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    Home is the place where,


    When you have to go there,


    They have to take you in.




    —Robert Frost,


    “The Death of the Hired Man”


  




  WHAT ELSE BUT HOME




  
ONE





  Drayton R. Hunt reached into his pocket and took out his watch. He had been a free man for two hours. Although he should have been overjoyed, he felt only bitterness. He rolled and lit a cigarette, and filled his lungs with soothing nicotine. The farm fields speeding past the train window didn’t look familiar. It had been night when he made the trip in the opposite direction, handcuffed to a sweating county deputy. Three god-damned years locked away for something I never done, Drayton thought. He recognized the irony, having spent his life committing crimes without serving any time behind bars. But the day he faced a jury of farmers, accused of smothering an old woman, his luck ran out.




  Slouching back in the seat, he lit another cigarette and closed his eyes. He had a long train ride ahead of him.




  Earlier that morning, Drayton Hunt had walked out of the state penitentiary with twenty-five dollars in his hip pocket and an ill-fitting blue suit, courtesy of the Illinois penal system, hanging on his tall, thin frame. At age forty-seven, his dark hair had no gray except a scattering above his ears. He had not developed the characteristic paunch of middle age, and he carried himself as if he had something to be proud of. Leaving the heavy iron gates behind for good (next time he would be smarter), he hitched a ride to the Chicago & Alton train depot with a guard just getting off work and bought a one-way ticket home, a decision he hoped he wouldn’t regret. He was drawn back to Old Kane, Illinois, as if the village were a woman opening her warm thighs to him.




  And there was his son, born to a teenage girl, who refused to acknowledge him as his father. Drayton hoped to bring about a reconciliation and end twenty-three years of estrangement.
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  Drayton woke with a start when the conductor called, “Old Kane!” Gathering his few belongings, he hurried down the steep steps and headed toward Coal Hollow—a three-mile walk. He wanted to be at his mother’s before dark.




  Leaving the streets of Old Kane behind, he walked along the winding gravel road breathing in the clean, country smells. Prison had an odor all its own: stale cigarette smoke, cooked cabbage and onions, sex between desperate men. Drayton was sure he’d spend the rest of his life trying to forget that stench.




  It might as well have been yesterday that he traveled this road; nothing had changed during his years away. Radious Biesemeyer’s Jersey milk cows still grazed lazily in the pasture, and crows fussed at him from their perch atop the humming telephone wires. At Prough’s Corner, he stopped alongside the dense hedgerow and broke off several branches of bittersweet entwined in the brush. Every autumn when he was a boy his mother, Mae, had sent him to gather bittersweet to decorate the kitchen table. He could still picture the look on her face as she carefully arranged the sprigs of burnt-orange berries in a vase and stood back to admire her handiwork, hands on her ample hips, head cocked to one side, as if she were studying a fine French painting.




  Two miles further down the road, Mae Hunt’s house came into view. Drayton shivered. He stopped by the mailbox and took in the familiar surroundings, his home since he was a boy. The small white house needed paint, and the front steps were pulling away from the porch as if to distance themselves from the rundown dwelling. The out-house was overgrown with tiger lilies, the faded orange blossoms already dried in anticipation of winter. Suddenly Drayton was overcome with hunger for a home-cooked meal of fried chicken and mashed sweet potatoes, fresh-hulled garden peas—food he had not tasted since he last sat at his mother’s table.




  Taking a deep breath, he pushed the front door open and stepped inside the house. It was cold as a crypt. The sound of his footsteps bounced off the papered walls like a hard-rubber ball. Cobwebs hung from the ceiling in lacy folds, and dust bunnies and mouse droppings hid together in the corners. Drayton glanced around the tiny kitchen. Crusted dishes on the dry sink told of his mother’s last meal.




  When the mail carrier had found Mae Hunt lying on the kitchen floor a hot July day two years before, she had been dead a week. No one was willing to put the house in order, even after it was fumigated. Shortly before Mae’s death, Drayton’s sister ran away with another woman’s husband, and Franklin Linder, the undertaker, was unable to find her to make funeral arrangements. His request to the warden of the state penitentiary that Drayton be allowed to come home long enough to tend to family affairs was denied. Doing his best, Undertaker Linder put Mae Hunt in a plain pine box, wearing a cast-off dress of his wife’s, and buried her in a potter’s grave at Jalappa Cemetery.




  Drayton continued exploring his mother’s house, the floors strewn with twigs and grass dropped by nesting birds and pilfering squirrels, the windows unwashed, dust everywhere an inch thick. She had been proud of her home—tastefully furnished, meticulously clean. Every Saturday morning she got down on her hands and knees and scrubbed the pine floors until they were white. Then she carefully removed each little-girl figurine from the mahogany curio to dust and put back until the next week. She would not be happy to see the shambles her house had become.




  Drayton opened the door of his sister’s small room and looked at the neatly made bed where he had taught the nine-year-old girl what pleasures men want. And though painful, he looked inside his mother’s room at the rumpled bed where she allowed men to satisfy their lust in ways their wives would not tolerate. Mae Hunt was born knowing the pleasures men want. As a young mother with no husband and no education, she had provided for her two children the only way she knew, by unfolding her legs to any man with folding money. Though she warned her children to stay out of sight when she was working, Drayton would always peer around the corner of the house to catch a glimpse of each man. Early on, he understood his mother’s profession.




  There was one man, Drayton called him the “banker,” who came more often than the others. Judging from the way his mother’s face would light up when he knocked at the door, he was her favorite. Sometimes after he left she’d be wearing a new trinket—golden eardrops or a strand of colorful beads.




  The banker drove a 1911 Oldsmobile Limited touring car, maroon with navy blue fenders. The wheels had fancy wood spokes. It was the most beautiful motorcar Drayton had seen, and was the beginning of his lifelong love of cars. Someday I’ll have me such a motorcar, he promised himself. Drayton wondered whether the banker had a snooty wife and spoiled kids who rode in the car anytime they wanted to.




  “Take care of your mama, son,” the banker always said, ruffling Drayton’s dark hair and handing him a dime. Drayton liked to imagine that this man was his father, but he would never know for sure. When he was old enough to fully understand the intimacy of adults, Drayton doubted whether even his mother knew.




  Only now, decades later, had Drayton come to terms with the secret world of Mae Hunt’s bedroom. What more could a mother do than sacrifice her own body for her children—like Jesus did for His children, as the prison chaplain had preached. Drayton was sorry his mother had not lived to see him a free man again. He arranged the bouquet of bittersweet in a white vase on her dressing table and closed the door to her room.




  After putting his bag in his bedroom and opening the windows to air out three years of must, Drayton went to see how his own motorcar had fared during his absence. The sagging shed that served as a garage would not survive a stiff breeze, he thought with dismay.




  The 1924 Moon was covered with his mother’s “flower garden” quilt, placed there the day the sheriff had taken him to jail to await trial. Carefully Drayton lifted the cover from his Moon, as if the dusty quilt might fall to pieces like Granny’s short piecrust. The car had weathered the years better than he hoped. In a rare show of compassion, Judge Jurnikan had allowed him time to put his car on wood blocks and prepare it for the neglect ahead. Drayton walked around the car, modeled after a Rolls Royce, and studied its sleek lines. In spite of its years, it was still the most luxurious car around Old Kane.




  Although he had little appetite, Drayton went in search of food; he had not eaten since his final breakfast in prison that morning. The pantry shelves held rock-hard sacks of sugar and wormy flour, canned goods (some bulging from spoiled contents), an unopened bag of Eight O’Clock coffee.




  “This is one hell of a homecoming, Mama,” he said out loud, as if his words would make his mother appear and life would be as it once was.




  Drayton sat alone in the darkening kitchen, lit by a single bulb that hung above the table, and ate from a can of pork and beans. The beans tasted a little off, but they filled his stomach. Swallowing the last forkful and washing it down with sulphury well water, he made a promise to himself: “As God is my witness, I’m through living like a goddamned bum!”
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  The next morning, Drayton was up early. It would take a month of mornings to break the habit of rising before daylight. He hadn’t slept well on the soft mattress, accustomed as he had been for three years to a hard prison bed. And he missed the sounds of the other inmates throughout the night—the swearing, the sobbing.




  He found overalls and a faded blue work shirt in the closet and dressed quickly. The room was cold for September. He hoped there was enough wood already cut to take the chill off the house. Before winter he would have to lay in a supply of kindling and seasoned oak logs. After three years of sitting, he would welcome the hard work.




  Though Drayton didn’t plan to wear his drab prison release suit again, he hung it in the closet and put his underwear and socks in a drawer. (His mother had always liked an orderly house.) He threw away his prison shoes, a size too small. He had blisters on both feet from yesterday’s walk.




  Drayton laid his Bible on top of the bureau, alongside his comb and cigarette papers. The imitation leather Bible had been a parting gift from Chaplain Davenport. “Good luck to God’s newest fisher of men, L. Davenport,” was the neatly written inscription. Drayton thought back to the days leading up to his first meeting with the dedicated chaplain.
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  When the prison guard escorted Drayton down the long corridor to his cell, men already behind bars hooted and shouted insults, or made loud sucking noises to entice the newcomer to look their way.




  “Come ’ere, honey, I got something big and juicy for you!”




  “Suck it yourself!” Drayton said. The guard laughed. Drayton had heard stories about men locked away from women. No matter what, he would never become some tattooed bully’s whore.




  Drayton would not forget the sound of the cell door clanging shut. Exhausted, angry at the way life treated him, he fell on top of the cot and tried to sleep, but it was no use. The lumpy mattress was stiff with urine and jism, and something skittered across the floor, a mouse or a rat. He thought of his beloved Moon motorcar rusting away in the shed. He had never known such despair.




  During his first few days of imprisonment, Drayton sat in his tiny cell smoking one Lucky Strike after another, seldom eating, sitting alone in the courtyard during the exercise period. He could not afford to attract attention to himself—the new vulnerable guy on the cell block who didn’t know the score.




  As a boy, Drayton acquired the reputation of a bully—the only way the poor, homely son of Mae Hunt could survive. This truth he knew instinctively at a young age, coming to him as naturally as language.




  Growing up lonely taught Drayton that he couldn’t depend on anyone but himself, even if it meant getting into trouble. The first day of school at Green Summit he made sure he was caught smoking behind the coal shed, and he swore loudly and often, even at the teacher who boxed his ears until they bled. The other boys went home filled with admiration for the tough little kid who wasn’t afraid of breaking the rules, embellishing the story as if he were a folk hero. He continued to play the role of a bully so well that no one in Old Kane had believed he could be innocent of murder. He paid for that reputation with three years of his life.




  But the state penitentiary was a world away from the small county jail where Drayton spent time before and during his trial. Around Old Kane his notoriety as a bully served him well; generally, people stayed out of his way. Some even respected him in a perverse way. But here in the big prison he was small as a minnow swimming in the ocean, trying to avoid the bigger fish who would eat him alive. Drayton would have to get his bluff in at the first opportunity, or he would be used in ways he didn’t want to think about.




  That opportunity was not long in presenting itself. His fourth day in the pen, he was standing in line for his noon meal when someone shoved him aside and took his place. Drayton was tempted to ignore the incident—he was in no hurry to eat the unappetizing food—but he sensed that unless he made a stand his life would be unbearable for the next three years. He spun around, ready to assert himself, and looked down at a short, muscular man with a shaved head. Drayton almost laughed; the man looked like Popeye. All that was lacking was a corncob pipe clenched in his broken teeth.




  “I guess you didn’t notice you’re standing in my place, pal,” Drayton said, his voice even but firm.




  “I noticed,” the man said. He didn’t budge.




  “Hey, you little shit, move aside or we can settle this later when there’s no guards around to protect your fat ass!” At that moment, Drayton acted every bit a seasoned prisoner.




  “I’m so scared! Whadya do, steal some little old lady’s pocketbook?” The inmates within hearing distance laughed, causing the guards to glance in their direction.




  “Listen, Popeye, or is it Olive Oyl? I’m in here for reasons you don’t need to know, but bashing your pea brain in wouldn’t even make a ripple after what I already done.” Without waiting for a response, Drayton picked up his food tray and found a seat at the nearest table. The prisoners already eating didn’t look up from their bowls, but the man sitting across from him was eager to talk and possibly get on Drayton’s good side.




  “That was something back there,” he said, “putting Mick in his place the way you done.”




  “That peewee? He don’t scare me!” Drayton cautiously tasted the lukewarm, watery soup.




  “Mick may not look like much, but he runs his cell block. Just watch your nuts, he’s never without a knife, and he’s got a couple of guards in his pocket.”




  “Thanks for the warning.”




  For the remainder of his sentence, Drayton would manage to stay out of Mick’s way. There was always someone younger and afraid to fight back. But Drayton slept lightly, ready to defend himself should a guard decide to let Mick and his pals inside his cell for a little nighttime fun.




  Although Drayton had made many bad choices in his life, he was not dumb. He was determined to leave prison better off than when he came in, but the way was not yet clear. The only certainty in his misery was that he couldn’t afford any more mistakes.




  Early on his first Sunday morning, several guards entered the cell block, banging on the bars. “Up and at ’em! Time for you jokers to get your weekly dose of religion!”




  Drayton had no interest in singing hymns and listening to some self-righteous preacher tell him what a sinner he was. “I think I’ll pass,” he said to the guard who was unlocking his cell door.




  “Think again, pal,” the guard said. “Church is one of them things you have to do every Sunday. So wash your ugly face and get it out here!”




  “But what about breakfast—?”




  “You’ll have to make do with dry bread crumbs and weak grape juice.”




  Drayton’s only prior church experience had been at the Holy Roller revivals held each year in Woolenweber’s back pasture, a mile west of Old Kane. On a hot summer night he and a handful of other teenage boys would slip into the back of the big tent, eager to watch the show. As the music grew louder and the preacher more agitated, adolescent girls danced themselves into a frenzy, rolling wildly in the grass as the Holy Spirit entered their sweaty virgin bodies. Excited from their religious awakening, the girls ran into the woods where they eagerly shared their new-found spirituality with the nearest horny boy.




  Drayton listened halfheartedly to the prison chaplain, an ordinary-looking man with a soiled clergyman’s collar too big for his scrawny neck. But during the service, Drayton became aware of the respect the prisoners showed the chaplain. He spoke in plain words about Jesus. Each man listened attentively, as if the words of hope and love were coming from Jesus Himself. Even to Drayton, who was naturally suspicious of men’s motives, the chaplain’s message hit home. Drayton began to believe the words were directed at him. By the time the benediction was pronounced, he had a plan.




  The next day Drayton asked permission to speak to Chaplain Davenport. A guard escorted him to the chaplain’s office and waited outside the door, standing at attention—arms at his sides, eyes straight ahead—as if he were guarding the king of England.




  The office was small and sparsely furnished: a cluttered desk and two straight-backed chairs, shelves stacked with manuals on religion, a picture of a woebegone Jesus sitting on a hillside pondering what He knew was to come. There was no window. Even this room reeks of down-on-their-luck men, Drayton thought, knowing he was one of them.




  The diminutive chaplain rose from his desk and shook Drayton’s hand, indicating he could sit. “What can I do for you, son?”




  Drayton held himself straight in the chair and looked the chaplain steadily in the eye, hoping to show confidence he didn’t feel. His usual stance would not work with this man.




  “It’s like this, Chaplain,” Drayton said. “I’m a forty-seven-year-old man who’s did some bad things in my life. It’s time I done a turnabout face, I ain’t getting any younger. I’m asking for help in studying the Bible so when I get out of jail I can make up for the wrongs I’ve did. And maybe wind up with some stars in my heavenly crown,” he added with a nervous laugh. His hands gripped the seat of the chair as if he were riding a roundabout at the county fair.




  Chaplain Davenport sighed. How many times had he heard that story since beginning his chaplaincy ten years before? It was not unusual for a man to “get religion” in prison, though the chaplain was skeptical of jailhouse conversions. He focused on Drayton’s long, thin face and dark eyes, and wondered what crime had brought him to this maximum-security prison. But he stayed by his personal resolve not to ask. Even a prisoner deserved privacy. “When did you first hear the summons, Brother Hunt?”




  “I’ve been hearing words in my head since I come here last week, Chaplain, how I’m a sinner and how Jesus wants fallen men like me to stand up for Him and do good works.” Drayton shifted on the hard chair.




  “When are you being released?”




  “Not till 1948, so you can see there’s time to learn the Bible backwards and forwards.” Drayton relaxed a little, his long legs sprawled out in front of him, ankles crossed. He resisted the urge to reach for the lone cigarette that he was saving for his evening smoke.




  The man seems sincere, the chaplain thought, although he had been conned in the past. “If you’re serious, Brother Hunt, we can begin reading the Scriptures together and see how it goes from there.”




  “There’s a hitch right off,” Drayton said. “I’m poor as piss when it comes to reading anything outside of the weekly newspaper. I’ve never read a real book.”




  “How far did you go in school?”




  “Not far enough. I got fed up with the older boys saying bad things about my mama, so after third grade I quit. Later on I seen the folly of what I done, but by then it was too late.”




  “If you don’t mind my asking, why did the boys speak ill of your mother?”




  “She didn’t have a job in the grocery store or ball bat factory like the other mothers. She entertained gentleman callers, if you catch my drift. But she always seen to it that me and my sister had nice clothes and plenty of food. She was as good a mother as any town woman.” With her black marcelled hair and rouged cheeks, Mae Hunt had been the most beautiful woman around Old Kane to her son.




  Chaplain Davenport was touched by Drayton’s love for his mother, something he seldom saw in his work. More often, prisoners blamed their mothers for their own failures. “I’ll help you with the reading, and we can work on your grammar. How’s your writing?”




  “I mostly print. My hand ain’t the best.”




  “A man needs to know how to write well, both in content and script.” The chaplain was growing eager for the challenge of teaching again, his first love before God had intruded Himself into his life. Most inmates read only action comics—Superman or Batman. “I’ll give you some easy books to start with, and we’ll gradually get to the Scriptures.” He reached high up on a shelf and took down Huckleberry Finn. “This is a classic by Mark Twain that you would have read if you’d stayed in school.” He brushed dust from the jacket and handed the book to Drayton. “If you don’t understand all the words, I’ll help you.”
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  By his next meeting with Chaplain Davenport, Drayton had read Huckleberry Finn twice—intrigued by a world he hadn’t known existed. In spite of the disparity of their ages, he felt some kinship with Huck, who also had grown up without a father. During the weeks to come, he read every book by Twain that the chaplain gave him, including Tom Sawyer and The Prince and the Pauper, until Chaplain Davenport determined he read well enough to advance to the Bible.




  After a month, Drayton was allowed to help with the Sunday worship services, passing out hymn sheets and communion grape juice. On the day of his release from prison, a few weeks early for exemplary behavior, he knew the Scriptures as well as he knew every crack in his cell walls.




  Now, in September 1948, Drayton Hunt was home at last, ready to begin a new life in Old Kane. Chaplain Davenport had expressed confidence that his protégé was a changed man. Drayton wasn’t so sure.




  
TWO





  At Cappy Giberson’s first sight of the old family farmhouse, time took a step back. The two-story house looked the same—the red tiles had faded only a little—but the yard was overgrown with smartweed and lamb’s-quarter, and the scalloped picket fence needed a fresh coat of white paint. Ma would never have tolerated such neglect when she was alive, Cappy thought. He turned into the long dirt lane, taking care not to stumble over the deep ruts.




  It had been three years since Cappy left Old Kane to study journalism at North Central College in Naperville. Though North Central was not as well-known as some other Illinois colleges, Cappy had liked the look of the place when he came across the catalog. And he would still be in Illinois among students primarily from the Midwest. Cappy’s first glimpse of the campus told him he’d made a good decision. He wandered from Old Main, built in 1870, with its ornate steeple; to Carnegie Hall, which housed the library; and to impressive Merner Fieldhouse. As he watched his fellow students bustling to their first classes, he realized that the population of North Central College was more than twice that of all of Old Kane.




  Because of the cost of travel, he had not made trips home as the other students had, working through the holidays, even Christmas, to supplement his scholarship. After the graduation ceremony, he had stuck around as the rest of the class of ’48 dispersed, working through the summer, and now, three months later, with his hard-earned diploma in hand, he was home—not to stay, but to begin looking for a job in the newspaper world and to spend some time with Worthy Giberson, the man he considered his father.




  Except for Worthy, who had helped raise him from a newborn, the people who previously comprised “home” were no longer there to welcome him. Cappy hoped he could adjust to the long, lazy days here after three busy years. At least it would only be for a short time.
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  Worthy had been waiting on the front stoop since noon, squinting for a glimpse of his tall, lanky son. Last week the mail carrier had brought a postcard that read, “Dear Pa. I’m coming home. Slaughter the fatted calf!” In anticipation of Cappy’s visit, Worthy had aired out the boy’s room, dusted the bureau top, and dropped a plump old hen in the cast-iron pot for supper. Woman’s work don’t get easier, he had lamented earlier in the day as he scrubbed the kitchen linoleum with Willa’s frayed rag mop. “But you know I do the best I can, Willa,” he said aloud. Worthy had more conversations with Willa since her death in 1944 than during their forty-three-year marriage.




  When he saw Cappy turn into the lane, Worthy started out to meet him.




  Cappy was struck by the change in his father. His walk was slower, his shoulders had a stoop, and most disturbing of all, his overalls appeared a size too large.




  “Cap! I’m right glad to see you!” Worthy grinned and awkwardly shook the boy’s hand. “You take after your ma more every day, with that blond hair and all,” he said. “Though she had them pretty blue eyes, not brown like yours. Dammit, boy, if you get any skinnier, them blue jeans will fall down around your knees! My work’s cut out for me, fattening you up.”




  “Your cooking will do the job in no time,” Cappy said.




  “And I can see just by looking at you that you’ve got a head full of learning,” said Worthy, continuing his appraisal. “While we’re eating our supper you can pass on what them fancy professors taught you. The high points will do.”




  Cappy followed the elder Giberson inside the farmhouse that hadn’t changed since he was a boy: ivory lace curtains at the parlor windows, hand-hooked rugs scattered about the bleached pine floors, the old melodeon that Willa had despised (but kept) since she was a girl, forced by her mother to spend hours practicing scales and hymns on the troublesome instrument. Without trying, Cappy could have found his way around the rooms blindfolded, a game he played when he was small until Willa put a stop to it. “It’s tempting fate to pretend blindness,” she warned, shaking her finger in his face. “If being blind is so much fun, God might just give you the gift of it!” On the chance God actually existed—though Cappy saw little evidence, based on a long list of unanswered prayers—he had reluctantly given up the game.




  “I’ll lift lids while you take your grip upstairs,” Worthy said. He stirred the thick chicken stew and turned the gas on under the percolator.




  Cappy climbed the steep, narrow steps to his old room and tossed his worn suitcase on top of the “wedding ring” quilt that Willa had pieced and quilted for her hope chest. “It’s too pretty to use,” she had often said, taking it out of the chest long enough to admire her own fine needlework, touching the soft fabric to her face. One day Cappy came home from school and found it covering his own bed.




  Cappy glanced at the orange and blue school banners tacked to the wall; a photograph of himself and Beany Ozbun, his best friend, their arms around each other; and the crystal radio set he had painstakingly built, sitting quiet now on his bedside table. As a boy, he had listened every night to the crackly music coming from faraway St. Louis, the only station he could hear, and then only when atmospheric conditions were right.




  But Cappy’s prized possession was the letter from As-bury P. Wollums, editor of the Democrat-Republican Patriot, announcing that he had won the essay contest: “What I Learned in Eight Years of School.” Winning that contest had been the impetus for his career in journalism.




  “Soup’s on!” Worthy called from the kitchen.
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  While Worthy cut up the steaming chicken and dropped fat, dense dumplings into the bubbling broth, Cappy set the table with Willa’s everyday dishes. She had faithfully gone to dish night at the Old Kane Picture Show until she collected a set of the colorful plates and cups. He handled the crockery with care, as if it were fine Haviland china from Paris, France. The aroma of home-cooked food brought back memories Cappy could almost touch. He sat at his usual place wishing that Willa and his wandering brother, Tick, were sitting across from him, waiting for him to pass the chicken and dumplings.




  As he tasted the hot, rich food, Cappy addressed Worthy’s earlier remark. “My professors taught me a lot, primarily that I didn’t know the first thing about writing.”




  “Why, that ain’t so, Cap, you was a born natural at writing down stories. I’d take what them puffed-up professors said with a grain of salt.” Suspicious of educated men, Worthy was reluctant to acknowledge that Cappy had joined that elite group. “Just don’t let that flimsy piece of paper go to your head. School can’t teach a man all he needs to know in this life. The most of it comes from having plain old horse sense.”




  “But my professors were right, I was green as a gourd. I didn’t know shit about writing.”




  “Hell, being green ain’t exactly a crime.”




  “I’d think you’d be proud I got through college in three years,” Cappy said. “I worked my tail off for that ‘flimsy’ piece of paper.”




  Smarting from Cappy’s words, Worthy passed a plate piled high with store-bought bread, an extravagance Willa would not have indulged. Worthy took a piece of the soft white bread and buttered it. He moved to a safer topic.




  “Sometimes my mouth fairly waters for a piece of Willa’s soda bread. It had some body your teeth could sink into. Eating store bread is like eating dandelion fluff. She baked her last loaf the day she fell with that stroke up on MacElroy Hill. I tried making some once, but I had to guess at the ingredients, so it turned out hard and flat as them big round rocks in the creek bed. The trouble is she never wrote down her receipt, kept it somewheres in her head and that’s where it’ll stay throughout eternity. Dig in while the food’s hot, Cap. I hope you wasn’t expecting fancy.”




  “This is the best food I’ve had in three years,” said Cappy, already refilling his plate. “Think I’ll swing by Jalappa Cemetery tomorrow,” he said between bites.




  “I figured you would. I stop by every now and then myself and drop off some wildflowers or cut the grass. Chastity was a great one for wildflowers, and you know how Willa was a stickler for keeping the grass cut.




  “Willa was a fine wife,” he continued, “and your little mama was as fine a daughter as a man could want. In spite of how things turned out,” he added, with an old sadness that never left him. For years he couldn’t speak his daughter’s name, so painful was the memory of her short life. He easily recalled the day Chastity had died, hours after giving birth to Cappy, and how naturally Willa had put her grandson to her breast to raise as her own. Caught somewhere in the past, Worthy finished his supper before resuming the conversation. “Well, that’ll do till something better comes along,” he said, as he pushed back from the table and patted his full stomach. He stacked the plates and cups, and carried them to the sink to soak in a pan of soapy water.




  “Getting back to Jalappa Cemetery,” Worthy said, drying his hands, “I sometimes give Beany Ozbun’s grave a hit and miss with the mower, his own daddy don’t seem to get around to it. Since Beany passed, poor old Lafe has went downhill like he was on sled runners. He don’t weigh a hundred pounds sopping wet. It’s a pity how Beany come through the war unscratched, only to be struck down right here in Old Kane the very night he got home.”




  Cappy would never forget the last time he and Beany were together. They had been sitting in the car after the March of Dimes dance, Beany still in his army uniform, discussing their plans for his ten-day furlough. Beany had been among the initial group of Old Kane boys drafted. If life had worked out the way it was supposed to, Beany would have graduated from college along with Cappy, and tonight they would be sitting in Mundy’s Cafe eating hamburger sandwiches and planning the next phase of their future. But the “best laid schemes o’ mice an’ men gang aft a-gley,” as Robert Burns said—a fitting phrase Cappy remembered from his freshman literature class.
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  After supper, Cappy and Worthy went to the front stoop to watch the sun go down and catch up on the news. Worthy lit his pipe while Cappy nudged a sluggish dung beetle with the toe of his shoe. In Worthy’s presence, Cappy felt like a ten-year-old boy. He wondered whether that was the way with all adult children. Except for the lowing of Biese-meyer’s Jersey cows in a neighboring pasture and an occasional hoot owl, the September evening was still. Whip-poorwills that come with summer twilight had given up their plaintive calls by mid-August, not to return until another muggy Illinois summer. A family of bats, hanging beneath the eaves, was waking up and taking off like Piper Cubs at a county air show.




  “How’s your health?” Cappy said, trying to sound casual. “You look a little thinner.”




  “I may be shrinking some, most old men do, but I’ve got a full head of hair and my own teeth. I can’t ask for more than that.”




  “What do you do with your time?” Cappy said. “And are you getting enough to eat?”




  “I eat a fair amount of food, but I sure get tired of my own cooking,” Worthy said. “And I’m as busy as I want to be. You know I rented my best ground to St. Peters and his boys, so about all I have to worry with is feeding enough laying hens to keep eggs on the breakfast table. And me and Bum Hetzel keep ourselves busy pulling bluegill out of Macoupin Creek. They ain’t fit to eat, so we toss ’em back so we can have the fun of catching ’em again. Them fish spend as much time in the air as in the water. When I go to town, I still get deviled by the gang at Finice Darr’s Garage for being a ‘gentleman farmer,’ but they’re only wishing it was them instead of me.”




  “Just make sure you don’t get too thin.”




  “I’ll keep that in mind.” Worthy was amused and touched by Cappy’s concern. They sat in silence for a while.




  “Cap, I hate to spoil your coming home, but there’s something I need to bring up.” Worthy’s voice had turned serious. “Drayton Hunt’s due out of the pen. Think you can handle that?”




  Cappy’s whole body tensed, as if he were facing a physical threat. “What’s there to handle? I’ll just stay the hell out of his way. You’re sure he’s coming back to Old Kane?”




  “He’s got his fancy car here, and his mama’s house. I expect he’ll show up, but that’s not saying he’ll stay. It ain’t like he’s got friends or family waiting to welcome him home.”




  “How can he show his face in town? Does he expect Old Kane’s forgotten all he’s done? It didn’t come up in his trial, but I know he caused Beany’s death.”




  “That’s over and done with. Put it behind you and move on,” Worthy said, advice that he himself could not follow.




  “I hope to hell he’s learned something in jail,” Cappy went on, his voice bitter. “I don’t want him going around telling everybody he’s my father. And what if I’ve inherited his mean streak? Or his reckless way with women?”




  “There’s your real worry, ain’t it, him being your real pa?” Worthy said. “But that can’t harm you unless you let it. Prison can change a man. Maybe he’s done claiming you’re his boy,” Worthy said. “And I can’t see any of Drayton Hunt’s traits in you.”




  The two men were quiet, Worthy puffing on his pipe, Cappy listening to the familiar night sounds and trying to put Drayton Hunt out of his thoughts.




  “What do you suppose ever happened to Tick?” Cappy knew Worthy couldn’t answer the question, but speaking Tick’s name seemed to bring his brother near. “I sure miss him. I wonder if he’s still speaking in tongues.”




  When Cappy was small, he had followed his older brother from morning till night through the woods and across pastures, asking one question after another, with Tick supplying whatever answer he could fabricate. Enticed to leave Old Kane by the Reverend Art Gimmy, Tick had abandoned his family in favor of God, believing it was his destiny. The last time Cappy had seen his brother was four years ago at a tent revival in Hardin, a small town on the banks of the Illinois River. As they shared a few minutes alone, Tick had promised to stay in touch, but as Cappy suspected at the time, there had been no word.




  “Sometimes I wonder how my first offsprings would’ve turned out if they’d lived,” Worthy said.




  “You had other kids? What happened to them?” Cappy asked, hearing this surprising story for the first time.




  “Willa miscarried twice, boys they was. We never talked about it, there wasn’t no use. As for Tick, I’ve give up on ever seeing the boy, Cap.” Worthy’s voice dropped to a whisper. “You’d do well to do likewise.” Talking of his thirty-three-year-old son always caused Worthy to grow uncommonly quiet, as if speaking reverently of the dead.




  Cappy interrupted the silence. “This is off the subject, but have you ever thought about moving to Carrollton? There’s a show with a different picture every night, and a bowling alley and a couple of good cafés. Maybe you and Bum could move in together and neither one of you would be lonesome.”




  Worthy laughed. “Just because me and Bum is old cocks from way back when, that ain’t to say we could share a roost. Before long we’d be fighting like we was man and wife.” Worthy formed a series of smoke rings and blew them into the heavy evening air. They took their time disappearing, as if to linger and listen to the conversation.




  “And there’s no doctor here since Doc Potter died,” Cappy went on. “What if you get sick?”




  “Then I expect I’ll die, too. Let it rest, Cappy. When a man gets to my stage in life it’s hard to pull up stakes. I’ve come this far and I aim to see it through till me or the last dog dies—whichever comes first. Besides, me and Bum has got several seasons of bluegill fishing left in us.”




  Cappy could never win an argument with Worthy.




  “I don’t know what’s playing, Pa, but how about the two of us taking in a movie tonight?”




  “I ain’t up for no show, Cap. Pictures ain’t the same since Willa passed, and somewheres along the way I lost my liking for crowds. But that ain’t to say you can’t go. There’s gas aplenty in the old heap to get you there and back.”




  “Your old Chevy still runs? I thought you’d quit driving it.”




  “I did. I had drove all my life till some big shot come along and said I needed a damned driving license. Well I showed the bastard! I give up driving the car and dusted off my old Wallis tractor. The road commissioner swears at me, says my tractor’s steel cleats tear up his roads, but I say ‘Stop your bellyaching, Pete. I ain’t breaking the law, and it gives you something to do.’”




  Cappy recalled the day Worthy had taken the entire family to buy the secondhand 1926 Chevy, painted eggyolk yellow by Radious Biesemeyer, the former owner. “That car should be in Ripley’s Believe It or Not,” Cappy said now. “She runs like a car half her age.”




  “There’s no great secret to it.” Worthy filled his pipe with fresh tobacco, tamped it down, and touched a match to it. He drew hard until the fire took hold.




  Cappy settled back, his elbows propped against the top step. He knew he was in for one of Worthy’s lengthy explanations when a short sentence would have sufficed.




  “Here’s how it works, Cap. First you give your automobile a female’s name and then you treat her like she’s all softness and perfume. You never kick her tires or slam her doors, and you never climb inside without saying, ‘Flossie, you’re looking like you just come out of the factory.’ Appreciation and tenderness works with cars and females interchangeable.”




  “I’ll remember that when I get a car of my own,” Cappy laughed. “Or a girl,” he added.




  The sound of frenzied barking came from the nearby woods. “Sounds like St. Peters’ hounds has got a coon treed,” Worthy said. “I reckon I’m the only farmer in Greene County who’s never owned a dog. I figure people make enough noise going through life without having a damned dog to add to it.”




  “About the movie,” Cappy said, “are you sure you won’t go? It would be like old times.”




  “Hell, Cap, there ain’t nothing they can picture that I ain’t already seen or did myself.”




  “I don’t feel right leaving you by yourself my first night home.”




  “Think nothing of it, I’m used to being by myself, so you go on and go,” Worthy said. “I’ll be in bed snoring before you’re out the lane.”
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  By the time Cappy paid for his ticket and found a seat in the back row, the second showing had begun. Wisps of cigarette smoke drifted toward the ceiling and mingled with the smell of burnt popcorn. Miss Fenity, who took tickets and sold popcorn, couldn’t quite get the hang of the new popcorn machine.




  Cappy hadn’t remembered the theater’s being so small. After his eyes adjusted to the dark, he counted six other patrons. They all left noisily when the newsreel ended. He sat through a Popeye cartoon, laughing at the colorful antics as if seeing them for the first time. And then the main feature began, The Razor’s Edge, starring Tyrone Power, an old picture but one Cappy had missed. In college, money had been too scarce for movies. He settled down in the worn seat and propped his feet on the back of the seat in front of him.




  About twenty minutes into the movie, the projector shut down and the ceiling lights came on. A break in the film, Cappy thought. He couldn’t remember a time when the film hadn’t broken at least once. Angry customers would stomp their feet and whistle until the picture resumed.




  Taking advantage of the film break, the projectionist would snip a frame from the film, splice the severed ends together, and restart the movie. Hidden in Cappy’s underwear drawer in a tin box were a dozen such frames of film a former projectionist had sold for a nickel each. Cappy’s favorite, which cost a dime, showed Susan Hayward’s left nipple as she danced and twirled in a 1940s musical.




  Cappy could hear the reels being rattled into their cans to be sent to the next town. “That’s all there is, pal!” the projectionist called down from the booth.




  “But the picture just started.”




  “It started and it stopped.”




  “But I came expecting to see the whole thing!”




  “Then you should of come to the early show like everybody else. It went all the way from start to finish.”




  “But I paid thirty-five cents for a ticket.” Cappy knew this was another argument he wouldn’t win.
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