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Chapter 1

Linda’s mother walked by the library and tapped on the window.

“Your crazy mother wants you,” one of the students yelled.

Linda pretended she didn’t hear the student and didn’t see her mother. Her mother tapped again.

All of the students sitting around her laughed.

Linda picked up her books and moved. Her mother walked away.

“I tapped on the window, didn’t you see me?” her mother asked that evening when they were cleaning up after supper.

“Sorry,” Linda said. “I didn’t recognize you.”

Linda’s comment nagged at Helen all night long. She couldn’t sleep. At 2 a.m. she got up, careful not to wake her husband, Richard, and walked from one room in the house to another, looking for some clue as to why her daughter didn’t recognize her. She felt lost. Perhaps there was a door ajar she had never noticed before, or a window she had carelessly left opened where her true spirit might have accidentally tumbled out.

Not finding anything, Helen carefully tiptoed down the hallway to Linda’s room and opened the door to see if her daughter was safe in bed and sleeping. Helen also checked to see if Tommy had come home. She was not surprised to discover he hadn’t. She went downstairs.

Except for the soft shuffle of her bare feet against the cold wooden floors, the house was quiet. Dead quiet. She had an urge to run outside and smoke a cigarette, as though holding something dangerous like a cigarette in her hand, lighting it, and drawing the sharp smoke into her lungs would magically overpower Linda’s niggling comment. Why didn’t her daughter recognize her? What had happened to her children? What had happened to her life?

She had found a pack of cigarettes in Tommy’s jacket pocket weeks ago, but never said anything to either Tommy or to Richard about finding them. Perhaps if Tommy were home, the two of them could go outside to share a cigarette and look at the stars together and talk. It had been a long time since she and Tommy had really talked to each other.

Lacking a cigarette, she went into the kitchen and lit matches, one after another, striking them against the box. Once lit, she threw the matches into the sink to watch them burn for a brief moment before going out. Each time she struck a new match, she marveled at how quickly the hot flare of sulfur filled the room then just as quickly faded as though the fire and the match had never found each other at all.

Helen fiddled with the spent matches in the sink, straightening them into a neat row like a garden fence. After she’d lit eleven matches she slid the cover off the “Strike Anywhere” box and counted how many were left. There were easily a hundred or more. Enough matches to stand there all night long, watching them burn. Fire and brimstone, sulfur and smoke: this is the smell of everything feeling so wrong and crazy your own daughter doesn’t even recognize you when you tap on a window. This is hell.

She pulled a twelfth match from the box and struck it. Just as the fire ignited, she heard Tommy’s car creep up the gravel driveway. She tossed the lit match into the sink and turned on the water. Scooping up the spent wet matches she threw them into the trash, pushing them to the bottom of the can. Scurrying up the stairs as quietly and quickly as she could, she disappeared into her room and closed the door. She took a slow deep breath trying to calm the pounding of her heart.

She heard Tommy open the refrigerator looking for something to eat. A minute later she heard him walk up the stairs to the bathroom, go to his room and shut the door. When he was in the bathroom she heard the toilet flush but didn’t hear him wash his hands or brush his teeth.

She sat on the edge of their bed for a long time listening, waiting to be sure Tommy had fallen asleep before she allowed herself to slip her cold feet under the covers and close her eyes. Luckily, Tommy’s clumsy drunken steps up the stairs hadn’t awoken either Linda or Richard.

Helen lay in bed a long time before she finally fell back to sleep. The next morning she waited until Richard got out of bed and dressed before she stirred. After she heard Richard go downstairs for breakfast and Linda finish showering in the bathroom, she slipped out of bed and walked down the hall.

Once safely inside the bathroom, she closed and locked the door. She opened the top drawer of the vanity and rummaged through the hair rollers, bobby pins and lipstick tubes until she found the pearl-handled straight razor that had once been her father-in-law’s and now belonged to Tommy.

Pulling the long sharp razor from its leather case, she opened it and held the blade in her right hand between her thumb and first finger the way her father-in-law had taught her to do when he could no longer shave himself and she had to shave him. The weight of the pearl handle of the blade balanced comfortably against her little finger and felt good. She put the razor down, ran water into the sink, and wet her hair. For the first time in a long time she felt sure of herself and what she now wanted to do.

Helen picked up a long lock of her shoulder-length auburn hair and twirled it in her fingers until it was pulled like a tight piece of rope anchored to her head. She picked up the razor. Laying the sharp blade against it, about one inch from her scalp, she pushed firmly until the blade cut through the twisted hair in one clean movement.

Once the first clean cut was made she proceeded with her handiwork, twisting, pulling and cutting as she moved from the front of her hair to the back. She worked quickly across the top of her head and down around her face by her right ear moving blindly over and around the nape of her neck to her left ear.

Her chest tightened. To keep herself from panicking, she started to hum that stupid song about God having the whole world in His hands. Tears streamed down her face. She couldn’t remember the last time Richard held her.

She was tired of waiting for God to make her life better.

She wiped her face with the back of her hand and leaned close to the mirror. She turned her head from side to side to look at her profile and her new short hair. She brushed her opened hand along the short curls around her face. When she found a long piece of hair by her left ear she twisted it in her fingers and cut it. Once she was satisfied she had found every stray bit of hair, she wiped the damp blade on a hand towel, flipped the razor closed, slipped it into its case and put it back into the drawer.

Pulling a length of toilet paper from the roll, she wet it in order to wipe up the pieces of hair that had fallen into the sink. She pushed the tissue and all the hair she’d cut into the bottom of the trashcan in an attempt to hide what she had done.

“You look good,” she said to her reflection. “It’s not your fault Tommy came home drunk again. You are a good mother…you have always been a good mother…you are not like your mother. You never left them.”

Taking a fresh towel from the stack under the bathroom sink she rubbed her hair until it was dry. She shook her head and ran her fingers through her short curls.

For the moment, her fresh short hair erased her feelings of anxiety about Tommy and Linda. For the moment, none of that mattered. She felt good about herself, and she thought she looked good.

She reached into the drawer for a tube of lipstick and quickly drew a streak of color on her lips. Calypso Crush: a pinkish coral bordering on bold. Smoothing the color by pressing her lips together, she took another piece of toilet paper, blotted, threw the tissue into the trash and applied a second coat, careful to bring the color all the way to the edges of her mouth. Pressing her lips together to blend the lipstick, she picked up the blood red garnet earrings she had taken off last night before she went to bed and slipped them back into her ears. She forced a smile.

Richard had brought the earrings to her from Italy when he came home from The War. She loved them and wore them everyday as though they were the only part of her soul she was willing to share with the world.

Her wedding ring, a thin gold band set with five tiny diamonds, was in a box in the top drawer of her dresser. It was too big. It had always been too big and would slip off her finger whenever she washed dishes or worked in the garden. It made Richard angry that she didn’t wear her wedding ring.

Helen heard Richard’s heavy footsteps coming up the stairs. She looked at her watch. It was getting late. She could hear Linda getting dressed in her room. Helen hadn’t heard a peep from Tommy.

“Linda,” she called out, taking one more look in the mirror at her handiwork before she opened the door. “Would you wake Tommy? We need to get going.”

Richard hit the top stair just as Helen opened the bathroom door.

“You cut your hair,” Richard said.

“Didn’t have time to go into town last week to get it done.”

“Guess it wouldn’t do any good to say I liked it long.”

“Let’s not be late for church,” Helen said, turning to go into the bedroom to finish getting dressed.

Linda could hear her parents talking in the hallway. She knew by the tone of the conversation it was going to be a quiet ride to church this morning and she had better light a fire under Tommy so the situation wouldn’t escalate.

She knocked once, then swung the door of Tommy’s room wide open and flipped on the bright ceiling light. Tommy’s long lanky body rolled lazily to one side of the bed. He dragged the covers over his head as he did. The room was sour with the smell of sweaty clothes and liquor. Linda pulled the door shut behind her and stepped closer.

“Tommy,” she said, shaking his shoulder. “Get up.”

“You should ’a come with us last night,” he smiled, turning his now uncovered head in her direction. He smelled of cigarette smoke. His pale blue eyes were ever so slightly bloodshot from drinking. His breath was stale and warm with sleep.

“Good idea, glad I didn’t, now get up before someone finds out.”

“Finds out what?”

“That you’ve been drinking.”

“What time?”

“Time.”

“What a time we had last night.”

“If I were you, I’d shower twice, just to be sure to get the smell out.”

“That bad?”

“That bad.”

“Larry and the guys, we were baaaad,” he said, laughing. “If coach ever caught us that drunk there’d be no high school baseball team.”

“I bet,” Linda said, snatching the covers off him. “Now get up before there’s a fight about being late for church. The two of them are already at each other.”

Tommy took his good old sweet time in the shower. When he at last got into the car, Richard started lecturing. He let it be known in no uncertain terms he hated being late and he wasn’t going to tolerate it anymore.

Helen’s response to Richard’s rant about being late for church was to sit bolt upright, perfectly still and silent, with her head turned to the window, staring off into nothing.

Tommy rested his head against the side window. His legs were sprawled out across the hump on the floor into Linda’s space on the other side of the car. Linda, who had the same long legs as Tommy, sat stiffly with her knees pressed together and her hands folded in her lap in order not to take too much space or to push against her brother. Rather than look out the window like her mother, she kept her head down so her long straight brown hair covered her face and eyes. No one spoke.

“The plant is on overtime again,” Richard said, breaking the silence. “Been thinking I’d work an extra shift. I want to ask for time off Friday so I can see your game.”

“That’d be great,” Tommy said, stretching his neck a bit from side to side trying to work out a kink.

“You starting?”

“Yeah, me and Larry for sure.”

“Got in late last night?”

“Yeah,” he laughed, “you could say that.”

Linda rolled the back window down a notch in order to let some fresh air into the car. She didn’t want either her mother or her father to smell the alcohol on Tommy’s breath and skin. He had showered and put on a good amount of deodorant and aftershave like she’d told him, but Linda was quite sure anyone within ten feet of him could still tell he’d had a heavy dose of drinking the night before.

“You cut your hair,” Linda said to her mother.

“Didn’t have time to go into town last week,” Helen replied, not bothering to turn her head when she spoke to her daughter.

“Looks good short,” Tommy chimed in. He was happy to be avoiding a scene.

“Thanks.”

Richard drove on in silence.

Rebecca Johnson, who was the head of the Women’s Circle, and Edna Wilson, the deacon’s wife, were standing in the aisle of the church when Helen and Richard walked in. As Helen passed, the two women stopped whatever it was they were talking about and nodded their heads in greeting.

“Morning,” Rebecca Johnson chimed.

Helen nodded in return.

“Blessed day to you,” Edna Wilson added.

Helen kept walking. Rebecca raised an eyebrow as if to say, “Well isn’t that just like her.” Edna snorted a little and the two of them took note of Helen’s fresh boyish short hair and the rather garish lipstick pink smeared across Helen’s lips. Satisfied they had once again been witness to Helen’s general haughtiness and crazy notions, they turned to each other and smiled. Nothing more needed to be said.

Without flinching, Helen walked up to the front of the church and sat down in the second pew on the right, sliding over to the center in order to make room for her husband. Tommy and Linda took seats toward the back with the other teenagers.

Reverend Jacobs signaled for Deacon Wilson to ring the church bell so all the latecomers and gossipers hanging around outside could hurry in to find their places. He seemed anxious to get the morning started. As soon as people settled down, he thumped his right knee with his Bible then began his walk up the center aisle of the church to the red-carpeted altar and the pulpit. Another man, a stranger, walked behind him. Once Reverend Jacobs was firmly situated behind the wooden lectern, the man who had walked down the aisle with him took a seat behind him. Jacobs put down his Bible, lifted his chin, closed his eyes tightly as though the tighter he squeezed them, the closer he could fly to God, and prayed silently to himself. He ended his prayer with a loud and sudden, Amen.

“We are not like our Methodist neighbors,” he said, leaning out over the lectern, “who believe salvation is an easy one-way ticket to heaven that’s good for a lifetime. Or, like our Episcopal brethren who would like to believe heaven is some kind of birthright given to them with their two car garages.”

The same ladies, who had just passed judgment on Helen, now turned to each other and nodded their heads in approval. Their husbands laughed.

“We’re not even like those deep-dunking Baptists up the street who believe any good stream of water can wash away the sins of a Saturday night.” Pausing for a moment in order to let the laughter grow, Reverend Jacobs smiled while he waited for them to catch on and quiet down. Gripping the two sides of the pulpit, he leaned forward and took a long steady look at his audience as if he had the power to see down through their very souls.

“We’re special Baptists. Freewill Baptists, free to ask forgiveness and free to sin with the hope we’ll live long enough to ask forgiveness again.” Heads nodded and bobbed, women fanned themselves with their Bibles, and everyone seemed satisfied they indeed were righteous to believe so.

“So when my cousin, Joe Nathan from Kentucky, called me up last week to tell me he’d lost his job, I had to laugh.” With this, Reverend Jacobs turned to the gangly, black-suited Joe Nathan sitting behind him and gave him a broad wink. “You didn’t lose your job, I told him. God took it from you because He wants you here. Here, where you can serve Him better. I believe God does everything for a reason, and the reason he snatched Joe Nathan’s job away from him was because we need him. I have heard him preach. He is a powerful man of God. I believe he will be able to show us the wrong of our ways.

“God has given us a gift in Joe Nathan. I believe he has been sent here to stir up a revival of our spirits and a recommitment to God and to each other. Joe Nathan has come so we can once again seek salvation for our sins and our stubborn free wills as well as our Baptist, backsliding ways.”

Nodding his head in agreement, a long lock of Joe Nathan’s slick black hair broke free of its heavy coat of pomade and dangled in front of his eyes. Joe Nathan swiftly lifted his chin, bearing his turkey-like white neck wobbling loosely in his ill-fitting dress shirt, and tossed his hair back out of his eyes. He nodded again, this time, brushing his hair back into place with his long boney fingers.

“But,” Reverend Jacobs shouted, his voice growing stern and parent-like, “Before I introduce you to this holy man who has come to help us find redemption, I need to talk to you about our children.”

Bowing his head for a moment as though he needed to pray again in order to have the strength to go on, Reverend Jacobs looked up, leaned out over the pulpit, and leveled his eyes at Tommy.

“The Devil is among us. He is out doing mischief with the children of our fine town.” He paused for a moment and raised his right hand as though he was about to swear on his Bible. “How do I know it’s the Devil? I know because the Devil does his work when good people aren’t looking. The Devil is sneaky. He likes to do his business behind our backs in the middle of the night. He makes his mischief look like fun. He waits for our weaknesses, our taste for alcohol, for lust, for hating, for running wild. That’s how he catches people. And the Devil has caught us once again. But, this time his mischief has come not only at night but it came with a baseball bat, and it has popped off a whole lot of mailboxes from their posts up and down the streets of my neighborhood. And when the Devil shows his ugly ways I’ve got to call him out on this mischief because God is watching. Yes, He’s watching and He knows what playing with the Devil can lead to.”

People twisted in their seats to get a good look at whom Reverend Jacobs was talking about in the back of the church. Tommy sat up straight as though his name had been called out in honor of some great thing he’d done, and he smiled the same smile that had helped him get through most of the trouble he’d found in his life. Staring straight ahead, Linda bit the inside of her cheek trying not to blink.

Once they had taken a good look at Tommy and Linda, the congregation shifted back in their seats and stared straight ahead to where Helen and Richard were sitting. Standing for a moment in silence, Reverend Jacobs gave everyone the chance to take in the whole of what he’d said.

Richard looked over to Reverend Jacobs and nodded his head as if to say he knew Tommy was involved and things would be dealt with once they were home. Helen did not move, nor did she turn her face to look at Reverend Jacobs to either acknowledge what he had said or give her approval that something would be done to take care of the matter. Holding her head high, she stared out the window. She had other, more important things to think about.

Joe Nathan began to stir. He had done all of the sitting still and quiet he could manage. He rose from his chair to speak. Reverend Jacobs stepped aside.

“I’m a Devil hunter,” his raw, raspy voice called out across the congregation as he stood up to approach the pulpit.

“Amen,” Reverend Jacobs shouted.

“God made me a Devil hunter,” Joe Nathan began to sing out. “I can feel the Devil. I can see the Devil. I can even SMELL the Devil in this church, and I’m gonna find him and bring him to his knees!”

Pulling into the driveway, Richard turned around and told Tommy he should sit tight for a moment. They needed to talk. Helen got out of the car without saying a word and went into the kitchen to put lunch together. Linda got out of the car with her and followed her into the house. While her mother fussed with making a salad and cutting last night’s cold meatloaf for sandwiches, Linda set the table.

Richard and Tommy stayed inside the car for a long time. When they finally got out, they stood in the driveway, close to each other, eye-to-eye. Tommy was as tall as his father, but Richard was heavier built and, at least for the moment, seemed to still have the upper hand.

At one point Linda could hear her father shouting at Tommy. Tommy, she knew without looking, just stood there like he was a warrior covered in armor and could stand his ground and survive whatever came his way. When her father quit shouting, she heard Tommy get into his old Valiant and drive away.

“I hope that’s the last of that,” Richard said as he slammed through the backdoor into the kitchen. “Drinking and letting off a little steam on a Saturday night is one thing, but deliberately destroying property is another. I’d ground him, but he’s too big for that. Too big for everything it seems.”

“He’s a boy,” Helen said, slicing tomatoes and putting them on a platter.

“A boy you let run wild,” Richard countered.

“Yes,” Helen answered as though he had just asked her if she wanted ice cream for dessert. She felt the room tilt a little and gripped the edge of the counter in order to balance herself.

“Yes,” Richard shouted back, then stormed out of the room.

Linda quietly cleared away Tommy’s place setting and rearranged the table for just the three of them. While she was putting his plate into the cupboard, she heard another car pull up into the driveway. Looking out of the kitchen window she saw it was the sheriff.

Sheriff Greyjack took his time getting out of the squad car, dusting his hat off across the knees of his uniform as he did. He was only 5’ 10”, a good 3” shorter than Richard or Tommy, but he looked bigger than either one of them. He was broad and muscular and gave the impression he could wrestle a bear or a drunk to the ground if he needed to, but he never had. In fact, he rarely raised his voice in the line of duty and had only once drawn his gun when some poor unsuspecting drifter thought the gas station next to the sheriff’s office looked like an easy mark.

“It’s Greyjack,” Linda announced.

“I’ll go talk to him,” Helen said. Wiping her hands on a tea towel, she took off her apron. Before she went outside, she smoothed the front of her dress. Forcing a smile, she wondered what her face with its new haircut looked like. She hoped Greyjack would recognize her.

“Hey, Helen,” Greyjack called out waving his hat at her with one hand, while running his other hand through his short cropped silver hair. He and Helen and Richard were all the same age, but Greyjack was the only one who’d gone grey. Rumor had it that his hair had turned completely white the first time he killed someone in the war.

“Hello, Greyjack.”

“Sorry to bother you.”

“I figured you’d come.” She was standing close to Greyjack. Close enough to reach out and touch his rough broad hand, but she didn’t.

“You okay?” he asked softly.

“I’m fine.” Her voice felt flat in her mouth and buzzed a minute in her ears. She could feel a wave of dizziness creeping over her.

“Good.” Greyjack watched her face. “Glad to hear it. Hey, Richard.”

Walking down the front sidewalk to the driveway, Richard extended his hand. “Thanks for stopping by.”

“When I got the call, I knew it was him,” Greyjack answered, looking from Helen to Richard.

“I’m not surprised.” Richard said, smiling. “Like Helen says, boys will be boys.”

“Could have arrested him, but didn’t.”

“We appreciate that,” Richard said, moving closer to Helen, brushing against her shoulder as he stepped next to her. Helen moved away from him.

“He’s a hell of a baseball player. Good arm and he’s fast.”

“Yep.” Richard forced a smile.

“When I picked him up last night I took him back to the station. Didn’t book him, just talked to him.”

Flinching slightly, Richard touched Helen’s arm as though he wanted to get her attention, but he didn’t say anything. Tommy hadn’t mentioned Greyjack had caught him bashing the mailboxes. The omission stung.

“Told him,” Greyjack went on, “if he was going to drink he ought to sit down and do it and stay seated until he felt like he could drive himself home without troubling anyone.”

“Seems like good advice to me,” Richard said, forcing a laugh. “Don’t you think so, Helen?”

“Sure.”

“Where’s he going after graduation?” Greyjack asked, looking first at Helen then Richard. “Any plans yet?”

Richard glanced at Helen before he answered. “The coach at Eastern Michigan said they might want him to play baseball, but he’d need to take some summer classes to bring up his grades a little before they made their final decision. Tommy doesn’t seem too interested in the summer thing.”

“The Army recruiter came by the office the other day asking if I might know of any kids in town who might want to join up.” Greyjack continued, looking down at his shoes as he let the information sink in a little. “Things seem to be heating up in Vietnam. The recruiter thought the boys who signed up on their own before getting drafted might be treated better and have more choices.”

“Might be good for him.” Richard looked at Helen.

Helen nodded her head as though they had already talked it through with Tommy and it was all right with her.

“I didn’t say anything to him one way or the other, but after last night I thought maybe the Army might not be such a bad situation for him.” Greyjack drew in an uneasy breath. “If you want, I can talk with him.”

Richard looked at Helen. She nodded her approval.

“The recruiter’s a buddy of mine. The Army doesn’t want trouble so it won’t be necessary to mention everything Tommy’s been up to lately. Maybe you can talk with him and tell him to keep a lid on it for a few more weeks before he gets out of school. I told Tommy if he and his friends want to drink they should do it on my watch. Hell, they can even do it on my land. They’re not bad kids, just restless and a little stupid right now. A thousand mail boxes in the county and they’ve got to go and find the one with Reverend Jacob’s name on it.”

“Thanks, Greyjack,” Helen said.

“He’s a good kid. Hell of a baseball player.”

“He is,” Richard said. He shook Greyjack’s hand, turned and waited for Helen to come with him.

“Thanks,” she said again, extending her hand to Greyjack.

“Happy to help,” he said, taking her hand in his and shaking it once hard, the way two fighters might shake right before they went to their respective corners to wait for the bell.

Linda was watching from the kitchen window. She saw her mother hesitate before she moved away from Greyjack and came into the house. She also saw her father turn and touch her mother’s arm as if touching her arm was all he needed to do to make Greyjack disappear.






Chapter 2

They waited as long as they could, but when Tommy did not return for lunch, they sat down to eat, and pretended nothing was wrong. After they had eaten what they wanted and the lack of conversation began to weigh heavy in the room, Helen got up to clear the dishes.

Richard offered to help, but in the same breath said if he was going to be able to get time off to see Tommy play football on Friday then he probably should go into the plant and work an extra afternoon shift.

Helen told Richard she was planning on spending her Sunday afternoon in the garden so he should feel free to go on.

Linda had work to do for school. She had originally planned to beg off on her usual Sunday chores, including dishes. But, with Tommy run off to God-knows-where and her father off to work, it didn’t feel right to her to just leave her mother with everything.

Linda got up and carried the leftover cold meatloaf and salad to the counter and started wrapping the leftovers. Helen took a fresh plate from the cupboard and put it out on the counter near where Linda was working. Linda uncovered the meatloaf and cut a few pieces in order to make a sandwich for Tommy.

“Thought you had homework?” Helen said.

“Some,” Linda mumbled as she spread mustard on two slices of white bread for Tommy’s sandwich.

“He shouldn’t have been drinking,” Helen offered, opening the subject of Tommy’s recent escapades and Greyjack’s visit.

“He better hope Greyjack doesn’t call the coach.”

“Greyjack won’t. But Reverend Jacobs might.”

“He’d be just the type to do something like that.”

“Hmmm,” Helen let her hands rest in the warm soapy dishwater for a second.

“What does Greyjack think?” Linda asked.

“He thinks Tommy should go into the Army.”

“Anyone bother to tell Tommy?”

“I suppose Greyjack’s mentioned it to him.”

“What do you think?”

Helen wasn’t really sure, but it was all she had been thinking about since Greyjack left.

“Do you remember the time when the two of you were little and I took you and Tommy shopping? I think it was for Easter. We went to JL Hudson’s department store downtown?”

“Sure. Tommy ran away and hid. We couldn’t find him for the longest time. I got so scared I started to cry because I thought he was dead. I couldn’t quit crying. Then, just when I thought I’d never see Tommy again, this big lady wearing a dark blue dress came up to us dragging Tommy behind her. She had this real mean look on her face. She seemed to know he was ours without having to ask. Everyone was watching.”

“Yes,” Helen agreed, “I remember.”

Helen had not tried to look for Tommy when he ran away. She didn’t even call out for him. She just stood there afraid to move or breathe because the store felt like a long dark tunnel, and the room began to tilt a little underneath her feet.

It was the first time she ever remembered feeling a little crazy, like she’d fallen into someone else’s life. Recently, she felt lost and crazy all the time. Whenever Tommy got into trouble, or Linda worried about what Tommy did, or Richard shut down, refusing to talk to her when he woke up from his bad dreams about the war, she got a too-familiar, sick, dark, feeling of being lost in her stomach. When she didn’t feel sick with worry she felt invisible. Sometimes she believed she could walk away and no one would notice.

Helen wanted to tell Linda the reason she hadn’t recognized her when she was tapping on the library window was because she wasn’t really herself anymore. She hadn’t been herself ever since the day in the department store. Thinking about it again made the memory rush at her like a tsunami breaking against the shore. She braced her palms against the edge of the sink.

Whenever she thinks of that day, she always hears someone crying but she can’t quite get a fix on where the crying is coming from. The crying feels like it is coming from deep inside of her yet at the same time it might as easily be coming from Linda or even Tommy or maybe both of them. She tries to speak, but it is a struggle to find her voice. She has this urge to call out for help because the room has begun to get black and feel cold, but she can’t push the words from her mouth. She can’t get air into her lungs. She has this horrible feeling, a sense of dread she can taste in her mouth, that she has gone very far away from the world and if she screamed no one would hear her.

In her dreams, she falls head first into a horrible dark tunnel where the racks of Easter dresses and tiny white straw hats spin, and the room turns into a wild swirl of murky blues and greens and a lady in a dark blue dress approaches her. Through it all, she is aware she is holding on to Linda’s hand in order not to fall.

The woman approaching her is pulling Tommy behind her. She is wearing a department store badge pinned neatly with a crisp white linen handkerchief at the top of her breast pocket. The badge identifies the woman as the supervisor.

Tommy is screaming and squirming, but the lady is holding tightly to his hand. The two of them are standing in front of Helen, staring at her. Helen tries to reach out to Tommy or to say his name, but she can’t do it. She is quite frozen and can do nothing but stare at the name badge the woman is wearing pinned in the middle of that white-white handkerchief.

Helen struggles to come back to the room, to the kitchen where she and Linda are talking. She forces her hands to keep washing the dishes as she lives, once again, through the memory of her failure.

Once again, Helen feels the familiar sensation of being trapped spread up her arms. Her throat tightens and a small warm half-moon of sweat forms under her armpits and down the sides of her clean white shirt. She cannot get enough air into her lungs. A burning sense of shame rushes through her body.

In her mind, she once again sees her daughter, her youngest child, do what she herself was unable to do. Linda lets go of her mother then walks over to Tommy and takes his hand.

Linda saved her that day, and again, each time she relives that moment, Linda is always there to save her, and as she does, Helen is both grateful and ashamed.

“Tommy was a little wild.” The memory at last goes blank and Helen takes a slow easy breath in order to steady the beating of her heart. She has always wondered what Linda remembered of that day.

“A little?” Linda laughed. “He was more like a wild animal than a brother, always jumping out of trees and running around yelling like some blood-thirsty Indian on the warpath. He acted so crazy out in the woods with Larry and his friends that I was afraid to play with them. They claimed there were tigers out by the birch trees and bears down by the creek and I believed them.”

“Maybe the Army would be good for Tommy, use up some of his wildness. Give him some discipline,” Helen said, not really believing it herself.

“Discipline,” Linda mocked as she mashed the two pieces of bread around the meatloaf, slicing the sandwich in half and putting it on the plate with some salad for Tommy to eat whenever he finally decided to come home.

“I couldn’t do it,” Helen whispered in apology. “I tried, but I just couldn’t rescue Tommy.”

Wiping her hands, Helen took off her apron and went out into her garden.

It wasn’t really her garden. It had been her mother-in-law’s garden. Helen had never gotten to know her as a mother-in-law, only as Richard’s mother when she and Richard were in high school together. Richard’s mother’s name was Lillian. Helen had always liked the way Richard’s father, Thomas, said her name. “Lil-lian,” he’d sing out whenever he came into the house or went out to see her in the garden. It was as though each time he called her name he was surprised by the beauty and the music of it.

Lillian was everything Helen’s mother had not been. Lillian was short and plump, while Helen’s mother was tall and thin. Lillian’s face looked soft and freshly scrubbed and she smelled of baby powder and baking soda. Helen’s mother’s breath and skin smelled slightly sour, and her face was hard and etched with cancer drugs and illness.

Lillian was strong and worked in the garden and cooked and sewed. Helen’s mother was sick most of the time and stayed in bed. Lillian laughed a big easy laugh. Helen’s mother coughed. She coughed when she tried to talk. She coughed at night and kept Helen awake. In the end, she coughed up blood. She died on Helen’s 7th birthday.

In Helen’s memory, her mother had always been ill, although Helen wasn’t sure this was the truth. It was, at least, what she remembered. She had no memories of her mother playing with her or of her laughing or running, making pickles or even baking cookies with her.

After her mother died, her father gave Helen a picture of her mother on their wedding day. It did not look at all like the mother Helen remembered, but Helen kept it along with the little prayer card from her mother’s funeral. The picture and the prayer card were all she had left of her mother. After the funeral, her father took all her mother’s clothing and all the things in the house that smelled like her and threw them away.

When Helen was younger, she used to beg her father to tell her about her mother, but he never would. The only thing he ever said was that she was gone. Gone, as if she had run away from both of them.

Helen often had nightmares in which she would be trapped in a long hallway running from one door to the next looking for her mother. Helen could hear her. Sometimes she even thought she could smell her sitting in her room, but she could never find her.

In her heart, Helen knew that part of why she loved Richard was Lillian. It was all going to be just perfect. She would marry Richard, and Lillian would be her mother-in-law. But, Lillian died in 1945, before Richard could come home from the war.

When Richard at last came home, he moved in with his father. By then Thomas, his father, had had a small stroke and his right side was left a little limp and clumsy and he needed help.

Thomas and Richard had both been tall and strong and looked the way some men look as father and son. They were two versions of the same body, distinguished only by years. But the war had changed Richard’s body. It made it lean and angular. His waist was newly defined and thin, while his arms and shoulders had grown thick with hard muscles. His face wasn’t young and soft anymore, but chiseled and weathered, and his was hair black. Blacker than Helen had remembered. Black like polished boots.

Thomas’s stroke had ravaged his strong frame. His body was soft and stooped, his hair, a sullen shade of black streaked with gunmetal grey. It was a little startling to see the two of them together. Their bodies were so different by then, but yet they had the same startling blue eyes.

When Richard asked Helen to marry him, he told her that both he and his father needed her and that the two of them would live with Thomas after the wedding. Helen said she was happy with the arrangement. The war had put her life on hold. There was no money for her to go to art school like she had dreamed of doing, and the little job she had at the drugstore was going nowhere. The prospect of being needed by anyone was exciting. It felt like a new chance at life.

They had a small wedding at the church with a few friends. After the wedding, Helen went home to live with Richard and his father.

On their wedding night she and Richard slept in his old bedroom, while Thomas stayed in his and Lillian’s room. Richard tied the twin beds in his room together with a rope and stuffed his rough wool Army blanket in the crack between the two mattresses. He had tried to make the bed with one of the twin bed top sheets and a blanket but both were about a foot short of each side. All night long Helen found herself cold and uncovered.

The next night, Helen took a double bed sheet and an old comforter from the linen closet and remade the bed. The covers came closer to reaching, but the blanket Richard had stuffed between the mattresses felt like a cautionary double yellow line or a war zone that shouldn’t be crossed.

At first, she believed their living arrangements were temporary. Richard had promised her once Thomas was well enough to live alone, they would move out and buy a home of their own. Work was good in the plant and there was plenty of overtime to help put money in the bank. By living with Thomas they were able to save quite a bit of money for a down payment on a house.

Because money was tight and the living arrangements temporary, Helen agreed to continue to live with Thomas and make do with Richard’s old twin beds tied together. But, after a few months, when things began to feel more permanent, Helen demanded Richard use some of their savings to buy a double bed so they could sleep more comfortably.

From the very start of their marriage, Richard had trouble sleeping. He tossed and turned and some nights it seemed as though he didn’t sleep at all. Helen secretly hoped the new bed would help. It didn’t. Richard complained about spending money on the new bed and became angry she had insisted on buying it. Richard told her in no uncertain terms that nothing else in the house was going to be changed.

Helen stayed clear of Richard’s anger by working in the garden. She also tried her best to keep everything just as Lillian had left it, hoping that in time, Richard would be happy and everything would work out.

While things were less than perfect with Richard, life with Thomas around was good. Thomas appreciated Helen’s company while Richard was off at work. Every morning, when Thomas came down for breakfast, he’d call out for Helen to be sure she was there before he came into the kitchen. He told her once that after Lillian died he didn’t eat for a week because he was afraid to go into the kitchen and discover she was really gone.

Helen liked taking care of Thomas. There was something wonderful about having someone to take care of who needed you and appreciated what you did. She learned how to scramble eggs the way Thomas liked them. Which was the way Lillian always cooked them with bits of fried potatoes and green onions from her garden. She also learned how to make shepherd’s pie with little puffy mounds of mashed potatoes circling Lillian’s cast iron Dutch oven.

All the while she cooked, Thomas would tell her stories about Lillian. He loved to tell her about how they met, and how Lillian would crimp a pie crust by pinching the edges between her thumb and her first finger making it look like a picture in a magazine, how she would sing to the radio and tease him into dancing with her, and how much he missed her.

With Thomas’s encouragement Helen carefully worked her way through the large brown envelop of recipes Lillian had written down and left behind. Despite her occasional failures, Thomas never forgot to thank her for each dish and to talk about Lillian.

Helen loved her father-in-law. When she took care of Thomas, Helen often felt like she was playing house, working in her mother-in-law’s garden, cooking her mother-in-law’s recipes, and making her beds. Almost three years to the day after Helen and Richard were married, Thomas died in his sleep in the big pine bed he and Lillian had once shared.

When Thomas died, Helen had wanted to move. She told Richard the house was full of ghosts and there was no room for them to build a family there.

Richard refused to move. He said he liked the house and felt comfortable there. He also said he thought there was no reason to move. The house was a perfectly good one and except for the taxes, they owned it outright. It made no sense to buy another. Since Helen wasn’t working, she found it hard to argue with Richard about money matters. The one consolation to staying put was Lillian’s garden.

From the very first, Helen continued to grow gladiolas along the back line of the garden just as Lillian had once done and to keep the large mound at the right corner of the lot for rhubarb. When Helen decided to change the size of the plot to make room for more plants she was careful to plant it the way Lillian had always planted her vegetable garden by surrounding it with a border of flowers. The garden might be bigger, but Helen wasn’t willing to part with her mother-in-law’s presence.

Shortly after Thomas died, Richard agreed they could move to the larger bedroom. Helen thought about stripping the yellowed wallpaper and painting it a pale blue. Richard said the wallpaper was perfectly good and should be left intact. Helen suggested putting up fresh curtains and buying a new bedspread. Again, Richard refused. They had a terrible fight and in the end, everything in the house stayed just as Lillian had left it.

Helen believed changes would come in time and kept quiet. But, after Tommy was born, she became overwhelmed with the job of being a mother and all thoughts of buying new curtains or moving to a new home vanished.

Tommy wasn’t at all like either Richard or his namesake, Thomas. Taking care of Tommy wasn’t at all like taking care of Thomas. Where Thomas was content to sit and be with her, Tommy struggled to get out of her arms and run away. She didn’t know how to take care of him. She didn’t know how to keep him safe. She didn’t know how to be his mother.

Sometimes she was so scared and tired she worried she might get sick and die just like her own mother had done.

Linda stood by the kitchen window watching her mother walk along the string she had staked out to mark a row, working a long shallow ditch with her hoe for onion sets. Linda was supposed to be reading King Lear for English but didn’t really feel like mucking through Shakespeare.

“Want some help?” she called through the open window.

“Thought you had homework,” Helen called back, working a stubborn clod of clay with the edge of her hoe.

“Just reading.”

“Sure.”

Slipping on an old pair of tennis shoes Linda grabbed some garden gloves from the back porch before she went out to join her mother.

“Onion sets?” she asked.

“The bucket is over there. The feed store had a new variety of yellow Spanish onions. They’re supposed to be bigger and sweeter. Careful when you separate them, only…” Helen started to instruct her daughter.

“Only one per hole. I think I know how to plant onions.”

“This garden…”

“Is going to send me to college,” Linda completed her mother’s next sentence.

“And it will, young lady, if you separate the onions like I tell you to do,” Helen said in a mock-stern way.

“And what about Tommy?”

When he was first born and Helen could still wrap him tightly in a square flannel blanket and hold him until he restlessly fell to sleep she dreamt about him growing up and going to college. But, once he took his first step she began to doubt it would happen.

Tommy went after the world in a way that had nothing to do with reading a book or worrying about passing exams. School was too much sitting still to suit Tommy. Helen knew it was a waste of dreams to plan Tommy’s life. Tommy did as he pleased from the time he could run.

“Tommy wouldn’t be happy in college,” Helen said, taking up her hoe and moving chunk by chunk up the string.

“Have you ever asked him if he wanted to go to college? I don’t like it when you say the garden money is mine. Shouldn’t it be yours too? I think it should be Tommy’s as well.”

“Has he ever asked you about the money?”

“I told him he could have it.”

“Did he say he wanted it?” Helen asked, already knowing the answer.

“Maybe he doesn’t know enough to want it.”

“Maybe he wants something else.”

“Yeah, like a job in the factory with Dad?”

Helen chose to let the comment pass. Linda had always been doggedly fierce in her defense and protection of Tommy.

Working her way a little further up the row away from her daughter, Helen closed her eyes hoping she could magically make all the tension between them disappear.

“Tommy would die in the factory,” Helen said, knowing it was true. Tommy would never do well being so confined. “But, for your information, miss smarty pants, your father likes working in the factory.”

Richard told Helen once he rather liked the incessant hum of the machinery and the push of the line forcing him to focus on the task at hand. He said it blocked out the memories of the war and the sound of artillery he sometimes still heard in his head. Richard said the hum and the drum of the factory cleared his head and made him feel calm.

Linda kept walking down the row pushing onion sets into the ground with her fingers.

“The Army might be a good place for Tommy,” Helen offered.

“Tommy might get killed in the Army,” Linda screamed back, the anger and fear in her voice pushing up through her body like an explosion.

“You can’t always be there to protect him. None of us can,” Helen said, her voice soft and sing-song calm as she dropped the hoe and walked over to soothe her sobbing daughter.

“And if he’s lost?” Linda asked, letting her mother’s arms swallow up the fear she felt when she thought of Tommy and of how he was always so close to danger, so very far away from where she could go to get him and save him.

“Someone will find him.”

Even though she couldn’t believe it, Linda wished with all her heart it would be true.
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