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  TEN-YEAR-OLD JAMES CANNOT IMAGINE THE FATE THAT AWAITS HIM AND THE PRETTY LITTLE GIRL WHO SITS NEXT TO HIM ON THE INFAMOUS ORPHAN TRAIN.


   


  “Fine writing and character insight by a master storyteller. Not since reading Power in the Blood by Greg Matthews have I found a study of Americana that's as compelling as The Orphan Train. Brigman has quickly established himself as a new novelist with a superb, coarse-grained voice that makes you want more. The Orphan Train is based on a history that was cold-hearted, sometimes tender, and extremely embarrassing for the Eastern U.S. between the years of 1859 and 1929. He takes the rich power of Dee Brown and mixes it with Thomas Berger's sprawling easel to paint a portrait of what it was like to hack a life out of the Ozark wilderness. Brigman is the Ozark's new narrator who will stand with Alan Le May, A.B. Guthrie, and of course, the above-mentioned Greg Matthews.”—Reavis Z. Wortham, author of the Red River Mystery Series.


   


  “Gripping from the first sentence to the last—I could not put this book down! I’m not sure I’ve ever read a story that kept surprising me with so many unexpected twists and turns in a plot that kept me guessing the entire length of the book. This one’s got movie potential written all over it! An outstanding debut novel from author Steve Brigman.”—Diane Moody, author of "Of Windmills and War" and "The Runaway Pastor's Wife."


   


  “Brigman is an excellent writer. I could see the characters vividly in my mind as I read the story.”—Rolland Love, author of Blue Hole and River's Edge.
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  Prologue


  


  A slight chill washed over me when the words registered in my mind, Orphan Train Reunion. I stared at the envelope before opening it, wondering how on earth they were able to find me after all these years. Increasingly unsocial in my later years, gatherings with people I didn’t know were usually out of the question, but a twinge of curiosity landed the invitation on the counter, where it remained until I picked it up a couple of weeks later for directions.


  There were about a dozen vehicles in the lot when I pulled into the senior’s center. A chubby woman named Beth greeted me inside from behind a registration table. Putting a checkmark on her list, she pasted a nametag to my sweater and ushered me into a large room where the other attendees were gathered. Most were at the back of the room, examining the memorabilia set out on long tables.


  “We’re so happy you came.” Beth patted my shoulder on her way to check in more guests. I wandered over toward the others.


  One of the older, sepia-stained photos made me smile, reminding me of the knickers we wore back then. There was a newspaper article from recent years that described one of these reunions, mostly about a local guy who had been a prisoner of war in Germany. An older report on yellowed newsprint described the arrival of an orphan train in the flowery language reporters used back then. The photograph of frightened faces peering through train windows held my attention. I recalled how terrified some of them were and wondered how many had been lucky, found decent homes, survived. But the small, battered suitcase at the end of the table transported me all the way back. It was exactly like the one that carried my meager possessions from one life to another. I could feel the plastic handle in my trembling hand and hear the murmur of the crowd on the depot platform.


  “Is it like the one you brought with you?” I hadn’t noticed a younger woman step up next to me.


  “Exactly.”


  “Hi, I’m Linda Baker.” She extended her hand. “We’re so honored you joined us here today.”


  “Thank you, it was nice of you to invite me.”


  “You were smiling. Was yours a good experience?”


  “For the most part. When you’ve logged as many years as I have, you’ve had your share of ups and downs.”


  She nodded approvingly. “Can I borrow you for a minute?”


  At the other end of the room, people were coming together. Linda escorted me to the front, where she addressed the group. It turned out I was the oldest of the handful of orphan train survivors in attendance, which earned me a plaque. We posed for photos, and then a pair of polite little girls served me cake and punch. As I finished eating, a small circle of people collected around me, asking about my experiences. I was at first reluctant to go back, but certain of their inquiries touched things that felt good. Uncharacteristically chatty, I went on as one recollection unearthed another.


  Tiring quickly in my old age, I was among the first to leave. On the drive home, I went back to the memories, sifting through chapters in my life I hadn’t revisited in decades, the best of times dominating my reminiscing. I hadn’t shared the worst parts at the reunion.


  


  The snap of the screen door startled me back into the present.


  “What you doin’ out here, Grandpa?” No surprise, it was Ashley; we were the closest. She eased into the porch swing, wrapping her sweater tight against the chill. “Aren’t you cold?”


  “Feels good to me.”


  We rocked, taking in a sunny but brisk Thanksgiving afternoon.


  “Get a deer?” she said.


  “Shot a doe for the freezer ... passed on a decent eight-point.”


  “I didn’t get to go …” She cut off her sentence when I nodded. We were spending precious little time together since she took her first job as a reporter, and it was a sensitive subject between us.


  “I saw your plaque.”


  “A dubious honor.”


  “Mom told me about how you came to Missouri, but I never heard you talk about it.”


  “It’s not very interesting.”


  “Do you remember much about the orphanage?”


  “Oh sure. I was there ’til I was ten.” I paused to collect my thoughts. “I was happier there than I should have been. Ignorance is bliss, I guess. It was all I’d ever known. The priests weren’t like parents of course. There were too many boys for that, but they cared about us and did the best they could. Father Vincent encouraged my reading. I loved the stories about the Wild West in the papers and magazines he scrounged up for me. The tales from the frontier captivated me.”


  “So what about the orphan train?”


  “We were shipped out west to be adopted. A reasonable idea, but it turned out a lot of folks were more interested in extra farm hands than the pitter-patter of little feet. I’d read about it and figured at some point I’d be traveling out west. I was excited, and in a hurry.”


  “So you remember the day you left?”


  “Like it was yesterday. They told us a few days before, so I had time to consider the prospect of being in a family, and the more I thought about it, the more the idea appealed to me. When the priests came in with the little suitcases, it was like Christmas. We also got new clothes. It all came from fundraising drives, I’m sure most donors happy to see us headed out of town.”


  “Did you have any idea where you were going?”


  “No. I knew some had gone to Kansas and Indiana, but in my mind, I’d built it up to be Montana or California. I pictured myself a cowboy on some sprawling ranch, busting broncos, riding fences, fending off grizzlies.”


  Ashley’s cute snicker hadn’t changed since she was a little girl.


  “They lined us up at the station, along with the girls from another home. I remember one of the sisters working her way down the line of boys, pulling knots from their hair with a big comb. I still remember the vice grip she put on my jaw as she raked my scalp.” The image in my mind made me chuckle. “I wasn’t interested in girls at that point, or at least not before we boarded the train. I’d never even talked to a girl.”


  “Yeah?”


  “But there was this precious little angel ... red hair, big dimples, bright blue eyes ... struck me like a bolt of lightning.”


  “Grandpa! You still think about a little girl from way back then?”


  


  


  


  Chapter One


  


  If the priests put me at the front of the line to encourage the others, they got what they wanted. I hopped on the train, ran down the aisle, slung my suitcase into the overhead bin and hung out the window. Fascinated by the bustle around the depot, I made a game out of guessing the baggage carriers’ tips, finding humor in their faces when they were disappointed. Each person who hurried down the platform was a mystery, solved in my imagination, assigned important professions and exotic destinations, of which I’m sure each would approve. I hadn’t noticed the car quickly filling. On my knees with my legs folded behind me, the spot next to me was among the last to be taken.


  “May I sit here?” A delicate voice stole my attention.


  I’d seen the girls from another orphanage lined up and assumed they were heading out west like us, to be adopted. I’d never spoken to a girl in my life, and I got off to a bad start. “Huh?”


  “Is anybody sitting here? It looks to be about the only vacant seat left on the whole train.”


  “No,” was all I could muster


  “No, it’s not taken, or no, I can’t sit here?”


  “You can sit here.”


  I settled down into the seat, but she remained standing. “I wonder if you would be a gentleman and help me up with my luggage. I don’t believe I’m tall enough, and besides, a proper lady shouldn’t stand on the seat in a dress anyway.”


  Her suitcase was quite a bit lighter than mine. For many of the children, they were but empty props. She sat and folded her dress primly around her legs before turning to address me.


  “My name is Veronica. I’m traveling out west to join a new family.” She had a funny formality about her, with a hint of Irish accent. “I suppose we all are. I think it’s mostly a good thing, but I am a little nervous.”


  I nodded. Conversation, a skill I had always enjoyed in abundance, suddenly abandoned me, but Veronica was suffering no such inhibition.


  “Sister says the best thing for a child my age is to be in a family. It would of course be wonderful to have a mother. She could brush my hair before I go to bed each night, and we would talk about boys who wish to call on me. I would also very much like a sister, but I’m not so sure about a brother. A baby brother would be wonderful to care for, but he would probably grow up and punch me in the arm.”


  Having also given considerable thought to what it would be like to be part of a family, it never occurred to me that someone might punch me in the arm.


  “What’s your name?”


  “James.”


  “James is a nice name of course. He was a disciple, you know. I knew a boy once whose real name was James, but they called him Jimmy. That’s a fun name. May I call you Jimmy?”


  I nodded.


  “Then Jimmy,” she held out her hand, “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.”


  I was horrified when she pulled it back and wiped perspiration on her sleeve.


  “How old are you Jimmy?”


  “Ten.”


  “I’ll be nine next month, but Sister says I’m mature for my age. We should get along fine. Where do you think we’re going?”


  “Don’t know, maybe Montana.”


  “Montana! It’s freezing there, and there’s grizzly bears, wolves and Indians.”


  “Montana’s beautiful,” I said, finally able to find my voice. “A wonderful country with big mountains, clear streams and wide-open prairie. Buffalo and elk and antelope are everywhere. Sunsets fill the sky with beautiful colors. I like to imagine myself fishing in a cold mountain brook, catching trout for dinner for my family ... I read all about it. Father always found me stuff to read.”


  “I suppose when you put it like that, it does sound okay. Wherever we end up, we just as well make the best of it, because we can’t do anything about it ... so then, you’re already planning to be married are you?”


  “I guess.”


  “I’m not so sure. I’m just eight years old. But I’ll start considering that soon. Sister says I have thoughts beyond my years.”


  “It’ll be a long time ... I guess I wouldn’t know exactly how to go about it.”


  “Well, you have to be in love first, and that takes a good deal of courting. You have to give flowers and candies and stuff, maybe take walks or sit on the front porch. Writing a poem helps. If you start kissing, it means you’re falling in love ... a man has to get on his knee to propose, so you just as well get ready for that.”


  Her grasp of the subject amazed me. I’d never lent a single thought to writing poetry.


  “If you’re real handsome and have a high-paying career, then you will marry a beautiful woman, but not every woman is beautiful, so they marry the men who are not so handsome. But they don’t care because they’re in love.”


  “Huh.”


  “You’re a decent looking boy, tall; that helps. But you could use a little meat on your bones. I suspect by the time you are old enough to call, you will be an acceptable suitor.”


  I couldn’t have hoped for higher praise.


  Veronica continued to expound on a range of subjects as I clung to her every word, nodding and grunting occasional acknowledgments. The conversation eventually landed on the countryside streaking past the window. She was also advanced in geography and maintained a running commentary on where she imagined we were. We shared a special moment: spotting the first cattle either of us had ever seen.


  “We’ll eat more beef where we’re going,” she explained. “That will help you fill out more. Ranch work will help develop your muscles.”


  “Maybe buffalo meat.”


  She crinkled her nose in disapproval.


  It was getting dark when the sisters collected our dinner napkins. Veronica was still talking, sharing a detailed history of her life at the orphanage. She had something to say about most of the other girls, none of it terribly malicious, but nothing in her narrative suggested she was particularly close to any of them. Her stories put her to sleep before they did me.


  An eerie silence settled over the car as most of the children slept. I stared out the window, a thousand thoughts bombarding me. A ghostly moonlight defined the hills, the occasional stream gleaming from the blackness when we passed over a bridge. Every few minutes, I glanced back over at Veronica, each time more beautiful than the last. When a curve in the tracks caused her head to roll over against my shoulder, I froze, terrified my trembling might wake her. She mumbled something, and I listened carefully, wishing badly to know what she was dreaming, but I never made out any of her words. It was about thirty minutes before one of the sisters came up the aisle, and tapped her on the shoulder. “Let’s give this young man some room dear.” Without fully waking up, she rolled her head over and fell back to sleep. I was oblivious to the possibility that the sister’s suggestion was something other than her unfortunate misreading of my comfort.


  The moment Veronica opened her eyes, she picked up right where she’d left off the night before, lecturing on a wide range of topics. As the miles melted beneath us, I remained glued to her every word and expression. The changing landscape, which would have normally fascinated me, passed with hardly a notice.


  Just past St. Louis, the priests announced we would be stopping soon and some of us would likely be adopted. They reminded us to be on our best behavior and gave each a number on a piece of cardboard to hang around our neck. It struck me as I handed down Veronica’s suitcase that I might not see her again. I tried thinking of something memorable to say as we stood in the aisle waiting to disembark, but I just couldn’t muster the words.


  Most of the people on the platform were just nosey onlookers. Several of the boys were inspected, like livestock, teeth being a common interest, and a boy a year younger than me but more physically developed was taken. A skinny, sun-baked farmer felt my bicep and shook his head in disgust, but nobody else even glanced at me. Veronica was the only girl to garner much attention. When it was time to re-board the train, she was still in the clutches of a finely dressed woman who stroked her hair and argued with her husband. I imagined him to be a lawyer, pleading some important case. By the time the priests began herding us back onto the train, her future still hung in the balance.


  Among the last to board, I was horrified to discover there were no empty seats. If Veronica got back on the train, I couldn’t save a place for her. I agonized, settling finally next to a bashful girl younger than me, my eyes locked desperately on the door. Though I understood that being adopted by the couple was likely the best thing for her, I could hardly breathe as I waited.


  Finally, she came bouncing up the aisle. Perhaps the man wanted a son, I considered. There was also the possibility Veronica talked too much for their liking. She was quite satisfied to be back on the train but not at all pleased I hadn’t saved her a seat. After I explained, she worked to remedy the problem. Her initial negotiations fell through because the boy next to her didn’t want to sit with the girl beside me, but she was able to pull off an arrangement where we ended up across the aisle from each other. Those few feet were no barrier; she immediately began a detailed analysis of the couple that considered adopting her. My infatuation continued to grow as I listened.


  Our next stop was early the next morning. The depot sign said we were still in Missouri. Tiny puddles lingered on the platform boards, and the sun burned hot, the air thick and steamy. Down the tracks, a rainbow reached across the sky into a dark cloudbank. A few folks stepped out from under the awning, but like before, there were many more sightseers than those interested in adopting.


  One of the youngest girls was singled out immediately and smothered into the chest of a hugely obese woman. The boy next to me, Michael, caught the attention of a gentle-spoken couple that by all appearances made their living in the field. I eavesdropped as they became acquainted.


  “How was your trip?”


  “Fine.”


  “Are you excited about being with a new family?”


  “I s’pose ... don’t quite know what to make of it.”


  Despite Michael’s limited interviewing skills, the couple was determined to adopt him. Soon they had one of the priests over, scanning his list. As I watched, there was a gentle tap on my shoulder.


  She was the most beautiful lady on the platform, younger than any of the others inspecting the children. I was thrown off guard by some of the same emotions I experienced when Veronica first spoke to me. “Hello. We’re the Crawfords. What’s your name?”


  “James.”


  “Well, it’s nice to meet you James.” She held out her hand, and I shook it firmly like the priests taught us. “I’m Clara, and this is my husband Joshua.”


  He stepped up with a disapproving squint, his grip limp and insincere.


  “We have a farm southwest of here in some beautiful hills. A lovely stream runs just below the house, a wonderful place to swim and play. We have cows and chickens, fresh eggs every morning. I’m sure you’d just love it there. Do you think you would like to come live with us?”


  “Yes ma’am, I think I would,” surprising myself with such a quick answer.


  Clara commanded the attention of one of the priests while her husband stood with me, staring off at the horizon. After completing paperwork, she fought against the tide of children being loaded back onto the train, a frantic expression on her face until she located me. Hurrying over, she took my hand, raised it to her lips and kissed my fingers. “Let’s go home.”


  When I noticed the conductor collecting one of the stepstools, I panicked. Searching the platform, I realized Veronica was not among the children being adopted. The train was easing slowly away before I finally spotted her; face pressed to the window, tears streaming down her cheeks. She managed a sad wave, and I waved back. Our eyes remained locked until she disappeared down the tracks.


  


  


  


  Chapter Two


  


  The wooden crate was wet, but I sat as instructed, almost falling off when a slap of the reins jerked the wagon into motion. Despite a thousand unfamiliar sights and sounds, my curiosity focused on the people who had adopted me. Clara seemed the perfect angel, but Joshua’s cool disinterest was frightening.


  Just outside of town, Clara turned and began to describe my new home. “The Ozarks are a wonderful place. The hills and forests are beautiful, and the streams are clear and full of life. In the evenings, the deer come out, and in spring turkeys strut and gobble. We see otters and mink all the time on the river. On summer nights, the whippoorwills sing to us and fireflies fill the air. There is always some owl hooting, or coyotes howling off in the distance. In winter, you can hear the ducks quacking all night down on the river ... the trees are so beautiful in the fall.”


  I didn’t know what a whippoorwill or firefly was, but I was spellbound. It sounded like some make-believe land in a fairy tale.


  As we bounced along rocky wagon ruts through a green, flower-splashed meadow, a curious rabbit monitored our progress. I kept a keen eye on the surrounding forest, hoping for a glimpse of a bear or Indian. The trail wound through lower country for the most part, the whisper of running water never too far out of earshot. Twice we splashed through shallow streams, the muffled crunch of hooves in the gravel a fascinating new sound. When we came up onto a high, open space, hills rolled infinitely on, dull blue beneath a hundred shades of warmth in the late afternoon sky. At the bottom of the hill, Clara tapped my shoulder and pointed ahead to a doe and her two white-speckled fawns. They studied us carefully before bolting into the trees. I watched in awe, white tails bouncing after the rest of their bodies had vanished into the shadows.


  We arrived at the farm just after dark, my bottom sore from hours of bouncing. In the moonlight, the house looked more sturdy than attractive. The barn was built of the same rock-and-log construction as the house with a connecting corral of split rails. Down below, out in the darkness, the river hummed a soothing welcome. Clara ushered me into the house while Joshua put the mule and wagon away. In the dim light of a single grease lantern, the cabin appeared roomier than it looked from the outside, decorated simply but neat and well kept. A door led to the one room off an open space consisting of the kitchen, dining table and sitting area around a fireplace. My eyes were drawn to a set of deer antlers above the mantle.


  “I’m hungry,” Joshua growled as he came through the door.


  I sat at the table watching Clara put dinner together, pieces of venison cooked with beans, bread and onion slices. I had never tasted coffee and found it bitter. Clara continued to extol the glories of the Ozarks as we ate, as though she was trying to sell me on it, which wasn’t the least bit necessary.


  My bed was in the loft, accessed by a ladder up the side of the wall. The feather mattress sewn especially for me was far more comfortable than the cots at the orphanage, but the heavy blankets were too much. Exhaustion allowed me to sleep as deeply as I ever had. It says something important about a place that you sleep well there the first night.


  I woke to an angelic humming. Accustomed to the obnoxious bell ringing at the orphanage, it took a few moments to recall where I was. Peeking over the edge, I saw Clara tending the stove. The aroma of bacon was as pleasant a treat as my nostrils had ever experienced. I didn’t even know what it was. Breakfast at the orphanage consisted of the same porridge every morning. I hurriedly squirmed into my trousers and climbed down.


  “Good morning darling,” Clara greeted me in the sweetest voice I’d ever heard.


  Joshua backed through the door with three eggs in each hand. “Get washed up,” he said.


  “There’s a bucket of water on the porch,” Clara said without looking up from the stove.


  At breakfast, we began to take the first few steps of our journey together, but not until I devoured the scrambled eggs, bacon and biscuits, the best meal I had ever tasted. And this time the coffee didn’t seem quite as harsh. I allowed Clara to pour me a second cup.


  “What should I call you?” I eventually got the nerve to ask.


  “You will call us Mother and Father. We’re family now.”


  “I’m riding down to look at that bull the old man has for sale,” Father pushed himself away from the table.


  “We can’t afford it Josh.”


  “Lookin’ don’t cost nothin’.”


  “We’ll need another riding horse.”


  He ignored her and gathered his hat.


  “Take James?”


  “I best not.”


  “You and I will take a walk along the river,” she said after he left. “Go out and take a look around while I clean up. I’ll be right out.”


  In the golden light of morning, the house took on a more noble appearance. Above a rock foundation, the walls were constructed of well-manicured logs, laid with obvious craftsmanship. It sat at the edge of a small glade in the shade of two gigantic oaks. Across the opening, the land dropped off sharply to the river. The barn was a little larger than the house, taller to accommodate a hayloft. A handsome, brown horse watched me over a fence rail while the disinterested, sway-backed mule stared off through the other side of the corral. Beyond the barn and a patch of chest-high corn, a black cow stood like a statue near the trees on the other side of a pasture, nursing a calf.


  A few steps into the barn, a frenzy of flapping and squawking startled me breathless as a half dozen chickens bolted from their boxes. The gang of angry hens gathered on the hay-strewn floor and strutted indignantly out the door, clucking their displeasure as they passed me. I giggled at the way they bobbed their heads, and noticed that a couple had left eggs behind. Having just discovered how much I enjoyed eggs, I was delighted with the idea of just going out to the barn and picking them up, but it occurred to me that my intrusion might have interfered with the process. I gave the chickens a wide berth on my way back to the house.


  Mother stepped out onto the porch, changed into pants and a shirt. “Ready.” The spring in her step reminded me again of how she appeared too young to be the mother of a boy my age. In those earliest days, I had a crush on her, like a schoolboy on his teacher.


  “Come on.” She waved, and I followed her down a path through the trees, the sound of moving water growing louder as we hiked through the cool shade. We emerged atop a vertical, rock bluff a tree’s height above the river. Mother stood right at the edge, hands on hips, staring out as if seeing it for the first time. “This is one of my favorite places.”


  The view warranted such an honor, rolling hills stretching as far as you could see. Just below, the river plowed through a rocky shoal before emptying into a deep, aqua pool, as clear as I could imagine water being, almost invisible in some places. I could barely make out silhouettes near the far bank, small fish resting in the shade of a low-hanging sycamore branch. Finally Mother sat, dangling her legs over the ledge, and motioned me to join her, reaching out for me after recognizing my apprehension.


  “We own down to just past that bend.” She pointed. “It ends around the corner right where the shoal begins ... but only on this side of the river.” She looked the other direction. “It goes about a quarter mile that way, a little beyond that big rock.”


  “How much land do you own?”


  “We,” she stressed. “We have fifty-six acres.”


  “Are we a ranch?”


  She laughed. “No, we only have three cows ... but two of them with calves.”


  I had read enough about cattle ranches to understand something was missing. “How do you have calves with only cows?”


  “A neighbor lets us use his bull, and we furnish him with eggs now and then, and corn if we have it. We did have over a dozen head, but Josh sold to buy more acres. We’ll build the herd back up someday ... and grow more corn now that you’re here to help.”


  She glanced down at the river. “You can swim any time you like. The water is spring fed and very cool. You’ll appreciate it on a hot summer day.”


  I’d never been in water for any reason other than to bathe. “Is it okay to get my cloths wet?”


  She cackled. “You don’t wear your clothes ... you wear your birthday suit.”


  I didn’t understand.


  “You swim without any clothes ... naked.”


  Thoroughly embarrassed and confused, I wondered if she would also be swimming without her clothes? How much privacy did a guy have to sacrifice to join a family?


  “There’s never anybody around but Josh and me.” She grinned at my discomfort. “Just let me know when you want to swim, and I’ll stay up at the house.”


  Mother stood suddenly, urging me to follow her down another trail. At the edge of the river, she introduced me to skipping rocks. When a big, yellow grasshopper was blown onto the water, squirming to take flight, she pointed and whispered: “Watch this.” A fish twice the size of those in the shade glided up and sipped the insect from the surface.


  “A bass. We have wonderful fishing. Have you ever been fishing?”


  My headshake made her giggle at how silly the question was.


  “Then we’ll go fishing tomorrow.”


  We could hear up above that Father had returned, so we climbed the trail back to the house.


  “How did it look?” Mother asked as he wrestled the saddle from the horse.


  “Too much.”


  At dinner, I made the mistake of throwing my two cents in on the family cattle business. “Why don’t we just buy cows if we can borrow a bull?” Father glared down at me, then shot a hostile glance at Mother. Joshua Crawford was driven in his desire to build a large ranch, and I didn’t understand the symbolism of having a herd bull.


  I was going to find out too soon how Father’s grand ambitions would alter my life, but I was spared another day. He rode off again the next morning, this time offering no explanation of where he was headed. Mother came out in the same pants and shirt, this time wearing a tattered, straw hat. She fetched two long willow branches from the barn, each with string tied to the smaller end. In her other hand, she carried a glass jar with a leather thong to hang over her shoulder. I followed her down the trail to a wide gravel bar, where she slipped off her moccasins and waded into a shallow finger of still water just below a rockslide. Bending over, she studied the bottom. After a few seconds, she eased her hand into the water and struck suddenly, like a snake, holding up the small crawfish for me to see before putting it in the jar.


  I waded in, the pea-size gravel melting around my feet, crawfish and minnows darting in every direction. Catching one looked impossible, but Mother was soon depositing another in the jar. I bent down, mimicking her technique, and finally spotted the granddaddy of them all in the shade of a large rock. I slipped my hand within inches of the unsuspecting victim. I hadn’t really gotten a close-up look at Mother’s crawfish. Neither had I taken notice of their pinchers.


  My initial stab was at first a success, and I proudly hoisted a small lobster into the air. Mother’s smile turned into laughter when I yelled and tried to shake the creature from my thumb. After a few violent jerks, it flew loose and plopped back into the river. When Mother finally quit laughing and caught her breath, she explained. “We don’t want the big ones. And you have to grab ’em behind the pinchers.”


  Determined to make her proud, I developed the art of catching bait the hard way. I had a couple of crawfish and twice as many welts on my hand when she waved me down the bank. Instead of choosing the pool where the big bass had come up for the grasshopper, she waded out into the fast water a few feet from where it emptied into a pool. I watched carefully as she ran a hook through the tail of one of her crawfish and slung it upstream. The current swept the line quickly past, over a gravel slope vanishing beneath deeper water. When it tightened directly downstream, she eased the bait to the surface before slinging the line back upstream, the whole sequence lasting about thirty seconds. On her second drift, she lifted the pole suddenly. A fat, brown fish took a waist-high leap. I watched, enthralled, as Mother let the bass tire itself with short runs and jumps. Finally, she held the pole high above her head, reached down and lifted the fish from the water by its bottom lip. Removing the hook, she reached around for a cord in her back pocket, fished it through the gills and tied it to the rope that served as a belt.


  It took me a while to get the hang of fishing, losing several of the hard-earned crawfish by jerking them from the deep water before the current pushed them to the top. I was paying little attention to my own fishing, instead watching Mother fight her third bass, when the pole was snatched from my hand. I dove with a loud splash, managing to get a hand on it, but as I tried to stand, the gravel washed from beneath my feet and down I went on my behind. Mother grabbed me by the collar before I was swept into the deeper hole. After regaining my balance, there was still a throbbing pressure on the pole. When I pulled back, the fish broke the surface in an angry somersault. I held on with both hands as it ran a wide circle around me and leaped again. My bass was twice the size of the ones Mother caught.


  After adding my fish to the stringer, she asked: “Can you swim?”


  “I don’t know,” I shrugged. “I never tried.”


  That night I was introduced to the taste of fresh fish, immediately joining eggs and bacon as my favorite foods.


  


  


  


  Chapter Three


  


  I enjoyed a week of fishing and exploring before Father put other business behind and announced at dinner that I was to join him the next day clearing brush. He’d said little to me that first week, but I was learning that it was just his way. The few words he spoke were usually about expanding the farm, converting the entire property into pasture, fencing it and purchasing more cattle. His pithy utterances often referenced his determination to buy more acres. Father’s ambitions were spectacularly beyond his resources.


  That first morning, before the sun peeked over the hills, I followed proudly in his footsteps, axe in hand, brimming with excitement. I had no understanding what lay ahead. It made me feel grown up to be helping with the farm chores, but I was a skinny ten-year-old who had never done a minute’s labor in my life. Father left it to me to watch and learn, glaring over when I wasn’t sawing or chopping. I didn’t accomplish much the first day, suffering an exhaustion I had never known and returning that evening with my first blisters.


  “They’ll form calluses,” Father mumbled as Mother treated them. “He ain’t gonna amount to much help,” I heard him tell her after I went up to bed.


  “He’s just a little boy, Josh.”


  “Well, he’s gotta grow up. Might as well be now.”


  In the days ahead, Father called me lazy for kneeling down to catch my breath. At one point, his frustration drove him over to a small tree where he stripped the leaves from a thin branch and whipped me. I struggled to sleep that night, listening to them argue about the marks on my back. Mother was vicious in my defense, but the exchange concerned me since I was again going to be out the next day clearing land with Father, well beyond her protection.


  He didn’t beat me after that, but he still drove me as hard as he did himself. When Mother brought water and lunch out to us, the two of them often bickered about how hard he was pushing me.


  “He’s just ten years old,” she argued almost every day.


  “When I was his age, I did a good day’s work or I was beaten.”


  “Well, you were raised by a son-of-a-bitch. We’re not treating our son like a draft horse!”


  The hardest part of working with Father was that he never took a break. When I was forced to rest, his disapproving glare bothered me, but my greater disappointment was in my inability to keep up. I wanted to feel like a man, help build the kind of ranch I’d dreamt about. Each day, I pushed myself harder, and each night I returned freshly thorn-scarred with more insect bites and a darker sunburn. Cramping muscles robbed me of badly needed sleep, adding to the next day’s exhaustion. My frail body was being pushed to its limits, and there were evenings when I worried I wouldn’t survive it.


  Eventually my strength and stamina grew, but I was having no such luck adjusting to the heat. It was fortunate Mother arrived with lunch one day just as it was turning serious. When she saw me semi-conscious, leaning against a tree shivering, she threw me over her shoulder and sprinted down to the river, laying me in the water and cupping water over my head with her hands. She may have saved my life that day. As I began to gather my wits, I noticed Father up on the bluff, shaking his head in displeasure.


  The three days I was allowed to recover, Father pressed on, working from sunrise until dark, not wasting even a second to check on me. Mother’s pampering was a new and appreciated experience, well worth what I’d been through. Each time she blotted my forehead with a wet cloth, she promised things were going to get better. What I’m sure she didn’t understand was that I was anxious to get back to work. I was determined to please Father one day.


  I returned to work feeling stronger, determined to jump right in and carry my load, pleased over my growing contribution and impressed with how quickly we were carving pasture from forest, but Father never seemed satisfied. The work was physically draining, but I enjoyed it because I was living, where before, at the orphanage, I had merely existed. We continued to cut trees and burn brush throughout the summer, oftentimes late into the night. By the first cool breezes of September, we had cleared over five acres.


  One October morning, the chilliest of the early fall, we stepped out onto the porch to the sounds of migrating geese. In the early light, I was barely able to make out the long Vs heading south. Father stared skyward with me, demonstrating an uncharacteristic interest in his surroundings. Just as odd was the satisfied tone I had never before heard from him. “We’ll start putting back wood today.”


  Sawing, splitting and hauling firewood turned out to be as tiring as clearing brush. Mother began joining us a couple of days a week once the weather cooled, and she was a workhorse. Father, in one of our rare conversations, said she was able to work like that because she only does it for a few days a week, in cooler weather. It seemed a lot to expect her to be stacking firewood at all. She did the cooking, cleaning, fed and cared for the animals, and was always sewing something to expand my wardrobe. In those early days, I dreaded holding my tired arms out for a fitting after a day of swinging an axe.


  We lit the fireplace a couple of days before topping off an enormous woodpile. On the first day of November, Father threw on the last piece and sighed. “There.” It marked the beginning of his hibernation. He despised cold weather and didn’t work in it, sulking around the fireplace all winter, carving everything from serving bowls to turkey calls. He was a gifted craftsman.


  Father wasn’t much of a hunter. He took a trip up north with his brothers for a week each fall, declaring that it was to put back venison, but he took obvious pride in the antlers that hung over the fireplace. He had no interest in hunting turkeys, but his cedar box calls were quite sought after by local hunters. He was able to buy another cow with all the items he carved that winter.


  But late fall and winter became an extraordinary time for me.


  It was Mother who first took me hunting. We snuck through the woods one brisk afternoon and sat just inside the trees at the edge of a small meadow. My butt was numb by the time the sky began fading into a gray twilight. The first two hours of deer hunting had been a terrible bore. I was studying a small bird that landed a few feet away when Mother nudged me. Across the opening, a large buck was easing out of the shadows, cautiously scanning his surroundings. Leaning over to pluck a mouthful of grass, he raised his head high again, pivoting nervously as he chewed. When he ambled behind some dense brush, Mother motioned for me to get ready. I raised the rifle and held it on the spot I expected him to re-emerge. The sights danced wildly as I fought to steady the rifle, the trembling worse with each second the buck waited to step out, but just as it was becoming unmanageable, he simply appeared, like an apparition, statue-still, right where I was aiming. I closed my eyes and reminded myself to squeeze the trigger like Mother taught me. The recoil bloodied my nose, but she didn’t notice, whooping like nothing I had ever heard. She celebrated my first deer like it was one of life’s greatest events. Straddling its massive back, she held the antlers up. They spread the width of her shoulders. After a congratulatory hug, she handed me her knife, and talked me through the bloody field dressing. I almost threw up at first, but once finished, I took great pride in having gutted the deer myself.


  Father heard the shot and was rigging the wagon when we got back. He didn’t share Mother’s passion for hunting, but meat was meat and he was happy to help bring it in. I was elated to learn later that he was perfectly happy to butcher the deer. We hung the carcass in the barn to age. Mother said the buck was in rut, so its meat wouldn’t be as tasty, and a good aging would help. I regretted asking about this “rut.” It was the first of many embarrassing life lessons Mother was too comfortable delivering.


  During the week, a couple of neighbors rode over to take a look. My head swelled as they gushed over my trophy. When Father butchered it, Mother took the antlers to a man who mounted them on a walnut plaque for three dozen eggs.


  


  That’s pretty much how things went those first couple of years. We worked until it got cold, and then Mother and I started hunting. And the more I hunted, the more I loved it. I was spoiled to the point that I was often allowed to set aside my studies, or my few winter chores, in favor of hunting. I had thousands of acres to roam and was determined to cover every inch of it. In those days, neighbors were happy to let you hunt on their place. Mother also used the winter months to concentrate on my education. Those were special times, not only because the backbreaking work was over for the season; I cherished my time with her. I enjoyed reading and discussing the books she made Father buy in town. He shunned these discussions. I only learned that he couldn’t read after he was gone.


  I don’t remember feeling lonely without other children around. Mother dedicated much of her time to me, often walking around the property sharing her considerable knowledge of the trees and animals. We once hiked a couple of miles up the river to a fishing hole, lugging backpacks loaded with all the necessary items to cook lunch over a fire. At her urging, I took my first overnight camping trip on a gravel bar a few hundred yards from the house that next spring. I remember lying next to a small fire, terrified a bear might charge from the trees at any time. But soon I was spending at least one night a week out until it was time to start clearing land again.


  Mother continued to hand down directives to Father about my treatment. It was music to my ears, as I lay awake hearing her say things like: “He needs time to be a little boy.” But it was unsettling how often I was a source of conflict between them. On a few occasions, while out working together, Father slapped me for questions he deemed sass. Without coming out and actually reporting it, I made sure Mother knew he hit me, and it always ignited an argument. It was a source of comfort that Mother did most of the yelling. Father ignored me for several days after their quarrels, which was better than the hitting, but it still bothered me.


  Emboldened by Mother’s protection, I began to steal a few hours here and there to sneak off fishing when Father was away. I was off neglecting my chores the morning he died.


  


  He was to be gone for the better part of the day, so instead of taking tools from the barn, I came out with my fishing pole and the crawfish jar, planning to fish most of the morning before returning to my duties. The bass were in a feeding frenzy. I caught one after another, loosing all sense of time. It was nearing noon when a cool breeze came up. A nearby crack of lightning caused me to flinch. So absorbed in my fishing, I’d failed to notice the dark, angry clouds rolling in from Kansas. But the rain wouldn’t hit for several minutes, so I swung my line back into the stream one last time, and another bass grabbed it. As I fought the fish, the first hailstones drove waist-high fountains from the river. When a jagged piece of ice hit my shoulder, drawing blood through my shirt, I was sure it was broken. I scrambled beneath a thick juniper just in time to escape the downpour. The ground was covered with ice within minutes.


  The hail ended as abruptly as it had begun, so I made a run for it up the trail, slipping on gravel, tearing my trousers and bloodying my knee. When I peeked over the last few feet of the climb, I was struck with the full force of a powerful wind. Throwing my arm up to shield my eyes against a cloud of leaves, I was barely able to make out the house in the blowing dust. The roar was deafening, wind whipping the trees, debris slapping the barn like rapid gunfire. Fear paralyzed me, rendering me unable to manage even a step. I could barely make out my parents holding on to porch columns, Mother yelling inaudible instructions and waving me in. Even Father was shouting something I couldn’t decipher.


  Just as I was mustering the courage to take off, I spotted something emerging from the dark sky: a ghostly white tentacle hanging from a low cloud, dancing vulgarly back and forth as it stalked within yards of the barn. I’d read about tornadoes and knew I was face-to-face with one. Instincts propelled me to sprint the short distance and dive behind the rock wall surrounding the well.


  Mother became so desperate that I finally heard her.


  “Come on James ... run! ... hurry!”


  I didn’t understand why they didn’t take shelter. It looked liked I was a goner. They needed to save themselves.


  “Come on boy!” Father hollered. “Now!”


  One of the biggest oaks snapped like a rifle blast, the huge limb landing just feet from me. It was swept away instantly, rolling like a giant tumbleweed. I huddled as close to the rocks as possible, eyes closed, praying. Bracing for the end, I was startled by Father’s strong grip on my arm. He jerked me up and threw me over his shoulder.


  The barn exploded before he could take but a few strides, a fence-post-size splinter finding his temple, a loud crack like a baseball on a bat just a few inches from my own head. I probably survived because he fell on me.


  In the eerie aftermath of the storm, we discovered that the blow had clubbed the life from him. I was immediately overcome with excruciating guilt. Father died saving me because I hadn’t obeyed him. I at first feared Mother would hate me for it, but that was of course not the case. I never shook the guilt.


  Besides a few cuts and bruises, Mother, the house and I survived relatively unscathed, but the rest of the farm was in ruin. All the chickens and both horses perished, and a healthy beginning to a corn crop wiped out. The cows survived because they were grazing across the field from the barn, and I’ll never figure out how that old mule survived, right in the middle of it all. Mother said it was just too stubborn to die.


  We dug Father’s grave a short distance behind the house. Mother had me read Psalm 23 before we shoveled dirt back into the grave. She never shed a tear. She just wasn’t a crier, but it was easy to see that her heart was broken. I’ll never understand how she loved that man so much. I believed she grieved until she died. And for reasons I don’t fully understand, I still miss him.


  


  


  


  Chapter Four


  


  After the initial cleanup, Mother set her sights on a new barn. Neighbors offered to help, which seemed especially generous to me. I was appalled when she graciously declined.


  “We don’t need a church barn,” she told me. “They say they want to help, and I’m sure some do, but what they want mostly is to be seen helping. They’ll throw up the quickest thing they can and then pat themselves on the back, but you don’t end up with much of a barn. We’ll do better on our own.”


  One very friendly man insisted on lending a hand, and even came out with a wagon loaded with tools, nails and lumber. Unusually cool to his generosity, Mother later told me he had interests beyond building a barn. I was to become accustomed to the attention paid my mother by the men of the region.


  She wanted to duplicate the original construction to match the house, so first we had to gather stones for the base. The ones she wanted were down along the river. After a single trip up that hill, I was discouraged to the point of giving up, but watching Mother exhaust herself alongside me, I dared not complain. Thank goodness, after a couple of days of backbreaking work, she dipped into our scant savings and bought a pack so the mule could carry up four stones at a time.


  Mules have a well-deserved reputation for stubbornness, but ours had a particularly foul disposition. He was mean as a snake, the scar on my hand a permanent reminder of the day I found that out. But Mother wasn’t going to take any more crap off that animal than she had from the other men in her life. It was going to haul rocks whether it wanted to or not, though it remained in doubt for a while. We expended a considerable chunk of one morning just trying to get the pack secured. The mule had been around long enough to know that nothing good could come from it, and he wasn’t going down without a fight. I was convinced there was no way we would get the delinquent creature to haul rocks, but Mother came up with a way to coax him up and down the trail with sugar cubes. He eventually caught on to the treat-at-the-end-of-each-leg pattern, and became moderately manageable. One night during my studies, Mother challenged me with an equation to determine whether the price of sugar was worth the time gained by using the mule instead of hauling the stones ourselves. I didn’t need math to answer that question.


  After the base was complete, we started taking logs from the next logical patch of forest to be turned into pasture. Again, we used sugar to get the mule to drag each log to the construction site. Mother hired a couple of drifters to help with the upper section of the barn. They were lazy, but without their strength, we couldn’t have managed to get certain logs in place. When autumn arrived, we were finishing off the inside with a couple of horse stalls. It was a handsome building, just as Mother planned, except one of the corners where the log fittings were a little sloppy. But it was sturdy, and its flaws were not visible from the house, so we took no shame in it. It was on to the next project.


  The let-me-be-a-little-boy days were in the past. Not satisfied with simply rebuilding what we had, Mother was obsessed with growing the place as Father had dreamed, and I was expected to do my part. She had no qualms about working in the cold, which was a problem during hunting season. We got started late on firewood, and I suffered the indignity of watching two large bucks lock horns with nothing but an axe in my hand. Then a big wind came through, and we had to repair fence in the snow. I don’t honestly know that Mother slept every night. She was usually sewing when I dragged my tired muscles up to the loft, the next morning’s progress suggesting she’d been up quite late.


  We were allowed a brief respite during the Christmas season. For the first time, Mother had me cut a tree for inside, and she actually spent a little money on decorations. She baked all kinds of goodies, and much to my chagrin, made me join her caroling around town with a group from the church. Under the tree on Christmas morning, I found an expensive bamboo fly rod she mail-ordered from Chicago. Christmas was always a big deal after that.


  In the spring, Mother purchased twice the amount of seed corn we usually planted. When it came time to prepare the ground, you could see it in the mule’s eyes; he was too familiar with the plow. It was a battle getting him harnessed that first time, but after a lengthy stalemate, we lured him in front of the plow and broke ground with Mother in the lead, rope in one hand, sugar cubes in the other. I was always afraid a neighbor might ride up and see our ridiculous little parade. It took all my strength to manage the plow, and the patch of earth we were carving seemed to grow as slowly as the base of the barn, but like the barn, its completion was a great source of pride for us both.


  The sky opened hours after the last kernel was in the dirt, and stalks shot from the ground. We were able to borrow money against the crop and got the best prices in years for a very successful harvest. It was a significant windfall. Mother used some of the money to buy me a double-barrel shotgun. The family guns had always been communal property, but she wanted me to have one to call my own. All I had to do was find time to use it.


  Besides being a tireless worker, Mother had a real knack for business. She found buyers for the timber in areas she wanted to convert to pasture and hired a woman to help with the growing demand for her sewing. She was shameless in negotiating the price of land, cattle or anything else we purchased, angering a few who had to lower their price to do business with her.


  Eventually, I began to get breaks from the farm chores with trips to town, excursions Mother felt important to my overall development. She sent me to the bank, post office and the general store. Many assignments were hardly worth spending the better part of a day away from the farm, but I was fine with that. Mother was also determined that we become increasingly involved in community, dragging me to weddings, holiday celebrations, church socials and dances. I was fifteen when she taught me to dance. Her sighs at my initial effort planted seeds of insecurity that haunted me my first time on the dance floor, but she saw to it that I eventually became a good dancer and developed all the other social graces. I shot up that year like a weed, to just under six feet, and filled out, much of it muscle earned on the farm. Along with the physical development, my confidence grew, and I began paying closer attention to the young ladies in town. It wasn’t long until it was me dragging Mother off to church socials and dances.


  She was by a long shot the most beautiful woman at whatever gathering we attended, graciously spreading her dances among the many who sought her company, careful to show no favorites. She appreciated the attention of men, but never anyone in particular. I don’t know if she just didn’t want to marry again, or if there were no suitable husbands in the area, but I felt, though I really didn’t understand why, from very early on that she wasn’t going to re-marry. When a handsome lawyer moved to town, he did all but refuse to take no for an answer, and Mother agreed to see him long after she would have ended it with another suitor. That he and I got along so well was likely part of it. But in the end, it ended abruptly, one of the few things she refused to talk to me about.


  At first, Mother found my blushing admission about a crush on a certain girl in town charming, but I was only sixteen when it began to cause trouble between us. She heard from some gossiping neighbor that I was seen in the company of a young lady whose mother practiced a less-than-honorable profession. Actually, the poor girl was ashamed of her mother’s prostitution and was something of a prude. She wouldn’t even let me kiss her for quite a long time. But I wasn’t extended the opportunity to explain that to Mother, whose order to not see her was final and not open to debate. When she heard that I ignored her edict, she greeted me on the porch with a slap to the shoulder intended more to express her displeasure than cause pain, but it left a bruise. The issue worked itself out when the girl unexpectedly left town. Mother and I went out of our way to patch up our differences after that, and she was elated when I began to show an interest in Melissa, the minister’s daughter.


  Now Melissa we could agree on. She was a knockout, a doll’s face framed with long, chestnut hair and a very womanly figure for her sixteen years. I’d seen some of the men in town staring lustfully at her, and even caught myself doing the same on a few occasions, but my wandering eyes weren’t greeted with the disgust she flashed at the old men. At first, when she smiled at me, I was rendered speechless, but she had a way of putting me at ease, and we quickly became friends. My head-over-heals crush was almost immediate, but I was careful to bury those feelings. I knew I wasn’t in her league and didn’t want to threaten my time with her by doing something stupid like trying to kiss her.


  Along with her physical charms, Melissa was full of mischief, with tomboy tendencies. Stealing a watermelon was our first crime, and she sometimes stole a cigar from her uncle for us to share. Mother once sniffed me and crinkled her forehead suspiciously, probably aware of what I’d been up to, but smoking wasn’t the taboo it would become later. In the beginning, our shenanigans were pretty innocent, but you could sense a time coming when Melissa was going to push the envelope.


  That day came when one of her girlfriends told her you couldn’t get pregnant if you did it in the water. Though I had no insight into such a claim, it struck me as a ridiculous notion. But this was a force I was helpless to resist. We planned our rendezvous with all the secrecy of a bank heist, the pool below the house an obvious choice. Mother almost never went down there any more, and her weekly trip to town was good insurance against it.


  I arrived first, trembling so badly I feared not being able to move when she showed up. The best-looking girl in town was about to see me without my clothes, which oddly dominated my thoughts over getting to see her naked. But I hadn’t long to fret, catching a glimpse of her reflection off the water, just upstream, wading across a shoal with her shoes in hand.


  “Hi,” she greeted me in a matter-of-fact tone, no hint at the monumental event about to take place. “Sorry it took so long. It’s a couple of miles, even down the creek.”


  “That’s okay. I just got here.”


  “Did your Mom go to town?”


  “First thing.”


  She glanced back at the pool and then turned with an impish grin, “You ready?”


  “I guess.”


  “Well I hope you’re more excited than that.”


  “I am.”


  Her smile told me it was all right.


  Stepping back to make sure I was paying proper attention, she pulled the dress over her head and tossed it on the gravel, and then, grinning up naughtily at me, slid her underpants off. It hit me like a jolt of electricity. I had never seen a woman naked.


  “Come on,” she waded in. Waist deep, she turned to watch me undress. “You are excited!” she cackled when I dropped my trousers.


  I knew my rising enthusiasm was natural, and in fact necessary for the task at hand, but still, it was incredibly embarrassing. I hurried into the water. Melissa wasted no time stalking me to the still corner of the shoulder-deep pool. When she reached down to take the lead, my knees almost buckled at her touch. I thought I’d explode before she was able to guide me into her. It was incredibly awkward, more like a couple of bear cubs wrestling, but we were without question accomplishing the mission. With her arms and legs wrapped around me, she breathed into my ear, sending a shiver through me with each sound. When something akin to a gasp echoed off the bluff, I instinctively glanced up.

OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.png





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image.jpeg





