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For George and Frances Berkemeier




AUTHOR’S NOTE


The story that follows is based on detailed notes I kept in forty-two spiral notebooks during most of a year spent visiting and working on a family farm in central Missouri. Events and dialogue are authentic. Nothing is made up except names, including some place names, to protect the privacy of people generous enough to allow this intimate intrusion into their lives. I think the world of them, as they know, and thank them here again for their cooperation and their friendship.




The philosopher’s stone of an American farmer is to do everything within his own family, to trouble his neighbors by borrowing as little as possible, and to abstain from buying European commodities. He that follows that golden rule and has a good wife is almost sure of succeeding.


J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur


Thoughts of an American Farmer on Various Rural Subjects, c. 1782
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ONE


Running a combine before dawn in the dead of winter in a strange field was damned spooky. Inside the big cab it was warm enough. The tilted picture window that started overhead and disappeared below the floor divided him off from the blowing snow that swirled in the headlights. But he didn’t know the references, didn’t know the trees silhouetted in the distance against the night sky that might serve as markers, didn’t know where the rows came out that wandered with the terraces, and watching the saw-toothed cutter bar tripping up soybeans was hypnotic. A man could lose his bearings in the dark in a strange field.


A wet November had caught a neighbor’s four hundred acres of soybeans unharvested. The neighbor had to wait until the ground froze in January to finish up. Tom Bauer had finished his own harvest by then and had some slack time, so he and two other neighbors pitched in to help, four combines in all.


Beans were a bigger challenge to pick anyway than corn. Cornstalks carried their heavy ears waist high, but the brown, rattling bean pods marched down their stiff stalks nearly to the ground. To leave a clean field you had to work the cutter bar close to the roots. You watched it like a hawk when you didn’t know the field.


They’d commence at four in the morning and run straight through until ten, when it thawed enough to make the ground slick. The combines would start skidding off the sides of the terraces in the greasy mud and bang down at the bottom. The men left their machines parked in the field then, drove their pickups home, did their own days’ work and went out again of an evening until ten or eleven at night. Then they’d catch four or five hours of sleep before going at it once more.


Tom’s wife, Sally, sometimes drove out during that marathon and rode with her husband, talking to him to help him keep his eyes open. Back at the house she’d shout at him over the two-way radio before she went to bed to see if he was still awake. The neighbor who owned the beans worked twenty-four hours nonstop, took a nap over lunch and worked seventeen hours more. Then he fell asleep at the wheel and ran his combine into a slope and tore up one side. Tom told him it wasn’t worth killing himself to get his beans in.


They picked beans in the darkness for four days before the work was done. No one said anything about getting paid.


That was the end of last season. Tom remembered it now because of the mud. It was the beginning of September, nearly time for another harvest. He’d been tired enough when he put away his big red Case International 1460 combine last January that he’d left it muddy instead of steam-cleaning and waxing it the way he usually did. He’d have run it last June to thresh wheat, but the same fall weather that kept the neighbor from getting to his beans kept the Bauers from planting any wheat at all. So when Tom wheeled the big 1460 from the cool darkness of its storage shed out into the summer heat, the mud was still there, caked and dried all over the sides where the tires had flung it up. It shamed him a little. He wondered if he was slowing down. It didn’t seem to him he worked as hard as he used to. He used to work eighteen or twenty hours a day. They weren’t knocking at the poorhouse door yet, though, and he’d get around to the mud. The combine needed servicing before he started in on the corn. He’d clean it then.


*  *  *


Tom Bauer was a Missouri farmer, six feet three, two hundred forty pounds, most of the weight muscle even at forty-six. With his massive head and long jaw, his powerful presence and easy walk, he could have doubled for Sheriff Matt Dillon on the old Gunsmoke television series. He was Western in the same way, big and physically confident, courteous, with a voice he could make deep and drawling, quick to grin. He looked less like a television star and more like just plain Tom when he took off his seed cap, which he only did indoors. Then his high white forehead shone above the dark weathering of his neck and face. He was losing his black hair. What was left he wore combed straight over from the part, with sideburns. People noticed his eyes. They were pale blue, limpid, so gentle and promising that women meeting him for the first time caught their breath. Tom Bauer’s eyes could narrow to shrewdness or chill to cold anger, but countryman that he was, grounded in the anchorage of the land, they usually sparkled with amusement at the world’s derelict commotion. “He ain’t never going to grow up,” Sally had complained once to his mother when she was alive. His mother knew a blessing when she saw one. “Then he’ll never grow old,” she’d said.


The Bauer farm in Crevecoeur County, Missouri, an hour east of Kansas City, had been two farms before; Tom still kept them separate in his head because they carried different mortgages. The old Dixon place, east of the home farm across a section line, was the newer purchase, 110 acres sloping up the hill from Little Cebo Creek and down toward the home farm east pasture. The bottomland along the creek had been a sour marsh when the Bauers bought the place. They’d paid to have the marsh tiled with pipe to drain it, then plowed and disked it until the soil sweetened. Now it was a fine, well-laid field. Tom had bulldozed the old house up by the road and filled in the old hand-dug well. House and well stubbornly refused to let go: bricks turned up every time Tom disked where the house had been, and the well formed a new sinkhole every spring, not so deep as to be dangerous but noticeable enough to remind him of the history that had come before. A mound nearby regularly turned up arrowheads, probably Osage—all of central Missouri had been Osage territory before the French and then the Americans crowded in—removing the history of the place even farther back into the past. The woods that shaded the creek Tom left unimproved. He’d planned to burn out the trees and brush to enlarge his tillable ground, but Brett, his sixteen-year-old son, had stopped him with a question. “Do you have to have it all, Dad?” the boy had asked. Tom had thought about the deer that sometimes crossed his fields and decided he didn’t and left the woods alone.


The home farm to the west was larger, 227 acres. The Bauers’ modern one-story brick farmhouse, insulated and snug, looked out over a grassy slope toward an oil-topped county road that came straight south two miles from U.S. Highway 24 and turned east just at their mailbox. South of the mailbox, down a graveled lane, Tom had installed the buildings and feeding floors of his hog operation. A southeast wind could blow a powerful stink back to the house from the sewage lagoon there. Tom would laugh then, a little embarrassed, and call the stink “the smell of money.” More reliably than any other harvest, hogs paid the bills.


Due south of the house was a barn lot and a pasture where the Bauers’ white-faced black cows and calves grazed. To the west, beyond the machine sheds and fuel tanks, beyond a corrugated steel grain bin nearly empty now of last year’s feed corn, beyond a roofless, abandoned concrete silo that enclosed a volunteer gathering of mosses and ferns, a field rolled gently down to another reach of Little Cebo Creek. There Tom had dammed an eroding runoff channel to make a deep pond beside a well-shaded grove of oak and hackberry trees. He’d hauled an old plywood mobile home into the grove and set up a picnic table for a camp where family, friends and relatives could hunt and fish and swim, out of sight of civilization but close enough to home to run the farm.


Everything was organized and trim—the grass mown, the buildings painted, the oiled and polished machinery stored out of the weather in barns and sheds, the fields and the fencerows free of weeds.


The soil on both farms was the richest in Missouri and among the richest on the North American continent, dark brown Knox and Marshall silt loams, Blackoar or Kennebec silt loam in the bottoms, soil in places as much as ninety feet deep. Winds off the glaciers receding at the end of the Ice Age, ten thousand years ago, had blown in the dust of their grinding—fine-grained, calcareous loess. The tall-grass prairie that had evolved then across the well-drained uplands had worked the loess to richness. Sally Bauer, whose sense of humor was peppery, liked to tell people that her husband had bought the farm without even bothering to look at the house. It was almost true. “Give me the land and I’ll build you the house,” Tom would quote the old Dutchman farmers, the German neighbors of his childhood, in defense.
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The harvest about to begin would be Tom’s twenty-fifth since he started farming on his own. Before then, back to childhood seasons he could hardly remember anymore, he and his nine brothers and sisters had helped his father harvest rented farmland. Because William Bauer didn’t believe in borrowing, there’d been no land to inherit when he died, and Sally’s family was too poor for any kind of dowry. Tom and Sally had to borrow even the down payment to buy their first forty acres. They paid off that land in good time and used it in turn as down payment for a real farm.


Now, twenty years later, the Bauers owned 337 acres, more than half a square mile of the surface of the earth. They owned cattle and hogs and the equipment and buildings necessary to husband them, six tractors, four trucks, the big red combine, planters and disks and harrows, mowers and bailers and wagons, augers and feed mills and bins. They had three children, a young daughter and two sons approaching the age when they would have to decide if they wanted to follow their parents into farming. They farmed another 779 acres on shares with three landlords, the Bauers supplying the equipment and labor and sharing the harvest fifty-fifty in exchange for the use of half the land.


They had worked their way to security, and they considered themselves successful, but for all their investment of capital and labor their return amounted to less than twenty thousand dollars a year, and in the Reagan years just passing they’d seen their net worth reduced by half as rural land values plummeted. “The fat’s been rendered out,” Tom told a friend one day. “All those bad managers and plungers you used to hear about are gone.” Gone and more going, probably as many as twenty-five percent more by the end of the century, and the question was, who was yet to be scourged, and what would it take to escape that winnowing, to survive?




TWO


Tom and Sally used the six o’clock farm report as an alarm clock. They listened to hog and cattle and grain prices and then planned the day’s business, sometimes with a little monkey business thrown in. Except during the harvest, when he needed her to run the combine while he unloaded the trucks, Tom did the farming and Sally kept the books. They looked over each problem or plan together, held it up to the light and turned it around, tried to spy out all the angles. They usually knew before they got out of bed how they meant to run their day.


“My wife’s a nervous person,” Tom said once, “and she can talk a little rough sometimes, but a fellow couldn’t have a better partner. I don’t know what I’d do without her.” Sally’s nerves, which showed in her smoking and in a tendency not to let go once she started talking, were battle scars. She and Tom had worked their way to prosperity together, but she’d grown up small-town poor, and their success always felt a little precarious. She hadn’t forgotten the standard Sunday dinner at her house when she was a child, chicken feet and noodles, the feet, peeled of their scaly yellow skin, left over from her mother’s work of dressing other people’s chickens. “We were poor,” Sally emphasized when she told that story. Of the chicken feet she also said, “We liked them!”


She’d been a slight, tomboyish girl when she married Tom Bauer twenty-two years ago; she was heavier now, though not so heavy as many rural women over forty who’d borne three children. She wore her dark hair cut in bangs and curled. She was a good cook who was tired of cooking, her two strapping sons now nearly grown. She liked to shop garage sales and did family-treeing all over Missouri with her sister-in-law Grace, working harder at tracing the men’s family name than her own since Bauer was the name passing down.


Sally was considerably more cynical than Tom, who tended to give people the benefit of a doubt. “Good old Tom,” she’d say, rolling her eyes, when she heard her husband on the phone forgiving a delay in the arrival of a fertilizer truck or a mistake on an invoice, “Good old Tom.”


She had strong feelings. She stood up for her children ferociously. Unfairness, real or imagined, made her flush with anger. Tenderness brought tears to her eyes. She could challenge you and then stare you down, daring you to try to weasel out of it, but she could also say something funny as hell and hold her dark eyes wide until you caught her drift and laughed. She had a good laugh.


She was generous with help. She saw her girlfriend through breast-cancer surgery and regularly drove her to the doctor in Kansas City afterward for checkups. She worked gratis most days of the week, whenever Tom didn’t need her, helping one of her brothers keep his ceramics shop in order in her hometown north of the river. She enjoyed molding ceramics, glazing and firing them; she was good at it. Molded ceramic ducks, rabbits, mushrooms, pumpkins in season appeared on the peninsula of grass between the Bauer driveway and the county road, across from the mailbox. Vandals always stole her hand-painted menageries and Sally always replaced them. “They think they’re getting something worth something,” she’d laugh about the thefts. “They’re just bolos. Pieces I didn’t make right.”


She said “ain’t,” and “don’t” instead of “doesn’t”—so did Tom—in the old dialect way that had come to seem illiterate to city people, though it was good enough for the English nobility two hundred years ago. She was blunt and she was smart. She didn’t put on airs, but she didn’t miss much, either.


*  *  *


One morning at the beginning of September Tom left the house with storage problems on his mind. The farm dogs met him at the door and followed him out. Blaze, the big, sleepy female, who was buff-colored and part Saint Bernard, calculated he was heading for his pickup and flopped down in the shade of the big oak in the yard behind the house. Molly, the small, quick female, who was black and part Labrador, cocked an ear as the pickup started and dashed ahead. At the corner of the yard where the lane that led to the farrowing house ran off from the driveway she waited to see which way Tom would turn. If he turned north toward the county road she wouldn’t follow, knowing he was leaving the farm. If he turned south toward the farrowing house she would. He turned south to check on a sow and Molly raced along behind. Blaze was a twelve-year veteran, but Tom and Sally weren’t sure yet if they wanted to keep Molly. She was a sweet-spirited dog, just out of puppyhood, and she worked that much harder trying to prove herself.


The biggest problem of the harvest was going to be storage. The corn and soybean crops were supposed to break records. It was anyone’s guess where farmers were going to put it all. There were four billion bushels still on hand in storage from the year before. Counting commercial elevators, farm grain bins, river barges and whatever other facilities the government could turn up, the twenty-two-billion-bushel nationwide storage capacity was estimated to just match the coming harvest. But the harvest wasn’t grown nationwide. It was grown in the Midwestern Corn Belt, and until it could be moved out by train and barge it would overflow the region’s storage.


Tom had some ideas for temporary storage if the commercial elevators got full. He wanted to check first with the elevator that usually bought his grain, the Comstock Grain Company, ten miles east of him in Riverton. He figured a lot of guys would wait until the last minute to reserve storage. If he made arrangements early he might beat the crowd.


He parked his metallic-tan GMC pickup outside the farrowing house and looked in on the sow. She was the last holdout. The eleven other sows in the semiautomated building had already dropped their litters in the steel-barred crates where Tom had confined them. The baby pigs made a great scurrying when he came in, pigs everywhere in the darkened house, more than a hundred in all. The radio set up on a shelf on the east wall was playing country-Western music. Tom left it on twenty-four hours a day to soothe the sows. They did better with music, proven fact.


He switched on the lights and walked down the aisle. There was a strong smell of ammonia in the air. The holdout sow hadn’t farrowed yet. She lay on her side, looking miserable. The day was supposed to get hot, above ninety degrees, and she’d need to be watched. With the energy of a dozen pigs inside her body to dissipate as well as her own she could easily overheat even with all the farrowing house’s automatic fans kicked in. Tom milked out one of her teats—it was shaped exactly like an old-fashioned bottle nipple—without result. Sows farrow within twelve hours of letting down their milk. This one still wasn’t ready. She grunted at the man examining her. “Let’s go, girl,” he cheered her on.


Outside again, Tom studied the sky. Haze was already building to the possibility of afternoon thundershowers. They might cool things off. He drove out onto the county road, Molly hauling up behind to watch him go.


A hand-held microphone hung from a clip on the dashboard of the GMC. It connected to a two-way FM radio, a business-band system installed in the Bauers’ vehicles and at the house that allowed them to talk to each other from up to twenty miles away. Tom lifted the mike from the dash and held down the talk button.


“Mobile to base. Sally, do you copy?”


Sally didn’t answer right away. She was doing laundry and had to come up from the basement. Eventually she said, “Go ahead, Tom.”


“I’m going to run over to Riverton to see about storage.”


“To Comstock’s?”


“Yeah.”


“Your dinner’s in the crockpot. It’ll be done at noon. You’ll be back by then, won’t you?” She was going to her brother’s ceramics shop for the day.


“Easy,” Tom said.


“Don’t forget Sammi gets home at three thirty.” Their nine-year-old daughter rode the bus to school in Plymouth, the county seat, ten miles west. The fall semester had just begun.


Tom kept his radio talk to a minimum. Sally would know he’d heard. He hung up the mike.


He was already at the corner where the county road intersected U.S. Highway 24. The old two-lane federal highway ran east and west paralleling the Missouri River, out of sight beyond the bluffs to the north. The corner marked the eastern limit of Devon, Missouri, a few blocks of houses and old stores. Some of the headstones in the Devon cemetery Tom had just passed recorded the deaths of men and women born in the eighteenth century. U.S. 24 followed the route of the Santa Fe Trail from St. Louis to Independence, and the town was old.


Tom turned east onto 24 toward St. Louis, putting Devon behind him, and lit a cigarette. He drove through a divided landscape: green orchards to the north of the highway with red apples ripening, fields of maturing buff-colored corn and soybeans to the south. The division marked a division in soil types as well as in venture. The Knox silt loam that prevailed closer to the river had formed under deciduous hardwoods, the Marshall, farther south, under native grass. Tom had been born in Crevecoeur County only five miles west of Devon. He knew every farm along the highway and studied each one in turn as he passed.


Uphill and downhill he drove into the morning sun, past the AT&T microwave tower, past the yard where a farmer displayed used farm machinery he’d picked up at auctions and hoped to resell, past one orchard market and then another, past the inconspicuous entrance north of the road that led back to a major complex of apartments and outbuildings owned by the Transcendental Meditation people. Tom and his friends had heard that they were studying how to levitate themselves, so they called them “carpet-fliers.” Sally sometimes daydreamed of converting the fields south of the house on the home farm to a horse track, Devon Downs. She knew it was pure blue sky, but she was practical about it. She figured they could convert the vast living center the carpet-fliers had built, which appeared to be abandoned, to a weekend resort for wealthy bettors out of Kansas City. It had a big dome on top that would set the tone of the place and it looked out over the Missouri River, but with city amusements a long hour away by car it would certainly need a track to keep the gentry entertained, unless they wanted to pick apples.


Nearer Riverton the fields leveled out. Though the land was elevated well above the river, here began what Tom called the Lundbeck bottoms after the small town of Lundbeck up the road. The Lundbeck bottoms, covered at the moment with ripening beans and corn, never failed to distract him. He admired them without reservation. They occupied a place in his daydreams like the place Devon Downs occupied in Sally’s. “That land’s so good it makes your mouth water,” he said of them, his eyes shining. “The only way you can get some is to inherit it or marry it.” It was Marshall silt loam, like much of his own land. That was one important measure of its quality, but unlike his more rolling fields, which needed terraces that channeled runoff to reduce erosion, it was also open and nearly flat, sloping just enough for efficient drainage. It “laid good,” farmers said. “Good soil, lays good” where farm real estate is concerned is not one valuable quality but two. The lay of the land is more important now that one man with large-scale machinery farms a thousand acres or more. Tom’s father with four sons to help him farmed three hundred-some acres, his grandfather eighty. For maximum efficiency, Tom wanted an uninterrupted track across his fields and as few turnarounds as possible.


At Riverton Tom left the federal highway and drove north on the state road that led to the Riverton bridge across the Missouri River. A hundred yards this side of the bridge he turned east again onto a potholed road that cut down the face of the river bluff to bank level. Raising dust, he bounced along beside the railroad tracks that paralleled the river, crossed them and followed them to the elevators of the Comstock Grain Company, sixteen bare concrete cylinders eighty feet high set right on the bank of the river. The elevators were set at the edge of the mighty Missouri to access barges for transporting the grain Comstock bought at harvest and temporarily stored. From Riverton, hundreds of tons of corn and soybeans floated down the Missouri to St. Louis, down the Mississippi to New Orleans and from New Orleans, transferred to oceangoing cargo ships, around the world. Bauer soybeans might well end up, six months later, on Japanese dinner tables.


In the prefabricated steel office building beside the truck scales, Tom looked up Frank Tice, the elevator manager. Tice was younger than Tom. He had thick jowls and a barrel chest and wore his jeans belted tight below his belly. Tom found him in his corner office and poked his head in the door. “I’m looking for storage,” he announced with a grin.


“Ain’t everybody,” Tice countered. He gestured to a chair. “Set yourself down.”


Tom sat. “What kind of deal you got?”


Tice leaned back and toyed with a pencil. “Everything’s real short this year.”


“Don’t I know it,” Tom said. “I’m going to start cleaning out old corncribs.”


“Yeah, a lot of guys are. It may come to that.” Tice got serious. “We’re offering storage first of all to our fertilizer customers.”


Tom nodded. “Seems fair enough.” He wasn’t a Comstock fertilizer customer; he spread his own fertilizer each spring to save the expense of commercial application and to make sure the job was done right.


“But customers like you who sell us grain get second call,” Tice went on. “If there’s any storage left.”


“You think there will be?” Tom immediately asked.


“It’s going to be a tough harvest this year. Farmers are going to have to do things they never did before. Federal soybean standards are going up. Corn standards too, probably. I’ve got railroad cars and barges contracted for to move it out as fast as we can when it starts coming in. But we’ll be taking maximum twenty-percent-moisture corn this year.”


Tom raised an eyebrow. “Oh?” He didn’t approve of grain companies turning farmers away at harvesttime, whatever the excuse. Corn picked at more than fifteen-percent moisture had to be dried by blowing warm air through it to keep it from spoiling. That was an added inconvenience, and the grain companies usually compensated for it by docking—by knocking a few cents off the price they paid for the grain. With more corn expected to be harvested than elevators had space to store, Comstock’s was saying they’d have to limit that courtesy.


“And we won’t be accepting any lower-grade grain,” Tice went on.


Tom grinned. “You never got that kind from me, Frank.”


“I know I didn’t.”


“You hear anything about a Russian sale?” Tom asked, leaning forward and lowering his voice.


Tice sat up in his chair and tossed the pencil on his desk. “What’d you hear?”


“Hear there’s cargo ships contracted for in the Gulf that don’t have no designated destination. You hear that?”


Tice barely nodded. “Something like that.”


“You think they’re going to buy some of this grain?”


Tice wasn’t prepared to commit himself. “Don’t know. They’re shrewd, though. Real shrewd.”


“They’ll wait until the price bottoms out.”


“That won’t be too long,” Tice said.


Tom nodded and stood to go. “When do you think you’ll know about storage?” he asked the elevator manager.


“We’ve sent out letters to all our fertilizer customers. Gave them until the seventh. That’s the end of this week.”


“Then you’ll go with your grain customers?”


“Yeah.” Tice stood to acknowledge Tom’s leaving. “Why don’t you give us a call Monday morning first thing? I expect we’ll have some space left.”


“Good enough,” Tom said.


*  *  *


Tom ate his noontime dinner alone at the big family table in the kitchen of the farmhouse: crockpot sausage and sauerkraut, bread and butter, iced tea and apple brownies, Sally’s good home cooking. The sausage came from the Bauers’ own hogs, made up by German-descended butchers at a custom packing company in a nearby town. He would have liked Sally to stay home, for the company, but he knew she needed something to do besides the housework now that the kids were all in school. She’d be home soon enough, running the combine while he hauled grain to his on-farm storage bins or to Riverton.
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He needed storage because he didn’t want to sell all his crop at once at harvesttime. Supply overwhelmed demand then and the price bottomed out. He might decide to hold off selling some of his corn and soybeans until after the first of the year. By then enough grain had usually been moved out to improve the sale price. In the meantime he needed a place to put it all. Seventy-two hundred bushels of his own corn would fill the steel grain bin west of the house. He fed his hogs from that bin, so that corn would stay on the farm until it walked off. The corn he farmed on shares with the Landers family would go into the big 7,800-bushel bin back behind the Landers family place, the Elms, off Highway 24 two miles west of Devon. The Landerses had agreed to rent one of the two smaller 6,500-bushel bins at the Elms to Tom’s other major landlord, Jack Ward, an airline pilot who was managing the family farm for his invalid mother. This year was Tom’s first harvest with the Wards. But the bins wouldn’t hold all the harvest. He’d have to store some of it elsewhere. Tom wouldn’t harvest soybeans until after the corn was in. They’d be another problem. How much additional storage he’d need would depend also on the yield, on how many bushels he produced per acre. A bushel was about nine gallons. With soybeans, 50 to 60 bushels per acre was a good yield for him. With corn, his fields yielded up toward 160.


All in all, Tom decided, he’d better get some backup storage ready. There were old wooden bins built into the barns north of the steel bins on the Landers place. They hadn’t been used in years and they’d have to be cleaned out. One of his brothers who had gotten out of farming had bin space in the barn on his spread five miles down the road.


Fixing up wooden bins didn’t make Tom happy. “I wouldn’t have to do it if Ward wasn’t so tight,” he’d told Sally. “He knew we’d need more storage this year. I started on him in June. But I couldn’t get him to move. Now he wants to put in a bin but I can’t get a bin. They’re back-ordered. The work’s all gratis, me sweeping and cleaning up and moving the grain in and out. It won’t cost him anything.”


“You just don’t know each other well enough yet,” Sally had soothed him. “It’s your first year together.”


“Landerses pretty much let me do what I think best.”


“All Ward knows about Tom Bauer so far is what the bank told him,” Sally said. “He’ll learn he can trust you.”


*  *  *


Tom went into Osage Station that afternoon to buy filters for the combine. The town of five thousand people, ten miles southwest of his home farm, was a busy commercial center with four farm implement dealers still holding on when most such towns were down to one or none. Plymouth was the same distance away to the west, a thousand people larger and the county seat. The Bauers banked in Plymouth, but Tom and a lot of folks thought the town was stuck up, more interested in its antebellum homes than in serving the needs of farmers with hog manure on their boots. Osage Station acted like it wanted your business.


Tom read a bill for a farm dispersal auction on the counter at the Case International dealer while he waited for the parts clerk to assemble his supplies. Two oil filters and one hydraulic filter cost $19.64. Air filters were on back order. He asked for one to be reserved. Across the road at Fleckmeier Implements he looked in on his big Oliver tractor. He was having it overhauled. Its diesel engine block was set crosswise on its frame, its valves and cylinders spread all over the mechanic’s workbench waiting for parts to be delivered from Kansas City.


Past an old empty factory Tom turned in next at the Keller Machine Works, a tall, corrugated-steel building closer to the center of town. He needed a new set of pulleys for one of his many power augers, Archimedes’ screws that moved feed and grain around. He always liked to look in at Keller’s. Every kind of farm equipment was repaired there. The air inside the old building was mellow with machine oil punched with pungent ozone from the welder arcs. Circuses traveling anywhere within a five-state area sent their broken Ferris wheels and merry-go-rounds to Keller’s. Tom admired the work of the Keller machinists extravagantly. There wasn’t anything they couldn’t fix. If he’d had time he’d have loved just to sit there and watch them. Farming was machinery, and Tom was good at it, but the boys at Keller’s were in a class by themselves.


Back home in midafternoon, the sky white with haze, it was hot enough to worry again about the sow. All four fans set in the north and south walls of the farrowing house were running full blast. Even with the fans, the big disk thermometer on the east wall read above ninety degrees. The other sows were handling the heat okay. They rested on the cool concrete slats of their crates with their pigs sprawled around them. But the pregnant sow was overheated, still lying heavily on her side, her mouth open now and panting, misery in her one visible eye. Tom moved fast to the faucet on the east wall, picked up the white plastic hose coiled underneath and hosed the sow down. The splashing water cooled her right away and she eased up on her panting. She rolled her eye back to see where the water was coming from, blinked her long white eyelashes and grunted in relief. Tom had read about a cooling system for farrowing houses that automatically dripped water onto the sows when the temperature got high. He wanted to put one in as soon as he could afford it, maybe next winter.


He stood in the semidarkness keeping an eye on the sow. Storage wouldn’t be a problem for some of his soybeans at least. Some of his soybeans were already sold. He’d sold them last April, before he even planted them, after the Russian nuclear power plant explosion at Chernobyl.


Tom and Sally had been listening to the six o’clock farm report the morning after the news of Chernobyl broke. They noticed that soybean futures were up thirty cents. Thirty cents was the maximum daily change, up or down, allowed by law. The second day, beans went up another thirty cents. That got their attention. They figured traders were speculating that the fallout from Chernobyl might pollute the Ukraine, where the Russians grew most of their grain. They watched the speculating. It could lock in a higher price for their unplanted soybeans than they were likely to get at harvesttime or for months afterward. Beans went up another thirty cents on the third day, to $5.22. That was a good price, Tom told Sally. He’d sold beans in January, when supplies were low, for $5.18. Sally was willing to gamble on a fourth day. Tom argued that it could go down as fast as it went up. So that third day, April 30, Sally nervous about it, the Bauers contracted to deliver 3,000 bushels of soybeans, half their anticipated crop, in November, for $5.22 a bushel, the first time they’d ever contracted a crop they didn’t have planted. Soybean futures dropped thirty cents the following day, thirty cents more the next. This morning, five months later, the market price had been $4.60.


Tom called those beans his Chernobyl beans. It’s an ill wind that blows nobody good.




THREE


Tom Bauer’s forebears came from central Germany, from a thousand-year-old German Catholic farming village in Hesse where half the town answered to some variation on the Bauer name. Franz Bauer, Tom’s great-grandfather, arrived in the United States in 1855, when he was thirty years old, and made his way to St. Louis. He was one of some two and a half million Germans who emigrated to the United States in the first six decades of the nineteenth century, an emigration that swelled between 1848 and 1860 to a flood. The farmers among the immigrants brought with them German habits of husbandry that invested the rural American landscape with its most characteristic features, the single-family farmstead and the multipurpose barn. The midlands English who preceded them had come from a milder land where people lived crowded together in villages and walked out to farm and where cattle weren’t stabled in barns in winter but fed in the fields from open haystacks.


The year after he arrived in Missouri, Franz Bauer married a twenty-six-year-old Hanover-born widow with three sons who owned a 205-acre farm. She bore him five children and died in 1870 when she was forty years old. Later the same year Franz married again at forty-five, another Hanover girl, Bernardina, twenty-three years old, Tom’s great-grandmother. Ten more years, four more children, and they moved to Crevecoeur County and bought a 197-acre farm from one Elliott Lackland for six thousand dollars. Franz hardly had time to develop his new farm. He died the following year in mid-December.


Franz’s son Henry, Tom’s grandfather, was six years old when his father died. Sally’s family-treeing records didn’t reveal how he grew up, but as a young man Henry found his way to Union, Missouri, nearer St. Louis downriver, and it was there, in 1903, that Tom’s father, William Bauer, was born. Henry came back to Crevecoeur County in 1914 and bought land near Devon. He was the northernmost German on the road running south from Devon toward Osage Station. The people of Devon were English-descended and suspicious of Germans, especially during the years of the Great War. Some Devon men had come out to Henry’s farm one night and threatened to tar and feather him. They accused him of sending money secretly to Germany to support the kaiser’s war. His wife had opened the screen door and handed out a check for twenty-five dollars to give them to buy war bonds with and reluctantly Henry had signed it. The Devon people took the check and went off. Tom’s grandfather always figured they spent the twenty-five dollars in a saloon somewhere laughing at him. The next day he’d gone into Osage Station, taken his war bonds out of the bank there and bought himself a .30-caliber revolver. He’d gone to Devon and shown the vigilantes the war bonds and the revolver. “If you come by my house tonight,” he’d told them, “there won’t be no woman to protect you.” Not long after that he’d sold his farm and bought eighty acres farther south along the same road, closer in among the farms of the German community there.


Henry nearly lost his eighty acres during the Depression. “The old people he bought them from forgave the interest or he would have,” Tom remembered his father telling him, one of William Bauer’s cautionary tales. The farm descended to one of Tom’s aunts, who still lived on the place. Tom and Sally could see its barn from their living room.


In 1929, William Bauer, Tom’s father, married a schoolteacher and church organist of Prussian antecedents whose people owned a feed store in Franklin. Clara Halfen’s father raised purebred hogs and cattle as well and advertised fancy show fowls for sale—brown leghorns, Cornish Indian game hens, white fantail and red Jacobin pigeons. The Bauer-Halfen wedding, the Franklin newspaper reported, was an “impressive service.” Though William was twenty-six and landless, the newspaper promoted him to the status of a “prominent farmer” for his wedding day. But if there was money in the Halfen family, it didn’t pass over as dowry.


Clara bore her husband ten children, of whom Tom, born in 1939, was the fifth son and seventh child. The Depression was hard on the Bauers. Like the cat in Mark Twain’s story who sat on a hot stove and refused ever after to sit on any stove, even a cold one, William learned his lessons all too well. He’d had to borrow money for farm machinery, but he vowed that when he got out of debt, which he finally did in 1946, he’d never borrow another penny. As a result, he worked the same rented 335 acres from 1939 until he retired from farming the year Clara died, 1973. Sally was part of the family by then, so her auctioneer father got the job of auctioning off her father-in-law’s farm equipment, a well-kept but worn assortment of John Deere, Oliver, International and Massey-Ferguson machines, hog sheds and feeders, wagons and shop tools. William married his widowed sister-in-law in 1975. Five years later, seriously diabetic, he died of pneumonia, leaving each of his children savings totaling fifteen hundred dollars apiece. “Dad thought he was rich when he had ten thousand dollars in the bank,” Tom said once bluntly. “Why, ten thousand dollars today wouldn’t even feed out a bunch of hogs.”


But if there was no land to inherit, there’d been another way to build a stake. As his sons had come of age in the 1950s and 1960s, William Bauer had partnered those who wanted to farm into farming, sharing his equipment with them in return for help at planting time and harvest. He’d partnered Warner first. Dale had gone into the Air Force Reserve and then worked for the Air Force as a civilian aircraft mechanic. He’d only taken up farming in retirement, as a supplement to his business selling seed. William’s third son, Holden, whom everyone called Cowboy, was next. Lewis became a feed salesman and hobby-farmed eighty acres on the side. Then came Tom. Warner was driving a semi now, Cowboy working as a carpenter after a period of running a Lake of the Ozarks resort, Lewis still selling feed. Only Tom had continued farming full time across the long haul.


After he’d finished high school in 1957 and had a chance to work and play around a little, Tom had joined the Army Reserve. He didn’t know then if he wanted to farm. Toward the end of his six months’ service, he was stationed at Fort Sill, Oklahoma, as an artillery instructor. His dad had driven down to Oklahoma to make him a proposition. “Old Drew Sauer’s got a farm he wants to rent you,” William told his son. “If you want to go into farming, here’s your chance, and I’ll help you.” The Drew Sauer farm, off 24 between Plymouth and Devon, was 360 acres, big enough for a start. Tom thought it over while he finished up soldiering. Sauer had a reputation for meanness, but Tom got along with everybody and the land was too good to pass up. William loaned his youngest son nineteen hundred dollars to put out his first crops. Tom lived in Plymouth and drove out to farm. Within three years he’d paid his dad back in full.


They were harder years than Tom expected. He worked from morning to night, but he’d never minded work. He did mind mistreatment. Drew Sauer lived up to his reputation. Nothing Tom ever did was right. The old man was always hanging around second-guessing and criticizing. Tom worried himself half sick. He couldn’t eat and he couldn’t much sleep. William Bauer saw how his son was suffering and advised him to get out of it. “It ain’t worth your health, son,” he told Tom.


By then Tom and Sally had married. Neighbors had noticed how hard Tom worked. An auctioneer who owned 240 acres near Devon came to see him. “You want to rent my farm, I’d be glad to have you,” he told him. Sauer couldn’t understand why Tom was pulling out. “Terrible old man,” Tom told Sally. “He even drove his own sons off the place.” But Tom learned from the old bastard. William Bauer had been better with crops than with hogs. Sauer knew hogs cold, all the little Indian tricks. He taught Tom how to make a hog operation really go.


Two hundred forty acres wasn’t enough to support a family. Along came Eli Landers next, the father of the present generation of Landerses, wanting Tom to take over the Elms. Tom and Sally added the Elms to their operations in 1969, moving out from Plymouth to an old bungalow farmhouse on Landers land along the highway. When they bought the home place in 1972 they let the auctioneer’s farm go.


Drew Sauer had been hard and mean both, but William Bauer hadn’t exactly been soft. He’d raised his children hard, worked them hard, kept them spare of luxuries. They’d walked a mile each way to the one-room grade school out on the highway regardless of weather, and Tom remembered with some bitterness a blowing snowstorm one winter when his youngest sister nearly hadn’t made it. Pushing against the battering of the snow, chilled and exhausted, she’d wanted to give up and lie down to sleep that day. Tom had saved her, carried and dragged her home, where he’d found his father settled in reading with his feet up beside the warm stove. “He could have come and gotten us in the car,” Tom said of that incident. “He didn’t have anything better to do.” So gifted musically that without learning to read a score he played the piano by ear and led a band, Tom begged and begged his dad for permission to study music in high school. That would have cost the rental of an instrument, money William Bauer wouldn’t spend. The only luxury Tom and his brothers and sisters were allowed was a 4-H Club membership. Neither William nor Clara Bauer attended Tom’s high school graduation. Sally was shocked.


The worst time Tom remembered with his dad was once when Lewis had talked back to a neighbor who was helping them put up hay. Lewis was fifteen then, a year older than Tom. The neighbor, Nero Polotto, had been a coal miner when they were still working the veins of coal around Osage Station—there’d been forty-six coal mines in Crevecoeur County at the height of the mining earlier in the century—and then had turned to farming. Childless, Nero was like a second father to Tom, but he had an ugly mouth. He was always pushing people, giving them lip. He’d been pushing Lewis that day. Lewis had the job of raking the hay into windrows with a side-delivery rake pulled behind a tractor and Nero was harassing him about missing hay at the end of the windrow when he turned the tractor around. Lewis had finally blown and mouthed off.


“Dad didn’t believe in younger talking back to older,” Tom would recall. “That evening he came in to where Lewis was washing up and coldcocked him, knocked him out. No warning at all.” Tom helped his brother to his feet when he came to. They went down to supper and William Bauer told Lewis to get on up to Nero’s and apologize. In the state he was in, and after a hard day out in the field, Lewis had to walk a mile uphill to Nero’s. The Italian farmer was surprised and embarrassed. He knew he’d egged Lewis on. He got up from his supper and walked all the way back with Lewis to straighten the thing out.


Tom remembered a battering his dad gave him at sixteen. Tom was setting a fencepost, his hand flat on the post, listening to his dad going on about something he didn’t want to hear, when all of a sudden the old man slammed Tom’s hand with his big fist. It hurt like hell. “Goddamn it, boy,” his dad had sworn at him, “quit that pouting and act like a man.”


“He didn’t like you to carry a grudge,” Tom said when he told Sally that story. “Once the argument was over you was supposed to straighten up and get on with it.”


Tom took after his dad in money matters, Sally discovered. “You helped me with that,” he told her when they reminisced. “I was just like Dad. Didn’t believe in buying anything he couldn’t pay for.”


“He made that old landlord rich,” Sally complained of her husband’s father. “All the work you boys and him put into that farm. And the man didn’t even appreciate it. The landlords used to look down on their tenants around here. That’s changed. Mr. Landers didn’t treat you that way. He appreciated what you done for him.”


William Bauer didn’t approve of Tom and Sally buying their farm. Neither did Nero Polotto. Buying the Dixon farm before they’d paid off the home farm was even worse in the older farmers’ eyes. “I didn’t see that they’d done so well financially that I should follow their advice,” Tom judged levelly. “I finally had to tell them, ’It’s my money and I’ll decide how to spend it.’ It looked to me like they’d passed up a golden chance back in the forties with the war. That old man who owned the farm Dad rented wanted to sell it any which way. Fifty-fifty, he told Dad, cash, whatever. Fifty-fifty was just like farming on shares except Dad would have had the whole expense and he’d have had to pay half the profits to the landlord. When he said fifty-fifty, though, that ought to of been Dad’s signal, because it meant if there was a bad year he’d pay less against it. But Dad passed it up. So I didn’t see what they had to say to me.”


The time came when Tom had to tell his dad to mind his own business. Tom was off one morning trading one of his trucks for a better used truck, upgrading. His dad was helping out with the harvest. William Bauer came in and confronted his son. “You ever going to get out here in the field?” he asked him.


“I traded trucks, Dad,” Tom explained, happy with the exchange.


William Bauer made a face. “I knowed that money would burn a hole in your pocket,” he snapped.


“It’s bought and paid for and it’s my money,” Tom snapped back.


His dad took off for the field then without another word. Tom decided it was damned well time to declare his independence. He waited awhile and then drove out himself. His dad was combining. Tom passed him at the end of a terrace and stuck out his tongue!


William Bauer had the good grace to quit his pouting. He laughed. Tom had made his point and the fight was over.




FOUR


A combine is a mobile factory that separates grain and seed from husk and stalk and pod. It’s a tunnel that connects the natural to the human world, a cornucopia, and it comes big enough to handle the job. The Case International 1460 that Tom wheeled from the darkness of its storage shed that first week of September, diesel engine growling, exhaust stack smoking, five picker-head snouts thrust forward, was about as tall and nearly as long as a double-decker London bus and the same bright, cheerful red. To reach the big glassed-in cab that hung out over the machine body—room for two to sit there shut of dust and weather—Tom had to lower a steel stepladder locked up horizontally against the side. He climbed the stepladder to the cab porch, locked the ladder horizontal again out of the way, turned and opened a glass-windowed door and entered the cab. It was musty from winter storage. Cobwebs collected soybean chaff that had sifted up from the floor on winter drafts and there were mouse nests in the corners. Dust clouded the big tinted-glass front window. Tom worked the windshield wiper to sweep the window clean.


Looking out and down from the elevated cab, he could see the picker head like a giant open hand extended palm-up below. It was the right attachment for corn, with steel snouts to guide the rows of cornstalks into the chain-driven snappers that broke the ears loose. The attachment for soybeans and wheat, the one he’d used helping out his neighbor, was different. Called a header, it had a reel like a paddle wheel that gathered in those lighter crops. Tom had stored his bulky twenty-foot header on another farm.


A bin big enough to hold nearly two hundred bushels of grain occupied the upper level of the combine behind the cab housing. A fourteen-foot auger like a red steel stovepipe stowed horizontally against the bin. By shifting a lever, Tom could swing the dump auger out away from the combine body to unload grain from the holding bin into a truck or a grain wagon. Behind the holding bin, set crosswise, a 185-horsepower diesel engine propelled the combine and powered its machinery, its silver-painted exhaust stack pointing straight up into the air.


*  *  *


Below decks on this flagship of the prairie, an automated production line received whole ears of corn or pods of beans or heads of grain into its throat from the picker head or the header and separated and cleaned the grain as it passed through, augering the clean grain up into the holding bin and discharging the waste of stalks or straw out the rear. Tom would harvest corn first that autumn, soybeans next, and then, the following June, if he got any planted before winter, soft winter wheat. With the right adjustments, a combine operated by one man could harvest sunflower seeds, oats, grass seed, even rice, passing over hundreds of acres in a single season. Tom’s 1460 sold new in 1979 for eighty thousand dollars. He’d bought it used three years ago, when it was worth about forty thousand dollars, for eighteen thousand dollars and the trade of his old Massey-Ferguson. He still owed about nine thousand dollars on it.


Tom drove the combine down the packed dirt lane between the fields of the Ward farm where he’d stored it and out to the county road, studying the condition of the ripening corn along the way. The combine with its picker head was fourteen feet wide and he checked the two-lane blacktop both ways before entering it and heading north toward the highway. Sometimes big semi’s came roaring out of nowhere, commercial trailer trucks that belonged on the interstate highballing the back roads to avoid the weigh stations that would gig them for being over legal weight. “I thought I was going to marry him for sure,” Tom quipped once when he nearly got sideswiped. The combine had deep-treaded front tires tall as a man. It steered through its smaller rear wheels—the steering linkages reversed the direction Tom turned the wheel inside the cab. At its road speed of eighteen miles per hour it tended to wobble because the weight distribution was bad when the holding bin was empty. He kept it half on the road, half on the shoulder to allow room for cars to pass.


Back home Tom wheeled the combine around onto the yard south of the house, lowered the picker head to the ground and moved a lever to disconnect it from the combine throat. He backed away, the combine looking suddenly naked without its rank of armored snouts, wheeled again north, swung around east and parked on the concrete slab outside the workshop. Coming out of the air-conditioned cab into the heat of late morning, dust blowing on a humid wind, reminded Tom of Reagan administration budget director David Stockman’s complaint against farmers and their “air-conditioned tractors.” Tom and Sally would spend more than two hundred hours during the next three months driving the combine day and night through clouds of blowing chaff, mold, insects and dust, in humid ninety-degree heat and in cutting twenty-degree cold. Nothing pained him more than hearing poorly informed city types echoing Stockman’s insult. “That’s just ignorant,” he’d say. “I used to come in at night with the dust chills. Lie there shivering and cough and cough until the middle of the night, trying to get that old dust up out of my lungs. Farmer’s lung used to be near as bad as the black lung miners get. It’s just like in a factory. Controlling the cab environment saves lives, that’s all.”


The working surface of the combine, the rotary, was a steel tube like a submarine torpedo that ran back inside the machine up a thirteen-degree incline. The engine turned it at hundreds of revolutions per minute through pulleys like manhole covers attached to its upper end. It rotated inside a fixed steel housing that was rifled to transport the dry stalks and leaves of the crop being harvested back through the machine. Bolted onto the surface of the rotary, sixteen hardened-steel rasp bars grooved like oversized files crushed stalks and ears down against concave steel gratings fixed below, breaking everything up. The loosened grain, which was heavy, fell through the grating spaces in the concaves; the lighter crushed stalks and cobs barber-poled onward and upward, to be dumped at the rear of the machine onto toothed screens called sieves that sorted out any grain the concaves missed.


Eventually augers lifted clean grain up to the top from the bottom of the combine where it fell and poured it into the holding bin behind the cab. A litter of stalks and cobs, rocks, clumps of mud and whatever else the combine had picked up in the field discharged out the rear end, to be disked back into the soil for organic matter at planting time. Reaping and threshing had once been separate chores, one done in the field, one in the farmyard. The combine combined them. Hence its name.


In the hot sun outside the workshop, Tom unbolted two red-enameled panels from the left side of the combine, below and behind the cab. That exposed the three steel concaves. The concaves were heavy and awkward to handle. Their near ends were attached to long bolts that had to be cranked down to loosen them. The bolts raised or lowered the concaves against the rotary to adjust them for different kinds of crops. Their far ends were hooked, the hooks catching a steel rod on the other side of the rotary. Once he’d cranked the contours down, Tom slammed them in toward the rotary to free the hooks, then jerked them back out to jump the hooks over the rod. One by one he pulled them free and set them on the ground leaning against the combine. Removing the contours exposed the surface of the rotary. With penetrating oil and main force he meant to unbolt the rotary’s old rasp bars and replace them. They were original parts, worn rounded by seven years of harvests.


He worked through the morning, stopped for dinner and to check his hogs, worked on through the afternoon cramped between one of the big tires and the side of the combine, the sun beating down, using a compressed-air impact wrench to spin out the bolts that held the rasp bars. The penetrating oil found its way into the bolt threads and was supposed to loosen them, but the nuts were seized up from years of exposure. Tom skinned the knuckles on both his big hands trying to wrench them free. He didn’t complain—whom would he complain to?—and worked steadily, stopping to drink from the well tap at the side of the workshop. Molly patrolled the combine margins, hunting down grasshoppers. She’d stepped in an oil puddle and left dark paw-prints on the dusty concrete slab to show where she’d pounced.




[image: Images]




The end of the afternoon and the end of the job came together, but the last nut holding the last of the old rasp bars wouldn’t give. By now Tom had stripped the socket of his impact wrench. He tried a pair of locking pliers. They wouldn’t budge the stubborn nut. He fetched a hand-held grinding wheel to grind it off. When the grinder wouldn’t fit into the cramped space under the rotary, he committed the heavy artillery: wheeled out his portable acetylene rig, wetted down the chaff in the combine bed to prevent fire and, sparks showering, burned the nut off.


*  *  *


Tom had found a problem when he went to check his hogs. These were feeder pigs, the growing offspring of another group of sows. He’d moved them from the farrowing house after eight weeks of nursing and weaning to a feeder floor twenty yards farther down the lane. He currently had some two hundred hogs on feed. At an average one hundred pounds apiece they were about halfway along to market weight. The feeder floor was a setup of eight long, narrow pens. The back section of each pen was solid concrete flooring sheltered under a shed roof. The open front section was slatted concrete where the hogs could move to relieve themselves. The waste dropped through the slats into a holding tank that Tom flushed once a week into the sewage lagoon. Each pen contained feeding bins filled automatically from above by augers, a flap-valved steel waterer that the hogs worked with their snouts, some forty hogs and a chipped bowling ball. The bowling balls were hog play toys. They were spiraled blue and white, like the earth seen from outer space. The hogs nosed them around when they got bored with jockeying for position in the hog-pen pecking order.


Tom’s hogs were crossbred. Most were pink, with white hair. A few were rust red, a few black. Some had spots—large patches of color or missing color—white on black, black on white. They were all lean and long-sided compared to old-fashioned hogs, a modern conformation that maximized their production of bacon and pork chops, which come off the animals’ sides. Tom and his younger son, Brett, had castrated the males when they were only a few days old. That made them barrows, a word that derives from an Indo-European root, bher, meaning “to cut.” The sexually immature females among the feeder pigs were called gilts, a diminutive of an Old Norse word for “sow.” Old words carry old history: people have eaten pork for thousands of years.


Most of the hogs had been flopped down in the shade of the shed roof at the back of the pen, fitted together like a jigsaw puzzle, when Tom had visited them. A few lay out in the sun around the waterer. They’d learned to splash water with their noses to cool the concrete slats. Tom could move from pen to pen along an outside aisle. In the third pen from the lane, a white gilt stood alone looking miserable, chewing on the iron pipe of the pen gate. A swollen, bluish tube of tissue, blistered and bloody, protruded from the gilt’s body under its docked tail. A section of its rectum nearly a foot long had turned inside out.
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