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Epigraph




This is the use of memory:


For liberation – not less of love but expanding


Of love beyond desire, and so liberation


From the future as well as the past. Thus, love of a country


Begins as attachment to our own field of action


And comes to find that action of little importance


Though never indifferent. History may be servitude,


History may be freedom.


T. S. Eliot
Four Quartets
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Part One


THE WINTER KITCHEN




Manhattan, Kansas


September 1989




During the spring and summer I sometimes visited the small Norwegian Cemetery on a high hill overlooking a long view of the lower Republican Valley. In late evening a cool breeze always stirs the two pine trees which shade a few plots. Just south of the Cemetery in a little ravine is a small pond surrounded with a few acres of unbroken prairie sod. On the rise beyond the ravine a few large trees grow around a field. They are the only markers of the original site of my Grandfather’s homestead.


My Grandmother once told me that when she stood on the hill and looked southwest all she could see was prairie grass. An aunt told me of walking over the hills to a Post Office on the creek there. I can remember when a house stood just across the field to the west and now I can still see an old tree and a lonely lilac bush on the next hill where a few years ago a house and farm building stood. Of the ten houses I could see from this hill when I was a child, now only two exist – but instead of the waving prairie grass which Grandmother saw in the 1870s, there are rectangles and squares of growing crops and trees along the roads. A few miles distant the dark green of trees, with a water tower, tall elevator and an alfalfa mill rising above them define the area of a small town.


Elinor Anderson Elliott, 
The Metamorphosis of the Family Farm 
in the Republican Valley of Kansas: 
1860–1960, 
MA thesis, Kansas State University





The municipal airport of Manhattan, Kansas, was low and brown and rectangular, and had a doorway that led direct from the runway. The last passenger from St Louis staggered through it, his cheeks bristly, his feet crossing in front of each other as he walked. He blinked at the rows of chairs and Pepsi machines, and then made his way to the Hertz desk. He gave his name.


‘Jonathan,’ he said, in a faraway voice. Jonathan forgot to give his last name. He was enchanted by the man at the Hertz desk, who was long, lean, solemn, wearing wire spectacles. He reminded Jonathan of the farmer in the painting American Gothic. Jonathan grinned.


He passed the man an airport napkin with a confirmation number written on it. American Gothic spoke of insurance and had forms ready to sign. Jonathan put check-marks in the little boxes and passed over a credit card. He waited, trying not to think about how ill he was. He looked at a map on the wall.


The map showed Manhattan the town, and to the west of it, Fort Riley, the Army base. Fort Riley covered many miles. It had taken over whole towns.


Jonathan did not know there had once been a town in Kansas called Magic. There had even been a Church of Magic, until the congregation had to move when the Army base took over. The ghost towns were marked. Fort Riley DZ. DZ Milford. The letters ‘D’ were ambiguously rounded.


Quite plainly on the map, there was something that Jonathan read as OZ MAGIC.


It had its own little box, hard by something called the Artillery and Mortar Impact Area, quite close to a village called Keats.


‘There you go,’ said American Gothic. He held out car keys.


‘What’s this mean?’ Jonathan asked, pointing at the words.


‘DZ?’ the man said. ‘It means Drop Zone.’


There were little things on the map called silos. Jonathan thought the silos might be for storing sorghum.


‘At the end of the world,’ said the man at the Hertz desk, ‘it will rain fire from the sky.’ He still held out the car keys. ‘Manhattan won’t know jack shit about it. We’ll just go up in a flash of light.’


Not a single thing he had said made any sense to Jonathan. Jonathan just stared at the map.


‘Anyway,’ said American Gothic, ‘you got the gray Chevrolet Celebrity outside.’


Jonathan thought of Bob Hope. He swayed where he stood. Sweat trickled into his mouth.


‘You all right?’ the man asked.


‘I’m dying,’ said Jonathan, smiling. ‘But aside from that I’m pretty good, I guess.’ It was an innocent statement of fact.


Too innocent. Ooops, thought Jonathan. Now he won’t rent me a car.


But this was Kansas, not Los Angeles. The man went very still for a moment, then said quietly, ‘You need a hand with your luggage?’


‘Don’t have any,’ said Jonathan, smiling almost helplessly at the man, as if he regretted turning him down.


‘You from round here? Your face looks kinda familiar.’


‘I’m an actor,’ Jonathan replied. ‘You may have seen me. I played a priest in Dynasty.’


‘Well, I’ll be,’ said American Gothic. ‘What you doing here then?’


It was a long story. ‘Well,’ said Jonathan, already imitating the other man’s manner. ‘I suppose you could say I’m here to find somebody.’


‘Oh. Some kind of detective work.’ There was a glint of curiosity, and a glint of hostility.


‘Something like detective work,’ agreed Jonathan, and smiled. ‘It’s called history.’ He took the keys and walked.




Manhattan, Kansas


September 1875




… After the Kansas were placed on the greatly reduced reservation near Council Grove, a substantial decline occurred. For example, in 1855 – the year their agent described them as ‘a poor, degraded, superstitious, thievish, indigent’ type of people – the Commissioner of Indian Affairs reported their number at 1,375. By 1859 it was down to 1,035 and in 1868 to 825. Finally, while this ‘improvident class of people’ made plans for permanent removal to Indian Territory, an official Indian Bureau count placed their number at ‘about 600’. Clearly the long-range trend appeared to be one of eventual obliteration.


William E. Unrau, 
The Kansa Indians: A History of the Wind People, 1673–1873





The brakeman danced along the roofs of the train cars, turning brakewheels. The carriages squealed and hissed and bumped their way to a slowly settling halt. The train chuffed once as if in relief.


There was a dog barking. The noise came from within the train, as regular as the beating of its steam-driven heart. The dog was hoarse.


The door of a carriage was flung open, pushed by a boot, and it crashed against the side of the train. A woman all in black with a hat at an awkward angle was dragging a large trunk case. A little girl all in white stood next to her. The white dress sparkled in sunlight, as if it had been sprinkled with mirrors. The dog still barked.


‘Where’s my doggy? We’re going to leave my doggy!’ said the child.


‘Your doggy will be along presently. Now you just help yourself down those steps.’ The woman had a thin, intelligent face. Her patience was worn. She took the child’s hand and leaned out of the car. The child dangled twisting in her grasp. A huge sack was thrown out of the next car and onto the platform like a dead body.


‘Aaah!’ cried the child, grizzling.


‘Little girl, please. Use your feet.’


‘I can’t!’ wailed the child.


The woman looked about the platform. ‘Johnson!’ she called. ‘Johnson Langrishe, is that you? Could you come over here please and help this little girl down from the train?’


A plump and very spotty youth – his cheeks were almost solid purple – loped towards the train, hair hanging in his eyes under a Union Pacific cap. The woman passed the child down to him. Johnson took her with a grunt and dropped her just a little too soon onto the platform.


The train whistled. The dog kept barking.


‘Dog’s been making music since Topeka. It’s a wonder he’s got any voice left. Trunk next.’ The woman pushed the trunk out the door. Johnson was not strong enough to hold it, and it slipped from his grasp to the ground.


‘My doggy,’ said the little girl.


‘Dot rat your doggy,’ muttered the woman. ‘Johnson. Do you know Emma Gulch? Emma Branscomb as was?’


‘No, Mam.’


‘Is there anybody waiting here to meet a little girl come all the way from St Louis, Missouri?’


‘No, Mam.’


‘Well that’s just dandy,’ said the woman with an air of finality.


‘There’s no one here? There’s no one here?’ The little girl began to panic.


‘No, little girl, I’m afraid not. I’m going to Junction, otherwise I’d stop off with you. Why? Why let a little girl come all this way and not meet her, I just do not know!’ The woman turned and shouted at the next car.


‘Hank,’ she cried. ‘Hank, for goodness’ sake! Fetch the little girl her dog, can’t you?’


‘He bit me!’ shouted the porter.


The woman finally chuckled. ‘Oh, Lord!’ She turned and disappeared into the next car.


The train sneezed twice and a white cloud rolled up doughnut-shaped from the funnel. Great metal arms began to stroke the wheels almost lovingly. And the wheels began to turn. A creak and a slam and a rolling noise and the train began to sidle away. It whistled again, and the shriek of the whistle smothered the cry the little girl made for her dog.


Then out of the mailcar door, the woman appeared, holding out a furious gray bundle. It wrenched itself from her grasp and rolled out onto the platform. It somersaulted into the child, and then spun and righted itself, yelping in outrage. It roared hatred at the train and the people on it. The dog consigned the train to Hell. Johnson, the boy, backed away from him.


Sunset orange blazed on the side of the car. The woman still hung out of the doorway.


‘Emma Gulch is her aunt! Lives East out in Zeandale!’ she shouted. ‘Try to get word to her. God bless, child!’ the woman waved with one hand, and held on to her hat with the other. The air above the train shivered with heat. There was a wuffling sound of fire, and a clapping and clanking, and the brakeman did his dance. All of it moved like a show, further down the track, fading like the light. The light was low and golden.
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This was the time of the afternoon the little girl most hated. This was the time she felt most alone.


‘What’s your name?’ Johnson asked her.


‘Dorothy,’ said the little girl. She held up her white dress to make it sparkle.


‘What’s that stuff on your dress?’


‘It’s a theater dress,’ said the little girl. Her eyes stared and her mouth was puffy. ‘The theater people in Kansas City give it to me.’ She had stayed with them last night, and she liked them. ‘Are you going to stay with me?’ she asked Johnson.


‘For a little while, maybe.’


‘I’m hungry,’ she said.


‘Well I ate up all my pie, or I surely would have let you have some.’


The place was silent. The station had a porch and a platform and a wooden waiting room. The tracks ran beside a river. Dorothy could see no town. She recognized nothing. She pushed the hair out of her eyes. Nothing was right.


‘Where is everybody?’ she asked. She was scared, as if there were ghosts in the low orange light.


‘Oh, next train won’t be here till past six. Come on, I’ll show you where you can set.’


He walked on ahead of her. He didn’t hold her hand. Mama would have held her hand, or Papa. She followed him.


Her ticket was pinned to her dress, along with a set of instructions. ‘Will this ticket get me back to Saint Lou?’ she asked. If there was nobody coming to meet her?


‘I don’t know,’ said Johnson, and held open the door of the waiting room. It had bare floors of fine walnut, wainscotting, a stove, benches. There were golden squares of light on the floor.


‘You must be tired. You just rest here a bit, and I’ll see if I can’t find somebody to go fetch your aunty.’


Don’t go! Dorothy thought. She was afraid and she couldn’t speak. Stay!


‘You’ll be okay. We’ll get you sorted out.’ He smiled and closed the door. Dorothy was alone.


This was the time when Mama would lay the table. Mama would sing to herself, lightly, quietly. Sometimes Dorothy would help her, putting out the knives and forks. Sometimes Dorothy would have a bath, with basins of warm water poured over both her and her little brother, Bobo. Papa would come home and shout, ‘How’re my little angels?’ Dorothy would come running and giggling towards him. Don’t tickle me, she would demand, so he would. And they would all eat together, sunlight swirling in the dust as shadows lengthened.


No dinner now.


And later people would come around, and they’d all talk and sometimes ask Dorothy to stand up on a chair and sing. The chairs would scrape on the floor as they were pulled back in a hurry, for cards, or for a dance. Papa would play the fiddle. They would let Dorothy sit up and drink a little wine. People would hold Bobo up by his arms so that he could dance too, grinning.


So what happened to little girls with nobody to take care of them? How did they eat? Would it all be like that trip on the train? The train trip had seemed to go on for ever, but this was even worse.


She was afraid now, deep-down scared, and she knew she would stay horribly, crawlingly scared until dark, into the dark when it would get even worse, until she tossed and turned herself asleep.


Toto sighed and shivered, waiting out the terror with her.


The dust moved in the sunlight, and the sunlight moved across the wall, and no one came, and no one came. Time and loneliness and fear crept forward at the same slow pace.


Then the front door swung open, with a sound of sleighbells on a leather strap like Christmas. Dorothy looked up. A woman in black stood in the doorway carrying a basket.


‘Are you the little girl who’s waiting for her aunty?’ the woman asked. Dorothy nodded. The woman smiled and came towards her. There was something terribly wrong.


The woman’s arms were too long. The bottom of her ribcage seemed to stick out in the wrong place, and she walked by throwing her hips from side to side and letting her tiny legs follow. As she moved, everything was wrenched and jolted. Dorothy backed away from her, along the bench.


‘I brought some chicken with me,’ said the woman, smiling, eyes bright. Her face was young and pretty. ‘My name’s Etta, what’s yours?’ Toto sat up from the floor, ears forward, but he did not growl.


Dorothy told her in such a low voice that Etta had to ask her again. ‘And the dog’s name?’


‘Same,’ said Dorothy. Etta sat down on the bench some distance away, and began to unfold a red-checked cloth from the basket. Some of the fear seemed to go. ‘He’s got the same name as mine.’


Etta plucked out apples, and cold dumplings and some chicken and passed them on a plate.


‘The same name. How’s that?’


‘My mama got the two of us on the same day. So I’m called Dorothy and he’s called Toto. That’s short for Dorothy.’ Dorothy had the drumstick.


‘Would Toto like some chicken?’ Etta asked.


Dorothy nodded yes, with her mouth full. She stared at the woman’s pretty face, as she held out a strand of chicken for Toto. Dorothy was confused by the woman’s height and manner. Dorothy was not entirely sure if she were a child or an adult.


‘Are you middle-aged?’ Dorothy asked. She did not understand the term. She thought it meant people who were between childhood and adulthood.


‘Me?’ Etta chuckled. ‘Why no, I’m twenty years old!’


‘Why aren’t you bigger?’


‘I’m deformed,’ Etta answered.


Dorothy mulled the word over. ‘So am I,’ she decided.


‘Oh no, you’re not, you’re tall and straight and real pretty.’


‘Am I?’


Etta nodded.


‘So are you,’ Dorothy decided. The long arms and the twisted trunk had resolved themselves into something neutral.


Etta went pink. ‘Don’t talk nonsense,’ she said.


‘You’re real pretty. Are you married?’


Etta smiled a secret kind of smile. ‘I might be some day.’


‘Everybody should be married,’ said Dorothy. It appealed to her sense of order.


‘Why’s that?’ Etta asked.


Dorothy shrugged. She didn’t know. She just had a picture of people in houses. ‘Where do you live if you’re not married?’


‘With my Uncle William.’


‘Could you marry him?’


Etta chuckled. ‘I wouldn’t want to. There is someone I could marry, though, if you promise not to tell anyone.’


Dorothy nodded yes.


‘Mr Reynolds,’ whispered Etta, and her face went pink again, and she grinned and grinned.


Dorothy grinned as well, and good spirits suddenly overcame her. ‘Mr Reynolds,’ Dorothy said, and kicked both feet.


‘People tell me I shouldn’t marry him. But do you know, I think I might just do it anyway.’


Dorothy was pleased and looked at her white shoes and white stockings. ‘Now,’ said Etta. ‘What we’re going to do is wait here till your aunty comes. And if she can’t come here today, then we’ll go and spend the night at my house and then go to your aunty’s in the morning. Would you like that?’


Dorothy nodded yes. ‘Is it nice here?’ she asked.


‘Nice enough,’ said Etta. She told Dorothy about the trees of Manhattan. When the town was planned, every street had a row of trees planted down each side. The avenues had two rows of trees planted on each side, in case the road was ever widened. So, Manhattan was called the City of Trees. Dorothy liked that. It was as if it were a place where everyone lived in trees instead of houses. Nimbly, Etta packed up the remains of their dinner.


Then they went to the window. Dorothy saw Manhattan.


There was a white two-story house on the corner of the road, with a porch and a door that had been left open. Dorothy could hear a child calling inside. There was a smell of baking. It looked like home.


And there were the trees, as tall as the upper floor. Beyond the trees, there was a honey-colored building. The Blood Hotel, Etta called it. There were hills: Blue Mont with smoke coming out of its top like a chimney; College Hill, where Etta lived.


‘Are there any Indians?’ Dorothy asked.


Not anymore, Etta told her. But near Manhattan, there had been an Indian city.


‘It was called Blue Earth,’ said Etta. ‘They had over a hundred houses. Each house was sixty feet long. They grew pumpkins and squash and potatoes and fished in the river, and once a year they left to hunt buffalo. They were the Kansa Indians, which is why one river is called the Kansas, and the other is called Big Blue. Because they met right here where the Kansas lived.’


Dorothy saw it, a river as blue as the sea in her picture books at home. The Kansas River was called yellow, and Dorothy saw the two currents, yellow and blue mixing like colors in her paintbox.


‘Is it green there?’ she asked. She meant where the blue and yellow mixed.


‘It’s green everywhere here,’ Etta answered. They went back to sit on the bench. Etta told Dorothy about Indian names, Wichita and Topeka. Topeka meant ‘A Good Place to Find Potatoes’. That made Dorothy laugh.


‘But any place is what you make it,’ said Etta. ‘You’ve got to make it home. You’ve got to do that for yourself. Do you understand what I’m saying?’


Dorothy began to play with the bows on Etta’s dress. Etta put her arms around her and rested her head against Dorothy’s. They were nearly the same height.


‘It’s difficult, because everybody wants to be loved. And you think you can’t have a home unless you are loved by somebody, anybody. But it’s not true. Sometimes you can learn to live without being loved. It’s terrible hard, but you can do it.’


Then she kissed Dorothy on the forehead.


‘The trick is,’ said Etta, pulling Dorothy’s long black hair from her face, ‘to remember what it’s like to be loved.’


Dorothy fell asleep. She dreamed of knitting and the black piano and her paint-box and picture books and all the things that had been left behind.


‘Dorothy. Dorothy, darling, wake up.’ Someone was speaking. Dorothy opened her eyes to see a woman’s face. Her skin was brown, the lips looked bruised, the flesh around the eyes was dark. ‘Hello, Dorothy. I’m your Aunty Em.’


Toto gave one fierce bark of alarm, and wriggled his way back onto Dorothy’s lap. Dorothy was confused and rubbed her eyes.


‘She’s tired,’ said another woman. Dorothy remembered who Etta was.


‘Of course, it must have been a terrible odyssey for her. I was so sure she would be on the number 5! Dorothy, are you all right?’


Dorothy nodded yes and slipped down from the bench. Aunty Em moved away from her. ‘Etta give me some chicken,’ explained Dorothy.


‘And a great kindness that was! Why, Etta, you must have been here for hours!’ Aunty Em had a face like a horse, strong and full of bone. She had huge gray teeth. She stood still, her attention fastened on Etta. Bloated with sleep, Dorothy was confused. Were they supposed to be going?


‘It was no trouble,’ said Etta. ‘Johnson Langrishe told me she was here, and I remembered how I felt once upon a time.’ Etta glanced at Dorothy.


‘All the way from College Hill,’ said Aunty Em, grabbing Etta’s hand, her face crossed with concern. ‘In your condition.’


Etta’s smile went a bit stale. ‘My condition isn’t so very delicate. I’d gone to market, it was easy for me to bring some food.’


‘The whole county knows how hard you work. Oh, Etta, I’d just love to set and talk, but we’ve got to get going before dark. Dorothy? Are you ready to go home?’


Dorothy solemnly nodded yes, she was.


‘Well, then, come along. Etta, I’ll give you a hand.’


‘I don’t really need one,’ chuckled Etta.


‘Of course not,’ said Aunty Em, but didn’t let go. They walked towards the door.


My trunk, thought Dorothy, looking behind her. What was going to happen to her trunk? She saw her dresses folded inside it.


‘Dorothy dear, come along.’


‘My trunk,’ said Dorothy and found that she was near tears.


‘Oh!’ said Aunty Em and put a hand across her forehead. ‘Yes, of course.’ She pushed open the door and called, ‘Henry? Henry, please to come and give our little girl a hand with her trunk?’


Aunty Em kept talking, standing in the doorway. ‘I was just saying to Henry the other day that we don’t see enough of you good people out on the west side of the city.’ Aunty Em’s smile blazed, her eyes were hooded. ‘How is your Uncle Isaac? We never see him these days, running the entire state of Kansas by himself it seems!’


There was a clumping of boots. Aunty Em stood aside for a terrible, looming man who walked past her without speaking.


‘Miss Etta Parkerson, Henry,’ said Aunty Em, in a gentle, chiding voice.


The man had a long beard of varying length and his hair was plastered to his scalp, curling at the tips. He wore a somewhat striped shirt and an open waistcoat with patches of food on it.


‘Morn,’ the man said. There was a distinct whiff of manure. Toto hopped up onto Dorothy’s trunk, to defend it. He began barking, bouncing in place.


‘Here dog,’ said Dorothy, so softly only Toto could hear. He came to her whining, and she picked him up and hugged him, and buried her face in his fur. Uncle Henry grunted as he lowered her trunk to the floor.


‘Out of the way, dear.’ As Dorothy turned, Aunty Em ushered her through the door. The very tip of her finger touched Dorothy’s shoulder and then jumped back as if from a hot skillet.


Dorothy knew that Aunty Em had just remembered the Dip. She thought Dorothy carried disease. She didn’t want to touch her.


And Dorothy, who wanted everything to be pretty, soft, full of lace, stood outside on the veranda and looked at the street and a rough, gray, unpainted wagon. Toto wriggled free and dropped to the floor of the porch. Etta pulled Dorothy to her, and hugged her.


‘Isn’t she a little heroine, though?’ said Aunty Em. ‘All the way from St Louis by herself.’


‘I’d say it was an epic journey,’ said Etta, giving Dorothy a little shake, and spoke to her alone. ‘And it’s not over yet. You’ve still got to get to Zeandale.’


‘Oh, you know Henry and I regard ourselves as Manhattanites!’ Aunty Em corrected her with a chuckle.


Uncle Henry came backwards through the door, pulling the trunk. Toto began to bark again, and harassed Henry’s heels.


‘Gone’n brought her dog,’ muttered Henry.


‘I can see that, Henry,’ said Aunty Em, voice low, her eyes avoiding Etta. Her hair was raked back tightly into a bun, and her hands pulled at it. There was a row of curls across her forehead.


‘Zeandale’s nice too,’ murmured Etta. Toto whimpered, circling Dorothy’s heels. Everything was confusion.


‘Can … can we give you a lift up the hill, Etta?’


‘Very kind of you, Mrs Gulch, but I have my uncle’s pony and trap.’


‘You mustn’t overtax your strength, dear.’


‘I won’t,’ promised Etta.


‘Well, then,’ sighed Aunty Em, as if everything had been delightful. Her smile returned as gray as a cloudy day. ‘We must be on our way. Do remind me to your dear Aunt Ellen. And may I drop into Goodnow House next time I’m in town? I would so love to see you all.’


‘Of course,’ said Etta.


‘And thank you so much. Say thank you, Dorothy.’


‘Thank you, Etta.’


‘Thank you Miss Parkerson,’ Aunty Em corrected her.


‘Thank you, Dorothy,’ said Etta quickly. Then she kissed Dorothy on the forehead again. Dorothy could feel it, as if it glowed. For a moment she felt nothing could hurt her.


Dorothy sat on the trunk in the back. She looked backwards as the station, the town, disappeared in trees.


‘Well I must say, Dorothy,’ said Aunty Em. ‘You do make your acquaintances from the top social drawer!’


The wagon wheels thrilled over the surface of a stone bridge across the river, and into shade. Overhead there was a high bank of clouds.


‘Believe it’s going to rain at last,’ said Uncle Henry.


‘Hallelujah,’ said Aunty Em, her eyes fixed on the clouds. Then she turned and tapped Dorothy on the knee. ‘Out of the wagon while we go up the hill, Dorothy. Spare poor old Calliope.’


Dorothy didn’t understand.


‘Calliope is our mule, Dorothy, and it’s not fair to make her haul us up hills. So we’ll have a nice walk.’


The road had been baked into ruts. Aunty Em took her hand, and they walked in twilight into trees. ‘You should have been here in spring,’ said Aunty Em, ‘and seen the Sweet William.’ Her face went faraway.


‘I can remember going up this road for the first time myself,’ she said. ‘I was sixteen and your mama was nine, and we walked through here. It was just a track then. We walked all the way to Papa’s plot of land. Through these beautiful trees. And then we saw the valley, like you will soon, all grass and river, and we camped there. And we slept under the stars by a fire, looking up at the stars. Did your mama ever talk to you about that, Dorothy?’


‘No,’ said Dorothy. ‘No, Mam.’ Her mother had never spoken about Manhattan.


‘Did she talk about your Grandfather Matthew? How he came here and built a house?’


Dorothy thought she better answer yes.


‘Your grandfather came out here just like Etta’s uncles, for the same reason. To keep Kansas a free state. And he worked on Manhattan’s first newspaper, and then for the Independent with Mr Josiah Pillsbury. We are educated people, Dorothy. We are not just farmers.’


None of it made sense. Everything was so strange. It was like a dream. Dorothy knew that she would never wake up from it.


‘There,’ said Aunty Em, at the top of the hill.


More shadows, more trees, fields.


‘Isn’t it pretty? Prime river-bottom land. They talk about pioneer hardships. Well, we must have been lucky. What we had, Dorothy, was pioneer beauty.’


What Dorothy saw on the other side of the hill was flat, open land. There would be no secret places in Zeandale like there had been in St Louis, no nooks and crannies, no sheltering alleyways. Even the trees were small, in planted rows, except on some of the further hills, and they looked dim and gray. White, spare houses stretched away at regular intervals between harvested fields. Dorothy could see a woman hanging up sheets. She could see children chasing each other round a barn. The soil that was gray on top was black where broken open.


‘We’ll get you back home and give you a nice, hot bath, first thing,’ said Aunty Em. She was still thinking about the Dip.


It took another hour to get to Zeandale. They turned right at a schoolhouse and went down a hard, narrow lane. The wagon pitched from side to side. Its old gray timber threatened slivers. Dorothy pushed with her feet to stay seated on the trunk, as it was bumped and jostled.


Ahead there was a hill, mostly bald, with a few patches of scrub. To the right of that, more wooded hills folded themselves down into the valley. The lane bore them round to the right towards the hills. The sky was slate-gray now, everything was dim. As the wagon turned, Dorothy saw something move beside the lane. Had it stood up? Its sleeves flapped. As it walked towards them, Dorothy saw it was a boy. He was whipping his wrist with a long dry blade of grass. As he neared the wagon, he doffed a floppy, shapeless hat.


‘Good evening, Mrs Gulch, Mr Gulch.’


‘Good evening, Wilbur,’ said Aunty Em.


‘Mother saw you leaving this afternoon, so I thought I’d just set by the road till you came back along so I could hear the news.’


‘I brought the news with me,’ said Aunty Em. ‘Wilbur, this is my little niece, Dorothy, come all the way from St Louis to live with us. Isn’t she the prettiest little thing?’


‘Sure is,’ said Wilbur. He had a long, slightly misshapen face, like someone had hit him, and he had a front tooth missing.


‘This is Wilbur F. Jewell, Dorothy, one of our neighbor’s boys.’


‘Hello,’ said Dorothy. Across the fields, there was a white house, with two windows, and an extension. ‘Is that your house?’


‘Yes indeed.’


‘It’s lopsided,’ said Dorothy.


‘Dorothy, this is Kansas, and in Kansas we take account of manners. The Jewells came here like your Grandfather Matthew and built that house themselves.’


‘We should have built a new one by now,’ said Wilbur quietly.


There was more chat. Some long-term trouble was spoken of: banks and payments. The smoke from Wilbur’s house was blue and hung in the air like fog.


‘Tell your mother I’ll be along as soon as I can,’ said Aunty Em, sounding worried. The neighbors parted. Wilbur walked backwards, waving his hat.


‘Let’s hope the rain don’t wash the crops away,’ called Uncle Henry from the wagon.


‘Goodbye, Will!’ called Dorothy. She liked the way he was put together, like a bundle of sticks.


Aunty Em sat straight and still for a while, and then seemed to blow out as though she had been holding her breath. ‘Well!’ she exclaimed. ‘Boy his age with nothing better to do than sit all day by the road like a scarecrow on a Sunday! What is his father thinking of?’


‘I reckon old Bob Jewell’s giving up,’ said Uncle Henry. His voice went lower and quieter. ‘The land can break a man, Em.’


‘Depends on the man,’ sniffed Aunty Em. She was pulling her hair again.


Home came slowly towards them. Home was small and gray, a tiny box of even, unpainted planks of wood, with a large stone chimney and no porch. It nestled between two hills that reached from opposite directions into the valley. Dark twisted woodland reared up behind it. The barn sagged. Dorothy took account of manners and was silent. Toto began to bark over and over.


Aunty Em covered her ears. ‘Dorothy, try to still your dog, could you?’


‘Ssh, Toto,’ said Dorothy. Deep in his throat, teeth slightly bared, Toto kept growling.


There were fields, but tall marsh grass grew up among them, even in the drought.


‘Dorothy,’ said Aunty Em. ‘See that grass there? That marks a wallow. Now you must be careful of the wallows, whenever you see them. They’re quicksand. Children disappear into them. There was a little girl who got swallowed up in the buffalo wallows and was never found again. So when you play, you go up those hills there.’


Dorothy believed in death. ‘Yes, Mam,’ she said very solemnly.


Toto still growled.


Hens ran away from the wagon as it pulled into the yard. Toto snarled as if worrying something in his mouth and then scrabbled over the running boards. ‘Wow wow wow wow!’ he said, haring after the hens.


The hens seemed to explode, running off in all directions. Aunty Em jumped down from the wagon, gathering up her gray skirts. She ran after Toto into the barn, long flat feet and skinny black ankles pumping across the hard ground.


‘That’s going to get your aunt into a powerful rage,’ said Uncle Henry, taking the mule’s lead.


Inside the barn there were cries like rusty hinges and the fluttering of wings. Hens scattered back out of it, dust rising behind them like smoke, pursued by Toto. Aunty Em followed with a broom made of twigs.


‘Shoo! Shoo!’ she said in a high voice.


‘He won’t hurt them, Aunty Em!’ said Dorothy.


Aunty Em brought the broom down on Toto with a crackling of twigs. He yelped and rolled over. She whupped him again, and he kicked up dust and shot under the house.


‘Henry, get a rope,’ said Aunty Em.


‘Got to take care of the mule, Em.’


The house rested about a foot off the ground on thick beams. Toto peered out from between them, quivering. Dorothy saw his eyes.


Aunty Em sighed, and caught an escaping wisp of hair. ‘Dorothy,’ she said, sounding somewhat more kindly. ‘Your dog is going to have to learn to stay away from the hens. Now let’s get you inside.’


Aunty Em held up her arms and lifted Dorothy down. She walked back to the house, holding Dorothy’s hand. ‘We’re going to have to tie Toto up, Dorothy. Just for a while. He can’t go inside, or we’ll never keep things clean, and he’ll just have to learn not to worry the livestock.’ Aunty Em lifted Dorothy up to the level of the front door, and then looked into her eyes. ‘Do you understand, Dorothy?’


‘Yes, Mam,’ murmured Dorothy, scowling, confused.


‘Well, in you go,’ said Aunty Em, giving Dorothy’s hand a rousing shake. ‘Let’s have some food and get you cleaned up. Henry, please to see to the dog.’


Then Dorothy saw inside the house. ‘Oh no!’ she grizzled. It wasn’t nice. There was only one room, and it was dark, with only one window with no curtains.


‘Guess it isn’t St Louis,’ said Aunty Em. She flung open the door of an iron stove, red with rust, and lit two tallow candles. Immediately there was a smell of burnt fat.


In the flickering light, Dorothy saw that inside, the walls were made of thick raw logs. There was a worn throw rug over wooden floors, and a bare table, and bare chairs, there was a wardrobe, and a table with a chipped china basin and long handles on which towels hung. The chimney and fireplace occupied one entire side of the room, but were empty and cold. There was a bed crammed into one corner, and a blanket hung across the room. On the other side of it was a pile of straw.


Dorothy thought of Toto, who was still under the house. She felt disloyal being here. She wanted to hide too, under the house.


Aunty Em took a deep breath, and then sighed, a long, high, showy kind of sigh, that she meant Dorothy to hear. She had decided to be nice.


‘Well,’ she said, animated. ‘What have we got here but some nice stew! I think there’s probably a little child somewhere who has had a very long day. Maybe she’d like something to eat.’


Dorothy was not hungry, but she said, ‘Yes please, Mam.’


‘What a nicely brought up little child she is,’ said Aunty Em, still piping.


‘Can Toto have some too?’


Aunty Em managed to chuckle. ‘Heh,’ she said. ‘This is people stew, Dorothy. We got special food for dogs.’


Aunty Em passed her the stew. It was brown, in a brown cracked bowl. Aunty Em leaned over to peer, grinning, into Dorothy’s face as she took a spoonful.


‘There!’ Aunty Em said, soothing.


The meat was hard and dry in the middle and very, very salty, and there were bubbles of salty fat in the gravy, and there were no vegetables with the meat. Dorothy’s mother had always eaten lots of crisp vegetables, lots of fresh fruit, like she could never get enough of it. Dorothy was going to ask for some, but looked about, and saw there was no fruit or vegetables. Dorothy chewed and swallowed. But she couldn’t lie. She couldn’t say it was nice.


‘It’s greasy,’ she whispered. If this was what they fed people in Kansas, what did they feed dogs?


Aunty Em tried to be nice. ‘Well,’ she said, with another drawn-out sigh. ‘How about some nice hot cornbread to soak it up? Fresh-made this morning.’ She didn’t wait for an answer. She turned away smartly, and began to saw away at the bread. Dorothy could see she was still mad. Aunty Em dropped the bread on her plate from high up. The bread was bright yellow.


From under the house came a low, warning growl.


‘Nice doggy. Nice doggy,’ Uncle Henry was saying outside the front door. Dorothy’s back was towards it. She didn’t dare look round.


‘You just eat up, honey,’ said Aunty Em. ‘I’ll go make sure Toto’s happy.’


Dorothy heard Em’s boots on the floor. Dorothy sat still and tried to swallow the meat and she chewed the bread, and it went round and round in her mouth, rough and gritty. She began to weep silently and slowly, listening to what they were doing to Toto.


‘He’s gone right under!’ grunted Henry.


‘Well hook him out with the broom,’ Aunty Em was whispering.


Dorothy did nothing. If she had been big and brave she would have done something. She would have hit Aunty Em with the broom, and called Toto and walked away and never come back. But she knew what the world was like, now. It was like that train ride. Here, at least, she would be fed.


‘Got him,’ said Henry.


Aunty Em came back in, smiling at Dorothy. ‘It’s going to rain, soon,’ she said. ‘Oh, you can smell it in the wind. We need that rain. And you, young lady. You need a bath.’


Dorothy nodded, solemnly. She did. She liked baths. The water was hot, and it smelled nice, and she always felt pretty afterwards. Aunty Em kept smiling. She pulled a big metal tub out of the corner, and poured a kettle into it. The water was boiling. Dorothy heard the ringing sound of the water as it hit the metal. It was a sound she had always liked. It was a sound from home.


‘You want to get ready, Dorothy?’


‘Yes, Mam.’ Outside, Toto began to bark. He went on barking.


‘Toto’s always quiet when you let him inside,’ said Dorothy, unbuttoning her dress.


‘He’ll bring in the dust, Dorothy,’ explained Aunty Em. ‘Here now.’ She pulled off the dress. Dorothy heard boots.


‘Henry, please! Can’t you see the little lady is engaged in her toilet?’ Aunty Em was still trying to sound nice. The joke was an adult joke, made for adults, the kind of joke a child wouldn’t understand. Dorothy, her head covered by the white fairy dress, could only hear Henry grunt and stomp away.


Dorothy was going to test the water with her toe. Aunty Em snatched her up and lowered her into the bath.


It was hot, far too hot. ‘Ow!’ yelped Dorothy. The heat seared into her. ‘Ow, ow, ow,’ she danced back and forth in the tub and tried to climb out. Aunty Em held her in.


‘It’s hot!’ wailed Dorothy. Em stuck her hand in.


‘It is not too hot, Dorothy.’


It was. Very suddenly Dorothy and Em were wrestling. Dorothy jumping, leaping, trying to keep out of the water, held by Em’s hands.


‘All right!’ said Aunty Em. She pulled Dorothy out. Dorothy stood naked, rubbing her shins.


‘It was so too hot!’ Didn’t she know that adults and children felt heat differently? Her mama knew that.


Bath time here was not going to be nice. Aunty Em stopped smiling. She dumped a pail of cold water into the tub. ‘Now let’s try again,’ said Aunty Em. She didn’t let Dorothy climb in by herself, but yanked her up, and dropped her, as she had dropped the cornbread. The water was now too cold, as Dorothy had known it would be. She said nothing and sat down. Aunty Em came at her with the soap.


Kansas soap smelled like the stew and burned. ‘Ow!’ Dorothy yelped. Aunty Em kept scrubbing grimly. ‘Dorothy,’ she said. ‘You came from a house where there was sickness. That means we got to get you extra clean.’


There was a pig-bristle brush, and Aunty Em began to scrub her with it. That was too much for Dorothy. Bath time or not, she was leaving. She began to crawl out of the tub. Aunty Em pushed her back down. She probably didn’t mean to hurt her, Dorothy knew that, but she slipped anyway and landed, hard, on the bottom of the tub. Was everything in Kansas hateful? It was that thought, more than the pain, that set Dorothy wailing again.


‘I have never known a creature to make such a fuss,’ said Aunty Em. She scrubbed anyway. She imagined she was stripping away a miasmatic coating of contamination. The bristles bit deep, scraping away skin.


Dorothy knew. She was being punished. Punished for being here, for being Dorothy, for coming from a household with the Dip. She bore as much as she could. ‘Ow oooh. Ow,’ she kept saying, knowing it would do no good, trying not to do it, but the brush hurt so badly. Aunty Em held her hand out flat and buffed away at it with the brush.


‘And I do believe this hair of yours has never been cut.’


Dorothy had black shiny hair, down the middle of her back. Her mother used to sing to her as she combed it. Dorothy knew she would lose that too.


‘You can’t have long hair like that trailing everywhere in the dirt,’ said Aunty Em.


‘Are you going to cut it off?’


‘Seems a good time,’ said Aunty Em. She imagined disease could linger in hair like perfume. ‘Now hold still.’


‘I don’t want it cut off.’


‘Well, you’re a big girl now. Big girls have their hair cut.’


Dorothy was in simple terror now. It froze her. She saw the scissors, big and black. Aunty Em held Dorothy by the hair. The scissors came. Dorothy could feel them as they closed, cutting through part of her. She made a kind of screech and bounced forward. Her hair caught in the joint of the scissors and was torn out. That really hurt. She squealed.


‘Hold still!’ Aunty Em was beginning to lose patience. Dorothy began to fight again, not because she wanted to be bad, but simply because she couldn’t help it. She began to beat her hands about her head and to jerk her head.


‘Hold still!’ The scissors bit again, Dorothy pulled again, more hair was torn, and Dorothy screamed as she had never screamed, a high-pitched squeak that was like nails on blackboard.


‘Stop that!’ quailed Aunty Em. It was a sound she could not stand.


Uncle Henry stomped in. ‘Em. What are you doing to the child?’


That was all it took. Aunty Em threw a towel at him. ‘I am trying to get this child clean!’ she shouted. ‘I guess we’ll just have to leave it like that, half cut until tomorrow. But it is going to be clean, at least.’ She worked the soap up into a lather. ‘Keep your eyes closed,’ she told Dorothy.


The lather went into her hair, and into her eyes and seemed to scald them, worse than the water.


‘I told you to keep them closed,’ said Aunty Em, as the battle started. Dorothy was beyond thinking of anything at this point. She hit, and kicked, and tried to clamber out of the bath.


‘Hold her, Henry,’ said Aunty Em. Uncle Henry’s hands, as rough as the soap, grabbed Dorothy by the elbows. Aunty Em worked the hair. Dorothy’s eyes seemed to sizzle like eggs. Then suddenly she was pushed underwater. She swallowed and coughed and came up coughing. They let her go.


‘I never saw the like,’ said Aunty Em. ‘Never!’


‘She’s still got lye soap in her eyes,’ said Henry. He clunked away and came back.


‘Put your face in this, Dorothy,’ he said.


‘No,’ she whimpered.


‘You got to wash the soap out.’


‘It hurts.’


‘Everything hurts,’ said Aunty Em.


‘You got to.’


Dorothy did as she was told. She put her face in the water and opened her eyes. They stung like before. But maybe, maybe, they were a bit better as well. Had she been good enough now? Would they leave her alone, now?


She opened her eyes, and everything was bleary, and they still stung around the edges.


Aunty Em was opening her suitcase. ‘Now Dorothy,’ she said. ‘You come from a household with diphtheria. It killed your mama and your little brother, and it will kill us too, you especially, if we don’t get rid of it. So we got to burn your clothes.’


‘My clothes,’ Dorothy whispered. There seemed to be no point crying.


‘I am going to have to scrub the skin off my own hands after dealing with you. It just ain’t clean.’


‘It’s cleaner than this place,’ said Dorothy, numb.


‘I expect my sister didn’t have to cope with a valley full of dust or mud,’ said Aunty Em. She swung open the red rusty door of the stove. Dorothy saw the fire. She saw her white theater dress, sequins flickering in firelight. Dorothy grabbed it and ran, wet and naked. She jumped sprawling down from the front door and fell onto the ground. The dust was splattered with drops of rain.


Toto was gasping. There was a rope around his neck, and he had pulled and pulled against it. He tried to bark, and could only cough. Dorothy tried to untie the rope. It hurt her hands. She saw Uncle Henry on the doorstep. She screamed as if she had seen a monster. He came down the steps towards her.


Dorothy turned and ran. She knew she had lost. Her clothes would be burned – except for the white dress that had been worn only once by a fairy in a play.


It was night now, black. Dorothy ran clothed in darkness, as the rain came, hard. ‘Dorothy!’ called Uncle Henry. ‘Dorothy!’ called Aunty Em.


Down in the fields, there was death. Dorothy ran uphill, feet pattering in mud. She slipped and the mud peeled away in a damp layer, like flour. She stood, coated in mud, still clutching the fairy dress, now besmirched.


Sssssh, said the rain, as if comforting her.


Suddenly branches clawed at her face, catching her half-chopped hair. She plunged through a thicket, her face scratched, and her hands were suddenly scrabbling at the rough bark of a tree-trunk. She went deeper into the woods. She would stay in the woods, she would live there like an Indian, she would never go back.


‘Do-ro-thee!’ called a voice down the valley.


‘Holy Jesus,’ said a voice closer to hand.


Dorothy stopped running and looked around her. Rain ran over her face. She imagined wolves or giants.


‘Is that Dorothy?’ It was Wilbur’s voice. ‘Is that you crying?’


‘She’s burning my clothes,’ said Dorothy.


Rain like tiny people running on the leaves.


‘It’s raining. You better go back.’


‘I don’t want her to burn my clothes.’


‘I guess it’s because your papa and mama died.’


‘My papa didn’t die. He left.’


Wilbur said nothing for a moment, in the dark.


‘Oh. I thought that’s what your aunty said.’


‘I’ve got my fairy dress. I want to hide it.’


‘I know a place,’ whispered Wilbur. ‘There’s a hollow tree just around here. Hold on to my hand.’ Dorothy reached out and their hands met. He seemed to be carrying a big stick. She could hear something thrashing the leaves.


‘Ow!’ cried Dorothy as she skidded barefoot over a gnarled branch. There was a hollow thump as Wilbur’s stick hit something.


‘Give me the dress,’ said Wilbur. He took it from her. Dorothy had an impression that it was lifted over her head.


‘You can come back and get it later,’ he said.


‘She’ll never find it, ever,’ said Dorothy. She squished mud between her toes. Wilbur’s hand reached back for her.


‘What have you got on?’ Wilbur asked, feeling her shoulders. He gave her his shirt. It was huge and wet, clammy and musty at once, but at least it covered her. They walked blindly, feeling their way down the hill.


They came to the lane and saw a lamp.


‘We’re over here, Mr Gulch,’ called Wilbur.


Uncle Henry had a coat draped over his head, over the lamp. Dorothy saw his face solemn in its red light.


‘Thankee, Wilbur,’ said Uncle Henry. He took Dorothy’s hand.


‘You be all right, Dorothy,’ said Wilbur. He and Dorothy had a secret.


Aunty Em was sitting at the table, reading by candlelight. She wore steel spectacles.


‘Time for bed, Dorothy,’ she said.


‘Yes Mam.’


Aunty Em stood up, pulling back her chair. She pulled back the old blanket that hung across the room. She pointed to the straw.


‘This is where you sleep. We will be getting you a bed as soon as we can afford it, but for now you’ll have to sleep on straw. Not what you’re used to, but it is good clean Kansas straw.’ She took a rag, soaked in the bathwater, and used it to wipe the mud from Dorothy’s feet. ‘At least the rain got you clean,’ she said. She gave Dorothy one of her own old, darned nightdresses. ‘This has already been cut down for you.’


Aunty Em unfolded blankets over the straw. She stood up, wincing, hands pressed against the small of her back. ‘Good-night, Dorothy,’ she said.


‘Good-night, Mam.’


‘That was quite an introduction we had.’


‘Yes Mam.’


Dorothy crawled onto the blanket, and felt the straw underneath it. She pretended to go to sleep. She listened. She wanted to hear what Aunty Em said. She heard pots banging on the stove. She smelled food burning. She heard the rain on the roof.


‘I’d say that was as thorough a job as she could manage of showing me up, with the Jewells,’ Aunty Em said, a long time later.


Uncle Henry sighed. ‘I don’t reckon Wilbur will say anything about it.’


‘She had a scarlet dress. Scarlet. For a child. God knows what sort of life she had in St Louis with that man.’


Dorothy heard creaking. Uncle Henry was crawling onto the bed.


‘Work,’ he mumbled.


And Dorothy heard Aunty Em pace. She heard her boots clunking back and forth, back and forth on the hollow floor. She heard Aunty Em weep, brief, breathless sobs. She heard the garments slip off. She heard the lamp being blown out. Everything went dark. She waited until she heard Aunty Em snore. Aunty Em’s snores were loud, enraged. Then Dorothy took off the sour old nightdress and she padded on light child’s feet across the floor, and she stepped out into the rain again, and she slipped under the house. It was fairly dry under the house, except for where the water trickled in little streams like blood.


‘Toto,’ she whispered. ‘Toto.’


He crawled towards her whimpering. She hugged him and he licked her face. He shivered. They both shivered. Dorothy had to be loyal.


I will wait, Dorothy promised Aunty Em. I will wait until you are sick and old, and I’ll put lye soap in your eyes, and I’ll take some shears, and I’ll cut all your hair off, and you won’t be able to do a thing, and I’ll say, it’s for your own good, Aunty Em, because you’re dirty. And I’ll just let you cry.


Dorothy had learned how to hate.
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1876 – When the Southern Pacific Railroad Company laid its tracks through what was to be Lancaster in the summer of 1876, many of the early settlers stated the railroad named the train stop at that time … The Southern Pacific also built the first house in Lancaster, for their employees.


1881 – Nicholas Cochran passed through the Valley on the train and recognized its agricultural possibilities.


1883 – The first artesian well in the Valley was sunk near the Southern Pacific track for locomotive use. Soon after this, several men from Sacramento, connected with a bank there, and other businessmen of that city, purchased land from the railroad company and prepared to colonize the Valley.


1884 – M. L. Wicks purchased 60 sections from the railroad company at two and one-half dollars an acre, laying out a townsite in streets and lots.


An English corporation called the Atlantic and Pacific Fibre Company, with Col. Gay and Mrs Payne as managers and J. A. Graves of Los Angeles as attorney, contracted to furnish paper for the London Daily Telegraph. They bought up a good deal of yucca land around the Valley and sent a large number of Chinese laborers in to cut down the trees …


The early streets of Lancaster were easy to find. Starting at 8th St., now Avenue I, continuing South, the streets were 9th and 10th (now Lancaster Blvd.), 11th and 12th streets. Starting at Antelope Avenue, now Sierra Highway, and going west were: Beech, Cedar, Date, Elm and Fern …


Lancaster Celebrates a Century: 1884–1984





There was snow on the Joshua trees. It rested on and between the spines. It was as if giant cotton bolls had grown thorns. Jonathan made Ira stop the car for yet another photograph. Jonathan photographed the clouds in the sky, the points of the spines, the snow on the ground. Jonathan shivered in shorts and a baseball hat with a short ponytail sticking out the back. He hopped back into the car with an actor’s brown-legged spring, and a flash of a perfect smile.


‘I’m a photo-realist actor,’ he said.


‘You’re playing a Joshua tree,’ said Ira. ‘Good. I’m glad. It’s got to be better than most of those parts you play.’ Ira was a lawyer. He worked in offices and was plump and pale.


‘Private or otherwise. Listen, just content yourself. I could have another hobby like practicing the drums. Drive on, MacDuff.’


‘Jonathan?’ Ira asked. ‘Mind telling me what we’re doing here?’


Jonathan just smiled, gave his eyebrows a Groucho Marx wiggle. They both adored Groucho Marx. Ira adored living with Jonathan. It made life more interesting. Ira was very proud of living with Jonathan. The guy was maybe seven years older than he was, but already some people thought Jonathan was younger. He did strange, slightly mysterious things like this, drag Ira out to Lancaster, with a secret smile. Ira was so proud that he wished he could tell the people at work about Jonathan. But it was easier if they thought he lived alone, and pitied him. Ira carefully looked over his shoulder before indicating and pulling out.


Ahead the road stretched straight for miles. The distant hills were either blue and smooth, or rocky and craggy. There was nothing on them, not even a pimple of shrub. A perfect desert complexion.


‘Why would anyone come to live here?’ Ira asked.


‘House prices,’ said Jonathan. ‘And anyway, it didn’t used to be like this. There used to be grasslands and so many rabbits there was a plague of them. People came and it just stopped raining. The climate changed. They don’t know why.’


They came to a town called Pearblossom and another called Littlerod. There were tiny, wooden-frame houses, that were like a child’s stereotyped drawing of a house.


‘Woe-hoe!’ said Jonathan, which meant photo-stop. Just outside of Littlerod, there was a stone, ranch-style house with a low wooden front porch. The car indicator went click click click and Ira pulled the car over to the side. They kept pulling over. Jonathan scanned the landscape, scanned maps, his eyes fierce, his hair in spikes.


In Palmdale, Jonathan nearly killed them both. Hunched over a map, he suddenly shouted, ‘Turn! Turn here, now!’


With an illegal but magisterial sweep, the car did a U-turn. There was a screech of brakes and Ira found himself hemmed in by other vehicles in the middle of the intersection. Ira’s breath was taken away. ‘This better be worth it,’ he said. As if embarrassed, the car crept forward into a broken, ordinary street.


‘What’s wrong with Highway 14?’ Ira asked.


‘It’s not from Back Then,’ said Jonathan. ‘This is the old Sierra Highway. See? The old railway tracks run beside it.’ His voice was hushed with something like lust. The car tires hummed a broken melody on the road surface.


‘Woe-hoe!’


Jonathan stopped to photograph an old water tower, perched on wooden beams, with a faded, flaking advertisement painted in a circle on it. They passed a low, stricken arcade of brick shops – ‘Happy Hocker, Pawn Shop’. Jonathan photographed that, too.


‘Why?’ Ira asked.


‘It shows no one uses this road anymore.’


Jonathan stopped to photograph a railroad sign.


‘Doesn’t it take you back?’ he asked. ‘I haven’t seen a warning sign like that in maybe ten years.’ The warning sign had a round black plate with a long, sheltering hood over the light. In front of the crossing, there was a wooden X painted black and white. Jonathan photographed that too. When Jonathan started to photograph the telephone poles, Ira felt compelled to ask him why again.


‘’Cause of this little plate on it, see, embossed? Pure thirties.’ The picture was taken.


‘What I mean is why do you do this at all? This whole thing?’


Jonathan smacked his lips as if tasting something. ‘I’m trying to piece it together.’


‘But why?’ Their feet crunched in companionable unison back along the soft shoulder towards the car.


‘Oh,’ said Jonathan, bundling himself into the car. He looked preoccupied. He put on a pair of mirror shades. Somehow, Ira knew, he gave Jonathan the confidence to dress as he did, despite his age, despite himself. Ira knew Jonathan was shy; Jonathan was quiet.


Ira eased the car back onto the road. Jonathan answered the question.


‘I do it so that I can see it. Back Then, I mean. I want to see it, so I can catch some of the flavor. Of the people.’


‘So you can act them?’


‘Maybe sometime. I just get this strange feeling of something gone. It makes me love it. I even fancy the guys in the old sports photographs. It’s because they’re gone, now, or old.’


‘I get it,’ said Ira. ‘It’s necrophilia.’


‘It’s just that, in some of those old photographs, only a few of them, they’re so clear, like they were taken yesterday, you could almost just walk into the street, with the wooden houses and the funny windows and the cars with canopies, and the guys with straw boaters. And some of the faces, only some of the faces, you can see who they were, what kind of people. And some of them – some of the old flinty-eyed kind – they might as well be Martians.’


‘They didn’t like being photographed either.’ Ira hated photographs of himself.


They went first to the public library. They nearly always did on Jonathan’s expeditions. The library was on Avenue J.


‘Imaginative street names.’


‘Oh hey, that’s nothing, you want confusion, it used to be that all the streets running east to west were numbered. Then they turned them around sometime so the numbered streets run north to south. So you can never tell from a photograph if 10th Street means Lancaster Boulevard or not.’


‘So who wants to know?’ Ira asked. ‘Except you?’


‘AIDS?’ asked a cheery poster inside the library. ‘YOU’RE NOT ALONE.’


‘Well, that must be encouraging for them,’ said Ira.


Jonathan asked at the reference desk for a copy of the 1927 local paper. It had been stolen. Jonathan took 1928 instead. Ira sat and read Jonathan’s book.


It was full of photographs. There were Mexican railroad workers in the snow. A great cloud of rabbits, thousands of them, ran between picket fences, watched by women in high, folded formal hats. Someone called Mr Hannah and his friends posed on the front porch of the Lancaster Hotel in 1901. The hotel had two floors and was three windows wide, and the upper floor of the porch leaned outwards. Cowboys lined up on horseback in 1906. There were truckloads of alfalfa, and photographs of floods, horse-carriages fording the main street. The Woman’s Relief Corps smiled out at Ira from the turn of the century. Some of the women were named, but there was one woman with a particularly smiling, attractive face who was not named. No one, apparently, knew who she had been.


Ira began to be able to trace particular people. One face started as a watchful, rather handsome lad graduating from grammar school in the twenties. Then he was seen even more stern behind the counter of a grocery store. The sports teams began and there he was again, still stern until the 1930s when, disastrously, he smiles. His face looked plump, uncertain, unrecognizable. And there he was as a coach in 1948, looking suddenly lively, bright eyed, gleaming. In one photograph, in the 1950s, he was portly, polished and beaming. It was the story of a man who had learned how to smile.


Ira looked up at the quiet, modern library, with its rows of books, its tan and varnished index card files, and its very slightly battered computers. Redolent of its age. There will come a time, Ira thought, when Jo and I are gone. Or one of us is gone. It wouldn’t be the same, with one of us gone.


An athletic-looking man in trainers strode past, and left behind him a disturbance in the air, a bit like body odor. Ira looked at Jonathan, his long, fan-shaped back, his non-existent butt, his wiggly, knobbly legs, and the effect on Ira was bland, neutral as if the body were invisible. A perfect relationship, except for one thing.


Ira went over to see how Jonathan was doing.


As he approached Jonathan seemed to flicker sideways somehow, and he flipped the microfilm forward.


‘You really don’t want me to see what this is all about, do you?’ Ira chuckled.


‘I wanted you to look at this,’ said Jonathan, oblivious with enthusiasm. A headline in quaint serif type said: ‘Sterling Rinear talks to Kiwanis about Eisteddfod’.


The Eisteddfod was the Welsh bardic festival – another one of Jonathan’s enthusiasms.


‘It just all connects,’ said Jonathan.


Like electricity. Even Ira felt the jolt, but only through Jonathan.


‘Look at this. And look at this,’ said Jonathan, showing him ads for Safeways and banks.


‘I mean the Bank of Italy. What was it doing here? Except that it became the Bank of America.’ He paused. ‘You bored?’


‘A bit,’ admitted Ira.


Jonathan rubbed his forehead, and looked helplessly at the unending trail of stories, advertisements. ‘Yeah. Okay. I just wish I could photograph the whole thing.’


It was impossible to catch the past. ‘You know, some day they’ll do a computer model of every town every ten years. The shops, the cars, the parks, the houses. The people in them, the clothes, everything. And you’ll put on your electronic specs, and your ear-plugs, and you’ll walk through it. You’ll say hello to women in cloche hats and brown silk stockings and they’ll say hello back.’ He paused, and Ira saw that he was almost near tears. ‘In very slightly tinny voices.’


It was Ira’s private conviction that he had married a genius. Ira never said anything about this to anyone, especially to Jonathan. But Ira had seen Jonathan act Shakespeare, and had heard him talk. No one else knew what Jonathan was. The TV shows, the horror movies in which Jonathan appeared, were rubbish. This only made it more poignant for Ira, so Ira joked.


‘Wouldn’t you bump into them if you had electronic specs?’


‘This isn’t some dumb joke, Ira.’ Jonathan’s face had suddenly gone solemn, and slightly ill-looking.


‘No,’ said Ira gently. ‘No, it isn’t.’ Ira kept watch over Jonathan. There was a downside to the hyperactivity that glittered in Jonathan’s eyes.


Suddenly the downside was dispelled, or rather cast out. ‘Get out of here!’ said Jonathan, bullish again, and he stood up with a kind of whiplash smartness to his spine. He tossed the microfilm up into the air and caught it effortlessly. He was strangely put together, too long in the back, but top-heavy, with small thin legs. He had wonderful co-ordination and he always beat Ira at everything. Ira had to try hard at everything. Jonathan tried hard at nothing. Ira was the success.


‘On,’ said Jonathan. ‘To Cedar Street.’


‘What’s there?’ Ira asked.


‘A house,’ said Jonathan, with another secret smile.


‘If this is some dumb movie-star pilgrimage …’ Ira threatened. He had been the kind of kid who preferred Mozart to Kiss. And Bach to Mozart.


‘You’ll do what?’ Jonathan asked.


‘I’ll tell everyone you’re a John Wayne fan.’


‘Well, he’s from Lancaster.’


‘I know! Listen, it’s not John Wayne, is it? Please. Tell me it’s not John Wayne.’


‘It’s not John Wayne,’ said Jonathan, still smiling with his secret.


The house was on Cedar Street, on a corner, by what had once been the grammar school. ‘That’s it, it must be it, two-story!’


‘You want to stop?’ Ira asked.


‘No, no, keep going,’ said Jonathan, ducking down.


‘Are you or are you not the world’s only photo-realist actor?’


‘I’m embarrassed,’ said Jonathan, and the words were like lead. ‘That’s someone’s house. I can’t just go up and start snapping pictures. Go on, go on!’


There was a hum as the car accelerated. ‘I’ll tell you one thing,’ said Ira, ‘you’ll never be a photo-realist journalist.’


‘Drive round the block,’ said Jonathan. He switched baseball hats.


‘Hey, master of disguise. Do you really think they won’t recognize you in a different baseball hat?’


‘You’re a lawyer,’ accused Jonathan.


‘Whenever I think straight, you tell me that.’


Jonathan looked afraid. Ira chuckled and slapped his leg. ‘You’re nuts,’ he said.


‘I know,’ said Jonathan very seriously.


The cod-Spanish bungalows, the tiny 1920s frame houses with porches and tile roofs slipped past. Consistency was not Jonathan’s strong point. It ruined his career. He would sometimes freeze like this on a part. Something about it wouldn’t be right, and Jonathan would have to stop. No amount of ambition, or gratitude to the people who had worked so hard to get him the part, could force a performance out of him. ‘I’m sorry,’ Jonathan would say, helpless. ‘I’m not being funny. I want to do it, I wish I could, but if I tried now there would be nothing. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.’ And implacable, he would walk away from money, from opportunity, from reputation.


And it wasn’t even artistic integrity, thought Ira. I mean, he does those terrible monster movies. There’s just something in those that he can grab hold of.


‘Go by there again, and just park,’ said Jonathan quietly.


And then sometimes, when it all came right, Jonathan would step into the lights of the stage of a little theater, and his friends would not know him, and there would be a hush or even a gasp from the small and scattered audience. It would be like a dagger coming out of a sheath. Jonathan could take people’s breath away.


‘Too close, back up,’ whispered Jonathan.


So they parked a few doors down, across the street, and Jonathan peered in silence across Ira’s lap, through the window.


It was a two-story house, painted the dull green that desert dwellers felt made their homes more arcadian. It was a strange shape. A long, low bungalow running north to south, and perched on top of it, very narrow like the deckhouse of a ship, a second floor that ran east to west. There was a low front porch, with funny pillars that each split into two green thin columns. There were extensions added onto the sides and frames for climbing plants. There were trees and lawns and shade.


Jonathan was all angles, knees, elbows, and wide hunched shoulders. He went more and more still. Ira looked at him.


‘You’re beginning to look like the house,’ Ira said. Talent was spooky.


‘We better go,’ whispered Jonathan.


‘Get out. Have a walk around it. Take pictures, ask if you have to. You’ll regret it if you don’t.’


‘Take it for me?’ Jonathan asked, holding out the camera. Ira sighed, suddenly unwilling. Ira did everything else.


‘You’re right,’ said Jonathan, and took the camera. He shrugged and stretched his way out of the house shape, and twisted round to get out of the car. He stepped into sunlight.


The curtain seemed to go up. As he got out, Jonathan began to blaze with excitement. ‘It’s all just like it was Back Then. Look, there’s a child’s tricycle on the porch!’ This seemed to be very meaningful to him.


Surreptitiously, grinning like an elf, he started to snap and snap and snap.


‘Is it in focus?’ Ira asked.


‘Yeah. I reckon that extension there is the kitchen, but it looks more recent, maybe thirties, so my guess is the kitchen was out back, probably on the right not the left, and the central staircase would go up just a bit behind the front door there, and maybe two bedrooms upstairs, or possibly the bathroom, ’cause they might have pumped the water up to roof tanks, to heat it, to store it. Come on.’


He skittered nervously round the back, into the alley. ‘See, they still reckoned on some people having a horse and buggy even in the twenties. That’s what this is for, bring the horses round to the back. Like mews in London.’


There were bicycles and baskets and large colored plastic objects. ‘Toys,’ whispered Jonathan. There were large old leafless trees and a crisscrossing of heavy wiring in midair. The rear extension had windows that seemed too large. ‘That was a door,’ said Jonathan. The camera kept making a noise like it was chewing gum. Jonathan was not even looking through the viewfinder.


‘Okay, okay,’ said Jonathan, breathless. ‘Come on.’


They went down Oldfield, and turned left on to the Sierra Highway again. ‘Go slow,’ begged Jonathan, but he was disappointed. There was hardly anything left from Back Then. Everything was huge and flat and spread out, a car lot, a Swedish smorgasbord, an empty stretch of bare brown earth alongside the train tracks. MICHAELS COACHWORKS, boasted a sign. SINCE 1974. ‘Slow,’ said Jonathan. They passed a brick building with mildly Art-Deco decoration along the roof.


‘What are we looking for?’ Ira asked.


‘An old movie theater. It was made out of brick. It burned down.’ They both looked, but saw nothing like it. They came to Lancaster Boulevard – 10th Street as it had once been. ‘Might as well turn,’ sighed Jonathan. As they did, a movie house with huge, decrepit, late fifties, early sixties lettering slipped past. ‘No, that’s not it, and it wouldn’t be here anyway,’ said Jonathan. He looked disgruntled.


Lancaster Boulevard looked left behind by the postmodern world. The flat-roofed, flat-fronted storefronts tasted of the early sixties. There were cars parked, but no people walking, and a hush. The shadows were long. Ira was about to say, as if it were his fault, that he was sorry.


And then Jonathan sat up. ‘Oh wow!’ he said, like the old hippy he secretly was. ‘Pull over.’


They did. There was plenty of parking space. ‘Will you look at that!’ said Jonathan.


An old wooden building, scarred in a line where a porch had been torn away from its frontage, stood perched absurdly on stilts. It looked like a woman afraid of a mouse, holding up her skirts.


‘I reckon I know what that is,’ said Jonathan, his grin fierce. He grabbed the Lancaster book, and flipped through the pages, and turned a page of photographs around. ‘Yup,’ he said. ‘Look, see these photographs? They were taken in ’36 from the water tower, so you see about half the town. Now the water tower was on Cedar. And look!’


Jonathan pointed. Ira waited for an explanation.


Jonathan read from the caption, ‘“Far left is the Western Hotel.” See the two palm trees?’


By the sidewalk, on the other side of the chain-link fence from the old building, there were two tall palm trees. In the photograph, taken from high up, the palm trees were smaller, below roof-height. They shaded the doorway.


‘What they’ve done is hoist the whole building up and move it back,’ said Jonathan, and grinned. ‘They’re saving it!’ He was pleased.


He sat still for a moment. Then suddenly he said, in a gathering voice, ‘Oh boy!’ He jumped out the car. Ira turned to look.


On the corner of Cedar Street, there was a theater. Behind the large white plastic sign, there was another, smaller one. The letters were slotted into bars of metal, Art Deco, three-dimensional.


LOS ANGELES COUNTY
OFFICES AND ASSEMBLY HALL


On either side of the entrance were two Art-Deco lamps, and beside them a long narrow frosted window with a kind of trelliswork of metal holding in the glass. On the wall, clumsily hand-painted in black, was another sign, with an arrow.


MENTAL
HEALTH


UPSTAIRS


Ira sat in the car and looked at Lancaster Boulevard. There was a shop called Windsor, and a J. C. Penney Co. It couldn’t have been more ordinary. But it interested him now.


Ira began to look at the book again, the photographs from the water tower first. It was a shock to see just how much of the old town had gone, with its dust, its trees, and its wide, wide spaces. He flipped back a few pages and saw a photograph of three sisters, on the steps of an airplane. Ira read the caption. Ira covered his face.


Of course! That’s why they were here. It was because of Jonathan’s play! He was playing the Scarecrow in The Wizard of Oz.


‘Jonathan,’ Ira said aloud in a joke schoolmistress voice. ‘This is unbelievably tacky.’


Ira had only seen the film once, when he was seventeen, and had not thought much of it. The songs were mediocre, the dialogue silly, and the sentiment – There’s no place like home – was nauseating. It was all right for kids, but why adults?


Jonathan was loping back to the car. He was carrying a handbill, smiling with anticipation. Jonathan looked sweet and goofy and he could dance. Perfect casting for a scarecrow, Ira thought. Ira looked at the man he loved but did not desire.
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