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    DEDICATION




    To the memory of Pa,


    who made this story necessary,


    and to Beth, who made it possible


  




  


  


  





  FOREWORD




  Temple, Maine, is still the “Town that Ends the Road,” as poet and former resident Theodore Enslin put it in a long and rather bleak poem of the same name. Maine Route 43 does indeed end just past the pleasing shambles of the current village, just past the wrecks of old mills, just past the town store (barely holding on as a branch post office and antique store, and still called Hodgkins Store), just past a sharp curve and a hump in the road—old rusty skidder lurking in the woods—ends without ambiguity: the heavy black state pavement switches suddenly to the faded town pavement, the beautifully painted double yellow lines simply stop. The road itself continues up the intervale (as bottom land is called around here), crossing a small bridge for Mitchell Brook, then carrying on, always alongside Temple Stream, past defunct farms, past a well-kept settler cemetery, past houses old and new, past an old red schoolhouse (now the Temple Historical Society building), past the former Congregational Church (now the Temple Stream Theatre), up a slight incline another mile or so to the end of pavement. The road goes on, increasingly rutted, finally all but unpassable, clear to Avon over the plateau between Mount Blue and Day Mountain. But we’ll stop where the pavement ends, park the car by a small field of well-tended balsam fir Christmas trees.




  Back up the hill to the left is a fine, old Federal style house, beautifully restored, painted white, which I know from my reading is the Oakes house or Mitchell house, depending on how far back memory reaches, the house where once Theodore Enslin lived, now John and Beth Hodgkins’s house. And this is where my wife, Juliet, and I have gone to get our yearly Christmas tree from the first years we lived downstream. It’s a charming place in December as at other times, buried in the first snows, the hill of the driveway icy with the trails of trees felled and dragged by cheerful families, the sound of carols half­heard, half-imagined, the very sound of angels singing. Or is that wind in the old sugar maples? We grab a bow saw off its peg at the barn, shuffle up the tractor road to the farthest field of trees in all sizes, something for every living room.




  This one?




  No—that one!




  A happy hour of indecision, then a job of sawing the perfect fragrant Tannenbaum, feeling sweetly a couple. Dusk falling, snow sifting down, a warm light in the Hodgkins house, smell of birch logs burning. We drag that one best tree hundreds of yards down the hill, stop to write a very small check. We know whom to make it out to. But it’s years before we actually meet the Hodgkinses, nearly ten.




  Our daughter’s two by that time. Elysia’s sad we will cut a tree. But we do. She wails: we have killed it. At the house, as I write my annual check, the front door opens and Mr. Hodgkins is in the light. He seems very serious, with clear, intelligent eyes. “Would she like a cookie?” he asks kindly.




  That stops the wailing. Elysia’s a cookie monster.




  We shake hands, trade names.




  John grins. “I know you,” he says. And goes on to say that he’s writing a book about his childhood and youth in this valley and has used Writing Life Stories, a book of mine, to help. We live barely three miles apart. I’m working on a book about Temple Stream, as it happens, which flows down below John’s lower field (and in his childhood memories as well) and later through the fields below my house.




  I grin too. I want to know what the village was like before the war. I want to know which farms were still in operation, which of the schools. I want to know if John used to play in the stream. We have a lot to talk about, do so in few words. John’s got photos of the intervale in the old days.




  Juliet was in a hurry till she saw those photos, but now she’s captured, and we proceed frame by frame down the stairwell hallway as down the corridors of a museum, inspecting those old images. Elysia has a fresh cookie. John’s wife, Beth, appears from back in the kitchen. She’s as reserved as he and at the same time as warm, that light of intelligence in the eyes, a certain wry glint. There are a lot of visitors this time of year and you don’t necessarily want to encourage every single one of them, says her face. But she sees Elysia and that takes care of that and after introductions we’re all nodding at one another and nibbling at cookies and comparing notes in as few words as possible. Beth finds a book of her granddaughter’s, Papa, Please Get the Moon For Me, and we all look at that, that rickety ladder all the way to heaven, and Elysia loves it and our tree is waiting outside and it’s a Christmas tableau.




  In the next several tree seasons we’ll visit again, work toward friendship, learn more about these people incrementally: John Hodgkins met Beth Gamage—who was teaching school downeast in Wiscasset—on a blind date set up by mutual friends, 1964. And not just any blind date but the quintessential blind date of the times: a Peter, Paul, and Mary concert down in Portland. Something clicked between “Puff the Magic Dragon” and “Blowing in the Wind,” it seems, for John and Beth were married in 1965.




  Presently, they settled in Yarmouth, just north of Portland. John studied toward his master’s degree in civil engineering from the University of Maine at Orono, where eventually he’d teach courses in that subject as an adjunct professor while working for the Maine Department of Transportation. In 1966, daughter Bethel was born; in 1967, Jack; and finally in 1970, Bill. Bethel studied civil engineering at Cornell, now owns an engineering firm, has four sons. Jack went to Cornell too, now works in real estate finance, with interests in affordable housing and historic preservation. He has two girls and a boy. Bill is an inspector of bridge construction for the Maine Department of Transportation.




  Count the grandchildren: seven.




  In late 1979, John and Beth bought the old Oakes house as a retreat, spent weekends and vacations working on it, planted the first Christmas trees, added them to the yearly project and tradition of maple sugaring, the farming of trees something more than a hobby, something less than a living, good satisfying work back in the heart of John’s home world, not so much a full circle as a spiral upwards, and upwards again. They’re retired now and can spend months at a time in Temple, and it’s just good to know such folks are at the end of the road, that what once seemed bleak is once again imbued with life.




  It’s good to know, too, that John has finished his book. And what a book it is—the lost world of the war years, a world of pain as well as growth, all brought to life with a sharp eye, sharp memory, and no flinching. Hodgkins’s Temple is a place where a neighbor’s makeshift cider mill is all the entertainment a boy might need, where a cord and a half of borrowed firewood marks the difference between freezing and surviving, where the exotic sauna of Finnish neighbors becomes a comical social magnet. There are few more complicated characters in literature than young Johnny’s Aunt Marion, few more heroic than his mother, Clarice, few more bedeviled than Pa as he heads off to World War II, leaving his family and a good many failures behind. And there are very few memoirists with the economy of language, clarity of memory, sense of humor, stoic charm, and plain honesty of John Hodgkins. He’s written a hell of a good book.




  And here it is.




  —Bill Roorbach




  


  


  





  PROLOGUE




  One day during the summer before my father died, he set two cardboard boxes and a locked strongbox on my kitchen floor. “These are yours,” he said and handed me a key.




  I suspected the boxes contained the accumulated memories of his earlier life. For years I had known, in a roundabout way, of the existence of a war diary, but I had not seen it and had no inkling that he owned a collection of keepsakes. “I’ll care for them,” I told him.




  After my father died, I opened the boxes and found World War II memorabilia: letters from my mother, letters from me, letters from friends and relatives, training camp newspapers, transport ship newsletters, copies of Yank, The Army Weekly, and letters and postcards he had written home. There were unit patches, service ribbons, medals, and souvenir shreds of German army uniforms stored in these boxes. Train tickets, telegrams, copies of military orders, collections of newspaper clippings, and a sprinkling of photographs told of his comings and goings during the war years. His war diary began with an entry on the day he left England for France and ended when he boarded a train in Trenton, New Jersey, for home. There’s a story here someplace, I thought, and I put the boxes aside.




  I was eight years old in 1943 when my father was drafted into the army of World War II. He was not a war hero—far from it—but he did not shirk his duty as some said he could have. Thirty-three years old with a wife and three small children, he did not seek deferment. His friends—young, strong, single, and without family responsibilities—were going, and he felt honor bound to follow.




  He never told me stories of the war. But as the years after his death slid by, I felt strongly that his story, whatever it was, should be written. When I was ready, I read again the contents of those old boxes, my father’s diary, and his letters from Germany. My mother’s letters written from our lonely refuge in Temple, Maine, told of her overpowering difficulties: lack of firewood, money, and transportation; temptation; and conflict with relatives. I read period issues of our local newspaper, The Franklin Journal. As I read, memories came rushing back: my father’s absence, frigid days and nights, farming our half-acre place, the doings of folks about town, friendships, and loneliness.




  I read book after book about the war in Europe and those times by such compelling authors as General Omar N. Bradley, Stephen Ambrose, Doris Kearns Goodwin, Private Raymond Gantter, Russell F. Weigley, Captain Charles Leach, Stanley P. Hirshon, Winston Churchill, Tom Brokaw, and Marion Hargrove. Beth, my wife of thirty-five years, traveled to Europe with me, and we tracked my father’s experiences as he told them in his diary. I joined the 8th Armored Division Association and exhausted the information on its Web site and in its newsletters. I diagrammed the floor plan of my boyhood home, sketched the plot of land we lived on, and talked with people who lived in Temple at that time. I studied old-photo backgrounds with a magnifying glass. I constructed notebooks and went to school to learn the rudiments of writing a memoir.




  I am grateful for the interest, suggestions, and encouragement that have come my way from the many people who have watched over this four-year project. My sisters, Nancy and Patty, who lived those long­ago days with me, have furnished considerable help reviving my memory. Beth, who spent countless mornings alone while I secluded myself at my keyboard, has been an avid reader and insistent advocate of clarity in my storytelling. “If I can’t understand what you’re saying, who can?” she asked. Digressions in punctuation and grammar have been graciously and competently pointed out by linguistic aficionados Stewart Goodwin and Lynn Ross.




  A Soldier’s Son: An American Boyhood During World War II is the truth as I know it: what I recall, what I saw, what I heard, what I read, what I felt in my heart, and what I have learned. Dialogue represents what was said or written and is not intended to be literally correct. It comes from letters and news items as well as from conversations I overheard or engaged in. World War II soldiers found it nearly impossible to communicate with their comrades without liberal—often excessive—reliance on what is referred to as the f-word. Harvard-educated Private Raymond Gantter wrote in Roll Me Over, his memoir of experiences as an infantryman in World War II, that he once listened in on a poker game, and the three players used the f-word thirty-four times in two minutes. Like Gantter, I chose not to use it, which, of course, relegates dialogue between soldiers to the unrealistic. Thus, you may wish to frequently—and silently—insert the word into these conversations.




  The writing of A Soldier’s Son has been an inspiring, heart-stirring, soulful, and, yes, wistful journey for me. I have labored long over this work, not out of remorse or anger—I have come to terms with the past—but out of a boy’s yearning to hear of his father’s adventures. And in my attempt to resurrect his stories, I discovered in those old boxes that I, too, had a story to tell.
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Chapter One


  TEMPLE 1943




  

    I’ll tell you all the yarns you want to hear about the old days in Temple. Ayeh. Pure bullshit, too. . . . Did you know there was a whorehouse in this town? Famous one, yeah.. . . Your ears perkin’ up? Ha ha! . . . Never was such a thing. . . . This was a town of churches and Grange Halls and little schools. Ayeh. No whorehouses . . .




    —George Dennison, Temple


  




  Ma should have gone home to modish Kennebunk after she graduated from Farmington Normal School. Instead she came to Temple and, after a few not-so-innocent years as the village schoolmarm, married my father. Now, some eight years later, she tends a sparse country kitchen and three wanting youngsters. Pa looks after two cows, a heifer, a hog, and a dozen chickens in the barn and walks to the general store at supper time to fetch his link to the outside world, the Lewiston Evening Journal, which arrives on the 5:00 P.M. mail stage.




  We’re stranded here. Outside of the kitchen window, winter presses on the land like a cold flatiron. Snow stretches at eye level to the pasture gate and beyond, unbroken except for the curved ends of big-wheel cultivator handles poking through the surface like twin periscopes. The snow lies deep against our house. Drifts are banked against the pasture fence. The bare apple trees lining the lane are veiled in white. Beyond, the land is indistinguishable from the pale wintry sky. I could as well be in Greenland as in this little Maine foothill town of snow-plugged roads and idle loggers.




  Outside of the front door, the road is unplowed and has been since early December when Pa, a half a bottle of Carstairs whiskey in his stomach, put the top up on the roadster and tried to drive to nearby Farmington once more before winter locked us in. But winter had arrived, and Pa abandoned the roadster midway between our house and the village bridge in a storm that piled snow so deep folks measured it with hoe handles. The car sits there now, under a blanket of snow, a bizarre bulge in the road, like a man hiding under a bedsheet with his ass in the air. Our neighbors, who live up the hill a mile beyond us, detour their horse and sleigh around the lump in the road on their way to the general store. Nancy, my reticent and pensive younger sister, and I walk in the horse path on our way to the Village School and back. We don’t speak about the roadster. It sits there as a symbol of the struggle that winter brings to our part of the world. Patty, the youngest, yet perhaps the most curious and chattery, asks “Where did he go? When is he coming back? Why is the car in the road?” Patty doesn’t walk to school with us, not yet. Patty stays home with Ma.




  The loggers, too, sit in their parlors and eye the snow outside of their windows, and Pa, who trucks their logs to the mills, waits. He reads the Lewiston Evening Journal and listens to the Emerson; World War II permeates the news. Daily the newspaper’s headlines report the actions in Tripoli and Tunisia, Guadalcanal and New Guinea, and Gabriel Heater shouts above the static out of the Emerson the actions of Generalissimo this and Generalfeldmarschall that. It all seems far away from this snug kitchen, but soldiers and sailors home on leave walk the roads and lanes of Temple, and they linger in the general store to tell their stories.




  Twilight closes around me. I hanker for the shelter of the heated cookstove, but I struggle into a coat, reach up inside the cuffs to pull my shirtsleeves down, put on a hat and mittens, and go to the shed. I must fill a hungry wood box. I open the cover and take tomorrow’s stove wood from the stacks and toss it in the box. Ma, in the kitchen, opens a small door in the kitchen wall and takes out a few sticks for the stove. Nancy laughs at me out through the opening, “Better hurry. It’s getting emptier, not fuller,” she chuckles. “You’ll be there all night.”




  I don’t like dusk in winter. It frightens me. I’m lonesome, and I scurry to fill the woodbox and go back to the warmth of the stove.




  Later Pa comes in from the stable carrying a pitcher of warm cow’s milk. I turn to look at him and he asks me how about it, is the woodbox full? It’s done, I say. He sets the pitcher on the table and goes back out. I try to ignore him, but he says for me to follow, and I reach for my coat again. Ma, who preserves garden vegetables and shops for food supplies with ration coupons, sends Nancy to the cellar for potatoes and carrots and takes flour and sugar from the food cupboard for biscuits and a custard pie—Pa’s favorite. I go to the barn.




  In the barn, steam rises from the fresh cow shit in the gutter. The cows stand quietly in their stalls and munch on their cud. Pa tells me what to do. “Rake both stalls clean, then spread some sawdust for the cows to sleep on.”




  There is no talk between us otherwise. We work in silence, interrupted only by an occasional burp or blat from a cow. I want to ask about the roadster in the road, but I’m not sure of his mood. So I wait. Perhaps he will show me a smile, or tell a story, or take an interest in my schoolwork. Then I will ask him.




  In my earliest memory of my father, about 1939, I see him at his workbench upstairs in the barn. He stands back-to in blue-denim overalls, and his shoulders slouch forward over the bench. He is cleaning a rusty wrench, or some other tool he has found in the road. Except for his hands, he is motionless. He doesn’t whistle or hum or speak to me. He just stands there, his face invisible, and rubs the rust from an old, thrown-away wrench.




  Pa’s adult beginnings had been spent in the Great Depression, in what must have been a soulful experience for a man who relied on laboring for a living. Like many of that time, he was a saver. We lived a folklore of recycling. He found space to store balls of foil and string, boxes of metal cans and glass bottles, piles of nondescript scrap metal and tied newspaper bundles, stacks of worn-out rubber tires and car batteries, and remnants of abandoned automobiles strewed behind the shed. He expected me, then, to contribute string, aluminum foil, gum wrappers, and old magazines and comic books to his recycling piles, just as he does now, in addition to the barn chores he has doled out to me.




  Pa met Ma, then a full-time teacher at the Village School, in 1930. She fell hopelessly in love with his carefree demeanor, and four years later—four months before I was born—they married. Later, when I had grown old enough to discover nine months were necessary to produce a child, I thought I had been a miracle or at least a prodigy. Pa must have thought so too. He left my learning to someone else.




  According to Aunt Marion, his hypercritical sister, if he hadn’t married Ma, he could have been successful. I think she meant he could have been more like her, an aggressive and sometimes egocentric accumulator of position, possessions, and portfolio of accounts receivable from favors and gifts she had bestowed on others. Consequently, she considered Pa inferior to his assertive and important siblings, who saw little value in an intelligent person working with his hands for a living. Nevertheless, I admired his work. He used adult-sized “toys,” and I could see the results: woodpiles, haystacks, graveled roads, and cleaned fields. Ma, brought up under the strict guidance of scrupulous parents who had denied her the simple pleasures of a movie or a dance, saw romanticism in Pa’s work, and she was attracted to it; his siblings were not. Many times Pa felt unwanted or unappreciated in the family circle.




  Pa’s cronies at the West Farmington Fire Company welcomed him into their frequent poker games. It was the only club he belonged to. He spent many hours there and a measurable amount of money that he must have considered dues. He took me there once when I was five years old or so. Perhaps he thought he could show me a real man’s side of life, but it’s more likely that he didn’t want to miss the game. My memory is dim: men’s faces hidden in blue cigarette smoke, and talk in words I didn’t understand. His pals invited him to stay, motioning to an empty straight-backed chair, “Sit down, El. We’ve got room for another one. Five and ten.” Pa sat lightly and placed a pile of coins on the table. Cards were dealt quickly. “What brings you out, El? You babysittin’ today?”




  “Babysitting? No,” Pa said. “We’ve been over to Blackie’s for a haircut. Don’t he look good?” Pa stared at his cards. “C’mon. Hit me. Hit me easy—Oh, shee-it!” Someone chuckled and swigged from a bottle.




  Blackie was the barber of choice for Pa’s crowd. We had waited in the barbershop while Blackie snipped and shaved and told stories, mostly about drinking and women and fishing. A favored customer would take a short break from storytelling and go into Blackie’s men’s room just long enough to take a couple swigs from a bottle stashed there, then come back ready to tell a story of his own. I had watched and listened carefully. Pa had exposed me to an education not many five-year-old boys get. Blackie, in his white barber’s smock, perched me on a board he had placed across the arms of his barber chair, cranked me as high as he could, and clipped and snipped until Pa said Ma would like it, then he doused my hair with Wildroot or Lucky Tiger tonic and slicked it down. All the while, I listened to Blackie’s wisecracks and watched the scene behind me in the wall-long mirror. Men would come in who didn’t need haircuts, just a visit to Blackie’s bathroom. Men would come in to tell a story, and Blackie would always tell a better one, like the time he had sex with a woman twice in twenty minutes and drank a pint of whiskey in between.




  “Ain’t the kid a little too young to be going to Blackie’s?” someone asked.




  “Nah. It’s good for him to hear some mantalk once in a while. He spends too much time with his mother.” Pa fingers his cards, looking for the ace he doesn’t have. “Jeez-us,” he mutters, then goes on. “You shoulda seen him when Apple come in. Apple had one of those eyepiece things, a kaleedascope or sumthin’, that you look into and see a different naked woman every time. Said his son sent it to him from San Diego. He passes that around the room, and Johnny eyes it all around, and I think good gawd Apple’s gonna show it to him . . . but he didn’t.”




  “Gonna be just like his old man ain’t he, a chip off the old block,” someone said.




  “Gawd, I hope not. Whose deal is it, anyway?”




  A cloud of cigarette smoke hung low over the table. They passed a bottle from one to another. They spoke in two-word sentences. No more stories. Stone-faced men engaged in serious business. When Pa’s stack of change was gone, we left. I never went back, nor did I want to, but Pa, drawn to the unfulfilled promises of easy income and loyal friendships, went there often and played away a pile of nickels and dimes.




  Now, on a January night in the barn, cows fidget in their stalls while steam rises above fresh cow shit in the gutter. I rake the stalls with a garden hoe and spread hay chaff and sawdust for the cows to sleep on. Pa shovels the dung out of a small window to a growing manure pile in the back. “They need hay, too,” he says, and I go up to the loft in the dark and pitch hay down through a trap door. And I wait.




  Finally, when the work is about done, I dare to ask him about the roadster. Pa has been an expert at keeping the roadster running. The inner tubes are a mosaic of patches. He has replaced broken spring leaves with ones found in the auto graveyard out back. He covers the radiator with a blanket on cold nights, as though the roadster were one of Kike’s plow horses down the road, and, when the battery is dead, he cranks the engine with a crooked socket wrench through a small hole in the front grill. Gas rationing has restricted pleasure driving, but Pa has tried kerosene and siphoned gasoline from his truck to take us riding. He has made it work, except for the December snowstorm.




  Now I want to go to the movies and the soda shop in Farmington, like my friends do, but the roadster is in the snowdrift. “Can’t we get our car out of the way so the tractor can plow the road?” I ask.




  “I asked the damned arses to plow around it, but they say they can’t,” Pa answers. “Plow’s been broke down or stuck most of the winter anyway.”




  “Why can’t we shovel a path to it and bring it home?”




  “Wise up, boy. It’s been there over two months. We could never get it moving. I’m gonna leave it there ’til the snow melts.”




  Pa thinks he’s punishing town officials for not plowing the road. Actually he’s punishing me. “Gene Autry is in a movie at the State. I want to go,” I say.




  “Your Auntie May will take you. Talk to her. Or your mother will take you on the mail stage.”




  I get the message. It’s always the same. Either I don’t need to, or someone else can do it instead of him. He takes me only to places he wants to go, like the West Farmington Fire Company. I stick to my work.




  Pa was dominant in our self-reliant rural family, and I knew it. I didn’t question or avoid his authority. I submitted to it. He steered my formal education, and my social and cultural upbringing, except for Blackie’s, to the teachers at the Village School, to Ma, and to my Aunt Marion. His place at the head of the family, it seemed to me, did not include teaching me or training me in the ways of life. What I learned from Pa, I learned by watching. His infrequent personal attempts to strike a blow at my ignorance were limited to a single phrase, “Wise up, boy,” and my occasional attempts to find comfort in his presence were repulsed.




  Around home Pa had to have his way. I saw no partnership between him and Ma. It seemed he had vowed to charm her, adore her, and bully her, and she had promised to love him, respect him, and suffer his iniquities. Their match bordered on turbulence, undercut by uncertainty. On the one hand, they socialized together, partying with friends—mostly our Finnish neighbors—drinking beer, dancing, making love, enjoying each other, seldom respecting the culture of their families. On the other hand, like the north ends of two magnets—she a predictable clinger and he a mysterious, unpredictable, psychic-driven loner—they often repelled each other. But Ma, a small, delicate, fragile, and introverted woman, the product of a puritanical upbringing of church, home, and duty, took no chances with disagreement. She was fiercely attracted to the free-spirited, risk-taking, independent country boy and wanted to please him. Nonetheless, as hard as she tried not to be, she was scared.




  At the supper table, Pa talks of loggers and deep snow, and the hunting and fishing gear in the new L.L. Bean catalog, and then he mentions it. “I heard Weikko got his notice today. Has to go to Portland on Tuesday for a physical.” Pa taps his fingers on the table. “I expect it’ll be Vilio next.”




  Men have been disappearing from Temple for a year, to army training camps and navy bases, and to the war zones across the oceans. “Elliott, all your friends will be gone,” Ma says. “You’ll be the only one left. What if you have to go? What will I do? I don’t know how to take care of this place. I’m worried.”




  “I’ll hafta get someone to take care of the cows and the pig and so forth, you know what I mean . . . if I leave. Probably I could handle it that way,” Pa answers.




  “But there’s still a lot more to do, like the firewood and the gardens and taking care of the house. I’ve never done anything like that alone. And your family doesn’t like me.”




  “They don’t? Why don’t they like you?”




  “I’m sure they think I’m not good enough for you.”




  “How do you know that?”




  “Just the way they act. They think I’m holding you back and keeping you from making something of yourself, from being a successful businessman like your brothers.”




  “That’s bullshit, Clarice, and you know it.”




  “No, I don’t know it. You know darn well they won’t lift a finger to help me. I don’t know what I’ll do if you go. I’m scared.”




  “We’ll see what happens,” he says. “Maybe I won’t have to go. After all, I’m thirty-three years old, and we have three kids born before the war even started.”




  Ma has already told Nancy and Patty and me she wants to go to Kennebunk if he leaves, but she hasn’t mentioned that to Pa yet. She doesn’t dare. She chooses to live with uncertainty rather than wrangle.




  After supper, in a scene being repeated all over town, Pa pushes away from the table and lights a cigarette. He leans forward slightly, puts his hands on his knees as if to get up, and looks at Ma. “I’m going to the store. You want anything?”




  Ma heads for the dishpan with a dirty plate in each hand. “No. I don’t need anything, but find out how Bertha is. I heard she was taken to the hospital.”




  I ask Pa to take me with him. He asks Ma. She smiles and says okay. I smile too. Evenings at the store are usually just for the men.




  In 1943, Temple was a Grange Hall, dance hall, and one-room schoolhouse town of conservative politics, independent living, and neighborly assistance; a village of tin roofs, a telephone switchboard in someone’s parlor, and a post office in the corner of the general store. The recent past had been far less generous economically than the pre­Depression days of sawmills and high employment, which had sustained the town’s former prosperity. Now only faint remnants of the mills and bunkhouses on Temple Stream remained, the saws and machinery had gone silent and been auctioned, and the town lacked cash. Some folks were still logging, but most of the town’s two hundred fifty or so people, less those who had gone soldiering or to work in defense plants, existed mainly on small family farms with little more than a cow, a pig, a heifer, a few chickens, and a large vegetable garden.




  Townsfolk exchanged the current news and local information at the general store and post office, more so even than eavesdropping on their hand-cranked, party-line telephones. Opened for business in 1895, and passed to the next generation in 1940, the store had served up the essential needs of a small town—groceries and fresh meats, beer, fuel, hardware, durable goods, and the opportunity to chat with friends and neighbors—for nearly fifty years.




  Pa and I walked there in the darkness. A countryman, Pa was not a country walker. He didn’t gangle or sway or swing his arms or stir up the air. He walked erect and stepped straight ahead without a sound, his arms at his sides, his jumbo-sized hands moving only slightly, like a sea anchor, to stabilize his gait. We followed the beaten trail around the roadster, now just a dark hulk looming in the pathway ahead, and strode over the bridge. I regarded that nighttime walk to the store with Pa as a treat, not because there would be ice cream in the freezer, or soda in the cooler, or candy in the glassed-in counter, but because there would be rich conversation around the woodstove. Men would talk about the war and their lives.




  A single outside bulb lit the entrance. A hand-cranked kerosene pump stood like a sentinel at the far end of the platform, surrounded by the faint odor of spilled fuel hanging in the cold and still night air. Although Uncle Austin, Pa’s younger brother, had owned the store for three years, the sign over the door still read Clarence F. Hodgkins General Store.




  Clarence F. Hodgkins was my paternal grandfather and, I thought, the most prominent person ever in the public life of Temple, even more so than a mayor, had one existed. Known about town as C.F., he was a countryman. He moved slowly and drawled his words in a country manner, and every day he wore a necktie and a tattered fedora and smoked a nicotine-stained pipe. But he held citified jobs. He opened the general store in 1895, and in the following years served as superintendent of schools, town treasurer, and Temple’s tax collector. He had been postmaster since 1905 and moderator of town meetings for the past forty years. Everyone in town knew, admired, and appreciated him. Most were indebted to him.




  [image: Grandpa C.F pidgeonholes the daily mail in his corner post office at the general store.]




  At his store, Grandpa C.F. had obliged all the folks in town. In forty-five years as the owner, which included the period of the Great Depression, he had filled a file drawer with credit slips for goods he had sold to people who could not pay. Those uncollected accounts, often the source of a scolding from Grandma Luna and his daughter (my Aunt Marion) who accused him of being duped by his own trustfulness, were discarded when he sold the store to Uncle Austin in 1940. A peaceful and unassuming man, he had no taste for conflict or argument. Instead he absorbed and deflected the objectionable, shared what he had with needy townsfolk, and lived in harmony with his world.




  I considered Grandpa C.F. to be a recreational farmer before I knew such progressives existed. He kept a remarkable garden that included muskmelons and watermelons, he raised turkeys for food, and he produced maple syrup. In the spring, I watched him collect sap from tin cans he had hung on sugar maple trees at Aunt Marion’s and Uncle Austin’s, then boil the sticky-sweet liquid in a flat pan on a hot woodstove. When sap was plentiful, he spent all day in his old, weather-beaten garage stoking the fire, tending the steamy liquid with a ladle and a scoop, and telling stories to whoever came along. At the end of the day, when his speech was whiskey-slurred and his behavior erratic and the liquid in the pan looked just right to him, he strained the syrup through a piece of stained flannel, tasted it, and with fumbling fingers, poured it into an empty whiskey bottle and tightened on the screw cap.




  Keeping Grandpa C.F. sober was a challenge taken on by Grandma Luna and Aunt Marion that they failed to achieve. He outsmarted them every time. Mixed drinks were not his specialty, so he had no paraphernalia or ritual that gave him away. He’d just reach for the bottle in the pocket of a bulky sweater or coat or in a bureau drawer or in a grain bag outside his turkey pen and swig straight whiskey. In the spring he drank amidst the smoke and steam and syrup-making equipment in his garage and filled his empty bottles with fresh maple syrup. During the summer he fished Temple Stream and carried a stubby of Genesee ale in his boot, and when he trolled for salmon at Varnum Pond, he carried a pint in his tackle box. In the cold of winter, he swigged in his bedroom. He found ways to drink in obscurity, or so he thought. But his drinking was obvious in burned syrup pans, fish that got away, and empty bottles strewed under the bedroom window after the snowmelt, evidence that he had taken up the challenge offered by Grandma and Aunt Marion. But they were being unknowingly—until it was too late—victimized by their own righteous ways. Instead of keeping Grandpa C.F. sober, they kept him drinking.




  In spite of their warnings that alcohol would kill his brain cells, he was preeminent at checkers. Year after year he put down the challenge by Harold Staples, a farmer who lounged near the woodstove on winter evenings, and kept his local ranking as number one. Later he would teach me the game. He was merciless. We played daily for months—probably a hundred games before I won—the beloved old man and the student. He punished my mistakes by capturing multiple checkers in a single move and repeatedly established an impregnable defense to bar me from kings’ row. He showed me no compassion, but he taught me checkers—and perseverance.




  He won’t be here tonight, but I will recall his calm voice from behind the candy counter as my sisters and I—with a single penny among us—had often looked through its glass front, first at the two-for-a­penny candy, then up at him, and then back at the twofers. “Special sale t’day,” he would say. “Three fer a penny.”




  Pa and I climb the steps to the platform, and I follow him into the dimness of the store’s interior. Men in manure-laden boots and smelling of dried sweat sit and stand around a warm woodstove, out of focus in the vague cloud of pipe smoke and the bluish haze of roll­your-own cigarettes. Here and there on the floor at their feet lay snow shovels, gum-rubber boots, a child’s sled, and several axes, all for sale, testimony to the severe Temple winter outside. Pa moves close to the fire and unbuttons his mackinaw. “Too cold to snow, ain’t it?”




  “I say we got some comin’ by the sound a’ the train whistle in West Farmington, but we don’ need it. Plow’s still stuck from the last one.”




  “Anyone heard from Larry since he left?”




  “No. But I see Dick is home again.”




  “So’s Oiva,” Pa says.




  They take turns and talk of work and neighbors and sickness and soldiers, or soldiers-soon-to-be, and their own future. I look through the dimness at shelves suspended beyond the stove into the darkness, shelves that display the necessaries of small-town life: work gloves, shoes, pack boots, canning jars, minnow buckets, turpentine, hunting hats, a mailbox, patent medicines, lamp chimneys, baking soda, and other country-store riches.




  Uncle Austin leaves the cash register and joins the conversation. No one there wants to buy the treasures I stare at.




  Pa asks about his friend Harold Waltonen.




  “He’s still at Fort Devens. Should be shipping out soon,” Uncle Austin says.




  They talk of friends in distant places. I listen carefully. They say that more will go, including some here around the woodstove this winter night, and they will be gone a long time. I am captivated by war talk. I have admired soldiers on leave in their new uniforms as they walk past me on the road, or tell stories at the general store, or appear at our house. I have read headlines in the newspaper, stared intently at the Movietone News at the State, and been to a military movie when Ma would let me. Patriotism filled the town. Folks displayed flags, and service stars hung in the windows of soldiers’ homes. The war was far away and likely would not reach here, but men in town were going, and I didn’t know whether or not Pa would go. I knew that he might, but he was older and had kids, and no one knew how many men would be needed or how long the war would last.




  The men around the woodstove continue to talk in the semidarkness. They pity the death of local farmer Charles Cony. “That heart attack took him jus’ like that. Don’t know what his wife’ll do now.”




  They gripe about rationing. “Someone said they was gonna ration fuel oil. Imagine that. On nights like this. Pro’bly firewood’ll be next!”




  [image: Pa stands next to the white-tail deer he shot with his 16-gauge shotgun.]




  “They got a ceilin’ price on it now. Costs ten bucks a cord if you hafta buy it.”




  They debate the government. “Lawrence gonna run for selectman agin? I’ll vote for ’im. He’s one a the few around town who don’t have an ax to grind.”




  They spin humorous tales. “An’ then the dang fool went and tried to put the sickle bar on upside down. Hah!”




  Other nights they applauded prizefights on the radio, grumbled about the Boston Red Sox, debated national politics, and described how they’d killed a deer. It’s a conversation that has endured for generations.




  After an hour, some rise from their soda-case seats and start to leave. Pa pays Uncle Austin a dime for a pack of Camels, then he looks at me and says, “How about it?”




  It’s warm beside the woodstove, but we tighten our coats around us and go into the cold night. “Did you find out anything about Bertha?” I ask him.




  “No,” he says.




  My kinship with my father was respectful and bordered on fear. I knew not to complain or disagree and to only question him gently. Although I often wondered at or was disappointed with what he did or said, I knew not to pursue matters he obviously had ended. We walked home together in the freezing night, and I listened to my boots crunch on the snow.




  
Chapter Two


  LITTLE ADOLPH




  

    Only a tiny percentage of them wanted to be there, but only a small percentage of these men failed to do their duty.




    —Stephen Ambrose, Citizen Soldiers


  




  One Sunday in early spring, Pa’s friends Vilio and Elmer come to the house, each carrying a bag filled with a quart of Krueger or a few stubbies of Genesee ale. They stand in the dooryard, first in the bright sun, then in the shade of the barn door, bags sheltered under their arms, making lazy talk with Pa. Next door, cantankerous Old Carr spades his garden. Pa says Kike, a local teamster, will come up the road later with his horse and plow and turn over both of our gardens. Elmer says his peas are up. Soon the men move again, this time to the kitchen, and sit around the dinner table. I know they will talk about the war. I ask Pa if I can stay. He nods, and I sit on the kitchen counter, legs dangling over the edge. I listen carefully to every word, in wonder of the events taking place in the world, uncertain if the war will affect me.




  On other Sundays they have been relaxed, but not today. Sipping out of their bags, they talk hollow at first, uneasy, not nervous but fidgety. Pa goes down cellar and fills a pitcher from a wooden barrel of last year’s apple cider, fermented enough now to be a possible cure for cancer, and sets it on the kitchen table. Water drips from the sink faucet into a white-enameled pail. The morning fire is cold.




  [image: Two of Pa’s friends show off their new uniforms in the driveway in the spring of 1943.]




  Someone produces a deck of cards. They break matchsticks: plain halves are a nickel, sulfur-headed ends a dime. Pa fills a glass. Elmer deals and bets a sulfur head to open. Vilio follows. Pa folds, takes a Camel from his shirt pocket, taps one end of it on his watch crystal, puts it in his mouth, and lights the other end with a sulfur-headed dime.




  “Fred needs to fix that damned road into Wilder,” Pa says. “I damned near snapped a driveshaft gettin’ a load of pulpwood outa there last week. Told him I wasn’t goin’ back ’til he did somethin’ about the road. He don’t pay nothin’ anyway.”




  Vilio rakes in the pot of broken matches. “Can’t,” he says. “The mill don’t pay him nothin’.” He deals the next hand. “How can we fix somethin’ if it does break? Can’t get new parts. We’re all workin’ for nothin’ anyway. We gotta find parts in El’s junkyard out there and fix it ourselves, or it don’t get fixed.”




  My heels start to bang against the cupboard doors, impatient for something more exciting. Pa tells me to quiet down.




  Pa mentions the war first. “John get his draft notice yet?” He asks. The others shift in their chairs.




  “John who?”




  “John who! Hell, you know. Lives up on Gallup Road.”




  “I heard he did,” Elmer says. “Goes to Portland Tuesday for his physical. I expect to hear from the draft board myself soon. Before it’s done, we’ll all be over there, ’cept mebbe for El here. He’s got kids,” pointing toward me on the counter no longer banging my heels, just listening.




  Not one says he wants to go; not one admits he’s afraid—and they all agree that they want to get Little Adolph, as they call him.




  “You stayin’ in shape?” Pa asks Elmer. Elmer, a short and stocky bull of a man, smiles and nods.




  “Little Adolph will get his. Right up his . . .”




  “Yeah, and I’d like to be the one to give it to the sunnavabitch.”




  Pa reaches for his glass of cider, sips, and sets it down. “Maybe we’ll all be over there to give it to the little bastard,” he says.




  “Did you hear ’bout that Pierce fellow there? Wa’nt that awful?”




  I think Vilio, a man who shuns frivolous notions, has come today to ask just that question. The room goes quiet.




  “Aah, he never knew what hit him.”




  “I bet he did.”




  “No one will ever know.” They sip from their bags and blow cigarette smoke into the kitchen air.




  Vilio asks another question. “So what do we do?”




  “Do?” Elmer shakes his head and tosses in his cards. “Ain’t nothin’ to do but wait. So deal.”




  In a few minutes, Vilio has won most of the broken matches, and the game breaks up. What happens next is so clear it’s like I am still there. Pa, out of sulfur heads, gets up, goes into the bedroom, and comes back with a .30-caliber Remington rifle he has shot deer with the past three years. He hands it to Vilio and asks him how it feels. Vilio balances it in his hands, opens and closes the chamber, holds it to his shoulder, and squints down the open sights at an imaginary target right there in our small kitchen. Pa and Elmer sip beer and cider and wait for a turn. My heels start to bang against the counter again. I’m nervous, but Pa doesn’t notice. The rifle looks dangerous to me. I know if it can kill a deer it can kill a man. I leave the counter and slide around the kitchen to stay behind where they point it.




  Elmer lifts it to his shoulder and squints along the barrel, “Right there. That’s it,” he says. “I could hit a beer bottle a hundred yards away with this thing.”




  Vilio guffaws. “The hell you could.”




  Elmer gets serious. “El, you got any ammo? I wanna show you guys how to shoot this thing.”




  I follow them outside, beyond the shed and the lower garden, to the stream bank where the old autos lay, where broken headlights stare out of the skeletons of rusty sedans like the hollow eyes of human skulls. I stop at the McIntosh apple tree, afraid to go farther, and stand in the shade of its blossomed branches and watch.




  Someone puts the open end of an oil can down over the top of a fence post. One after the other, they fire at it, first standing, then kneeling, and finally prone on the damp earth. The can pops and shakes each time a slug tears into it, and it finally falls to the ground in shreds. I hear the men shout with pride, “See that! See that!” They are comfortable and skilled with rifles, and they know that survival at war, their very lives, will depend on that skill. Thus, they practice. I watch, first in awe, then in fear.




  I try to imagine what it will be like with Pa gone. I sense he wants to go. Ma is terrified, but I want to see him walking around town in his uniform, like the other men and to listen to his stories. I don’t think about him getting hurt or dying. I want to be proud of him. He doesn’t talk about it. Usually someone else—Ma or Aunt Marion or a friend like Vilio—speaks for him, that he won’t have to go because he has kids. But he waits. And he stands in the auto graveyard on a Sunday with his friends and fires his deer rifle at a tin can. He knows. He knows he has to be part of it.




  


  


  





  
Chapter Three


  A RIDE IN THE ROADSTER




  

    Farmers [need] to check each quarter on the Certification of War Necessity to determine if they have gasoline enough to carry on their farming operations for the year 1943.




    —The Franklin Journal, January 1943


  




  Folks around the village call our road Cowturd Lane. The smell of manure, fresh from cows walking in the road on their way to Uncle Austin’s barn and back, hangs in the air like swamp gas. The stench is worse in spring when the cows’ diet changes from dried barn hay to green pasture grass. The smell is so bad sometimes that Nancy, old enough to know it’s not normal to have to step around cow turds on the way to school and wise enough not to speak a naughty word aloud, is repulsed. “Aargh! It’s aaawful.” Repulsed, too, is Mrs. Mosher, our neighbor across the road, who calls the county sheriff from time to time to demand that the road be cleaned.




  Smells identified the seasons in Temple. The breezes delivered reports of the town’s industry. During summer the aroma of freshly mown hay drifted through the village from nearby fields. Come fall the smells of pickled cucumbers, canned mincemeat, boiled vegetables, and stewed fruits floated outside of the country kitchens. Later in the year, pungent, acrid woodsmoke hung quietly over the town in the cold winter air. Then, in the spring, manure turned our noses—manure in the road, manure in piles outside the village barns, manure in the gardens. Today, as the early summer sun warms the earth with promise of a lazy and tranquil Sunday, the stench of manure hangs heavily in the air.




  [image: Cowturd Lane in Temple. Old Carr can be seen working in his garden. Behind him is our place. c 1940 (Temple Historical Society)]




  Pa backs the roadster out of the barn, sets the hand brake, and opens the door. “Get in,” he says to us. “We’re going for a ride.”




  Pa was a truck driver. In his two-axle, dual-tired Ford, he coaxed heavy loads of logs and pulpwood off Temple’s mountains and forded the Sandy River with the dump body rounded with river gravel. I sometimes sat beside him in white-knuckled fright as he tortured the engine, horrified as the truck lurched and creaked over surfaces absent of any evidence of a road. He’d read the gauges. “You hafta read gauges if you’re gonna know how to drive a truck,” he’d say. And then he’d work his truck to its limit. His yearly income of fourteen hundred dollars was enough to keep the truck gassed and oiled, take care of his taxes, and pay frequent visits to the West Farmington Fire Company and the liquor store. But there was never enough money, it seemed, to take us to a ball game or a movie or a museum someplace. We go where he wants to go.




  On his day off, we go for a ride.




  “Where we going, Daddy?”




  “You’ll see.”




  “Do we have any gas?” Ma asks. “I didn’t think we had any gas in the car.”




  “ ’Course we have. Haven’t you seen what I’ve been doing?”




  Earlier I had watched him stick a long rubber hose into the truck’s gas tank and suck on it to siphon gas into a tin can on the ground. He had steadied the hose in the can with one hand, spit and sprayed gas from his mouth into the air, coughed, wheezed, spit several more times, then rinsed his mouth with a swig of Genesee ale. When the can had filled, he yanked the hose from the truck’s tank and poured the gas into the roadster.




  “I always got plenty of gas,” he says.




  Patty crawls into the front seat. “Let’s go. I want to go. Hurry up. Where we going, Daddy?”




  [image: The roadster. c. 1941]




  He doesn’t answer.




  So much of our life occurs in this motley arrangement of seats and steering wheel that I think of the roadster as another room in the house. At various times of the year, Pa furnishes it with a telescoping fishing pole under the front seat or a shotgun or rifle perched against the floor near his right hand. Empty grain bags, bathing suits, a softball and glove, and scraps of cloth are in the rumble seat. And he always has a pint of whiskey or a few stubbies of beer tucked under the front seat or in the cubby hole. We spend more time together here than at the supper table.




  Nancy and I scale the tinny rear fender and yank open the rumble seat. We stand on its musty cushion, and Pa says to sit down. He pushes his thumb against the shiny chrome starter button sticking out of the dashboard, and the engine comes to life. He engages the long, curvy shifting stick, eases the clutch, and guides the open-top roadster through the village center and out of town. We ride north up the Temple Stream valley—what we call the intervale—through open farmland, by wineglass elms, and past fields of new, green grass. We pass Moses Mitchell’s place, where his old Plymouth sedan sits in front of the barn. Two bales of hay, bought yesterday in West Farmington, stick out of the Plymouth’s trunk, and his cows wait for it in the barn. At the Hamlin farm, the pastureland is fenced along a row of maples, cows graze on the new grass, and a dozen twenty-gallon milk cans sit in the back of a pickup truck next to the barn. We roll on, between fields bordered by bushy fence lines, past Howard Mitchell’s cider mill, which sits idle on the stream bank, toward pink and yellow hills of maple, birch, and beech trees that rise beyond the fields.




  Pa drives as fast as he dares. Pebbles rattle against the fenders, and a cloud of dust curls up behind us and hangs there. Potholes jolt us, and patches of washboard road shake us like Ma shakes a dust mop. Patty snugs up to Ma. Nancy and I stand in the rumble seat and brace ourselves against the rush of air. Our eyes water, our faces stretch, and our speech slurs. We try to talk, “Halo-o-o. Cain yuu tee ennytin?” Ma leans over and accuses Pa of showing off. He scoffs, and she straightens up and says, “Elliott, you’re going too fast.”




  “How do you know?” he asks.




  “Patty’s scared.”




  He looks down at Patty and laughs and says “Aren’t you Daddy’s girl? You’re not scared, are you?”
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