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Praise for A Tiny Piece of Blue


“Kudos to Charlotte Whitney for this triple narrative that exposes real-life trials and tribulations, redefines the concept of family, and deftly uncovers the sorrows, hopes, joys, and deepest longings of the human heart.”


—Ashley E. Sweeney, author of Eliza Waite and Answer Creek


“A fantastic addition to fiction set during the Great Depression and to the triumphant spirit of those who survived.”


—Ann Howard Creel, author of While You Were Mine and The Whiskey Sea


“Thoroughly researched and beautifully written, Charlotte Whitney’s novel is thought-provoking and hard to put down. The setting may be 1935, but the themes are as modern as they are historical.”


—Ellen Barker, author of The Breaks


“The so-called Good Old Days aren’t all that ‘good’ for a hardscrabble Depression-era family made homeless when their house burns down. In this soul-searching novel, heroes become villains, and villains become heroes as two despairing teens join forces with a crotchety farmer to expose a kidnapping ring that has been selling children into slavery.”


—Betty Webb, author of Lost in Paris and The Clock Struck Murder.


“Charlotte Whitney authentically weaves an engaging tale of the lived experiences and heartfelt sentiment of her characters, diving deeply into rural life in the Depression era of the Midwest. With meticulously researched detail, and a talent for nuance, Whitney pulls the reader into the depths of human experience in a page-turner that is irresistible and anything but predictable.”


—Trish Dolasinski, author of Beyond the Pettus Bridge


“Whitney’s finely drawn characters, with all their flaws and dreams and good intentions, felt like people I know, trustworthy guides to a time and place vastly different from my own yet still somehow familiar and true. A slice-of-life story with plenty of hopeful insights into the human condition.”


—Suzanne Moyers, author of ‘Til All These Things Be Done


“ . . . A compulsively readable tale, gripping and heartbreaking, and culminating in a gratifying ending.”


—Karen Lynne Klink, author of The Texian Trilogy Series


Praise for The Unveiling of Polly Forrest


“A skilled paean to secrets, sibling rivalry, and rural traditions. The Unveiling of Polly Forrest will transport you to another time and place with its gripping tale of deception and intrigue. Absorbing, rich with historical details, and captivating. Historical fiction at its best.”


—Laura Munson, New York Times and USA Today best-selling author of Willa’s Grove


“Accident, suicide, or murder? After the death of a local man, the police – and readers – must watch for clues in this intriguing mystery set during the desperate times of the Great Depression. The Unveiling of Polly Forrest will leave you guessing until the last pages.”


—Janet Skeslien Charles, New York Times best-selling author of The Paris Library


“This vividly-crafted, pastoral coming-of-age drew me in from the turn of the first page. I remained spellbound watching young Polly spiral into a dark and tangled web of lies as she courageously battles for the truth while her self-worth and freedom hang in the balance.”


—Suzanne Simonetti, author of The Sound of Wings


“Charlotte Whitney delivers another exceptional historical fiction novel set in the farm country of Middle America during the Great Depression. Thoroughly researched and brilliantly written, The Unveiling of Polly Forrest is a riveting mystery that will keep you guessing with each chapter until the end.”


—Todd Holmes, PhD, Historian, Oral History Center, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley


“Full of unexpected twists, The Unveiling of Polly Forrest is a mystery that keeps the reader guessing. Whitney brings history to life with authentic details of Depression-era farm life and characters who show their complicated humanity. A rich and satisfying read.”


—Rae Meadows, author of Motherland and I Will Send Rain


“Charlotte Whitney’s The Unveiling of Polly Forrest is an atmospheric mystery set in the rural Midwest during the Great Depression. Whitney does a masterful job immersing the reader inside the lives of family members dealing with a tragic death. Even better, she provides a shocking twist to the murder of Polly’s abusive husband, an ending no one will see coming.”


—Nicole Bokat, author of What Matters Most and The Happiness Thief


“As danger mounts, the veils of deception, deprivation, jealousy, and impulsivity finally lift, and Polly recognizes the power of family, generosity, community, genuine love, and an ethical way of life. Though set in the isolation of two small farms, this story encompasses the dilemmas, forgiveness, life lessons and resilience of a much larger world. An engaging read with lasting impact.”


—Barbara Stark-Nemon, author of Hard Cider and Even in Darkness
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SILSTICE TRAYSON





Friday, August 31, 1934 Calhoun County, Michigan


You don’t know what it’s like to be alone until you’re handcuffed and taken to jail. At age thirteen. Gosh darn, I hadn’t even started my monthlies and my life was in ruins. Here I was, Silly Trayson, at the county jail, charged with stealing, and all I could do was cry like a baby. My eyeballs opened, and I wiped endless tears on my dress sleeves. When my sleeves were totally soaked, I used the bottom of my new flour-sack dress. Well, the dress warn’t really new. My sister Alberta outgrew it and passed it down, and it hung too long on me, so I tripped on it when I walked. I’d intended to join 4-H to learn to sew, but now I wouldn’t even be able to hem up my dress.


After my well of tears ran dry, my mind began to run wild. How many years would I spend in jail? Would anyone come visit me? Probably Alberta, but Ma certainly wouldn’t. Ma hadn’t left our house in months. She hid in the bedroom closet whenever anyone came to the door. Plus, she’d given us kids strict orders to tell visitors she’d gone to town. It warn’t normal behavior, but no one knew except us kids. She had no friends. Even the 4-H lady talked to Alberta, not Ma.


With my tears gone, a new feeling settled deep in my chest. A kind of sadness, loneliness, and helplessness all in one. I didn’t have a name for it—maybe it was despair. I’d been trying to learn new words, since Alberta says that’s necessary for doing well in life.


The deputy had brought me to the jail and put me in a small room without bars where he’d taken off the handcuffs and told me to stay put until he’d contacted my parents. I’d been waiting for about three hours. The deputy had come back twice to bring me water and take me to an indoor bathroom. A lot of good it would do to try to reach my parents since Pa had cleared out with the old Model T, most likely on a drinking binge with the money he’d gotten from selling a deer he’d shot and dressed. Ma would be retreating to the bedroom, saying she needed a nap.


She was a big one for telling me, “You have to fend for yourself.”


How I hated the word “fend.” As if I knew how to fend in this predicament.


The conclusion was simple: I was going to jail for a long, long time. After all, I was guilty, and I’d been caught red-handed. What started out as a simple quest to get some paper and pencils for my upcoming high school days had turned into a stupid spree. I’d walked into the one-room country school I’d attended for the past few years, and knowing where Miss Sullivan kept the supplies, I shoveled them into Ma’s burlap bag.


But I didn’t stop stealing after taking paper and pencils. Instead, I pulled the bag wide open and added a fountain pen, a bottle of ink, a ruler, paste, and threw in some other items—a map, a pair of dice, and some blackboard erasers. I’d been sitting in the middle of the room for a long time, looking around for other things to take when the sheriff’s deputy appeared, walking through the unlocked front door, just like I’d done. When I saw him, I ran out the back door through the woodshed and out to the road, but the officer caught me when I got trapped in some sassafras bushes.


I couldn’t figure out how the deputy even knew of my visit to the school. I guess someone must have driven by and seen the open door and called the sheriff. Since we’ve never owned a telephone, I didn’t consider how quickly someone could make a phone call and end my thievery, even before I figured out where to hide the loot.


Dang, my anticipation of a better life was now erased as quickly as Miss Sullivan could clear lessons from the blackboard. Alberta always said a high school diploma earned you the ticket out of poverty and hardship. She’d been insistent that I succeed so I could move to a place where no one knew the “Trashy Traysons.” A place where labels wouldn’t follow us.


A few years ago, when the twins and I got lice, we were pushed into a back corner of the schoolroom with our desks together, and no one would go near us.


“Licey, licey, licey,” the other schoolkids had mocked us.


Now, in addition to “licey” and “trashy,” I’d be adding some new labels—“jailbird,” “criminal,” “thief.”


I knew nothing about jail. I’d heard you get bread and water, and I wondered if the bread would be hard and stale like Ma’s or the soft squishy kind Miss Sullivan had told us about.


The deputy and Alberta walked in and interrupted my thoughts.


“Here’s your sister, who says she’s in charge when your father’s out of town,” the cop announced. He transferred his gaze to Alberta. “You are over eighteen?”


“Yes,” she lied.


She was seventeen, but Ma had lost the birth certificates for all six of us kids, so he’d have no way of finding out her real age. Relief flooded me in Alberta’s presence. Tension in my chest eased, if only for a few minutes before they locked me up.


“So, let’s get this figured out,” barked the man in uniform. “I have a kidnapping case to work on. Real stuff with crime rings taking kids to work in factories—and worse.”


He sat down at the table and Alberta followed suit. Expecting to be immediately escorted to a cell, I looked up in surprise.


While Alberta sat stone-faced, he wrote on a printed form and asked me easy questions like my name, age, address, and school. I told him that, in addition to Alberta, I had two older sisters, twins, Jane and Jill, who were fifteen; and two younger brothers, Tom and Sam, aged eight and nine.


He already knew we didn’t have a telephone, so he drew a line through that part of the form. Then he asked me why I took the stuff in Ma’s bag.


“I needed paper and pencils for my high school classes.”


He frowned and locked eyes with Alberta who nodded in assent.


“Did you know she was gonna do this?” he snapped at her.


“N-no,” she stuttered. “I told her about needing her own paper and pencils, but I didn’t think she was gonna take anything that didn’t belong to her.”


This time I nodded in agreement.


“Why did you take all this stuff?”


“I was only gonna take some paper and one pencil,” I said, my voice growing quiet, “but I thought I might need the other things.”


His voice remained skeptical. “Blackboard erasers?”


I started crying again. Both Alberta and the deputy shook their heads, lips pursed, the way Ma does right before she escapes to the bedroom.


He looked at Alberta, not me. “She ever steal anything before today?”


“No,” Alberta whispered.


“Is your father going to agree with you?”


Alberta nodded. “Yes.”


The cop turned toward me. “What do you think we should do with you?”


The word “jail” was bitter on my lips. I could do nothing but drop my head and look at my belly.


“She got a bed and food at home?”


Again, Alberta nodded. I shared a mattress with her, but there was mighty little food right now. I wished Pa had given us some of the venison he’d sold.


The deputy sat for a few moments in silence. I could hear his labored breathing. Finally, he began, “Since this is a first offense, we’ll let her go. God knows the reform schools are overflowing and have no money for new kids.”


He pointed his index finger at Alberta. “You need to watch over your sister. You and your pa. Don’t let her get into any more trouble. We won’t be so lenient if this happens again.”


I guess he didn’t know Ma was hidden at home, probably taking one of her long naps.


To my surprise, the next thing I knew, Alberta grabbed my hand and pulled me out into the hallway and out the door. We walked the seven miles home in silence.
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“Do you think she’s asleep?” Jane whispered to Jill.


My fifteen-year-old twin sisters were notorious for keeping secrets, and I knew they were talking about me.


“Why is she in bed so early? She’ll wake up and wreck our plans,” Jill replied.


I kept my eyes shut and pretended to sleep, which warn’t difficult given the day I’d had.


“Don’t fret,” responded Jane. “Just wear the frillies and make sure Alberta don’t see us leave.”


The dresser squeaked as one of the twins pulled open a drawer, and the quiet shuffling sounds indicated they were changing clothes. A squint of one eye revealed Jill wearing a pair of white ruffled knickers, and I wondered how she got them. No one in our family had money for knickers or any new clothes. I lay still, puzzled about what was going on until the creaking floor signaled they were leaving.


“Where are you going?” Alberta confronted the twins in the next room, our combined kitchen, dining room, and parlor.


“We’re going to go to the library. Jean Jeffries is picking us up.”


“The library closes at nine o’clock. You have less than an hour.”


“Oh, they’re staying open late tonight for a special class. I think it’s a session on preparing for college or something.”


“College?” Alberta’s tone revealed her doubt.


“Maybe it’s more about doing well in high school.”
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Something woke me up. I felt like I’d slept for a century, but now I heard Alberta’s steady breath beside me. Immediately, the horrors of the day flooded my mind, and I recalled how stupid I’d been to steal all that stuff. It was pure dumb luck I’d gotten off so easily. But soon whispers from the twins’ mattress drew my attention to their side of the room.


“Shh, you’re too loud. You’ll wake them up.”


Whimpering sounds reached my ears.


“You gotta be quiet. If we wake them, we’ll be in a heap of trouble.”


“It hurts so much.” More sniveling.


“You were the one who insisted we go.”


“I’m bleeding so bad.”


“Use your monthly rags and be quiet. They paid us and we won’t ever do that again.”


“Did you see what they did to me?”


“No, I was in another room doing awful things with my mouth.”


“Five times. Five different men while that Buck guy held me down. They were so disgusting, and it hurts so much.”


Now both girls’ quiet sobs wafted through the room.


Try as I might, I couldn’t lie still any longer. I rolled over and looked at Alberta, wondering if she was also awake, listening. Her breath came steadily, but my movement must have alerted the twins as they grew silent as ghosts.


Alberta had told me about sex last year and warned me about not getting hurt by boys. Now my sisters had been tainted.


I heard muffled sobs for at least an hour and their pain folded into me. This had been the worst day of my life, as it must have been for them. Even though I usually found the twins’ behavior annoying in a sisterly way, Jane and Jill didn’t deserve such brutal treatment. They were fun-loving, friendly girls. But now, horrible images filled my head and I found myself sobbing along with them, not caring if anyone heard.













EDNA GOETZ





Wednesday, October 17, 1934


Vernon had never been the best husband, but at the core, he was a good man. I’ve had to keep telling myself this over the past thirty-three years, because, gosh, times had gotten tough. He hadn’t been an easy man to live with. Many women in my situation would have left him long ago, even women like me, who had no way to support themselves. They wouldn’t have put up with his outbursts and bad temper. “Ornery,” “crotchety,” and “stubborn” were a few of the nicer words people had used to describe my husband.


Vernon had gone to church with me every Sunday over the years, but most of the time his actions belied this weekly ritual. I’d often wondered if he had the capability of sleeping with his eyes and ears open. Nothing in Reverend Johnson’s preaching had ever stuck. After church, when I’d tried to discuss the morning scriptures, Vernon always looked at me with a blank expression. No comprehension, like a radio that isn’t tuned in—all static.


Tonight, however, Vernon was behaving himself. In the afternoon, he’d finished picking the field corn, a long arduous job, and I’d planned a celebratory harvest supper: pot roast, baked acorn squash, boiled potatoes, and sliced cucumbers, a rich and generous meal given the hard times. I’d even replaced the scratched oilcloth on the kitchen table with fresh gingham. The aroma of the roasting meat and squash had made me crazy-hungry, and I noted Vernon’s smile when he took the first bite. I’d wished for some butter for the squash and potatoes, but he’d sold all the cream for the week. That meant I was relieved of the chore of churning, but I really missed the butter. Instead, I loaded the squash and potatoes with lots of salt and pepper, knowing I couldn’t complain when so many people had no food on the table. Good gracious, many didn’t even have a table.


After supper, my two new 4-H girls came over to start on their sewing projects. Vernon was staying clear of us, reading the newspaper quietly in the parlor. Over the years, my sewing machine had become well integrated into the dining room. Thankfully, we used the dining room table only for holiday meals and the kitchen table for everything else. Before supper, I’d put six leaves in the large oak dining table, so we’d have enough room for both girls to spread out their fabric and pin on their pattern pieces.


I’d heard through the grapevine that my new girl, Silly, had gotten herself in trouble, stealing some things from Grover School, a mile down the road. She was one of the Trayson kids, people who were considered low-downers. I’d hoped Vernon hadn’t heard, as he wouldn’t be happy having her in our house. But the girl’s older sister had explained she was taking only paper and pencils for her classes, and she was a good girl at heart, so I decided to make up my own mind. Getting her busy in 4-H would be a good way to stave off more crimes and get her situated with hardworking farm girls. Undoubtedly a better element than she was used to.


Silly appeared tentative, unsure about how to begin, and waited for me to give her instructions. The poor girl had dirty-blonde hair, a stained threadbare dress, slouchy posture, and a musty odor that led me to suspect she skipped Saturday-night baths.


Silly pulled the fabric up to her face. “I love the feel of this new cloth.”


I nodded. “Me too. Maybe it’s the excitement of creating a new dress, but every time I walk into Cronin’s Dry Goods, I touch the fabric and feel happy.”


She smiled. A kindred soul. But the girl soon frowned. With her deer-in-the-headlights look, she appeared clueless about dressmaking. I guessed she’d always worn hand-me-downs. Born in the middle of six kids, with three older sisters and two younger brothers, she’d probably been ignored most of her life. I figured I’d be spending the bulk of the evening helping her.


Carrie, my reliable girl, whose older sister had been in my 4-H sewing and baking clubs, unfolded her three yards of material, keeping the crease in the center, and pulled the instruction sheet from the McCall’s pattern, studying it like a biology book.


While Carrie, at thirteen, wasn’t particularly attractive, she had a can-do attitude totally missing in the new girl. Carrie’s complexion had gone south since the summer, and her frizzy hair was aching to be reined in with some barrettes. I wondered how I’d ever get her in shape for the 4-H Style Show. Both girls were at that flat tomboy stage, ready to “fill out.” I doubted either had started their monthlies, a time when girls begin to get curves and start paying attention to their hair and clothes.


I turned to Silly. “Such pretty cloth,” I murmured, wanting to affirm the choice she’d made the previous day when I purchased her a light-green muslin print that wouldn’t wrinkle easily. We’d pondered and pondered the patterns, Silly looking for a stylish dress, while I considered the difficulty of assembly. We both agreed on a simple frock with short sleeves—no difficult cuffs or buttonholes or time-consuming pleats—and a gathered waist.


Both Carrie and Silly were engrossed in their projects when I heard Vernon groan, followed by some horrendous outbursts, swearing at the top of his lungs. The volume increased with each word.


“Goddamnit to hell. Goddamnit. God damn!” He spat out the last expletive with resounding emphasis.


Carrie jumped out of her chair and pivoted toward the parlor while Silly slunk low with closed eyes, her body shaking.


“Don’t worry,” I whispered. “I’ll handle this. Whatever it is, it has nothing to do with either of you. Carrie, sit back down, and don’t either of you move.”


Carrie fell back in her seat. Silly, still shaking, couldn’t stop tears from running down her cheeks.


“Neither of you caused this,” I reiterated.


I walked slowly to the open parlor door and peered at Vernon. I’d been through enough of his rampages to know not to say a word. This outburst would require the patience of Job. Fortunately, I had enough girth to block the girls from his view.


Vernon suddenly seemed aware of my presence and looked up at me in the doorway. The sudden stillness hurt my ears. I’d been bracing against the unexpected volcano rising from his vocal cords. Now I waited for the next eruption.


“It’s all your goddamn fault!” he shouted, directing his gaze at me. “If you’d stay home like a good wife, this wouldn’t have happened.”


Over the years, I’d found this wasn’t a time for me to lose control. Vernon had the floor, and my job was to remain still and silent, like a stone. Like a big cold stone. I visualized the stepping-stone at the base of our driveway, impenetrable, stolid, immovable.


Vernon drew in a large breath. “My 1861 three-cent rose issue is gone. You know it’s a valuable stamp. Someone walked right into the goddamn house and stole it. Sonofabitch. It’s your fault. You’re in the car all the time when you should be home watching over things. Now someone stole it right off the shelf when you were gone.”


I looked at Vernon in his overstuffed easy chair and peered downward to the ottoman where his coveted stamp book lay open. His favored international Scott Stamp and Coin Company album, with its bright turquoise cover and red cloth binding, contained many empty pages, but the Civil War section was flush with Vernon’s prize stamps.


Since the hard times started a few years back, he hadn’t added any stamps to the album and frequently grumbled about it. I doubted if he’d ever be satisfied with the collection unless every page was filled. I’d often suggested he move his stamps to a US album. But no, my friend Evelyn had provided too many European stamps after her husband had been stationed in Germany. Consequently, the Africa, South America, Asia, and Australia pages were left empty.


Vernon’s red, puffy face told me he needed more time to cool down. Sometimes during this transitional time, I counted. Other times I planned noontime dinners. Occasionally, I tried to recite a poem or Bible verse, but that rarely worked. My mind remained too focused on the situation. So tonight I simply stood in the doorway, looking into the parlor, as I shielded the girls.


“How valuable is it?” I kept my voice low and calm, speaking slowly and deliberately.


“Way too much to lose,” he howled. “Jesus Christ, how did this happen?”


I hated his swearing in front of the girls, but I knew crossing him would only make matters worse.


“Any chance it’s just misplaced in another part of the album?” As soon as I’d asked, I knew I’d made a mistake.


“Misplaced!” he yelled. “No damn way. We’ve been robbed.”


I sneaked a look back into the dining room. Neither girl had moved. Carrie’s eyes remained round saucers and her jaw slack, taking in every word. Silly continued gazing into her lap, trembling and looking as if she’d stolen the stamp herself. Uncanny how each girl reacted so differently.


At least ten minutes had passed since Vernon’s outburst, but it felt like hours. I decided to let him blow off steam until he became levelheaded. Consequently, I stood and waited, hearing Carrie shuffle in her chair, but Vernon’s eyes focused on mine. I dared not look back at the girls, nor did I. Lot’s wife could have taken a lesson from me.


Finally, Vernon took in a deep breath. “Send the girls home. They need to go home and go to bed.”


Vernon was reentering normalcy. He remembered the girls in the dining room, which I took as a positive sign. Nodding to Vernon, I pivoted to the girls and told them to leave via the kitchen and back room. Both girls shot up, ran to the back door, and slammed it with a loud thud.


“So what are you gonna do?” He snarled like a feral dog.


From the tone of his voice, I knew Vernon hadn’t calmed down enough to be civil, so I continued to wait in the doorway, wordless.


“Well, what are you gonna do about this?” he repeated, this time louder and more threatening.


“I can call the sheriff.”


“This may not be a job for the sheriff.”


I frowned. What was he suggesting?


He cracked his knuckles. “The way I see it, it had to be someone who knew about the stamps. Someone who’d been in our house when we were gone. Most likely that whippersnapper, Jim.”


A sharp spiky pain pressed into my head, circling it, and the room started rotating. I tried to open my mouth to refute what Vernon was suggesting, but the entire parlor spun while the pressure around my head intensified like a crown of thorns. Opening my mouth to warn Vernon, no words came out. I struggled to hang onto the doorframe, but lost hold. I couldn’t breathe. My vision blurred, then blackened, and my knees buckled.













VERNON GOETZ





Thursday, October 18, 1934


The smell of freshly percolated coffee greeted me when I stepped into the kitchen after the morning milking. As usual, Edna was feeling fine following her dizzy spell the prior evening.


Always an early bird, she pushed through her early morning chores with time to spare before Sheriff Conlin’s arrival.


At eight o’clock sharp, the sheriff knocked at our back door. About my age, early fifties, he stood six feet tall, and on the infrequent occasions he removed his sheriff’s hat, he revealed a receding hairline, like mine. In fact, over the years, several people in town have mistaken us. We’d first met each other years ago at the Calhoun County Fair after he’d been elected for the first time and had contacted the local 4-H officials for help. He deputized several of us for the county fair week. The strategy worked well, and he’d continued it every year since.


Sheriff Conlin always made a point of calling me “Mr. 4-H,” a nickname I appreciated. Before the county fair, we deliberated over security for the fairgrounds, focusing on the 4-H barns. Fortunately, we never had a problem, but I think that had more to do with my assigning several boys to sleep in the livestock barns each night. Always coveted assignments, the boys would stay up most of the night playing poker. On occasion, a few young ruffians might wander into the barn with thoughts of vandalism, but my 4-H boys would scare them off, providing tall tales for years to come.


Today, Conlin appeared tired, wrinkles etched onto his forehead and bags drooping under his eyes. His face had darkened, probably from years of smoking.


“Sheriff Conlin, how about a cup of coffee?” Edna suggested as he sat down at the kitchen table.


“That’d be mighty nice.”


Edna poured us each a cup, pushing the sugar and milk between the two of us. Not the everyday sugar bowl and creamer, but the shiny green porcelain set she’d inherited from her Grandmother Waldman at the turn of the century, way back when we were first married. Edna always provided quality amenities for our guests.


“Thanks kindly.” He smiled at Edna, who settled down at her end of the table, adjusting the dark blue oilcloth, which displayed its age with white crease lines, much like the sheriff’s forehead.


“So why don’t you tell me the whole story?” he said, swiveling toward me.


“Well, Sheriff, I’ll be blunt. Someone stole a valuable stamp out of my album here.” I dropped my hands on top of the album, leaving the coffee to cool. I can’t stand coffee that’s too hot or fried eggs that are too cold.


“Tell me everything.”


“My parents gave me some old family letters from the Civil War when I was a boy so I could start a stamp collection. I’ve added to it whenever friends or neighbors have given me new ones. All of my collection is from the United States, but after we got married, Edna’s friend gave her several stamps from France and Germany, so I’ve got some international stamps too.”


“How much is the missing stamp worth?”


“I figure about ten dollars.”


I opened the album to show him the page with the missing stamp.


“Was it glued in here? How could a thief take it without ruining it?”


“That’s always been a worry. I use these glassine hinges, like the professionals use.” I turned the page so he could see some stamps attached with small transparent hinges adhered to the page, much like photo-mounting corners in photo albums.


“Then I put a ball of cotton over them to keep them clean and dry. That was Edna’s idea. The last thing you want is mildew on your stamps. Ruins them forever. By the way, the thief didn’t know his stamps, or he’d have taken this one.”


I opened the album towards the back and took the cotton ball from my favorite stamp.


“This is my most valuable one, the five-cent buff Jefferson from our family Civil War collection. Most of my stamps are from family letters, but there were a few unused stamps passed down to my pa. This stamp’s worth, oh, about two hundred dollars. Only a few still exist. After it was issued, they started printing the same stamp in a deeper red-brown and then brown, and they are much more common. This beauty’s in mint condition.”


The sheriff studied the stamp and those on the page.


“You ever collect stamps?” I stared at the sheriff.


“No, but when I was a kid, my grade school teacher had a collection. When we had a geography lesson, he’d pull out the stamps and had us point to the countries they came from. At first, he had a large map, then he used a globe. It was a lot of fun because we couldn’t always figure out the name of the country on the stamp, it being printed in the native language. I remember that Magyar was Hungary. We never guessed that.”


The sheriff’s memory was sharp, and even though he wasn’t a collector, he seemed to have an appreciation of the stamps. Conlin had gotten elected more times than I could remember, perhaps because he was a good listener. I could see he was studying the album. He whistled, turned a page, and studied the stamps some more. Then he went back to the page with the missing stamp.


He caught my eye. “So where do you keep this album?”


I led him from the kitchen table into the parlor and showed him the shelf above the desk. “Right here on this shelf. Between the King James Bible and Farmers’ Almanac.”


“What are the other two books?”


“Oh, a dictionary Edna uses for writing poetry. She records her poems and adds her favorite Bible verses and spiritual quotations in the journal. She’s a good Christian, but she has verses from Jewish, Muslim, and other faiths all over the world.”


“So only one stamp went missing, no others?” Conlin headed back to the kitchen table and I followed.


“Well, that’s the thing. The stamp album was right where it should be. I hadn’t looked at it since I brought it back from the fair in August when it won a blue ribbon and twenty-five cents for category champion. After the fair I checked to make sure the album was in order.”


“Whoever took the stamp came into the parlor, opened the album, took the stamp, and put your album back on the shelf?” the sheriff asked.


“That sums it up.”


Conlin wrinkled up his nose, scowling. “Whoever took it must have known where to look. Do you keep money in your house?”


“Money? Who has money these days?”


“You got a bank account where you keep your dairy and crop earnings?”


“Nope, I don’t trust banks. My pa taught me that.”


“So you have a hiding place?” Conlin asked.


I nodded.


“Any money missing?”


“Nope, that kid would never find it.”


“Kid?”


“Yup, I got a suspect for you, Sheriff. Jim Aberdeen took care of my livestock when Edna and I went to Washington, DC, for a 4-H award ceremony in late September. They gave me a certificate for being one of the fifty top leaders in the country and a per diem for the expense of traveling to DC. The per diem wouldn’t have been enough, but Edna packed meals for most of the days and we stayed overnight with friends in Pennsylvania—former neighbors.”


I pointed to the framed certificate above the radio. “We were gone six days, all told.”


“Did Jim come into the house?”


“Hell yes. He had to come in the house in order to steal the stamp.”


Edna fidgeted with the oilcloth. I knew she didn’t think Jim was the thief. She told me so last night, after her spell.


“But did he have any reason to come into the house? Did you ask him to look after anything in the house?”


“Nope, only Edna’s houseplants needed caring for, so she watered them right before we left and the moment we got home.”


Edna’s eyes brightened. “My African violets are fussy, but they did just fine for those six days. I wasn’t worried about my philodendron or mother-in-law’s tongue. They’ll grow anywhere and need no attention. In fact, I need to trim down some of my plants. Do you have need for any cuttings?”


Edna’s always long-winded. She’ll go on and on. Me, I’m a man of few words. Mainly I say what’s necessary and no more. Pa taught me that too.


The sheriff shook his head to Edna’s question about the cuttings and looked back at the stamp album. “So the stamps could have gone missing any time between late August and last night, not necessarily when you were gone to Washington, DC?”


“Well, technically, but I know Jim’s the guy. I have a feeling.”


“A feeling?”


“Yes, he’s my assistant leader in the county 4-H Beef Club. He lives down our road—bought the old Schwarz farm. Jim acts like he wants to help, but there’s something about him. He’s too nice, you know. Nobody’s that nice.”


“Did you pay him for taking care of the livestock when you were gone?”


“I tried and tried, but he refused. He said the extra eggs his wife Gwen gathered from our brood was more than enough. She peddles eggs in town, so I figure she made at least two bits.”


“How about milk and cream?” Conlin asked.


“Aberdeen milked the cows and left the cans out for John Culpepper to pick up. He didn’t keep any milk since he has six milk cows himself.”


“John Culpepper knew you were out of town?”


“Maybe so, maybe not. I can’t remember if I told him before our trip. We talked afterward, of course. But Jim Aberdeen was here every day. He could have snuck in the house any time.”


Edna coughed and spoke again. “I don’t think he’d steal anything. He and Gwen are expecting their first child around the New Year. They’re right-nice people, and religious too. We go to the same church, Convis Union, down Gorsline Road.”


“Well, everyone’s struggling these days,” I added. “The Aberdeens too. I’m sure they could use an extra ten dollars if that’s what he got for the stamp.”


“Where would you sell the stamp to get that kind of cash?”


“Oh, you’d have to go to a big city like Chicago or New York. No one around here buys stamps.”


“Do the Aberdeens travel much?”


There was a long pause and Edna shook her head. “I don’t believe they’ve been out of town since we’ve known them. His people live about three miles north of here, and her folks are on the east side of Marshall in Marengo Township. You may know them, the Travis family. Good people.”


The sheriff nodded.


Edna added, “We know you’re busy. We’ve been reading in the paper about the missing children. Reminds me of that poor Lindbergh baby. It’s all too terrible to comprehend.”


“Yup, and two small boys have just gone missing in Convis Township. You know the Traysons on L Drive North? We got called at about nine o’clock last night saying the two boys hadn’t shown up after school. So, both deputies and I did a search in the surrounding fields and buildings. They still hadn’t turned up this morning. We’ve been over there for the past two hours turning everything upside down looking for them.”


Edna gasped. “Those must be brothers of my new 4-H girl, Silly Trayson. Last night she didn’t say a word about her brothers.”


“Probably didn’t know they were missing until later,” Conlin said.


“Trashy Traysons,” I muttered. “The only people along L Drive that aren’t farmers. You’ll probably find those boys holed up in a train car or camped down by the river.”


“We gave up the search at midnight. I’ve got both deputies working on it today.”


“Young kids shouldn’t be out all night,” Edna said.


The sheriff sipped his coffee, smacking his lips. “We’ve talked to the Detroit police, and there’s several kidnapping rings that seem to be expanding their reach. Country schools are an easy target as some kids have long walks down lonely stretches. They grab the kids when they’re out of view.”


Edna was now visibly holding back tears. “Sorry, I can’t even imagine the horrors the parents are going through.”


Conlin nodded and took his departure, making no promises of finding the stamp. In truth, he made no promise of anything: investigating or questioning Jim Aberdeen. I guess he thought my stamp was small potatoes in comparison to missing children. But dammit, my stamp’s valuable and it’s his job to find it.













SILSTICE TRAYSON





Wednesday, October 24, 1934


As soon as I arrived at the Goetzes’ house for my sewing lesson, Mrs. G pulled me aside and hugged me. It was strange having someone so plump hug me since everyone in my family is skin and bones. I was smothered. I felt trapped between her arm and armpit and didn’t know what to do, but she quickly pulled away.


“We’ve been so worried about your brothers. Has the sheriff found them?”


“Oh, they came back on their own,” I answered. “They’d gone off on an adventure.”


I was embarrassed to tell her we were out of vittles and the boys got so hungry they walked into town to find food, intending to bring some back for the whole family. Unsuccessful, they found some gunnysacks, slept behind the Hitching Post Café, and sure enough, in the morning a cook brought out some biscuits with bacon grease. After that, the boys thumbed a ride home.


“So they’re not kidnapped?”


“They’re okay. They had a grand adventure and were back in school in the afternoon.”


I didn’t tell Mrs. G that Pa had given the boys a whippin’ for running off and causing work for the sheriff. All Ma did was whine about wanting some biscuits herself. Alberta explained to the boys how everyone worried they’d been kidnapped, and they needed to tell her, not Ma, if they ever ran off again.


After Carrie arrived, we started working on our sewing projects when Mrs. G motioned to Mr. G to come into the dining room where we were sewing.


“Silly, what kind of name is that?” Mr. Goetz barked at me.


But Mr. G didn’t wait for my answer to his question. Instead, he blurted out an apology for the prior week’s outburst.


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to upset either of you last week.”


Then he went silent.


Mrs. G nodded and smiled at him. I guess that was her idea of making amends for all the swear words he’d used.


I had no idea what to do. I’d never received an apology before. I looked over at Carrie to see what she was gonna do. She nodded to him, and I imitated her nod.


Mr. G switched the topic back to my name. “Did your ma actually name you Silly?”


Mrs. G smiled at Carrie and me. “Vernon, let’s be nice. You don’t need to end up apologizing twice.”


“I, I, ah . . .” I tried to answer. Sometimes it’s hard for me to start when I’m asked to talk. “I was named after the winter silstice because my birthday is December twenty-first. The midwife told my ma she birthed me on a lucky day, the silstice. There’s a summer silstice too. Silly’s just a nickname.”


Mr. G roared. “Solstice. Solstice. Your ma got it wrong. It’s summer and winter solstice, spelled with an o. Let me show you in the Farmers’ Almanac.”


He swung around and plodded into the parlor with heavy feet.


“Don’t be concerned about him, Silly,” Mrs. G whispered. “He’s an old windbag and always wants to be right. Just nod and pretend he’s right.”


I appreciated her advice because I rarely knew what to do when adults talked to me. Darn, it had become difficult now that I’d started high school and had six different teachers. Besides that, I had no idea if my teachers had heard about my stealing binge and had already formed a poor opinion of me. I couldn’t tell because my teachers never smiled or joked around like Miss Sullivan had done.


Mr. G came back into the room with the Farmers’ Almanac, his finger under the word “solstice,” and I nodded.


I observed that Mrs. G acted sweet and friendly, but Mr. G was a holy terror, like Pa. Then it occurred to me that Mrs. G had told me never to mention to anyone, especially Mr. G, that she had paid for my fabric, lace, and thread. I guess she kept secrets from him just like Ma did from Pa. But I’d never tell. I was getting a brand-new dress and learning how to sew. Having escaped jail by a hair, I was gonna be on my best behavior forever.


“Can I see that Farmers’ Almanac?” Carrie asked Mr. G.


He handed it to her, and she thumbed through it. Carrie was a lot gutsier than me when it came to talking to adults. I wanted to look at the book but was too shy to ask. It amazed me how quickly and easily Carrie pulled it off.


“The winter solstice is the shortest day of the year, and the summer is the longest,” Carrie read aloud. She thumbed through the book. “There’s a lot here about growing seasons.”


She kept reading. “The Perseid meteor showers. I saw them last summer when it was late at night. Hundreds of shooting stars. I wonder what ‘Perseid’ means?”


Carrie appeared unafraid of carrying on a conversation with Mr. G.


“They come from the Perseus constellation,” he answered. “Perseus is in the northern sky, the hero. The showers come from the stars in that constellation, although when you look up at the sky it’s hard to figure out one constellation from another, except for the Big Dipper. There are so many stars up there, and those gods and animals aren’t obvious up in the sky.”


I loved watching shooting stars. Alberta and I would go outside in the summertime, throw a blanket on the grass, and look up at them while we made wishes. Sometimes Jane and Jill would join us, but mostly they kept to themselves, making up their own language and doing secret twin stuff. My little brothers rarely stayed up late enough to join us stargazing. After running around all day, they practically fell into bed, exhausted.


I fancied hearing Mr. G talk when he wasn’t angry. He knew all about shooting stars, and I wondered if that aided him as a farmer in any way. It seemed unlikely, but perhaps.


I was just about to ask when Mrs. G interrupted, “Time to get back to work on these dresses.” She proceeded to hand fabric to Carrie and me, turning her back to her husband, who started to amble back to the parlor. Mrs. G warn’t the fattest person I’d ever seen, but she was far from skinny. Her belly jiggled when she walked, as did her big behind. Her large, round face displayed a dark mole near the left side of her mouth that was neither pretty nor ugly; it was just there. I liked Mrs. G’s friendly blue eyes the best, and she had a pretty smile with wrinkles around the mouth, the kind you expect of a grandmother, although she’d told me she had no children.


Both Carrie and I placed the piles of cloth on the large oak table. Last week, Carrie had pinned her tissue pieces to the fabric, but Mrs. G unpinned the sleeves and showed her how to position them, so she’d have more material left over.


“Now, you’ll have enough to make a right-nice sash or apron. Also, you’ll have enough left over for patching, or even a few pieces for a quilt. Always save every little scrap.”


I had no idea how to begin laying out the tissue on the fabric, but Mrs. G took over.


“This cloth is thirty-six inches wide.” She took her tape measure from around her neck and showed me how to measure it.


“We’ll keep it folded on the crease so it’s eighteen inches from the fold to the edges.” Next, she took out the printed directions from the pattern envelope. Dang, if it didn’t show the folded material and where to put the tissue pieces.


“Someday you won’t need the diagram. You’ll be able to figure it out for yourself. But with special kinds of material, such as corduroy, you gotta be careful and cut the fabric with the grain.”


I had no idea what the “grain” was, but I figured in the future I’d simply avoid corduroy. I also wondered if she was right. Would I be able to understand a pattern by myself with no help from anyone? When had I ever been able to figure out complicated things? But it felt good that Mrs. G thought I was capable. I started laying out the tissue pieces on the cloth, exactly like on the pattern guide, while Carrie cut out her dress with the pinking shears.


“Why use pinking shears?” I asked.


“So the seams won’t unravel,” Mrs. G answered, not even hinting that I asked a stupid question.


“I’m going to enroll you two in the 4-H Style Show. My two older girls, Alice and Gladys, will show you the ropes. Since they’re both excellent seamstresses, I imagine they’ll win blue ribbons, the highest rank for the sewing competition.”
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