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			Introduction

			The Girl Who Invented Rock and Roll

			In many ways, rock and roll invented me. Of all the different facets of my career, the most exciting for me has been rock and roll. The teenage movies that I starred in—Untamed Youth, Girls Town, and Running Wild—featured a new, wild-sounding brand of music that some thought would be a temporary fad, like the mambo or calypso, but it would in fact become the music that changed the world. I was the first woman to perform rock and roll music on the silver screen, and, along with those teen-exploitation movies that have now become cult classics, it came to define me in many ways.

			I worked alongside legendary rock and roll pioneers like Eddie Cochran, Paul Anka, Bill Haley & His Comets, Conway Twitty, and Jerry Lee Lewis. Ironically, I married Ray Anthony, a very successful orchestra leader, who at the high point of his career was the bestselling band leader at Capitol Records. The rise in popularity of rock and roll music became the force that ultimately muted the big band sound.

			I have always loved jazz, blues, bebop, and boogie-woogie. As a teenager, I hung out in East LA jazz clubs like the Club Oasis, where on any night you might hear Lionel Hampton, Thelonious Monk, Lena Horne, or Dinah Washington.

			When I was growing up, my parents and I often spent time in Vegas. (This was the 1940s, long before the Vegas Strip was a glamorous sprawl of neon distractions dedicated to separating rubes from their money and leaving them smiling. Back then, there were a few scattered hotels and a handful of casinos. They still separated rubes like my dad from their money but left them weeping in the parking lot.) We usually stayed at the El Rancho Vegas where Lena Horne worked. I watched her every night and did my best to imitate her when I sang. But, c’mon, seriously, who could ever equal the incomparable Lena?

			I moved my singing career to the back burner when I got my contract with Universal Studios. I had taken scene-study classes and appeared in plays at showcase theaters, but I was largely untrained as an actor. Universal had a highly regarded talent school, and before the ink was dry on my contract, I enrolled in as many of the classes as I could.

			Clark Gable was the reason I was cast in Teacher’s Pet to begin with. He had seen me in the Warner Brothers commissary when I was filming Born Reckless with Howard Koch and told Teacher’s Pet producer William Perlberg that he wanted me for the role of the nightclub singer. Gable would later tell me that I reminded him of Carole Lombard—something Dorothy Lamour once told me too.

			When I made Teacher’s Pet, I felt fortunate to work with a director like George Seaton, who took the time to help me create the character of Peggy DeFore.

			Peggy DeFore was a brash young nightclub singer who is Gable’s main squeeze until he meets Doris Day’s character. I had really good scenes with Gable, including one where I throw myself into his arms and kiss him on the mouth. The difference in our ages was obvious—it looked like a kidnapping—so the scene was cut from the movie.

			What Ever Happened to Mamie?

			Well, admit it. That’s what you were thinking when you picked up this book. How old is she? Is she still alive?

			Okay, here’s the deal. I am alive and kicking. As of this writing (spring of 2024), I am ninety-three. Think of that. I am at the threshold of age.

			You Thought I Was Dead has been a decade in the making, give or take. I made a couple of false starts, setting it aside each time because it didn’t feel right. Then I had one of those transcendent moments: a birthday with a zero in it. It occurred to me that this ride I’ve been on may not last forever. I still had some secrets to tell, so it was time to start writing.

			My autobiography, Playing the Field, published by Putnam in 1987, was more or less traditional. The story line was linear and followed the rules. There were a good many deletions made by stodgy old Putnam from my original manuscript. Some of those stories survived their exile to my desk drawer and are included in this book. Other stories herein are, if not secrets, unwritten by me until now, though I may have told some of them over a cocktail somewhere. If you weren’t there, they’ll be new to you. Unlike Playing the Field, this book is not strictly linear in its timeline. Some chapters may overlap in time. I trust the reader will be able to sort them out. Time is linear, but life circles back on itself. We often do two things at once.

			In here you will find superb cartoons by the expressionist artist Stephen B. Whatley introducing each chapter. My whimsical concept for this book was to include cartoons dramatizing scenes and characters central to certain stories—a sort of graphic-novel-style memoir. Stephen and I stumbled onto each other on Facebook. He sent me the wonderful cartoon strip retrospective of my career and leading men at the beginning of this introduction. It was kismet—the artist perfectly suited to my concept. Stephen signed on to do the cartoons that introduce each chapter.

			You can read all about Stephen’s career in his bio in these pages. I promise you that in addition to being a gifted expressionist painter and sensational cartoonist, Stephen is an insightful and smart collaborator and one of the most compassionate people I’ve ever known.

			One of the few people in Hollywood that I never met was the legendary Frank Capra. In the course of his long career, he directed fifty-four films with the biggest Hollywood stars of his day, including Jimmy Stewart in the perennial It’s a Wonderful Life and Mr. Smith Goes to Washington and Clark Gable in It Happened One Night. Capra also directed my idol, Jean Harlow, in Platinum Blonde in 1931, the year I was born.

			I always admired Capra’s work, which catches the essence of what we think of as America. As a little girl in Sioux City, Iowa, I grew up watching his movies from the front row of the Orpheum Theatre. During those hard years of the Depression, when my mother and father both worked, the movie theater was my daycare center, and all those glamorous actors and actresses were my babysitters.

			In 2011, I got an email from a San Diego college professor named Al Greenberg asking if I would speak to him on the phone about Frank Capra’s opinion of me as an actress. I get a lot of emails from people who want to make contact. I am lucky to have the nicest fans in the world, and I really do love meeting them, but I usually don’t reply because there are simply not enough hours in the day to do it all. However, it was an intriguing email since I had no idea Capra was even aware of me, much less had an opinion of me, so I gave him my phone number.

			Professor Greenberg taught a unique course to foreign-born students, using contemporary American popular culture—movies, literature, autobiographies, interviews, and written correspondence—to give them a sense of the spirit of America. Greenberg’s approach exposed his students to American history, arts, and government by acquainting them with the personalities who participated in them.

			In the course of our conversation, Professor Greenberg told me he had developed a close relationship with Frank Capra in the 1960s in Palm Desert, California, where Capra had retired. Greenberg and his wife often socialized with Capra and his wife, Lou, and with the Hollywood luminaries with whom Capra was acquainted, like Jimmy Stewart, Frank Sinatra, Billy Wilder, and John Huston.

			Capra often screened his films for Greenberg while reflecting on his experiences in Hollywood and the movie business. Capra felt that the Hollywood establishment was often blind in recognizing new talent. He told Greenberg of an unknown actress who had been turned down by other studios and directors. However, when Capra saw her screen test, he detected a spark of real talent. Capra would help develop her into a major star and make five films with her. Her name was Barbara Stanwyck.

			According to Professor Greenberg, Capra continued in his retirement to follow the careers of the stars he had worked with over the years. When Teacher’s Pet was released in 1958, Capra had made a point of seeing this newest film starring his old friend, Clark Gable. Discussing the movie over lunch with Professor Greenberg one day, Capra observed that Gable was still the major force on screen he had always been.

			“Then Capra surprised me,” Professor Greenberg said, “by saying that the actress who played Gable’s girlfriend, Mamie Van Doren, was quite talented and could be used to a greater extent in films.”

			Capra explained that the most important quality an actor can have is believability. If you don’t believe the person on screen is the character they are portraying, you don’t have much of a performance. “And Mamie,” Capra went on to say, “pulled off the role of the giddy nightclub performer quite well.”

			Greenberg concluded, “Coming from a director who was rated by film historians as one of the top five of all time, [that] is quite a compliment.”

			I couldn’t agree more.

			I took my acting craft very seriously, even when the fates brought me movie scripts that were not exactly works of art and directors who were far from being heirs to Capra’s skill and talent. It was up to me, most of the time, to craft a performance that was somehow believable.

			I am both blessed and burdened with total recall. It is often painful to remember everything. A dog barking, the smell of Pan Stik makeup, the sight of a summer sunset, or an old photograph—it’s easy to feel haunted, and you just want to shut it off. But, I am thankful for the long life I’ve had and for being able to remember the details and set them down for you.

			There are funny stories in here. And there are sad ones too. I have tried to tell them honestly, and, where I can, with good humor. Some stories—no, make that many stories—involve sex. Imagine that! I make no apologies for my sexual adventures. Jack Kerouac said, “My fault, my failure, is not in the passions I have, but in my lack of control of them.” I’ll live by that one.

			I am happy you’ve chosen to spend some time with me. As you will see, my life has been messy, exciting, sad, difficult, and utterly amazing. I hope you enjoy reading about it as much as I have enjoyed living it.

		


		
			Stephen B. Whatley
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			Chapter One

			From South Dakota to Hollywoodland
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			“As long as I am the ‘platinum blonde,’ as long as I appear in décolleté gowns and sexy love scenes, as long as I am Jean Harlow, I am going to be discussed. It is the price that my kind of screen character pays for her fame, her MGM contract. I have always tried to be truthful and frank with the public about Jean Harlow. It is the least I can do.”

			—Jean Harlow

			[image: ]I want that color hair,” said the little girl, pointing to the picture on the front page of the Sioux City Journal, one of Sioux City, Iowa’s two newspapers.

			The paper was spread out on the long table of the rooming house where the little girl lived for three weeks that summer with her parents. The rooming house charged one dollar a day for each person, including a clean, safe place to sleep and three meals a day. (The little girl was delighted because three meals were not something she was accustomed to.) The breakfast dishes were cleared to make room for the newspaper with the front page picture that would change the little girl’s life. The headline read: “Jean Harlow Dies.”

			 

			The little girl was me. I was six. It was a warm summer day, on Tuesday, June 8, 1937. Jean Harlow had died the day before, but the news was just getting to Sioux City. I stared transfixed at the newspaper. The platinum blonde woman was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. I felt an eerie connection to that face. I began to cry.

			“Why did she die?” I sobbed. “She’s so beautiful.”

			One of the two ladies who owned the boarding house put a hand on my shoulder.

			“It’s all right, honey. It’s says she had been sick.”

			“Who was she?”

			“An actress in Hollywood. She was a big movie star.”

			I had never seen anything like her. I wanted to wrap myself in the beautiful pictures of Jean Harlow on the big newspaper page and make her a part of me. I poured over her pictures until the paper was taken away. I wandered outside into the yard still full of the aura of the pictures of Jean Harlow.

			Sitting under a tree in the front yard of the rooming house, I pretended that I was her, touching my hair that I wished was snowy platinum like hers. I suddenly felt Jean Harlow in a visceral way—a curious sensation in my head. It would have frightened my grandmother back on the farm, who harbored the idea I might be a witch. I saw something unfolding.

			The MGM wardrobe department smelled of dry-cleaning solvent, mothballs, and old clothes. The high ceilings of the cavernous building were hung with racks of costumes: pirates, soldiers, kings, queens, priests, cowboys, elves, Indians, and southern belles. Huge storage drawers were filled with shirts, blouses, trousers, scarves, ties, belts, suspenders, and wigs.

			A blonde woman, whose name is Mamie, opened the wig drawer and rummaged through the contents. At the bottom, among the redheads, dishwater blondes, and brunettes, she found a platinum blonde wig. The hair was soft and fine, a natural towhead. Written inside the headband were the words: “Jean Harlow.” She tried on the wig. It was a little small, but she fit it over her head. She looked in a mirror and touched the wig. She smiled, feeling the connection.

			I blinked and the vision was gone. I didn’t know what or who I had seen, but a part of me recognized it all. What I had seen faded after a few moments, leaving me with a pleasantly empty feeling.

			Then, I pretended Jean Harlow was my mother and got lost in the fantasy. My mother was beautiful in her own right but not goddess-
beautiful like Harlow, who had an elegance that could hold a six-year-old spellbound.

			I wanted to talk to someone who might understand. I thought of my summer playmate, Nancy Clark, who lived a short distance up the street from the rooming house in a lovely large home with a yard and shade trees. I had been secretly envious of Nancy’s flaming red hair and green eyes, but now I was yearning for platinum hair like Harlow. Nancy and I loved to roller skate. I had a cheap pair of skates that strapped onto my shoes, and Nancy had a real pair of skates. Together we raced up and down the neighborhood sidewalks, occasionally skating out into the street when there was no traffic. Her parents were always nice to me, seeming to realize that I was a lonely kid whose home life was something less than perfect.

			I was roused from my reverie by five women carrying suitcases, chattering as they came down the front steps of the rooming house. They walked past me under my tree and loaded their luggage into an old automobile. I walked over to them and asked the woman getting behind the wheel where they were going.

			“To California,” she replied. “Hollywood.”

			“I’ve heard of Hollywood,” I said, recalling what the rooming house owner had told me that morning. “Where’s California?”

			“A very long way from here. It’s on the Pacific Ocean.”

			“Ocean?” I was trying to process all this new information.

			“Yes,” the woman said, “and there are palm trees and a desert and it’s always warm.”

			“Warm?” I thought about the God-awful freezing winters I’d endured in my short life on my grandparents’ South Dakota farm where I lived because my young and wild parents were too irresponsible to take on raising me—except for three-week vacations like this one in Sioux City.

			I dreaded going back to the loneliness of the farm.

			I had never seen a palm tree or an ocean, but there was a determination forming in my six-year-old mind to go there and see them.

			“What’s in Hollywood?”

			“They make movies there, honey. Movie stars live there.”

			“Like Jean Harlow?”

			“Yes. What a shame she died. She was so beautiful.”

			“Very beautiful,” I agreed, saddened again.

			I heard my mother’s voice calling. “Jo! Jo, you’d better come inside now.”

			“Can I go with you?” I abruptly asked the woman, who was starting 
her car.

			All the women laughed not unkindly. “No, sweetie,” the woman said. “You’d better go to your mother.”

			“I promise I won’t be any trouble.”

			“Bye-bye, baby.” She put the car in gear, smiled at me, and drove away.

			My mother was waiting in the doorway to the rooming house. I watched the car disappear around a corner and shouldered my disappointment. I kicked at the dirt and walked reluctantly to my mother. The precious three weeks with my parents were almost up. This coming Sunday I would return to my grandparents and their farm in South Dakota with no running water, no electricity, and a drafty outhouse full of spiders.

			“Who was that you were talking to?” she asked.

			“Just some women who were going to California.”

			She shook her head. “They’ll be lucky to get there in that jalopy.”

			“Can we go to California? She said there were palm trees and a desert.”

			“Your father has a good job here, Jo. He couldn’t leave that.”

			I had heard many times that jobs were hard to come by. I couldn’t fully grasp what that meant, but I knew we never had any money. Only what my dad earned as a truck mechanic. If we splurged on ice cream on a Friday night at a nickel apiece, it seemed to me like something sent from heaven.

			“Maybe someday we could go?” I asked hopefully.

			“I don’t see how, Jo. Unless something really bad happens. You’d better come in and take a bath. It’ll be dinnertime soon.”

			At the mention of a bath, I brightened. “Okay!”

			I loved the rooming house’s big bathtub. I skipped through the doorway and up the stairs to the bathroom. Baths were a weekly thing on the farm. Because the water had to be hauled from the cistern and heated on the black iron stove, the smallest and youngest—me—bathed in everyone else’s tepid water. I felt dirty the whole time I was on the farm. When I got to the rooming house, I soaked in the tub for as long as I could. The dirt I scrubbed off my skin floated to the surface of the bathwater like an oil slick.

			It rained that Friday night, but it didn’t stop my parents from indulging in their usual weekend bender. The two women who owned the rooming house kindly looked after me while Mom and Dad went to a nearby tavern called The Tap and drank themselves into a stupor. Often, they’d fight when they came home drunk. I stayed far away from them.

			I was asleep when they came in that night, but I was awakened in the wee hours by a dog barking and crying. Dogs were strictly forbidden in the boarding house, so I went looking for the source of the sound. I followed it downstairs and outside the front door. There, in the steady rain, I saw a small dog tied to the tree I had sat under. I dashed through the downpour and untied him. He was a Boston Bull puppy with a little stub of a tail wagging so hard his whole rear end danced. I picked him up and carried him inside the rooming house.

			I stood at the bottom of the stairs dripping wet, wondering what to do. The rooming house rules were “No Dogs Allowed,” but my heart told me to ignore the rules this once. I could feel the dog’s heart racing. I held him close to shush his whimpering, terrified that someone would hear him. I raced up the stairs with the dog in my arms and ducked into my room. I dried the two of us, and we dove shivering under the covers.

			The next morning my mother angrily woke me. “What on Earth are you doing? You know no dogs are allowed here.”

			“He was tied to a tree outside, and it was pouring rain. The poor thing was crying for help. I don’t know how he got there.”

			“He got there,” my mother snapped, “because we put him there. We bought him from some guy at The Tap last night for five dollars.”

			I clapped my hands and scooped him up in my arms. “Then he’s ours? He’s so cute!”

			“Well, he’s going back outside. They don’t allow dogs.”

			“It’s still raining! He can’t stay out in the rain!”

			“Well, he can’t stay in here or we’ll all be out in the rain.”

			“No.” I set my jaw. “If he goes out, I go with him.”

			My father walked in at that moment. “Jo, don’t sass your mother back. That dog can’t be in this boarding house. It’s against the rules.”

			“I’m not sassing, Daddy. It’s a fact. If the rules say he can’t stay, then I won’t stay either.”

			My father turned to my mother. “Lucille, get me a couple aspirins, will you? I’ve got a pounding headache.” He turned back to me. “We’ll do this, Jo: We’ll hide him until the rain stops, then he’s got to go outside.”

			“Daddy, why did you get him if you knew that dogs weren’t allowed?”

			He turned away and followed my mother back to their room to get his aspirin. The answer to my question was, of course, he was too drunk the night before to know what he was doing.

			“Does he have a name?” I shouted after them.

			My mother rushed back to my doorway. “Shush! Not so loud. His name is Bobo.”

			When the rain stopped that afternoon, my father came to enforce Bobo’s exile to the front yard.

			Bobo looked at me with big, inquisitive eyes. I held him tightly in my arms.

			“I’m going with him,” I said stubbornly.

			“You can stay outside with him until dinnertime,” he said. “But don’t get too attached to him. We’ll have to find him a good home.”

			I carried Bobo outside. Out of earshot of my father, I said, “We’ve already found him a good home. And he’s going to stay.”

			I took the rope they’d used to tie Bobo to the tree and fashioned a loosely knotted leash. Together, we set off to walk around the neighborhood. When we were out of sight of the rooming house, I sat on the curb with Bobo in my lap. He licked my face with his little pink tongue. I kissed him on the nose and held him close.

			“No one’s going to take you away from me, I promise. I love you, Bobo.” He licked my face again in agreement. “And you love me too, right?” Another lick. “Then it’s settled. I’m going back to the farm in a couple of days, and you’re going with me.”

			I stood up from the curb. “C’mon, Bobo, let’s go meet my friend 
Nancy.”

			Bobo walked beside me as we made our way in the opposite direction of the rooming house.

			Nancy’s mother answered the door when I knocked. She smiled down at Bobo and me.

			“Hi, Joanie, who’s your friend?”

			“His name’s Bobo, Mrs. Clark. Is Nancy here?”

			“Yes, come on in. Where’d you get Bobo?”

			“My dad bought him off someone at The Tap. We’re hiding because they don’t allow dogs at the rooming house.”

			Mrs. Clark nodded. “I see. I’ll go get Nancy. You and Bobo make yourselves at home.”

			The house had a large living room with a comfortable sofa and chairs. I sat on the sofa, and Bobo jumped deftly onto my lap.

			“You stay in my lap, Bobo. I’m sure they don’t want you on their furniture.”

			Nancy bounced into the room a moment later.

			“Hey, I hear you’ve got a dog! What’s his name?”

			“Bobo. Isn’t he cute?”

			She picked up Bobo and hugged him. “I’ll say.”

			Bobo gave her a grateful lick and started to squirm.

			“He wants to go to you,” Nancy said, handing him back. “I’ll be right back, Joanie.” She disappeared into the hallway and came back a moment later holding a pretty red dog collar and leash. “My dog died three months ago. Take these for Bobo.”

			“I’m sorry, Nancy. Thank you, but what if you get another dog?”

			“I’ll get another leash and collar. Bobo needs that one now instead of that ugly rope.”

			I put the collar on him. It was a little large for his puppy neck, but I tightened it enough to be secure. He’d certainly grow into it.

			“It’s beautiful on him,” said Nancy.

			“Listen, Nancy, I’ve got a problem.”

			I explained my predicament—how I got Bobo out of the rainstorm after my parents had left him outside, and that he wasn’t allowed to stay in the rooming house, and that they wanted to turn him outside again and find another home for him.

			“It’s not fair,” Nancy said, frowning.

			“I don’t know what to do, but I’m not leaving Bobo outside. They’re sending me back to the farm on Sunday and he’s going with me whether they like it or not. But in the meantime, what do I do?”

			“Do your parents know you’re here?”

			“No, but it’s getting close to dinnertime,” I said, glancing out a window. “They’ll start to wonder where I am.”

			“Come on up to my room,” she said, guiding me toward the stairs. “Quietly. You need a hideout.”

			We tiptoed into Nancy’s room and closed the door. Her room was not large but tidy and pleasant, girlish without being fussy. I could see the sun setting and the twilight growing through the window drapes.

			“You can’t hide me here for long, Nancy. You’ll get in trouble.”

			She tossed her red hair to one side. “We’ll see about that. They’re going to be looking for you soon.”

			“Yes, but they’ll come here. They know we’re friends. They’ll come here and ask your mother if she’s seen me.”

			“You and Bobo can hide in the closet. I’ll tell my mom that you left.”

			“Nancy, I can’t ask you to lie for me.”

			“You don’t have to. I’m doing it on my own. What’re friends for?”

			Tears welled up in my eyes. “I can’t thank you enough, Nancy.”

			Nancy grinned. “You and Bobo better get in the closet. I heard the doorbell ring.”

			Bobo and I got in among the shoes and dresses. Nancy closed the door. I heard her mother call up the stairs, “Nancy, come down here for a minute.”

			She left the room and went downstairs. I couldn’t hear what was happening. I was frightened. I hugged Bobo tightly. After a couple more minutes, I heard the door to Nancy’s room open. She opened the closet door and smiled.

			“It was one of the women who owns the rooming house. Everyone’s searching the neighborhood for you. I told them you left here with your dog just before dark.”

			“Thank you, Nancy. I’d better go back and let them find me.”

			Bobo and I got out of the closet. “Thank you again for the collar and leash. It looks so good on him.” I stopped at the door. “Nancy, if they make me give up Bobo, will you take him? This would be the best home he could have.”

			“I’ll keep him until you come back.”

			We hugged. “Thank you.”

			I turned toward the door, just as Nancy’s mother walked into the room.

			“You two scamps. I thought Nancy’s little performance downstairs was a little too convincing. What’s going on?”

			I stammered out an explanation of how I got Bobo, and my parents’ threat that he’d have to stay outside, and that I might not be able to keep him. Mrs. Clark nodded and sat on Nancy’s bed. She looked at us sternly.

			“You girls have put me in an awkward position. I lied to that woman because I didn’t know you were here, Joanie. And, Nancy, you told an absolutely bald-faced lie that Joanie had left here before dark. If they find out you were hiding here, I’ll look like a perfect fool, and the two of you will look like a couple of cheap phonies.”

			“I’m sorry, Mrs. Clark,” I said contritely.

			“I’m sorry too, Mom,” said Nancy.

			I went on, “I’ll leave if you want me to. It’s just that Bobo’s so little and helpless. He’s just a puppy. If you’d seen him out there tied to a tree and crying in the rain, you’d have—”

			Mrs. Clark held up her hand. “Stop! You’re right, I would have.” She smiled. “Well, since you’ve included me in your little plot, let’s make sure you get back to the rooming house without anyone seeing you leave here.”

			I ran to her and threw my arms around her neck. “Thank you, Mrs. Clark.”

			She patted my shoulder. “I’m glad I can help, Joanie. C’mon, let’s go downstairs. Nancy, go outside and find out where the searchers are. When they’ve moved on to other areas, Joanie and Bobo can make a dash for the rooming house. Once you’re out there, you’re on your own, Joanie.”

			“I understand, Mrs. Clark. We’ll be fine.”

			Nancy went outside briefly and returned. “They’ve moved on up the hill. The coast looks clear.”

			“Then I’m off. There’s no way I can make this up to you both—”

			Nancy embraced me and kissed my cheek. Her mother did the same. “Go.”

			I half walked and half ran back toward the rooming house. I could hear people shouting, “Joanie! Joanie!” in the distance. Bobo was having a hard time keeping up on his little stubby legs, so I carried him the rest of the way.

			I reached the rooming house in time to run into my mother coming out the front door.

			“Good God, Jo, where have you been? We’ve been worried sick. The whole rooming house has been searching for you. We thought you’d been kidnapped.”

			It had been only four years since the sensational kidnapping of the twenty-month-old son of the world-famous aviator, Charles Lindbergh. The tragedy of the Lindbergh baby became an enduring part of American history. A missing child evoked fear of a similar tragedy.

			“I’m fine, Mother. Bobo and I went for a long walk.”

			“We looked all over for you. Where were you?”

			I shrugged. “We found a good place to hide.”

			“You should get a licking for putting us through this,” my mother said angrily.

			I squared my shoulders defiantly. “I told you that if Bobo had to go outside, I was going with him. I meant it.”

			My mother gave me an exasperated look. “Well, I’ve got good news for you, Jo. The ladies who own the rooming house said that you can keep Bobo inside until you leave on Sunday.”

			I hugged Bobo, then I hugged my mother. “Oh, thank you so much! And he’s going back to the farm with me.”

			Mother hesitated a moment. “Yes. Your grandmother will have a fit, but, yes, he can go back with you.”

			I kissed Bobo on the nose. “Hear that, Bobo? You’re going to be a farm dog. But first you’ll have to meet Jack.”

			On Sunday, Bobo’s little nose was working overtime as we followed the long dirt driveway up to the farmhouse. The smells of the farm were familiar to my nose: freshly plowed ground, horse manure, hay, the pigs over by the barn, bread baking in the kitchen, and the outhouse on a small rise behind the farmhouse.

			Jack, my grandfather’s big black German Shepherd, ran toward us barking. Jack was the farm’s chief security guard. If strangers approached, Jack would sound the alarm, then confront the stranger with hackles raised and teeth bared. Jack ruled the roost on the farm. He lived outdoors for all but the snowiest months, when he took refuge in the barn with the horses and the milk cows.

			Because Jack was so tough and independent, I was concerned whether he and Bobo would get along. When Jack recognized us, he stopped barking and started wagging his tail. I got out of the car holding Bobo, and Jack immediately came over to investigate.

			“Good boy, Jack,” I said, scratching his ears. “Be nice to Bobo.”

			Jack looked agreeable, so I put Bobo on the ground. Bobo made a little puppy “woof,” jumped up, and licked Jack on the mouth. Jack made a friendly “harumpf!” and dropped to his tummy. Bobo politely turned his rear end to be sniffed. In a matter of moments, the two became friends and wandered off together as if they’d known each other all their lives. Chickens in the yard regarded Bobo curiously. Bobo had never seen a chicken before and was very suspicious.

			“Looks like those two are going to be pals,” my grandfather said.

			I said goodbye to my parents. They dutifully kissed me, handed over my battered little cardboard suitcase, and reminded me to behave myself.

			“Mind your grandma, Jo,” my mother said.

			I nodded, tears welling. “I will, Mother. I’ll miss you and Daddy.”

			“We’ll miss you too,” she said.

			But I knew they would not. The moment they drove away from the farmhouse, they would scarcely think of me at all. As they disappeared down the road back to Sioux City, I felt the familiar ache of being unwanted.

			My grandfather walked toward me and smiled.

			“What’s your dog’s name?”

			“Bobo, Pa. He’s just a puppy. Really sweet.”

			“Make sure he doesn’t mess in the house,” my grandmother warned.

			“Oh, I will, Dah, I promise. Bobo,” I called, “c’mon.”

			Bobo scampered over, followed by his new comrade, Jack.

			My grandfather hugged me. “Welcome back, Joanie.”

			“You’d better get washed up,” my grandmother said. “It’ll be dinnertime soon. And keep that dog off the bed. He can’t sleep with you.”

			“Yes, Dah.”

			As I walked toward the farmhouse, I passed my grandparents’ ancient car and my mother’s older brother popped out of the back seat.

			“Hello, stranger. Glad to see you back, Joanie.” He took a step toward me and held out his arms. I sidestepped the embrace and went inside the house.

			My mother’s younger sisters, Myrna and Norma, were inside packing suitcases. They looked up for a moment and greeted me distractedly.

			“What are you doing?” I asked.

			“We’re packing, can’t you see?” Norma said. “We’re going to the Black Hills to see the faces.”

			“What faces?”

			“Mount Rushmore, where the four president’s faces are carved into the side of the mountain.”

			“Really?” I was suddenly thrilled at the prospect. “That sounds like fun.”

			The two of them exchanged glances.

			“Oh, yes,” said Myrna.

			“I need to get ready,” I chirped happily.

			Bobo and I dashed up the stairs to the bedroom I shared with my grandmother. My grandmother was a stern authoritarian. She slept in a large bed on one side of the room. My grandfather and Cliff slept in the same bed in the other upstairs bedroom, with a window that looked over the front of the house. I slept on a cot near the window in my grandmother’s room. It was cold sleeping there in the wintertime. On the coldest nights, my grandmother would heat flat irons on the big wood-burning kitchen stove, wrap them in towels, and tuck them in my bed to keep me warm.

			That night there was excited talk at the dinner table about the trip to the Black Hills. How long would it take to get there? How long would they stay? What would they eat at roadside picnics along the way? Everyone was happy.

			Bobo sat next to my chair wagging his little stump of a tail and waiting for handouts.

			“Don’t feed that dog from the table, Joanie.”

			“Okay, Dah, but he’s hungry.”

			Just then Pa asked her to pass the bread. When she looked away, I slipped Bobo some of my dinner. Pa winked at me and added, “And the butter too, please.”

			She handed the butter down the table, and I slipped Bobo another 
morsel.

			That night I went to sleep early in anticipation of setting off for the Black Hills. The next morning, everyone was up at daybreak bustling about, loading the car and packing three days’ worth of picnic lunches. I had my little cardboard suitcase packed, and I carried it down to the kitchen.

			Everyone was outside packing the car. I went out into the yard with Bobo at my heels. He bounded across the yard and jumped into the car.

			“Where can I put my suitcase, Dah?”

			“Get that dog out of the car,” Dah snapped. “He’s not going and neither are you.”

			I stopped in my tracks. “What?”

			“You’re not going with us. There’s no room.”

			Myrna chimed in from the other end side of the car. “You’re too little. And you’re too much trouble.”

			“I won’t be any trouble. Bobo and I won’t take up much room. And we won’t eat much either. We can take care of ourselves.”

			“No. You have to stay here with your grandpa.”

			I dropped my suitcase and began to cry.

			“I don’t understand, Dah. Why would you do this to me? What have I done?”

			My grandmother stood implacable, arms folded. “This trip is for grownups. You’re too young to appreciate it.”

			“I am not.” I clenched my fists. “This is a terrible thing you’re doing to me. It’s not fair and it’s mean.” My temper was about to get out of control. “All of you are just plain mean.”

			Pa looked away. Myrna and Norma avoided my gaze. Cliff shrugged and kept packing the car.

			“Watch your mouth, Joanie.” Dah warned. “You’re asking for a licking.”

			“I don’t care. It wouldn’t be the first time you’ve given me a licking for nothing. Bobo, come on, let’s go inside and leave these bad people.” At the front steps, I turned around. “If Bobo couldn’t go, I wouldn’t go anyway. I hope it rains every day and you have a miserable time!”

			My tears broke through my anger, and I ran sobbing into the house, Bobo scurried after me. I ran upstairs and threw myself on my grandmother’s bed. I buried my head in her pillow. Bobo stood by the bed wailing with me. I picked him up and cuddled him next to me. We wept together.

			I half expected Dah to relent and send someone to get me. Or come herself to give me the whipping she promised. But the car doors slammed, the motor started, and they drove away. It was silent except for my sniffling and the barnyard sounds of chickens clucking, a horse whinnying, and the metallic creak of the windmill.

			Pa came into the bedroom carrying my suitcase. He put it on the floor and sat beside me on the bed.

			“Well, it’s just you and me for a couple of days, Joanie.” He tried to sound cheerful. “And Bobo and Jack, of course.” He put an arm around me.

			“Oh, Pa, why did they do this to me? I just got home. I’ve been good. Dah always acts like I’m some kind of pest.”

			He patted my arm. “I know, Joanie. You know how your grandma is.”

			***

			I knew. But at that early age, I had not yet solved the puzzle that was my grandmother. I did not understand the day she sent me to school with a temperature of 102 over my protests that I felt too sick. I was five years old, and it was a two-mile walk through deep snow and a snowstorm. When I reached the little country school, I was shivering uncontrollably and collapsed in the doorway. The teacher was my great aunt Hazel from my father’s side of the family. She immediately recognized that I was in distress. She left the rest of her students, loaded me into her car, and drove me home. When we got to the farmhouse, she woke my grandmother, who had gone back to bed. Aunt Hazel insisted that my grandmother put me to bed and keep me warm.

			“No more school until she feels well,” she chided Dah. “And give her more food. She’s too skinny.”

			***

			Pa and I must have played dozens of games of Chinese checkers that weekend. I won every one. To this day, I don’t know if I was that good at Chinese checkers or if Pa let a sad and lonely little girl win to make her happy.

			Every day, I kept watch on the road leading to the farm. By some fluke, they might decide to come home early, and I wanted to be the first to see them.

			As revenge against Dah, Bobo and I slept in her bed. It was cozy and warm. But no matter how cold the night or how terrible my nightmare, she had never tucked me in with her.

			Late one night, I was awakened by Jack’s loud barking. Bobo yipped at the sound of his friend outside. I was frightened and ran to my grandfather’s bedroom. We went to the window and looked out into the yard. Pa picked up the shotgun that always leaned next to the window, opened the breech to make sure it was loaded, and snapped it closed with a loud click. We could make out Jack in the faint moonlight barking in the direction of the barn. Suddenly, a small animal darted past, and he took off after it.

			“A skunk,” Pa said. We both chuckled in relief. “Old Jack loves those 
skunks.”

			“He’s going to smell bad in the morning,” I added.

			“That’s for sure,” he said, returning the shotgun to its place by the window. “Good thing your grandma ain’t here.”

			“Sorry I woke you, Pa. I got scared when I heard Jack barking. I was afraid it was like that time those men drove up in front, and you and Jack scared them away.”

			“You remember that, Joanie? You couldn’t have been more than three.”

			“It was right after my third birthday, Pa. I remember it real good.”

			***

			The hand-cranked phone on the wall had rung two short rings and two long rings—the danger signal from one farm to the next along the party line.

			Pa and Cliff hurried to the upstairs window where the shotgun and rifle were kept ready in case of trouble, like gangsters on the lam from the big cities coming to steal money and chickens. Small farms scattered across the prairies of South Dakota and Iowa were easy pickings for provisions and provided ideal hiding places for outlaws.

			Before long, a car turned off the main road and drove slowly up the dirt track toward the farmhouse. Jack started barking like crazy, his hackles standing high and his teeth bared. He meant business.

			The car stopped in front of the farmhouse, the engine running. The windows rolled down. From my hiding place next to the bedroom window, I could see that there were six men inside.

			Pa whispered, “Jesus, Cliff, I think that’s John Dillinger and his gang.”

			“Looks like ’em,” Cliff said. “I seen their pictures in the Argus Leader. They’ve been robbing banks all over.”

			Pa and Cliff stuck their guns out the bedroom window. Pa yelled down, “Whatever you’re after, you ain’t going to find it here. And you’d better not get out of that car. My dog will get ya.”

			One of the men in the car aimed his gun at Jack.

			“And if you shoot my dog, you’ll be dead meat. My son here’s a crack shot.”

			The man on the driver’s side held a submachine gun out of the car. “You think you can outshoot one of these, old man?”

			“Guess we’ll just have to find out,” Cliff shouted down.

			The men in the car laughed, but the gun disappeared inside. They rolled up the windows and put the car in gear. They turned around and drove slowly back to the main road, followed by Jack, still barking. The car disappeared in the direction of Sioux Falls, and Jack came loping back to the farmhouse, wagging his tail and looking very pleased with himself.

			The following week, on March 6, 1934, exactly one month after my third birthday, the Security National Bank in Sioux Falls was held up in broad daylight by the Dillinger gang. Far from being the easy mark Dillinger imagined the small-town bank would be, the robbery was a disaster. The gang members got trigger-happy. Baby Face Nelson fired his submachine gun through the bank’s plate glass window and wounded a policeman. The Sioux Falls police got involved and more shots were fired. Hostages were taken so the bank robbers could escape; Dillinger and one of his gang members, John Hamilton, were wounded. They managed to escape with $50,000.

			***

			“You really told them off that night, Pa,” I said.

			“Don’t know where I found the courage. We were lucky they didn’t shoot all of us,” he said. “But they made me mad when they threatened Jack. Thank goodness there was nothing like that tonight.”

			We both sniffed the air and laughed. I wrinkled my nose. “Just a scared skunk.”

			Sunday afternoon the family returned from the Black Hills. I caught sight of the car from the upstairs window just as it turned onto the dirt driveway.

			“They’re home, Pa!” I shouted, running down the stairs. Bobo kept up with me as we both dashed into the yard to greet them.

			My aunts Myrna and Norma got out first. Bobo immediately jumped into the back seat. I was astonished that such a little dog could jump so high. I hugged Myrna and Norma, who were both chattering about the sights they had seen.

			“The faces were so huge,” Norma gushed. “And they look absolutely like the presidents. You wouldn’t have believed your eyes.”

			I wanted to say, “The two of you made sure I didn’t have the chance to not believe my eyes.”

			But I kept my mouth shut.

			My grandmother got out of the car and strode toward the house. “Joanie, get that dog out of the car. He’s on the back seat where I like to sit. I hope you and your grandfather kept the fire burning in the kitchen stove.”

			“We did,” Pa said from the front porch. He gave Dah a peck on the cheek as she went into the house. She ignored it and kept walking.

			Cliff finished unpacking the car and went to the barn to milk the cow. The usual routine settled over the farm: Dah in the kitchen, Pa and Cliff in the barn, Myrna and Norma bantering back and forth, and me, clutching to a little girl’s seemingly hopeless fantasies of being a movie star.

			***

			The giant austere building on the outskirts of Sioux Falls was an orphanage. When we drove into town a couple of times a month, my grandmother always pointed it out as we went past. “See the orphanage? That’s where you’ll end up if you’re not good.”

			The sight of the gray stone building sent shivers through my body. The prospect of being imprisoned with the forlorn children we saw playing in the dirt in the front yard gave me nightmares.

			As I grew older and more adventurous, my grandmother and I often clashed. My grandmother issued orders like a drill sergeant, and I was not a child who enjoyed being told what to do.

			It was a great joy for me when Colleen, my first cousin on my father’s side of the family, came to visit on weekends. She was a pretty girl a year younger than me, and we became fast friends and partners in little escapades. On one of Colleen’s Sunday visits, I decided it would be a good idea for us to go for a ride on my grandfather’s plow horse, Molly. None of the adults were paying attention to us, so Colleen and I snuck off to the barn, armed with a few carrots to bribe Molly.

			Colleen looked at Molly and said, “She’s so tall. How are we going to get on her back?”

			Molly must have been seventeen hands tall and looked like a huge gray mountain. She gratefully ate a carrot and eyed Colleen and me, as if to say, “How are you two going to do this?”

			“Watch,” I said.

			I maneuvered Molly to the side of her stall, climbed the wooden slats, and jumped onto her back.

			“See? It’s easy. C’mon, Colleen.”

			She climbed the side of the stall the way I did. I extended a hand and pulled her onto Molly’s back.

			“Hold on around my waist, Colleen,” I said, grabbing a double handful of Molly’s mane. I gave the big horse some encouragement with my heels. “C’mon old girl, let’s go.”

			Molly walked slowly out of her stall and through the barn door. I steered her up the driveway, and we turned onto the main road. I leaned over her neck and handed her another carrot. Colleen and I were chattering, not caring where we were going, just enjoying the ride, while Molly stepped softly and surely to make sure we were safe.

			Just then, my grandfather and Cliff came rattling up the road in the old Chevy. Pa slammed on the brakes.

			“What in the Sam Hill are you two doing with that horse?”

			“Hi, Pa. We’re going for a ride.”

			He jumped out of the car. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, get down off there before you break your necks, or worse.”

			“It’s okay, Pa. Molly’s been very nice about the whole thing.”

			Pa pulled us down off Molly’s back.

			“Cliff, you take the horse back to the barn. The two of you get in the car. You’re in trouble!”

			And I was. Colleen was merely an accessory to the crime and got off with a scolding; I received a hard switching for the horseback adventure. My grandfather administered the punishment, but my grandmother ordered it. Pa was inclined to be easy going on a punishment, but she was a stern disciplinarian with a cruel streak of which I was often the recipient. Perhaps she resented being burdened with a small child after having raised four children of her own. But even as I nursed the burning marks on my bottom, I was becoming more defiant and in conflict with my grandmother.

			***

			Before Bobo came along, my best friends on the farm were the chickens and the cats. I was friends with Jack the German Shepherd, but he saw his mission as the grand protector of the farm, instead of a cuddly pal for a lonesome six-year-old girl.

			I delighted in raising the baby chicks Pa brought home from the feed store in Sioux Falls. I fed them and herded them around the yard, protecting them from hostile roosters and the ever-present hawks. I named each one and got to know them as they grew.

			For as long as I can remember, I have had a sense of nonverbal communication with animals. In my childhood days, I took for granted that I could understand what nonhumans were thinking and feeling. It was one of the things that led to conflicts with my grandmother—and to her feeling that I was a witch. There were times when I blurted out something that I could not have possibly known, which later turned out to be true.

			“Dah,” I said on one occasion, standing at the front door, “there’s a big storm coming.”

			She came to the door and looked outside. “There’s not a cloud in the sky. That’s silly.”

			“Well, anyway, Pa’d better put the animals in the barn.”

			Dah shook her head and went back to kneading bread dough. But an hour later, a terrible thunderstorm blew up with rain, strong winds, and orange-sized hail stones. The window in Pa and Cliff’s bedroom blew out and rain poured through it. Pa and Cliff nailed rugs over the opening to keep out the worst of the wind and rain.

			When the storm was over, I overheard Dah telling Myrna and Norma 
about it.

			“How on Earth could she have known that?” Myrna asked.

			Dah shook her head. “She just knows things.”

			Then two events happened that sent me into a tailspin. One Sunday morning, I checked on my chickens, and one of my favorite hens was missing. Her name was Betty. I went to Pa and asked if he had seen Betty. He shook his head. I went inside to ask Dah, but before I could speak, she said, “Wash up, Joanie. It’s time for Sunday dinner.”

			I washed my hands and went to the table. Pa said grace, and everyone began passing the food around. When the main dish came to me, I froze. It was chicken. I looked around the table, and everyone stared at their plates. I looked at my grandmother.

			“We had to take one of your chickens, Joanie,” she said mildly.

			I slammed the serving plate on the table. “Betty! You killed Betty!”

			“Serve your plate, Joanie,” Dah ordered.

			“No!” I bolted from the table and ran upstairs, Bobo following. I cried into my pillow, clutching the dog to me.

			And there was the fox I discovered in the garage. Cliff had caught him raiding the hen house and locked him up awaiting execution. I had been told to stay away, that he was vicious and might bite me. But when I opened the door, all I saw was two frightened little eyes staring out from a furry red body. I felt something from the eyes. A message of fear and a wish to live.

			“Hi, fox,” I said softly. “Don’t be afraid of me.”

			I looked around. No one was in sight. “Get out while you can,” I whispered. “I’ll leave the door open.”

			I left the door ajar and walked away. Later, Cliff came into the kitchen and leaned his rifle next to the kitchen door.

			“I went out to kill the fox,” he said in astonishment, “but he was gone.”

			Dah eyed me suspiciously. I turned away and smiled to myself.

			***

			The Bennett farm had been homesteaded in the 1800s by Pa Bennett’s parents, my mother’s grandparents. It had a small farmhouse with no electricity or running water, a few cows, a horse or two, and acres of tillable land. The Olander farm a few miles away was homesteaded by my father’s grandparents, who had also come to America from Sweden in the 1800s, lured by the prospect of farmland that could be had for free if you built a house and planted crops on it.

			Despite the similarities in their origins, the two families could not have been more different. The Olanders were aristocratic and well-to-do. They had been successful farmers and businesspeople in Sweden and brought their money and business acumen with them. The Olanders built the Beaver Valley Lutheran Church, the first church in Brandon. They were regarded as the pillars of Minnehaha County. They stood at the church house door with the minister after Sunday services, greeting the parishioners as they left the service with a sort of noblesse oblige attitude.

			On my mother’s side were the Bennetts and the Carlsons. They were a hard scrabble bunch who still managed to found Rowena, lay out the blueprint for the town, and establish the post office, the general store, a one-room school, and a volunteer fire department. My great uncle owned the general store. When I went in to buy a penny candy, he accepted my penny without looking at me, handed over my candy, and pretended I didn’t exist.

			I was considered a bastard. Well, maybe not quite. Perhaps just the issue of a shotgun wedding. But the Olanders did not approve of my father’s choice of a wife, and they most certainly didn’t approve of my mother’s pregnancy with me.

			When Warner Olander met Lucille Bennett on the steps of the Beaver Valley Lutheran Church, he was the most eligible bachelor in town, a twenty-year-old, tall, dark-haired Swede who fancied Indian motorcycles. My mother was drop-dead gorgeous, a hazel-eyed wild child of sixteen, who knew a good catch when she saw one. They chatted each other up on the church steps for a while. And when no one was looking, they climbed onto the Indian and drove off.

			The story, as my father later told it, was that they went to his house, an elegant, white clapboard farmhouse on their sprawling farm, where they immediately consummated their relationship in his parent’s bed. According to family mythology, that is where I was conceived.

			Lucky Ole hit the bullseye with the first shot.

			***

			It was a cold spring morning in the year I turned eight when I was riding into town with my Aunt Myrna and Uncle Cliff. We were going to see a movie, I was told, and have a chocolate malt afterward. We neared the outskirts of Rowena, and the ugly hulk of the orphanage loomed ahead. I was always afraid whenever we passed the terrible place. To my horror, Cliff slowed and turned in the driveway.

			“What’s going on?” I demanded of Cliff.

			Myrna spoke up. “This is where you’re going to be staying, Joanie.”

			“No! No, I am not!” I looked frantically from one to the other. “Why are you doing this? Is this Dah’s doing?”

			“It’ll be for the best, Joanie, really. Mom’s not able to take care of you anymore. Someone your age is just too much for her. You’ll be happier here.”

			She reached out to take my arm, and I slapped her hand away. “No! I won’t stay here. I want my dog, and I want to go back to the farm.”

			“Joanie, listen, we—”

			I jerked open the door and jumped out of the still moving car. I stumbled and fell into the dirt. There was a roaring in my ears, and I was sweating and shaking in terror. I bolted up the driveway toward the road. I stumbled and fell again, screaming and crying. When I tried to get to my feet, I felt rough hands grabbing hold of me. I blacked out.

			I woke in a large room filled with children sleeping in small beds. Late afternoon sun was slanting through the high windows. I was away from the rest, standing in a large crib with tall sides, holding the bars like a prisoner, sobbing uncontrollably. I started screaming, “Myrna! Dah! Please take me home! Help! Mother! Daddy! I want Bobo! Please help!”

			A nurse came in and scolded me. “You must be quiet. The other children can’t sleep.”

			“I want to go home!” I cried.

			She turned away and left.

			I was shivering with cold and fear. My throat was raw from crying and screaming. There was a desolate, empty ache in my heart. I pulled myself up the side of the crib, got a leg over the top, and swung myself over. I lost my handhold and fell to the floor on the other side with a loud thump. I ran to the door and opened it. The nurse confronted me.

			“Where do you think you’re going, young lady?”

			“Home,” I said.

			“No, you’re not. Get back where you belong and go to sleep like the rest of the children.” She lifted me back into the crib and shook her finger at me.

			I stood holding the bars of the crib all night, staring at the door, praying for someone to rescue me. When the nurses brought me food, I refused to eat it. I do not remember much else, only the gnawing agony of abandonment.

			In late morning the next day, the door opened and Myrna walked in.

			“Oh, Myrna,” I cried, bursting into tears. “Please take me home.”

			“Okay, Joanie.” She lifted me out of the crib and carried me out of the room.

			The nurse said, “She never slept or ate. She just stood there staring at the door.”

			Cliff was waiting with the car. Myrna put me on the ground, but I was too exhausted to walk. She loaded me into the back seat and they drove me back to the farm. Bobo was waiting in front of the farmhouse. He jumped into the back seat as soon as the door was opened and covered my face with kisses. It was the best welcome I could hope for. Despite what I had been through, everything seemed strangely normal.

			Dah looked up from kneading bread and said, “Hi, Joanie.”

			“Hi, Dah,” I answered.

			“They said she never slept or ate the whole time, only stared at the door.” Myrna reported. “She climbed out of her bed and tried to escape once.”

			Dah nodded. “Better get into bed and get some rest, Joanie.”

			I trudged up the stairs to our bedroom and crawled into my bed. It felt heavenly compared to where I had been. Bobo jumped onto my bed. Ignoring Dah’s rules, I tucked him under the covers next to me and fell asleep.

			Over the next few days, I tried to understand why I was sent to the orphanage. I knew my grandmother was why, but I couldn’t untangle the reason that I was such a burden to her. I didn’t realize at that early age that she had raised five children to adulthood on a primitive farm on the harsh South Dakota prairie. My mother had stupidly gotten pregnant and then dumped me in my grandmother’s lap. Dah was angry and couldn’t find it in her heart to give love to a little girl who had no say in the matter.

			***

			After the orphanage, my relationship with my grandmother was never the same. Both of my aunts, Myrna and Norma, and my Uncle Cliff were complicit in my mind in sending me to the orphanage. I stopped speaking to all of them. Pa was the only one I would talk to. It was lonely in an already lonely time for me.

			Bobo had the run of the farm during the day. Around dinnertime every day, he would show up at the kitchen door. When he didn’t show up one night, I became anxious. I couldn’t eat dinner but wandered outside calling his name.

			Dah called through the door, “Joanie get back to the table and eat your dinner.”

			I ignored her and kept searching for Bobo. He did not come home that night, nor the next. I was so distraught that Pa and Cliff went searching for him. They came back empty-handed; the only good news was that they did not find his dead body.

			The ache and the emptiness became nearly unbearable. The calamities of being banished to the orphanage coupled with the loss of my only friend, Bobo, were tearing me apart. There was no comfort in sight. Pa tried his best to console me, but I was consumed by grief. It felt like the end of my young life, and because of my anguish, I could not see past the source of my pain.

			Pa took me aside and said, “Joanie, I don’t think Bobo’s coming back.”

			I nodded tearfully. “Yes, Pa.”

			“He might have been taken by a coyote. We’ve got a few of them around here. Or he might have jumped in a car with someone. If he was out by the road and someone stopped and opened the car door, he would’ve jumped in. You know how he loved to ride in cars.”

			I smiled wistfully. “I know. I hope that’s what happened. And I pray he was picked up by someone who’ll love him like I did.”

			I dissolved into tears again.

			Over the next few days, I noticed my grandparents whispering with my aunts. I couldn’t hear what they said, but I knew instinctively the subject was me. As I climbed the stairs to my bed, I was haunted by the phantom of Bobo bounding up the steps beside me. I dragged my old cardboard suitcase from under my bed. I looked at the spot on the bed where Bobo used to lie beside me.

			“I guess it’ll be the orphanage for me again, Bobo,” I said with resignation. “I don’t care anymore. Nothing could be worse than living here.”

			I packed the few clothes I had and shoved the suitcase back under the bed. When they came for me, I would be ready.

			The next morning, I heard my parents’ voices downstairs. It wasn’t the weekend, so something must be up for them to be here. I tiptoed downstairs and heard them talking with Dah and Pa in the kitchen.

			“I can’t take care of her anymore,” Dah was saying.

			“Losing her dog has just about done her in,” Pa added sympathetically.

			Dah went on, “I spoke to the orphanage, and they don’t really want her because she’s too old. People want to adopt infants or toddlers. But they’ll take her if you don’t. I really have no other choice.”

			I held my breath, my eyes filling with tears.

			My father spoke up. “We’ll take her. No orphanage. We’re not in that rooming house in Sioux City anymore. We’ve rented a nicer place. She’ll have her own room.”

			I sobbed loudly, and everyone turned to see me standing in the door. I jumped into my father’s arms.

			“Pack your things, Jo. You’re going to Sioux City—permanently.”

			I dashed up the stairs two at a time. “I’ll be back in a minute, Daddy. I’m already packed.”

			I only said goodbye to Pa and Jack the German Shepherd. Dah, Myrna, Norma, and Cliff stood silently watching us go. I clutched Bobo’s red leash and collar to my chest as we drove away. I didn’t look back.

			My parents were silent as we drove the ninety-or-so miles to Sioux City. I knew they didn’t want to take me, but apparently some small grain of parental instinct had awakened in them. Rather than see me cast adrift in an orphanage, they brought me home with them. I knew how undependable and occasionally volatile they could be, but anything was better than where I was.

			The little walk-up in Sioux City was cramped for the three of us, but I had my own tiny room, indoor plumbing—no spider-infested privy, a bathtub I could bathe in every night, and electricity. Compared to the Bennett farm, it was paradise. And for better or worse, I was living with the two people in the world I loved the most.

			Best of all, the school I would be attending—Smith School—was across the street. Smith School had been built in 1872 as a private residence. In 1899, the Sioux City School Board purchased it and turned it into an elementary school. When I attended there in 1939, it had been recently remodeled and looked brand new. After the one-room country school I had attended in Rowena, the pink quartzite Smith School building, styled like a medieval castle with turrets and parapets, looked like something out of a movie. It housed grades one through six, and I couldn’t wait to get started.

			As a seven-year-old, I would have normally been in the third grade, but because my grandmother wanted me out of the house, I had started first grade early, when I was barely four. Rather than repeat the third grade, I was enrolled in fourth grade, putting me a grade ahead of children my own age. It made me appear to be a bit unusual—the smart girl from the sticks who was a grade ahead of everybody. Being younger than my classmates wasn’t a big deal then, but it would be something that would make my life difficult later on.

			Most of the other students came from well-to-do families. I had very few clothes to wear when I started classes, and I must have looked a little shabby. My Aunt Doris, my mother’s older sister, was the fashion coordinator for Fantles Department Store and sent me a gorgeous blue snow suit. It was the warmest and most beautiful piece of clothing I’d ever had. In cold weather, I wore it to school every day and hated to take it off because of my well-worn clothes underneath. As time went on, my parents were able to gradually upgrade my wardrobe.

			Attending Smith School and living with my parents was an important turning point in my life.

			Shortly after I enrolled, the school nurse gave me a physical exam and called my mother in for a conference. While I was on a par or even ahead of the other students academically, my teachers were sharp-eyed enough to see that my physical condition was not good, and they alerted the school nurse. I was underweight for my age and unable to keep up with the other students in activities that required strength, running, or jumping. The nurse strongly recommended to my mother that I see a doctor.

			My father was furious.

			“Where are we going to get the money to take her to a doctor?” he growled.

			If they had skipped a weekend’s drinking at the Tap, it would have covered the doctor’s visit. They didn’t consider that, but they took me anyway.

			After the doctor gave me a going over, he called my parents into the treatment room. “This child has malnutrition,” he began sternly. “She weighs forty-five pounds and has little energy for physical activities at school.” He eyed them both gravely. “Why don’t you give her a better diet? When I asked her about what she eats, she was very vague about her meals.”

			My mother said, “Well, she’s a finicky eater.”

			“And times are tough,” my father added.

			“Well, you two look well-fed. I think you could pass an extra plate to your young daughter. I’m prescribing a multiple vitamin pill to build her up.” The doctor wagged his finger at them, and I smiled inwardly. “You make sure she gets a proper diet: protein, vegetables, and fruits—three times a day. The school will monitor her progress, and I want to see her again in a month, so make sure you do this. For God’s sake, do it for her.”

			I knew they would blame me for having to spend the money on a doctor and the vitamins, but I didn’t care. It was worth it to hear the doctor scold them.

			I took my vitamins religiously, even though the pills were the size of something you might give to a horse. Before my next doctor’s appointment, I began feeling better. I put on weight and got stronger. I was able to keep up with the other children in my physical education class.

			At the same time, I discovered chocolate-malted milks. There was a small drugstore a short distance from home where I could get a chocolate malt for a dime and, when I could afford a little extra, a sandwich. And best of all, the store owner was kind enough to allow me to spend hours sitting cross-legged on the floor by the magazine racks, reading comic books.

			As a fourth grader, my taste ran toward adventure comics. In 1938, I bought the first Superman comic. The Man of Steel stole my heart for a time, and I religiously read and re-read each issue until the next one hit the stands. Then, in 1939, my heart was stolen away by Batman. I bought the first Batman comic too and waited impatiently for the next one to arrive at the drug store.

			My parents managed to find a little extra money to get me some new clothes for school. I tossed out everything I had worn on the farm. I no longer looked like I was straight out of the cornfields. I became more confident and took part in school activities. I wanted to become a baton twirler, so my dad brought home a baton for me, and I started taking lessons.

			As my health and self-image improved, I came into more conflict with my parents. My father was a strict disciplinarian who believed if you spared the rod, you would spoil the child. I got frequent spankings if I neglected my chores or if I got a little too sassy. The spankings turned into whippings with a belt if my father had been drinking. On one occasion, he thought I was getting too independent and became so enraged that he whipped me with a length of rubber hose. My mother watched it happen and didn’t attempt to stop him. The beating left bleeding welts on my butt, and I was unable to sit down or even sleep on my back. At school the next day, I was visibly uncomfortable, shifting from side to side at my desk. When the bell for recess rang, my teacher asked what was wrong. I explained my father’s beating, and she nodded sadly.

			“Don’t go outside for recess,” she said kindly. “Put your head on your desk and take a nap.” I gratefully did what she said.

			When class was over, she took me aside. “Stay home for a couple of days, Joanie. Let yourself heal.”

			In those days, beating children and wives was looked upon as the right of a father and husband. I asked my father near the end of his life why he had treated me so badly with so many beatings.

			“That’s how I was raised,” he said with a shrug. “I thought that was what you were supposed to do to raise a child.”

			I recovered from the beating in a few weeks. When the welts on my butt healed and I could move again without pain, I went back to practicing my baton twirling. I was getting pretty good at it, except that once in a while the baton would bump my right wrist. If I practiced too hard, it hit my wrist more often. Before long, my wrist was swollen and discolored, constantly throbbing with pain.

			I needed to see a doctor. My father was again furious over spending money on some ailment of mine. Over the next few days, the pain got worse, and I couldn’t go to school. My mother wrapped the wrist in hot compresses, but it only got worse.

			She finally convinced my father, and he drove us to the doctor’s office. They waited outside while the doctor examined me. As he probed and prodded my wrist, now swollen the size of an orange, I winced from the pain. The doctor’s brow furrowed, and his jaw clenched. He patted my arm and smiled.

			“I’ll be right back,” he said. He walked into the other room where my parents were waiting and shut the door.

			“Why didn’t you bring her in sooner?” I heard the anger in his voice through the closed door. “She has a severe injury to her wrist. She needs to be in the hospital immediately. This condition could require surgery.”

			I felt a knot in my stomach. My parents followed the doctor back into the room. I could see the upset on their faces. I was suddenly scared.

			“I’m going to call ahead so that the hospital’s expecting her. You’ve already lost valuable time.”

			“What’s going on, Mother?” I asked, trembling.

			“The doctor says you need to go to the hospital to get your arm fixed.”

			“Oh, no.” I began to cry. I climbed down from the examination table, and my mother took my hand.

			The doctor gave me a hug as we walked out. “It’ll be okay, Joanie.”

			When we got to our car, I threw myself face down into the back seat and sobbed into my folded arms.

			My father started the car, and we pulled away. “I don’t see how in hell we can afford this,” he groused. “Every time you go to that doctor, it costs a fortune.”

			“So should we just ignore the doctor and let her infection get worse?”

			“When I was her age, I never went to a doctor.”

			They reluctantly checked me into the hospital. I was put in a room with another girl around my age who had a similar problem with one of her legs. My arm was packed in hot compresses overnight and the next day, but when they unwrapped it, the swelling was worse. My skin was an ugly greenish color, and it smelled bad. The nurse shook her head and brought in the doctor. He looked at it and motioned my parents out into the hall. When they came back in, their faces were solemn.

			“Jo,” my mother began, “your arm’s not getting better. The doctor is going to give you a new drug.” She looked at the doctor for the name.

			“Sulfa. It’s a new drug that’s just been developed,” the doctor explained. “It’s never been used in a case like this, but I think it’s worth a try. You have tendonitis, Joanie. Sometimes it can lead to an infection of the bone called osteomyelitis, which is very serious. If the Sulfa doesn’t reduce the inflammation, we may have to use surgery.”

			I was becoming more alarmed by the minute. “What does he mean, Mother? Daddy?”

			My father was almost in tears himself. “If it doesn’t work….” He looked away, then back. “They might have to amputate your arm.”

			“Cut off my arm?” I shrieked. “No! No!”

			“They might have to do it to save your life,” my mother said, trying to calm me.

			I became hysterical with fear. The doctor ordered the nurse to give me a sedative. As I began getting drowsy, my mom and dad left. They both wore expressions of concern I’d never seen before as they said goodbye. The doctor and nurse came in and injected me with the red liquid that was supposed to help me. They were kind and gentle. They finished and left quietly.

			Sometime in the night, the girl in the other bed began making gasping sounds. The nurse and doctor came in and spoke softly. Moments later, an orderly wheeled her out.

			I was desolate. I turned to the wall and prayed to God to spare my arm. I wiggled my fingers and clenched my fist. It was painful, but it still worked. I could not imagine losing my arm. It felt like the end of my life. There would certainly not be a one-armed glamorous movie star like Harlow. That dream was dashed. I thought it would be better if I snuck out of the hospital tonight and ran away. If I died because of my arm, it would be for the best. At least I would die in one piece. I finally drifted into a nightmare-plagued sleep.

			When I woke at daybreak, the first thing I noticed was that my roommate’s bed was missing. When I asked the nurse where she was, she told me the girl passed away during the night. But I had no tears left for her. I had spent them all crying for myself.

			My mom and dad arrived early. The doctor and nurse followed them into the room. The doctor gently took my arm and unwrapped the compress. It smelled terrible, but he smiled.

			“It’s working,” he said to me. “The swelling has definitely gone down. There won’t be any need for surgery.”

			“Thank God!” my mother exclaimed. My father laughed with tears in his eyes and clasped my shoulder.

			Joyful tears came to my eyes too. “Thank you, doctor,” I said.

			“Don’t thank me,” he said. “You and Sulfa did all the work.” He turned to the nurse. “Leave the compresses off, and let her skin get back to normal. Let’s give her another dose of Sulfa right now, and a second one tonight.”

			I spent another two days in the hospital while my arm healed. There was almost no swelling by the time they discharged me. My father couldn’t get off work to take me home, so my mother had to pick me up in a taxi cab. It was hellishly expensive, but there was no other way for me to get home.

			The compassion my parents had shown me the night we thought I would lose my arm evaporated. It angered my mother that I could barely walk to the taxi. She reminded me that the cost of the taxi on top of my hospital bill was a huge burden on our family. I laid across the back seat, exhausted. When we arrived home, I couldn’t climb the stairs to our apartment.
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