a reading.

      The young man who lived across the street, Arty Fletcher, was almost ten years older than Bea, so he was not part of the neighborhood gang. Arty's mom had once told Bea’s mother that Arty had worked hard to become a pilot, but when he went for training in California in 1924, he contracted the pneumonic plague and was “two steps short of the Pearly Gates.” After Arty defied the odds and recovered, he continued to experience frequent dizzy spells and could no longer fly.

      Ultimately, Arty got his strength back, returned to Endicott, and began to work for the US Post Office as a mail carrier. Sometimes Bea saw him walking down Maple Street with his heavy bag of mail. She couldn't understand why he wouldn't be permanently sad for not being able to do what he wanted and for having to leave a glorious place like California, but Arty was a downright cheerful fellow who always took the time to say hello.

      To her surprise, she found Arty standing on her front porch one afternoon. She opened the door just as he was about to knock. His dark hair was hanging down over his forehead, and his eyes were so bright they seemed to flicker. “I heard you can predict the future,” he grinned, “so I wanted to know if I could pay for a reading.”

      As Bea ushered Arty through the house and down to the cellar, she smiled at the bounce in his gait and was happy to observe that he was already having a good time. While sitting across from Arty, Bea experienced a moment of sudden clarity. Some might have described it as a rush of honesty. Her conscience told her Arty was a nice guy, and anyone who delivered mail in rain and snow deserved respect.

      Bea shuffled her cards and then looked him straight in the eye. “You know I don't have any special powers, right, Arty? I just tell the thoughts that come into my head.”

      “I know that,” he grinned, “but isn't that what clairvoyants are supposed to do? Maybe you have more psychic power than you believe. So go on and tell me what thoughts you have in your head.”

      “Okay,” she agreed, “but I’m not going to take your money. That would be an offense to the U.S. government who pays you.” Bea turned over the cards several times and waited for her hummingbird thoughts to land long enough to reveal a message. “This says you don’t believe in the supernatural and that you are really here on a social visit.”

      Arty laughed heartily, his warm voice echoing throughout the fruit cellar. “Oh lordy, you’re good. You’re going to make me a believer.”

      “I knew that. That’s how psychic I am. And according to the cards, you will get flat feet from your job,” she said in a tone weighted with solemnity.

      Arty snickered and glanced at his feet. “Good grief! That’s not good. Maybe I should have contacted a chiropodist instead of you,” he laughed. “Can you tell me something more positive?”

      “Sure. I was about to tell you that your feet will someday protect you by taking you to the right places instead of the wrong places.”

      “Hey, hooves, thanks in advance. Anything else, Bea?”

      “You're going to find yourself a girlfriend. And you will travel.”

      “Oh, I don't really like to travel much. I like to stay close to home.”

      “Hmm … well, I suppose there are different ways to travel. Maybe the message in the cards is metaphorical.”

      “You make an excellent point! I do like the part about the girlfriend. Are you seeing anyone?”

      “No, I’m not. You do know I'm not quite seventeen, right?”

      “Heck, no! Really? Actually, I thought you were about twenty-one or twenty-two because you have your own business and all.”

      Bea was very flattered to have the attention of an attractive young man in his twenties, even if he did seem naive and inexperienced. “I’m just industrious, Arty.”

      “So then, it seems I have a few more years on my person than you do, and I would never suggest anything that was out of line. I think I’m just gonna wait for you to get a bit older. How’s that?”

      “Gee, Arty, that's a nice offer, but I am interested in a man who wants to travel, so unless you trade in your mailbag for a really nice suitcase, it simply wouldn't work.”

      His hearty laugh resounded throughout the fruit cellar. “You're a kick! I really plan to wait for you, Beatrice, because maybe someday you'll reconsider. After all, I am a travelin’ man—I do my traveling every day on these two flat feet. Now, there’s your metaphor.”

      “I like your humor. So do you want to hear more, or did you come here just to flirt with me, Arty Fletcher?”

      “I came because I heard your mom’s peaches are delicious,” he grinned. “I'll take two jars.”
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      When it came time to graduate from high school, Beatrice wanted to move away from home to live in a garage studio like the one that her dad and Loosey Lucy now shared, however, she feared leaving her little sister Gracie alone with her mother, as Sarah Winner had become more unbalanced. By Bea's assessment, her mother was in no way dangerous, but she was a bad influence on her little sister, who was beginning to believe her mother could actually talk to spirits.

      Bea had long ago confided in Gracie that her own clairvoyant powers were mostly a matter of perceiving what others needed to hear, although she had to admit that her perception was extraordinary. However, when their mother insisted that Gracie start talking to their invisible house guests as a means of making them feel more welcome, Bea knew her only choice was to stay at home to keep Gracie earth-bound.

      Not having a car, the most convenient place for Bea to work was within walking distance at the Endicott-Johnson Shoe Factory on Maple Street. Her responsibilities involved “stitching uppers to lowers” with a new machine that founder George F. Johnson had adopted. She enjoyed all the ladies she worked with, but the smell of glue made her nauseous on a daily basis. In spite of the nasal challenges, her job was really enjoyable, so she didn't miss one workday for the next five years.

      The village of Endicott was a company town named after Henry B. Endicott, who had set up his company with George F. Johnson, legendary for having first started as a foreman in a shoe factory. They based their company in what was known as the “Triple Cities” of Endicott, Johnson City, and Binghamton. In one way or another, almost everything in the area was connected to Endicott-Johnson, known simply as E-J. Working for the company was like belonging to a family. Employees were devoted and had an all-for-one attitude that created an almost festive atmosphere.

      Bea had attended George F. Johnson Elementary School on Wendell Street, where Gracie was now attending, and had graduated from Union-Endicott High School, named for the two adjoining villages of Union and Endicott.

      The region was known as “the valley of opportunity” due to George Johnson's progressive labor policies, called the “Square Deal,” that offered workers a chance to buy one of the simple clapboard homes built by E-J, like the one Bea's parents had purchased. Although the houses were all very similar, with small front porches and modest interiors boasting root beer-hued varnish on the floors and banisters, each was solid and cozy.

      E-J also offered programs that helped to finance homes, as well as a profit-sharing program and health care. The Square Deal included large contributions to the community for the building of libraries, theaters, and verdant parks like En-Joie Park, with its large swimming pool and magical carousel.

      There also was a smaller park across the street from the factory where Bea was employed, so whenever possible, she and her coworkers would take their lunch bags and eat on the park lawn or on hot days, dangle their feet in the children's wading pool. Bea happily sucked in the fresh air and enjoyed the scenery, something she couldn't do from inside the factory where the windows were painted to prevent distractions.

      After work, she often grabbed a beer with her coworkers at Angelo's Bar and Grill, located just a short walk up Page Avenue. The tavern had a long wooden bar with only a few red vinyl-covered stools because most patrons preferred to just mingle about. At one end of the bar, there was an ominous-looking jar of pickled pig feet, which people only ate when they were drunk. A row of tables along the large windows that faced Page Avenue allowed for a view of the street where locals played dice nightly and grilled speidie sandwiches.

      Toward the back of the tavern was an area where customers could dance to the popular tunes of the day. The bartenders loved to play records for the patrons, so the place was always lively. As soon as the notes to “Alexander's Ragtime Band” filled the room, everyone would slam their drinks down on the bar and dance their way to the floor.

      Bea was an accomplished dancer and an exceptionally good singer as well. Sometimes her friends would ask her to sing along with the popular tunes, and she was happy to oblige. She could outdo Ethel Waters’ rendition of “Stormy Weather” and belt out an even better version of Mae West’s “A Guy What Takes His Time.”

      The evenings were especially fun when everybody in the bar would join in to sing recent hits like “Lullaby of Broadway,”“I'm in the Mood for Love,” and “Cheek to Cheek.” The music lifted her spirits, and on many nights, Bea did not want to go home. She would have stayed away even longer if it were not for her love and concern for Gracie. At twenty years old, in a tavern in Endicott with her factory coworkers, Bea had found a more normal family.

      Quite often, Bea would spot Arty Fletcher sitting at the end of the bar charming anyone whom he could engage in conversation. Sometimes he would buy Bea a beer, and she would usually sit down to chat awhile. Bea enjoyed the stories Arty told about the people he met on his route and how he tried to make holidays special for his mail customers by doling out treats. Everyone in the neighborhood loved him because Arty Fletcher was easy to love.

      Oftentimes, Bea’s friends would tease her about having a crush on him. She informed them all there was no way in ten lifetimes that she would be interested in Arty Fletcher. “He's stuck in one place,” she sniffed, “and I have places to go. When Gracie graduates, we're both leaving town.”

      “I'm sure he would be good to you and Gracie,” her friend Margie suggested. “Arty Fletcher could be a very solid boyfriend.”

      “Nope. That will happen when donkeys fly.”

      No one was more surprised than Beatrice Winner when less than three years later, donkeys would fly over Endicott.
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      If Bea's allergies had not progressed, she likely would have stayed at the shoe factory longer than five years. As much as she enjoyed her work, she also was feeling restless right around the time she heard about job opportunities at Link Aviation in Binghamton. Although Bea still did not own a car, Binghamton was only eight miles away. It was a short ride by bus, so the opportunity sounded promising.

      Link Aviation was famous for the development of flight simulators. Due to the increasing unrest in Europe, pilots, and therefore the simulators, were in high demand, so Link was actively hiring. Bea wanted a change, and the possibility of a bigger paycheck was certainly enticing.

      At the same time that Bea donned her daring red lipstick and caught the bus to Binghamton to apply for work, an opening in the manager's office was about to become available. The office manager, a pale, sandy-haired fellow named Virgil who reminded Bea of oatmeal, confided that the previous secretary had recently been dismissed by the plant foreman for calling him a “bilious milksop” who was “all hat and no cattle.”

      “Now look at this pile of work I am left with!” Virgil complained as he picked at an ingrown hair on his underdeveloped chin.

      Bea, unduly self-possessed for a twenty-three-year-old, saw her opportunity. She grabbed a coffee pot off the hotplate on his shelf and told Virgil she suspected he worked too hard and needed to relax with a cup of her own batch of hot coffee that could rival anything from a Betty Crocker cookbook. She was hired immediately. She accepted the position on the condition that she got to tour the factory and see the famous “Blue Box.”

      In 1929, Edwin Albert Link, Jr., a pilot and visionary, had invented the Link Trainer, a flight simulator that was a quick and easy way to teach prospective pilots how to fly using instruments. After demonstrating the simulator to a group of Army officers who promptly placed an order, Link Trainers increased in demand. Not long thereafter, Edwin Link established Link Aeronautical Corporation in Binghamton to market the simulator, better known as the “Blue Box” because of its square edges and sky-blue color. To many observers, the Blue Box looked like a mini airplane that could double as a carnival ride, but it was effective.

      The Link Aviation building, constructed more recently than the E-J factory, was a very pleasant place to work, but Bea missed her E-J family. At Link Aviation, she was stuck in the office with unctuous Virgil, who took an instant liking to her.

      Virgil pestered her like a hungry mosquito. After he offered countless invitations to have dinner with him, Bea eventually relented so he would stop asking and she could stop creating far-fetched excuses to avoid him. He was a pleasant enough fellow but burdensomely boring and visually ordinary. His thick head of hair, which elicited much self-pride, was his only feature of interest. She often caught him preening in front of his desktop mirror admiring his Old Spice-coated mane.

      When Bea took Virgil to Endicott to visit her old haunt, Angelo's Bar and Grill, he sat at a table drinking Coca-Cola while checking his watch every few minutes as if he were expecting Jacob Marley's ghost. Bea just sighed and spent most of her time talking to Arty Fletcher, whose company was much more enjoyable.

      While at Angelo’s, a few of her former coworkers begged her to give readings, which she still did every now and then, although she was no longer charging a fee for her reputed extrasensory perception. Everyone got a kick out of it, but no one enjoyed it as much as Bea.

      When in the mood, (usually after a few daiquiris), Bea would pull her cards out of her handbag and then set up at a corner table to wait for her friends, who were usually in various stages of inebriation themselves, to sit down for a chat. If a real psychic premonition popped into her head, she would become very serious. At other times, however, she turned her beer-fueled readings into a comedy routine, like the time she told arrogant, bloviating Jim Miller he would soon lose his admittedly handsome looks and then immediately glanced up and exclaimed, “Wow! That sure happened fast!”

      The night that un-fun Virgil joined her at Angelo’s Tavern, he told her he thought she was irresponsible to be giving readings and that she should burn her cards. And, in a bizarre change of direction, he also asked her to marry him.

      Her response—“Why in the name of Jesus and all the dead Saints would I do that?”—left maladroit Virgil completely stupefied.

      “But—”

      “Listen to me carefully, Virgil. I think you're just having a moment of weakness. We have nothing in common, and I'm certainly not ready to settle down and get married. I haven't even fallen in love with anybody yet. I believe that is something I should experience.”

      “Well, my mother says I’m lovable, so I know you will fall in love with me eventually. I insist you think about it, Beatrice.”

      Bea quickly got the message that Virgil was not about to drop the subject, even though the notion was as sensible as a Swiss cheese raincoat. She also knew she needed to tread lightly because she didn’t want to give him any reason to get her fired or move her to another department. Once again, her extrasensory perception came to her rescue.

      “Virgil, I hesitate to tell you this, but the cards revealed that if we continue dating, you're going to contract an illness. It upsets me to say this. It really does. However, your health and safety is my primary concern. For your protection, I really think it is best that we remain friends.”

      “An illness?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. It has something to do with our chemistries not blending. Marriage is just not in the cards. Please don’t be disappointed. I can still make my delicious coffee for you every day at the office and continue to do my job without it affecting your health.”

      With more than a modicum of skepticism, Virgil weighed his options. “Hmm … what kind of an illness?”

      Bea, sensing his hesitation, rallied quickly. “I don’t know the medical term. It’s a malady that causes massive hair loss.”

      Virgil immediately ran his hand through his hair. By the look on his face, Bea knew her blow had landed with more impact than an upper right by Joe Louis. She felt terrible for lying, but she also believed her future was on the line, and desperate times sometimes called for slightly despicable measures.

      There was no denying that Virgil had his priorities. His inordinate pride in his mane trumped his doubts about her psychic veracity. Virgil reluctantly agreed to set his feelings aside with the broader goal of keeping his hair attached.

      They worked peacefully together for almost three years until early 1941, when Virgil married the girl who had been fired from the plant for calling the foreman a milksop. That was a good year for Virgil. For Bea, 1941 was something far different.
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        Endicott, New York – 1941

      

      

      Bea was at a very happy junction in her life. Virgil was no longer annoying her because he had just found a sassy wife, all the while retaining a full head of hair.

      As if to underscore Bea’s upbeat mood, a new song by Glenn Miller, “Chattanooga Choo-Choo,” was always playing on the radio, so she was able to sing and dance about the office while Virgil was on his honeymoon in Poughkeepsie. (That destination choice alone confirmed she had made the right decision about not marrying such a lackluster suitor.)

      In two weeks, Bea would have vacation time, so she was planning to take her little sister Gracie, now seventeen and ready to leave home by any means of transportation, on an excursion to New York City. Neither of them had ever visited the great metropolis, only a few hours away by train. Bea had saved her money for months and even purchased a new dress for the occasion, and Gracie’s suitcases had been packed for two weeks.

      As Bea tried to concentrate on her work, she could almost hear the roar of the train and feel the excitement of Penn Station with its teeming crowds. She could visualize the dazzling lights, the majestic skyscrapers and Lady Liberty, standing tall amidst the splendor.

      “Woo, woo,” she sang, doing an admirable rendition of a train whistle and announcing the arrival of her imaginary locomotive over and over until it was quitting time.

      Bea switched off the radio and closed up the office. Smiling to herself on the way to the bus stop, she hummed along with the tune in her head and thought about how lucky she was. She had a stable job at a respected company, an adorable sister who was her best friend, and Christmas wasn’t too far off. It seemed that nothing could be better.

      However, on that December night, Bea’s circumstances changed dramatically. At 8:23 PM, Bea had to flee Endicott after a traumatic mishap occurred.
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      Excited about her upcoming vacation with Gracie, Bea went directly home so she could return to her second-hand Singer sewing machine to finish the blouse she planned to wear on the train. Jan Sullivan, her fashionable friend from work, had gifted Bea with a few yards of white silk and a Simplicity pattern. Bea planned to sew something so beautiful that people would stop her on the streets of Manhattan to comment.

      Their home on Maple Street was only a short walk from the bus stop. It was the first week of a very cold December. The trees were barren, and the wind was so harsh Bea had to cinch her coat tightly around her body to ward off the winter chill. She hated this time of year in the Triple Cities. To her, the entire town was brown, bleak, and depressing, but she knew that as soon as she saw the lights of New York City, her ebullient mood would return.

      The moment she walked in the door, she tossed her coat aside and headed for her sewing machine in the corner of the kitchen. “Hey, Gracie,” she called upstairs, “I'm home. Are you doing your homework?”

      There was no answer, so Bea raised her voice and called out again. “Gracie, come on down!”

      When there was no answer, she assumed Gracie was out with friends, but as she sat down at the sewing machine, she heard a shuffle from the floor above. Her senses suddenly on alert, Bea sat perfectly still and listened for movement. When she heard someone gasp, she grabbed her mother's baseball bat from atop the bureau and cautiously climbed the stairs.

      “Gracie? Gracie, is that you?”






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/stateside-stories-a-collection-of-american-literary-fiction.jpg






