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Basically. On hill tops, Alford Silt Loam, from two to 12 percent slopes, eroded and severely eroded. Deep and well-drained. Surface layer is brown and yellow silt loam seven to eight inches thick. Subsoil is 26 to 40 inches thick, ranging from brown friable silt loam to mottled or dark brown silty clay loam. Underlying material to a depth of 60 inches is brown mottled silt loam. All of this was formed in loess...

Notes on family soil by Michael A. Rynkiewich

Apology


Twenty-eight years ago in an attic study that faced the evening sun, my old man tapped away a summer’s hours on a typewriter, constructing a manuscript overflowing with fictions he based on his mother’s memories of her childhood on a farm in Solitude, Indiana. 


Here I am, tapping computer keys in my own bug-littered study. My window shows me sweeps of clouds crisscrossed with powerlines.


Grandma was a good woman. I could elaborate, but there is a story coming and a story can (and usually does) suffer from too much explanation.


"One road. Another road. Then three."


Grandma would say and turn her eyes to heaven. She meant it.


"Nobody loves me, everybody hates me, guess I’ll go eat worms."


Grandma would sing. And laugh.


She was the youngest sister, was the one who stayed behind. The oldest sister stayed on the farm too, for a while. The sister in the middle was the prettiest and the one that left.


The older sisters were proud of the load their little sister carried.


"What was life on the farm like?" I asked over and over.


"It was hard for me. Individualism knocked me off the land," said Lenora at Grandma’s funeral.


"The rest of us were never individuals," offered Emmy.


"Oh, hush up, I didn’t mean it like that."


Grandma died before her time, before her older siblings. She died happy though.


My old man did his research with his mother. I did none. I am just happy to hang my words on his frame. Though maybe these words are more than just decoration.


This is not an academic work. I know what I know. Some.


Details? Someone once said, "The truth is not made of details. Truth is not made up of anything. It just is."  


Of course the earth abides. This is not that kind of agrarian novel. Something else abides. What’s more even. Faith, hope and charity, but mostly, the greatest of these. 


I’ll do my best. Here’s my take on the story.

Chapter 1

Friday, December 19, 1930


Someone in the kitchen dropped a pan. Molly’s nose twitched, then wandered through downy mountains, followed by soft cheeks, sleepy-shut eyes and a round chin, and discovered cool open air. She sniffed for signs of breakfast. Heard someone grinding coffee beans.


A mercurial someone padded across the landing outside Molly’s bedroom.


Someone tinkled in a pot.


"Near the coal shed. Someone," whispered Molly.


Molly breathed deep. The red barn yawned, the milk cows yawned. The sun rolled on stage. 


Two freckled arms, gently molded, still baby limbs. One small sphere, a pearl onion dipped in brown mustard. Emerging from dream, knowing her lot, acquiescing, smiling, Molly stretched her fingers toward her door and yawned "ham" as a salted thread of porky air danced into her bedroom.


She tucked her door knob elbows against her soft flanks, swung her stubby feet out into the winter morning blue-tint, butt on the mattress edge, clenched her stomach and then flung her arms back above her head to balance in a flannel-wrapped bend. Slowly as she could, Molly tipped her toes toward the floor until, just inches from the maple boards, her abdomen muscles gave in. Both feet flapped on the cool, worn wood.


Ten feet away each morning. The landing rug.


In about 1884-ish, so the family memory goes, Molly’s great-grandmother on the Clabborn side, Molly the First, bartered for a mostly rust-colored rug with a thoroughly rust-colored traveling salesman who claimed a Turkish lineage. The rug Molly the First purchased, for 35 pickled eggs, spread out ten feet long and five feet wide and nicely filled most of the second floor landing in the then newly-built Clabborn home. Two inches short but snug on the sides. The first morning with the new rug on the floor, Molly the First’s 15-year-old son, Molly’s grandfather Francis, in a fit of happiness or teenage hysterics, charged up the stairs, hopped off the top step and attempted an ostentatious jump-stop on the unfettered rug. It was the very last step at the bottom of the stairs, though Francis hit all the other steps along the way, that forced both of Francis’ front teeth to pop out of his head. That afternoon, an enormous cotton rag, pink with blood, jammed in his mouth and flopping as he hammered, Francis went against his mother’s wishes and drove 123 nails, all he could find, through the rug and into the maple floor boards.


Molly liked to think of the rug as being ocher in color. A friend of the family had mentioned while at Molly’s house for an August afternoon iced tea that she just loved the Clabborn’s upstairs oriental ocher rug. Molly’s mother, Della, agreed with the family friend but Molly had felt then that her mother had no idea what the word "ocher" meant. Molly looked up the word, spending almost a half-hour scanning the o-words for the correct spelling, and then mentally tacked the word to the inside of her head. There was also at least five more colors in the rug Molly named on her own, with no dictionary aid, and still a few for which she had not yet found a good description.


She named cinnamon, coconut, granny apple, grass and hog manure.


Still, when the "Francis and the Slippery Rug" story was told, and it came up two or three times a year at picnics and other gatherings, inevitably the rug was deemed rust-colored by whoever told the uproarious tale.


Perched on her toes, Molly shuffled clumsily to the immutable ocher landing rug and knocked on the bathroom door.


"Emmy! I have to go!"


"Minute or two, Molly. Only a minute. Or, go outside. Though it is cold, I reckon. Only a minute. Or maybe two."

***


Marcus had a reoccurring dream.


An unfeigned stillness.


Subtle, nearly nothing, lavender in the east. Lavender maybe. Colors slipping from one hue to another as if being smoothed and stroked by trained, careful hands. 


Clouds sighed, nuzzling each other, watching the changing colors.


Then, it was as if the horizon took a small breath.


A puff of fire. Hypnotically slow. Sunrise.


"Like a painting I once saw," he said to Della one morning.


"But more peaceful," he added clumsily.

***


First thing, Marcus built a fire on the dining room hearth and another in the new kitchen stove. The same chimney serviced both fires.


Just before the autumn harvest two years ago, the bottom fell out of the firebox on the family’s black iron range. Marcus surprised Della by purchasing a Columbia porcelain enameled stove. The old iron stove had required weekly polishing with blacking or the surface would look muddy, dead. The deceased appearance of her stove, when she had not polished it for a few days, embarrassed Della, who always had neighbors stopping by for coffee or iced tea and even, in better times, for a buttery biscuit with strawberry jam. 


"Wonderful man, you are. That’s what I wanted exactly," Della said as she wildly hugged her husband. "No upkeep on this porcelain!"


The new stove had an eight gallon reservoir that, when filled in the evening by Molly, as it most often was, would furnish warm water after an hour mooching heat from the morning fires.


Marcus dipped his finger in the still-cool reservoir waters. Pressed his damp finger against his left temple.


"Barney should be up by now." Marcus thought. He thought the words once more and then called out to his wife.


"Going out."  


With his head down, Marcus listened for a moment to the sound of his boots crunching through the frost.


A north wind had come up in the night. He lifted his face to catch its force, hoping to find instruction in the strength or temperature of the wind. If snow came,  the steers would have to be fed and bedded in the barn. No snow meant he could send the two other hired hands to shuck the last three loads of corn.


Chin back on his chest, Marcus decided there would be no snow.


The sun was not up yet when Marcus entered the barn where Barney was breaking corn for the milk cows.

***


Molly’s room was host to a giant wardrobe built by Molly the First’s husband, Ernie, who was an accomplished cabinet-maker, carpenter and craftsman. The Clabborn house had many pieces of polished oak furniture. In the wardrobe lived all the Clabborns’ summer clothes in the winter and all the winter clothes in the summer. 


Unfortunately for Molly, the wardrobe in her bedroom also housed nine large canvasses painted by Molly the First, so there never was any room for Molly to keep her in-season clothes in her own room.


Molly the First was a devoted follower of Jesus Christ and His mother. She took two years to complete each of her nine portraits. The crucifixion of Christ dominated her work, though she never painted Christ nor the cross. She painted the face of Mary, mother of Jesus, as she may have looked the day her son was crucified. Molly the First painted Mary’s Good Friday face. Over and over. She painted the face sad, envious, angry, astonished, crazed, tortured, bemused, dead and bored. Ernie knew of his wife’s passion and he used to hang her paintings in the attic. Molly the First did not want the paintings displayed in her home. Her passion was an embarrassment to her. No one else in Posey County knew about the paintings and no one in the Clabborn family felt the need to display the work openly nor did they feel comfortable destroying it.


Sometimes Molly would pull one of the paintings out of the wardrobe and study the colors. She never looked any Mary in the eyes. Especially bemused Mary.


"The sort of happy Mary has a silver dress on," said Molly to her family one morning over breakfast.


"I swear last time I looked at the picture, it looked right back at me," said Emmy.


So Molly never looked the Marys in the eyes again.


Also in the wardrobe, each person but one in the Clabborn family stored at least one item beneath the hanging out-of-season wear and to the north of the Mary’s.


Marcus kept a wide and shallow tin can full of arrowheads he had collected as a boy on the land around his farm. Now and then, even as a grown man, he added to the collection.


"Must have been a camp here," said Marcus, while displaying a new artifact to his brother, Laish, who farmed with him. "Or maybe there was a great battle on our land."


"Isn’t God perfect?" replied Laish.


Della stored a large wicker picnic basket that the family never used. In the basket she stored a silver brooch her mother had given her. The brooch opened on faux gold hinges to display a frightening portrait of her own mother.


"Not a handsome woman," commented Emmy every time she saw her maternal grandmother’s image.


"Yes, ugly," said Della every time, "God rest her soul. Yes, she was tight with money, God rest her soul, and, yes, she was empty of laughs. Oh, but, God rest her soul, she taught me all there is to know about running a house."


"Do you have to say ‘God rest her soul’ every time you mention her?"


"She never rested in life, so I just like to ask God to give it to her in death," said Della. "Some day maybe you’ll say the same for me."


In the wardrobe, Emmy kept only her diary. A key-operated lock held the small book bound. Emmy wore the key on a chain around her neck, outside of her clothes, while every so often mentioning the book and the key to her younger sister in an off-hand manner.


"I wish I hadn’t written such nasty, mean-hearted news in my diary last night. Well, it’s a good thing I have it all locked up safe... Locked with this key. Right here."


Molly had an envelope containing a tuft of her own baby hair. Mixed and twirled with her own mud-colored, torpid locks that hung, as Emmy said, "Brown and sullen" on Molly’s head, she also had sprigs from both her sisters’ heads as well. Molly lifted a wet and trampled sample of Emmy’s maple curls from the bathroom floor and she clipped not much more than an eyelash-worth of blonde from Lenora’s head the night before she left the Clabborn house.    


Lenora, older than Molly, younger than Emmy, went to college. She wrote home now and then, always using an ebullient, comical, bon vivant tone.


"Mother, last night Ginger came into my dormitory wearing the absolute funniest hat! Pink and pulled down so tight on her head I thought she must have had a mishap at the hair salon! ‘No’ said she ‘I simply wanted to feel outrageous!’"


Lenora kept nothing in the wardrobe.


All of Molly’s everyday in-season clothes were in a shared chest of drawers in Emmy’s room.
So Molly had to change her clothes every morning in her sister’s space. Some times Molly waited for Emmy to leave. Sometimes Molly would come in before Emmy woke up. Most days she just walked in, without considering too much what to say, how to act, snatched a dress off a hanger, slipped it over her head and steadily walked right back out of Emmy’s room before Emmy could say much.


Emmy was moody. Sometimes very funny.


"I may ask mother to make some strawberry jam today," Emmy once said casually on a late November Thursday morning.


"There’s no strawberries to pick now," said Molly pointing out the living room window at the grey sky and empty fields.


"Must you always limit me?" said Emmy.


"I like the in-betweens. The jelly." Molly tried.


"Oh you would, Moll. All fine ladies prefer strawberry lumps to strawberry goo. I read it once."


"In what?"


"I think it might be in Deuteronomy."


This particular winter morning, Emmy took an extra minute in the bathroom. So Molly took an extra minute in Emmy’s room, where all her daily clothes were stored. She was holding a coyote skull named Happy. Last summer, Molly found Happy hanging from a nail on a fence post a quarter mile from the farm.


"Laish may have put that there," said Marcus. "He does that."


"That?" said Molly wondering if her father meant specifically that his brother hung coyote skulls on fence post nails or if a broader "that" was intended.


"Hangs critters’ heads on fence posts, after he shoots them. Ask him about it, if you like."


Molly never did ask Laish. He was a man with a big chest, big appetite, big heart, big smile. He said "The Lord gives and gives" thirty times day. He spoke at church revivals of the steadfast, puissant, sacred, unvarnished, obstinate yet forgiving, quiescent yet kinetic, praiseworthy and perfect nature of Jesus. 


"Jesus is for every man, woman and child. Jesus, ye Unworthy Soldiers, ye Unholy Tillers of Soil, ye Mothers and Daughters of Blemished Eve, oh my Jesus, no, OUR Jesus calls out to you now," he shouted one Saturday night, sweat and tears flowing in rivers over his trembling cheeks.


Laish farmed part-time and preached the rest of the time.  Marcus never missed a chance to see his brother shout, ramble, wail and praise.


"But you never raise a hand nor lift your voice in song. You just stare at me. How is it, Marcus, that you cry out to the Lord behind the cow barn and yet cannot sound a peep in a church?" said Laish one day.


"Don’t know," said Marcus. He shrugged his shoulders.


"That’s all I get, huh?"


Della and her three girls went once to one of Laish’s revivals when Emmy was just 18 and Lenora still lived at home. Molly was not quite nine-years-old and had never been to a revival before. The shouting, the crying, the impassioned singing, the cacophony of salvation caused Molly to faint.


When she awoke, Laish was standing over her.


"Bless you, Baby. The Lord gives and gives," he said.


Molly now stood in Emmy’s room holding Happy, not sure what to do with her mental picture of Laish cutting off an animal’s head, scraping, washing and nailing it to a fence post, and her memory of  Laish weeping for Jesus and wondering at God’s enormous, everlasting charity.


Most nights, Molly set Happy under her bed and dreamed about him. Molly felt that the skull aided, even provided, her dreams. She had such good dreams, such fantastic adventures, with Happy under her bed that she sometimes felt like sharing her good fortune with her older sister. Molly put Happy under Emmy’s bed once a week. One night, Emmy had a dream that was so good she fell off her bed. When she smacked the floor and opened her eyes, her position gave her a direct view of Happy’s shadowed eye sockets.


Emmy stormed into Molly’s room screaming that this time Molly had crossed the line of decency and would have to pay the consequences. As Emmy pulled her fist back as if to smash Happy, Molly scrambled out of bed and went directly to a beggar’s kneel. Molly pleaded with her sister to let her have Happy once again. She said she never meant any harm and would never do it again. Emmy reluctantly agreed, but only after Molly agreed to kiss Emmy’s little toe on her right foot.


"Recall this next time you feel at all squirrely," said Emmy.


A week later, when Emmy would not let Molly pee inside, Molly decided to get Emmy back for the toe kissing.


"I love my sister, but that toe was not nice. And it smelled like watermelon. Which is not a nice smell on a toe," Molly told a friend at school.


So, Molly plopped Happy down on Emmy’s pillow, thinking of Laish praising the Lord Almighty as he shucked a pile of animal heads and also of Emmy’s watermelon toe.


"Molly! Get down here, Baby, the men will need this table set! Molly?"


"Coming!"


Molly trotted away from Happy and down to the kitchen.

***


Though 24-year-old Emmy was the first of Della’s daughters, and could be a capable cook and a decent worker, she did not wake up any earlier nor was she of any more help in the kitchen or on the farm than Della’s youngest, Molly, and even though Emmy was the oldest, she was much less ambitious and attractive than Della’s middle daughter, Lenora.


Emmy knew all this. So did everyone else.


Molly still loved Emmy and she thought from the time she could gather her thoughts to a point that Della, Emmy and she were three best women in Indiana.


"At least," she told a younger girl at school, "in Posey County I don’t think anyone can match us."


Then Lenora. Molly loved her too. She supposed.


"I don’t know her, I guess," Molly would say.


Della loved all her children without compromise.


"How much do you love her?" Molly asked as Della tucked her in one evening.


"Lenora is not difficult to love. She is just not usually around in order to be loved."


Molly smiled.


"No, Baby, I don’t forget about her either. She knows where I keep her."


Molly watched her mother fold her rough hands and place them over her heart.  

***


Molly bounced down the stairs and into the kitchen. She wore dirty white socks and a blue dress. Horizon blue, according to Molly.


Della turned and calmly said, "I was givin’ you one more minute and then I might have come up there after you."


"Emmy’ll be down soon too," said Molly.


Della turned her back to Molly and faced her ham rashers, placed parallel, popping in unison.


"Emmy’ll be down soon enough, I know," said Della. "That don’t mean you can put off setting the table."


A stifled yelp tumbled down the stairwell.


"Morning after morning," Della clucked.


Molly set the table for Marcus and Barney.


"How many are here?"


"Just Dad and Barney, but set it up for us too."


Sometimes Della would wait until the men had eaten and would not let Emmy and Molly sit either. In the summer, Della and the two girls would stand near the table and wave dish towels like propellers so the men would not have to fight through the black flies to get to their meal. The rest of the year, especially when there was more than a few men hired to work at the Clabborn’s, Della would just tell the girls to stand back and let the men eat first even if there was no pressing chore like herding blackflies. And then some mornings, Della allowed the men and women to all sit down together.


"Go get the cream out of the pantry too, Baby."


Molly opened the pantry door and padded across the cold concrete floor to an old wooden table covered with a worn oilcloth. She lifted the pitcher of cream and, as she felt was respectful, gazed around her mother’s pantry.


"Jars of cloudy snow," said Molly to her mother’s jars stuffed with lard.


"A barrel of powdered goose feathers," said Molly to her mother’s barrel of bread flour.


Molly heard Barney and Marcus enter the kitchen. She spun too quick and sloshed a drop of cream. Quickly, she cleaned the floor with a dirty white sock and then she slipped back into the kitchen.

***


"Comin’ that way, Baby."


Molly stepped aside to let her father and his top farm hand pass. Marcus and Barney, carrying the milk buckets from outside, swung their nearly identical lean, tall bodies past Molly toting the cream pitcher from the pantry. Barney had a slight unnatural dip in his gait, otherwise the two men moved in tandem. They set their pails down in the pantry and then reappeared in the doorway back into the kitchen. Side by side, their resemblance, without a trace of family blood between them, astounded Della.


"Barney, I swear you’re becoming Marcus!"


"No, don’t say that," Marcus said. "He looks fine."


"I never said he was anything but fine. Just that he looks like you."

***


Barney was 12 years a junior to Marcus. He had worked on the Clabborn farm for 11 years. His family lived about 50 miles to the west of Solitude in Folsomville but Barney did not talk about them. Part of his pay went to room and board. He lived in a small, clean room attached to the barn. The room had an old stove and an ancient bed. Marcus and Barney had built the room the week he arrived looking for work. Barney had limped up the Clabborn drive, dragging his naked left foot like a pinkish sock full of stones.


"My name is Barney. I left my family name," he said.


Marcus looked Barney over. He wore rags. His face was lumpy and purple with bruises.


"Looking for work?"


"I am. What ever you got."


"Stay here tonight. We’ll call Doc Hay about that foot."

***


Many nights since Emmy had reached adulthood, or at least the age of it, Della would ask Marcus what they should do if Barney ever took a romantic interest in Emmy.


"It’d be fine. But I don’t think he’d be up for it just yet," Marcus would whisper.


"I enjoy Barney living on the farm," Della would continue. "Still, he should give Emmy a chance."


"He’d have to move out if they was to start courtin’."


"I suppose."


Emmy was the oldest living child, but not Della’s first. A son was firstborn. Walter Daniel Clabborn was born on April 24, 1903. Died July 30, 1905. Walter had blue eyes, red hair and a tiny cough. In his third summer, Walter suffered from diarrhea and vomiting for five days. Dr. Hay prescribed a daily dose of castor oil. The first day of treatment, Walter died. Emmy was born two years later. Though she learned all the skills needed to be a productive member of the family farm, she never took to the work and slowly everyone outside the family and even Marcus started to believe Emmy was sort of dim and lazy, while Della, and later, Lenora and Molly, knew her to be extraordinarily bright and lazy. Then Lenora came. She was born thin and pretty in a family of thin, handsome men and thick-bodied women who just barely missed being considered pretty. Lenora knew less than her older sister about farm work and did less farm work too, though because of her beauty, no one ever thought of her as lazy, just as too good-looking for hard work. Another boy tried to join the family after Lenora but his umbilical cord hanged him before his first breath. He was never named. Then Molly arrived and all the work that Emmy was too lazy and Lenora too pretty to do and all the expectations that Walter and Baby Boy were supposed to accept, fell on her onion head and soft, sloped shoulders. Though the addition of Barney to the Clabborn farm gave Molly a few years reprieve before her real work began.


"Well, I thank the Lord for Barney," said Della. "Whoever he appears to be." 


"I don’t mind," said Barney to Della. "There’s worse to look like."


Emmy walked into the kitchen and asked what she could do to help with breakfast. She smiled at Molly. Mouthed "Ha ha." Della assured her that breakfast was under control and told her she could take Molly to school after the meal. Molly hung her head. Emmy smiled broader.


"Now, grab the meat and gravy for me," Della said to Molly.


"Yes, Molly. Get the meat and the baby and then I’ll take the gravy to school," said Emmy.


Molly laughed.


Della placed the biscuits on the table and poured two cups of coffee. Emmy brought the gravy and ham rashers to the table. Molly stood by her pitcher of cream.


All five sat down at the table. Marcus asked for the blessing.


"Dear Heavenly Father, we thank you for this food that has been prepared. Thank you for our bounty. "


Prayer was the only time of the day that Marcus could be loud. He prayed in the early afternoon behind the cattle barn, arms waving as if he were rearranging the clouds. Other times, Marcus prayed in a more reserved voice. He prayed in the morning, kneeling at the bedside as his wife snored, and in the evening with his wife’s hands held in his. And he prayed at every meal. Meal time prayers were sometimes booming, sometimes in a whisper. This morning, Marcus whispered.


After the prayer, Marcus picked up the platter of ham rashers and took two. Then he passed the platter to Barney. 


Halfway through the meal, Marcus announced his plans for the day.


"Sending Gene and Bud to get the last of the corn in, Mother. This afternoon, Barney and me got to make a pen for that old sow so her pigs won’t get trampled or eaten."


"Anybody for dinner?"


"No, just us."


"You pay Gene and Bud for a whole day."


"I will."


"They can eat here, if you like."


"I’m giving them the last four rows to take home, put in their bins."


The rest of the meal passed in silence. Molly crunched the edges of her ham rasher.

***


Once. Again. Three times. Babies love mirrors.


Look. See. Will you be beautiful?


"No time for starin’ at your face, Baby."


Are you beautiful, Baby?


"Keep dryin’ them dishes, Baby."


Pillow face. Sack of potatoes. Cloud belly. Loaves of bread. Stump rump.


"Emmy! Come on back down here and take your sister to school."


"Mom, who do I look like?"


"You’re my spittin’ image. You know that."


"And Emmy and Lenora?"


"What? You know, Baby."


"Tell me again, Mom."


"Emmy looks like many of the Brush women, but not me as much. Lenora looks like Marcus. You look like me."


"I know."

***


"There’s Uncle Laish, Mom!"


"Go on, then. Let Emmy stay here and help me. Laish can give you a ride," said Della.


A1928 Ford Model A rattled around the back porch. A horn tooted twice. A voice boomed.  Emmy hopped into the kitchen holding something behind her back. Molly plucked her lunch bag from the counter and her Latin primer from the breakfast table, cocked her head to the side and squeaked, "Bye, Emmy," and slipped out the door with the words, "Love you, Baby," and "You got to sleep sometime," closely following her.


Laish’s hair was stiff, wiry and almost blood-colored with black and grey streaks. Some days, he combed it all forward, sometimes backward. He had a red nose too, but it was not from drinking. Laish never drank alcohol. He chewed on a twig sometimes.


"The Lord gives and gives!"


"All I want is a ride to school!"


"He provides for that too."

***


Molly had a big face. Sky and dirt and Molly’s face made a sliver-wide triangle that came to a point on the frosty horizon.


"A little head though.... compared to it all," thought Molly. 


"Christmas is less than a week away and I still don’t have something right for Emmy," she said out loud.


Laish had three children of his own. All boys. Grant was angry, John was pretty and Paul hic-cupped a lot. They were all younger than Molly and they all sat on the back seat punching each other. Laish drove like he thought, with sporadic bursts of energy. His children rattled about on the back seat bench and were not able to remain apart no matter if they tried, which they didn’t, so they just slapped and poked and punched each other and Laish just let them.


"Should get her a car like mine," said Laish.


"How would I get the money for a car?"


"Money? Why, Molly, the Lord..."


A roar from the back seat: "Gives and gives!"


"Have I said that before, boys?"


Laish picked his nose.


Molly rubbed her mouth with her hands to muffle her laughter.


"Gives and gives," said Laish.

***


"I think I’ll give Molly a haircut for Christmas," said Emmy.


"She’d rather you’d not, surely," said Della. "She might like a chance to help you with churning though."


Emmy looked at her hands draped loosely about the butter church arm. Molly loved to churn butter. Emmy did not. She faced Della.


"Maybe I’ll give her a chance, Mother," said Emmy. "And I’ll be Baby for a day."


Della checked her daughter’s face and found it hard to read.


Emmy again looked down at her hands.


"I was only joking."


She began to churn again. Little nodes of butter floated to the top of the cream. Slowly the pale yellow lumps gathered into one free-form community.


"I do like butter," said Emmy. "Who wouldn’t, I suppose? How common." 


Emmy opened the churn, poured the buttermilk off and then worked the butter lump with a broad wooden spoon. She poured cold water over the butter and worked the rest of the milk out.


"Left milk will make it bitter," said Della.


"The clearer the water, the better the taste," returned Emmy.


After the milk was removed and the water ran clear over the lump, Emmy added salt and then heaped the butter into a mold. Della then appeared over Emmy’s shoulder in one hand bearing cheesecloth to hold the butter mold and in the other hand a one gallon pail and a long length of rope.


"Here. Let me. I know. Yes. And tie it off," said Emmy.


"I see you do know," said Della. "I forget you know when you don’t keep your eyes open for it."


"Just because it because it bores me to sleep does not mean I am ignorant of the chore," said Emmy.


"My, but you’re full of lip this morning."


Della had a small ring of perspiration around her hairline. It was nearly always there. Black hair perched in a bun atop her round head. Her hips were broad and her breasts walked along her waistline. 


"I have been," said Emmy. "I don’t mean it to be hurtful."


Emmy did not have Lenora’s looks but she did have her defiant attitude, to a point. Without the face to back up her sass, Emmy had lost confidence in herself over the years. She coupled her insecurities with laziness to form a insolent facade that quickly fell apart and asked for forgiveness. A prettier girl would have stood firm, knowing that no one could stay mad at her for long, and a harder-working girl would have had more determination.


"You’re forgiven, child," said Della as she stroked her daughter’s cheek. "Now, go hang that butter up."


Emmy walked to the cistern and lowered the butter-filled pail with the rope to within a few inches of the water and then tied the rope to a bent rusty nail.


Once a week, Emmy and Della would take their homemade butter and a few dozen eggs to town to trade for other grocery items. The Clabborns had a running account with the grocer, a slender man named Fred F. Farrell Junior.


"Name’s Fred, but everybody just calls me Fudger," said Fred F. Farrell Jr. to those in his shop he did not know. "I don’t sell no fudge though."


The people in Solitude begged for Clabborn products (Della also brought in cured ham and bacon) when Fudger had them in stock. With the items Della and Emmy provided at Farrell’s, they received store credit. Della always tried to get her credit up to $100 or more near the Christmas season.


"Got about $110 at Farrell’s now," Della said.


"Maybe we can get Dad a bag of chestnuts?"


"If Fudger has any in, we can."


The two spent the rest of the morning cleaning the cupboards and baking breads.

***

Before breakfast, the milk cows had been milked. After rashers, biscuits, gravy and fried eggs Marcus set the horses and cows free to roam in the horse lot while Barney went back to breaking up corn for chicken and cow feed. Marcus soon joined him. The cows were fed an oat and corn salad tossed with a supplement from a store in Shelbyville. The chickens were fed cracked corn. Barney carried the corn in grass sacks to the three hens houses east of the farm house. He fed the chickens and stacked the remainder of the grass sacks in a separate room in the front of the biggest hen house. Marcus had moved on to forking manure into the spreader while Barney finished feeding chickens. Then Barney picked up a pitchfork and joined Marcus.


Marcus and Barney were still shoveling manure a half hour before noon. When the manure was piled high enough in the catch, Barney drove the spreader through the corn field tossing manure ten feet in every direction. The Clabborn animals, from horses to hogs, produced enough manure to fertilize every field Marcus farmed.


The spreader was pulled by two old slow horses named Dolly and The Lady.  Dolly lowered her head every few feet and tried to nibble an ear of corn missed by the shuckers during the harvest. The Lady never lowered her head.


Just before dinner, Gene and Bud came in from the field with the last two loads of corn. The wagons were set up with two extra sideboards on one side of the bed. When out in the field, each man walked on the side of the bed with only one sideboard, cutting into the top of the shuck with a peg set in his glove, pulling out ears with the other hand and then flinging it against the double sideboard on the far side of the wagon bed. The tossed ears of corn built a lopsided pile against the taller boards that tapered down to the single-board side. Gene was left-handed and Bud was right-handed and they worked from opposite sides of the wagon. As Gene and Bud led their horse-drawn wagons side by side up to the farm, with the double side boards on the outside, their loads of corn looked like a rising green and yellow wake trailing behind Dolly and The Lady.


The two men stopped their horses in front of the house and came over to Marcus.


"That field’s picked cleaner than a whistle," said Gene revealing as he smiled an enormous gap between his two front teeth.


"Come on up to the house and I’ll get you your checks. You can take those loads home for your horses," said Marcus.


"Made ‘er by Christmas, didn’t we, by Heaven?" said Bud.


"By sweat and Heaven," added Gene. "We saw Schuessler on the way in. He’ll be shucking till the last of January."


"Guess he’ll be ahead of where he was last year if he does. Right, Marcus," said Bud.


"Schuessler’s slow all right," Marcus allowed.


"Slow? A bird could nest in his hair!" said Gene.


Marcus glanced at Barney. Barney nodded. Both men knew neither Gene nor Bud would get as much work done as they did if either directed their own schedules. Marcus worked hard and instilled hard work in others.


"Gather your pay from Emmy. Thanks," said Marcus.


Gene and Bud gently rapped the back door to the house and Emmy appeared swiftly.


"Boo," she said.


"I reckon," said Gene.


"Boo! Ha ha!" said Bud.


"Five loads all together for the week, men?"

***


Miss Rachel’s breasts were small. Her face and her hands were small. Her feet were large for her body, but still were small compared to Molly’s feet.


"Now, class, do we have our Christmas essays ready?"


Molly raised her right hand.


"Yes, Molly?"


"I am ready."


Miss Rachel had moved to Solitude at the start of the school year. She taught the fifth through eighth grades in a large schoolroom. It was not unusual for a young woman to move into a school district, teach for a year or less and then to marry, give up her profession, make biscuits and stew for her new husband and soon become fat with new life.


Molly’s last three teachers had all lasted exactly one year.


Miss Rachel had resisted several would-be suitors and had, in just four months, gained a reputation not as a chaste or even as just a choosy woman, but as a snooty know-it-all.


"Now tell me that Mellonpile’s boy is not a good catch," said Addie, Della’s sister, one morning over coffee at the Clabborn’s. "And that proud Miss Rachel just turned him down flat."


"All the Mellonpile’s got smelly breath," said Molly.


"Molly!" said Della with a reproachful slap landing on Molly’s behind.


"We got one in our class! I know it’s true."


Though the Mellonpile family was fair game, whoever said an improper word concerning Miss Rachel always got an earful from Molly. Miss Rachel was pretty and dainty. Molly felt sorry for her, because she seemed too delicate to do any real work, though Miss Rachel was not a sorrowful character. On the contrary, Miss Rachel was always happy in her classroom talking to students and she was always content working on a lesson in her quiet time in her small home that the school provided for her. That was the depth of her. She liked to dress in smart, pressed dresses and pull her hair back into a small bun. She liked to teach, to impart significant dates and facts, and she liked planning to teach. There was no room for fawning bachelors.


"Miss Rachel is an enterprising young woman," said Molly to her mother when Addie excused herself from coffee singing, "Tinkle, tinkle, little Addie" as she always did when she had to pee.


"Maybe you’ll be just like her someday," said Della.


"Naw, I’m too big," said Molly. "I may be a labor champion in some steel refinery someday. But I won’t be a delicate teacher."


"Steel refinery?" said Della. "Where’d you get words like that?"


"Readin’," said Molly sheepishly.


When Molly reached the front of Miss Rachel’s classroom, she turned as quickly as she could and said, "Folks! It’s going to be a fine Christmas at the Clabborn’s!"


Miss Rachel’s opened her eyes wide and smiled.


"Oh, yes, the tree’s already decorated with popcorn, dried cherries and solid gold nuggets..."

***


After lunch, Marcus and Barney went back to the hog barn.


"The second horse stall would make a good pen," was all Marcus had to say. The men worked quietly for a half an hour. Manure fumes filled their lungs. Sweat dribbled coolly off their foreheads in the December chill.


Marcus got a small steel trough and put it in the stall. Barney hauled the gate up and laid it against the barn wall unattached.


"Go get her?" said Barney.


Marcus handed Barney a pitchfork.


"Careful, now."


Walking to the back of the hog pen, where a 400-pound sow named Gina hunkered, Barney rolled the pitchfork handle in his left hand. When the two men reached the pen, the hefty sow looked up, scowled and grunted.


"Gina, you don’t sound too happy," Barney said.


Gina eyed the armed farmers and shifted her belly from flat-out on her left to directly beneath her. She sounded a confused, warning snort. Marcus edged around to stand at her great rear.


"Up we go!" yelled Marcus and then he kicked Gina in the rump.


Gina let out a flustered squeal and turned her head to glare at Marcus but she did not move the rest of her frame. Barney moved in toward Gina’s head threatening her with his pitchfork. He tried to scare her into standing up. Gina grunted in cadence to Barney’s feints as if he were the band director and she the tuba. Still, Gina remained. Barney kicked the wall by her head and then kicked her in the head. Gina remained.


Both men stepped back for a minute to figure out a new strategy. Gina stopped grunting but continued to breathe heavily. She stared at Barney.


"I believe I’ll beat on the manger over her head," said Marcus.


Suddenly, Gina coughed, bellowed and rocked forward onto her feet. She stepped toward Barney but he waved his pitchfork and she trotted to the other end of the pen. Marcus and Barney caught up and jogged along on either side of Gina, escorting her through a small gate and right up the door of her newly constructed stall. Gina balked for a moment and then started again just as Barney landed his foot on her rump. She fell on her face in the stall, clambered up and spun around in time to see Marcus swinging the gate shut.


The men tied the gate shut with bailing wire at the top and bottom. Barney stooped and pushed the wire around the post with his left hand. With his right, he reached through the slats of the gate and began to pull the wire through.


Gina, who had stealthily ambled over, lunged at Barney’s hand. He jerked back, but, with his fist clenched around the wire, his retreat was impeded by the gate slats. The sow’s teeth sunk in deep behind Barney’s knuckles.


On his knees, Barney leaned backwards and tried to tear his fingers out of Gina’s mouth.


"Hold it!" shouted Marcus. He hopped on the gate with the end of the pitchfork handle in his hand. In one high arcing swoop, Marcus brought the pitchfork handle down across Gina’s back, snapping the wood and breaking her will.


Barney fell back away from the gate, jamming his left hand into the muddy manure floor. He kept his mangled right hand in the air. Marcus grabbed Barney by the shirt and picked him up.


"Let’s give Della a look at that."

***


"I didn’t know she was a bitin’ sow," said Della.


Marcus frowned at the floor.


"Yeah, they all will when they’re piggy."


Emmy stood behind her mother. Barney smelled like manure.


"Getting manure on the kitchen floor," Emmy said. She blushed.


"It’s all right, Barney. We’ll get it later. Emmy, get me a white rag and the peroxide," said Della.


"Why’re you embarrassed?" said Marcus.


Emmy turned toward the cabinet that held assorted balms and other medicinal items. She turned quick enough so that Barney and Della could not see the face Marcus did.


"One peroxide swab for Mr. Pig-bite!" 


Emmy face was bruised with embarrassment.


"Thanks, Emmy," said Barney.


Some idea, some realization brushed the edge of Marcus’ mind.


"Emmy, maybe you’d help me out with a few chores while Barney rests that hand for the afternoon," said Marcus.


"I couldn’t...," started Emmy.


"I’m ready to work now," said Barney.


"Laish is here with Molly," said Della.


The Model A bumped up the driveway. The boys were singing hymns. Grant was the loudest. He sang with an Old Testament scowl on his face.


"A mighty fortress is our God....."


Molly bounced in through the kitchen door and noticed only her mother at first.


"Mom, Laish is funny!"


Barney, Marcus, red-faced Emmy.


"I know, Baby," said Della.


"What’d he say?" asked Emmy.


Molly felt she had interrupted some meeting. She wondered if the secret was still in the air. She sniffed. She listened. She looked.


"Smells like manure in here... And why’re you so red?"


Emmy decided that was enough. She left the room.


"Supper time. Molly, help me with the biscuits."


"Help you do what with them?"


 Molly pointed to the table. The biscuits looked cold.


Marcus frowned. Work’s done for the day, he thought.

***


After the dinner-time prayer, Molly wanted to know what had happened to Barney’s hand, but first she had to tell everyone about her performance at school.


"The assignment was to just write an essay about what Christmas was going to be like at our house. But I thought it would be fun to imagine a Christmas better than anything in the history of Christmases."


"Better’n the first Christmas, when baby Jesus was born?" said Emmy.


"Hush now, Molly’s telling her story," said Della.


"Whoops," said Molly. "I was thinking about Christmas these days. Best Christmas these days." Molly paused to see if that was fine with everyone and since no one made a move or said a word, she continued. "So I told everyone that we had gold nuggets hanging on our Christmas tree..."


"Lies, lies, lies."


"Emmy, gosh all heck!"


"Molly, you watch your tongue at the table."


"Sorry, Mother."


"I’ll be happy to hear the rest of this story," said Barney. "It starts well."


Molly finished telling of her dream Christmas. Emmy kept her mouth shut.


"Now," said Molly. "What is this?"


She pointed to Barney’s hand. No one spoke. Della looked at Marcus, wanting him to tell the story or give Barney a nudge.


"Barney’d better tell it," said Marcus.


"A mountain lion jumped out at me from behind a tree," said Barney.


Molly giggled. Emmy turned red.


"OK. I suppose you got to know," said Barney.


He told the story for laughs though his hand still ached and would be too stiff to do much with the next day. Molly watched Barney. Della watched Marcus. Marcus watched Emmy. Emmy looked at her plate for the slower first half of the story and then looked straight at Barney for the second half the tale, beginning with the tying off of the gate.


"And she bit me real hard," said Barney.


"Old Gina isn’t too choosy about her food, is she?" blurted Emmy and then she laughed, nervously.


Della kicked Marcus under the table.


"Yes. And it wasn’t too smart to put your hand in there anyway," said Marcus.


Barney caught on too. He glanced at Molly. Molly did not get it. Emmy saw Barney glance at Molly, so she did too. Molly looked back at them both. Barney laughed.


"Well, I know’d a guy once who turned his back on a ram," said Barney.


"Oh, yes!" said Della. "Tell that one!"


"Who was it?" asked Molly.


"It was when you was little still," started Barney. "See, we had a mean,  ugly ram on the farm."


"He was handsome," said Emmy. "Just old and lonely."


Molly shushed.


"Oh, now, he was ugly," said Barney. "And your dad decided to sell him away and find another more gentle ram. At the market, he found a fat, young ram and asked the stockyard man, ‘Is this ram nice?’ The man said, ‘This ram is gentle as a lamb.’ So your dad gets this ram home and then thinks he’ll tie him up in the front yard. So he pounded a stick in the ground and tied the ram up. Then he notices a loose board on the fence next to him and he says, ‘I believe I’ll fix that.’"


"You’re puttin’ words in my mouth here," said Marcus.


"And then he bends over to hammer a nail in the fence and that ram says, ‘OK. I see.’ And the next thing you know, your dad’s head is poking out the other side of the fence!"


Della erupted with laughter. Molly laughed so hard she farted. Emmy looked aghast. Barney snorted. Marcus rolled his eyes.

Chapter 2

Wednesday, December 24, 1930


Mr. Daniel Straub puttered down the left side of the road. When an opposing vehicle bumped toward him, and very few ever did, he swung his truck to the middle of the road and let the on-comer choose a side. When Mr. Straub began delivering mail in Posey County, many cars ended up in ditches trying to bounce around Mr. Straub’s truck. By 1930, all the residents of Posey County had Mr. Straub’s mail route committed to memory.


Time, punctuality really, mattered to Mr. Straub more than anything. He took great pride when he saw a farm wife stepping out the door as he came by, as if she had counted on Mr. Straub’s presence and had not just stepped outside because the belching of  Mr. Straub’s truck could be heard by every listening creature within five miles.


A week before Christmas, when he saw Della slowly crossing her yard with a box in hand, he smiled wide, congratulating himself, and then started singing, "Silent night, Holy night, All is calm, All is bright..."


Della was singing the same Christmas hymn. Though she could not hear herself singing it anymore than she could hear Mr. Straub in his burping truck singing the song or anymore than the completely deaf Mr. Straub could hear anything.


"Good morning, Mr. Straub," said Della with exaggerated lip movement.


"SleEEp in heeeeaaaaaavenly pEEeeeeace.... sleeEEp in heeeeaaaavenly peee.."


"I made a fruitcake for Lenora. Her favorite. Could you mail it today?"


"Address? Good. There you are!"


Then, on Christmas Eve, Lenora’s box came back.


"Undeliverable. Address wrong, I guess!" shouted Mr. Straub.


Della nodded, tucked the boxed fruitcake under her left arm and slowly made her way back up her driveway.

***


Kneeling in front of the fireplace, Molly put a damp rag on the ceramic curtain of glazed floor tiles. The tiles closest to the fire, stained by her father’s tobacco spit, were duller than those further out. A lazy fire twisted gently around two small logs. The reflection of the flames swayed on the cleanest tiles like tallgrass in a breeze.


"Long as I live, Emmy, I’ll never forget the tobacco spit smell that rises when a wet rag touches a hot tile."


"But the piano can’t go anywhere else, I suppose," said Emmy.


Molly cocked her head sideways and tried to figure out the joke. She decided the punchline was beyond her understanding or Emmy was talking about a different subject altogether. Either way, Molly decided, it was best to laugh. She choked out a rough giggle.


"Oh, you aren’t listening to me at all if you think this is funny, Mol," said Emmy.


"The tobacco spit stinks, I said."


Emmy wrinkled up her nose.


"I bet it does. Still, the Christmas tree will always be in that corner."


Emmy pointed at the Clabborn tannenbaum wreathed in popcorn lace and burdened with heavy wooden ornaments that great-grandfather Ernie had carved for Marcus’ father.


"It could go over there if the piano wasn’t there," said Molly.


"Now, we’re nearly back to where I was a second ago. The piano cannot go any place else, I suppose."


"No. I suppose not."


Emmy began dusting the mantle, rearranging the knickknacks Della kept.


"No new knickknacks this year. Nope. Molly?"


"Yes."


"Do you like Barney?"


"I do."


"And me?"


"I like you too."


"Ever think I was meant to be somewhere else?"


"I don’t know. Like Lenora?"


Emmy turned to the living room window that faced the driveway. She intended to stare longingly out the window and whisper her private dreams to her little sister but instead her eyes fixed on her mother standing in the driveway, facing a harvested cornfield with broken stalks jutting haphazardly from the winter-hard ground.


"Mom’s eating something," said Emmy.

***


Della set the uneaten portion of the fruitcake in the box she had posted to Lenora.


Miles away, Lenora picked up a pencil and a notebook and then sat down on her bed.


Where has she gone?


Wonder why Mother didn’t send me her fruitcake?


My little girl.


She probably sent it to Prentice Hall. I’ll have to write and tell her I’ve moved.


Where are you?


I can make my own, I suppose.


You loved it once. When you were young you helped me make it, once.


Chop some raisins.


Wash the raisins first.


After washing, of course.


Shred the citron.


That big lemon.


Figs and dates.


Cream the butter and two cups sugar.


Stir with six beaten yolks.


Dump in two cups flour.


Sift the flour, Lenora. Only half.


Wait. Half and then add the cloves and cinnamon, nutmeg and a drop of honey.


Then sift the rest of the flour and fold in the whipped egg whites.


Toss in the cut fruits and mess it up with grape jelly and cherry juice.


Two cups jelly and juice. Bake it for two hours.


At 250 degrees.


Perfect every time.


Perfect every time.

***


"Your dad has worn that old suit long enough. I saw in the paper yesterday that Boettischer’s is selling men’s suits for ten dollars. I got some money from selling them hens. Who’s coming with me? I am going to town."


Emmy and Molly had nothing to say.


"You come with me, Emmy. Baby, you got to watch dinner. Fry them potatoes up."


Della grabbed a basin of hot water from the kitchen stove. She held her hand out to her side, palm up. She was done talking for the moment.


"Here," said Molly as she handed her mother a washcloth.


"Let me pump some cooler water in that," said Emmy.


Della waved her away. 


The Clabborn’s owned a 1929 Pontiac. Emmy loved to drive it. She whistled, mostly hymns, as she drove. One morning with Molly in the passenger seat, Emmy whistled a tune that Molly did not recognize.


"I made it up," said Emmy.


"I like the point when it sounds like a horse whinny," said Molly.


So Emmy did it again.


"That’s good," said Molly. "Can you do a pig?"


"Whistle an oink? Aren’t you the stupid one today?"


Molly spent the rest of that trip trying to produce a snort by blowing through pursed lips.


"Get the car going, Emmy," said Della, pulling her face from the hot water. "Go on, now."


Emmy slipped on her heavy coat without buttoning the front, rushed out the back door and ran into Barney’s chest.


"Going somewhere?" Barney said more ominously than he intended.


"Mom said we could go to town and buy Dad a suit," said Emmy more childishly than she intended. "What are you doing back? Dad’s not here?"


Emmy looked around for Marcus. Suddenly, she was aware of being alone with Barney. Somehow the daring flirting in front of the family seemed to her now less daring than standing in the Christmas Eve wind face-to-face with Barney.


"He’s coming back in a few hours. Sent me back to take another look at Gina’s leg and check to see if Hap had been here."


"Mother will be out soon."


"Hap was here, right?"


"The veterinarian was here."


Barney now felt the awkwardness too. Della bustled herself out of the back door.


"What kind of man don’t tell a girl to shut her coat in this wind?" asked Della. "What kind, Barney?"


Emmy quickly buttoned her coat.

***


Della saw her sister standing in the road by the end of her driveway. Addie lived a few miles away with her husband and son. Her husband, Seth, did not permit her to drive. Seth did not like to give harsh orders to his wife, but Addie was notorious in Posey County for two things and one of them was her absent mind, which caused her to be a very poor driver. She had been in four accidents, one of which crushed a neighbor’s goat. The other thing for which Addie was known was her love of gossip. An absent mind and a love of gossip created several strained relationships for Addie. She often retold the same scrap of local gossip to the same person several times before being asked to shut up and more than once with a wink and a hand cupped over her whispering mouth she had told a sundry tale to a soul either directly involved in the tale or at least related to the participants.


"Where’re you going this late in the day?" said Addie when the Pontiac came to a stop.


"Oh, I had a couple things I forgot to pick up for Christmas dinner," said Della. "You need anything?"


"Lord, no! Not this time of day. And it ain’t like you to go to town before dinner on Christmas Eve. Anyway, I have my rolls in the oven. I was just waiting her for Mr. Straub. I owe him a few cents on a package Seth’s sister sent for the holidays. You’d think she’d put enough postage on her gifts."


Addie gazed off down the road with her hand dramatically perched above her eyes though the sun was not out. Emmy looked at her mother and mouthed the words, "The mail has come."


"Well, he’ll be by directly, I’m sure," said Della while pinching Emmy’s leg. Emmy jumped a little, but took the hint.


"See you tomorrow for dinner?"


"Yes, we’ll be over," called Addie.


The Pontiac bumped away.


"Emmy, we’ll have to hurry now. I saw some fine snow coming down. It could turn to slush before we get back home."


Emmy squared her jaw, glanced sideways at her mother and, she thought, assumed the authoritative position of an expert driver.


"Plenty of time, Mother. Enjoy the ride. Watch the scenery."


"Lord have mercy, the child tells me to look at the land I’ve known my whole life and call it scenery."


After swirling for a moment behind the Pontiac, a wind-tunnel of snowflakes then fell apart, drifting into a careless tumble, becoming one again with the slow-dancing herd.


Emmy sighed.


"Look, there’s Ben," said Della.


Della’s brother turned his own Pontiac into his driveway and waved with his right hand across his body.


"Coming back with a load of feed. Bet Dorothy’s glad to see him home."


Emmy sighed again.


"I hear you, Emmy."

***


It doesn’t take that long to fry potatoes.


Takes longer than you think.


I’ll start the potatoes now. But they don’t take much looking after.


They could burn.


I’ll get to it before that.


They could burn. No one likes a burned potato.


Most of all me. That’s why I’ll be careful.


So what to read?


I got to get back to Mrs. Emma McChesney. Known coast to coast as the most successful traveling saleswoman in the petticoat business. A real champion of the labor class.


Sounds dreamy.


I have time.


And look at the snow.


Coming down now.


Count them.


One, two, three, four, five, six, seven.


There’s a lot.


There’s many, yes.


Sleep?


Okay.

***


Molly woke up with her silk bookmark dangling in her hair. She heard her mother’s voice saying, "Yes. Yes. I see." Emmy was saying, "Thank you, Mother."

Black potatoes sizzled in the griddle.


The potatoes got their first stir in over a half hour just as Della and Emmy walked in the kitchen door.


"Sure didn’t take you long to go to town and back. Emmy must have really speededed!" said Molly.


"Speededed?" said Emmy.


"Never mind about that, Baby," said Della. "We got your dad a nice suit and we picked up some cream cheese at Farrell’s. Hope your sleep or your book was worth turning my potatoes to crisps... That’ll be your dad now."


Della slipped out of the kitchen to find a hiding spot for Marcus’ new suit. Emmy walked over to Molly. A new off smell gathered near the stove, something residing just under the acute over-fried stench of the ruined potato hash.


"Dropped your book mark in the potatoes, Baby," said Emmy.

Chapter 3

January 27, 1931


Marcus fumbled in the dark trying to light his kerosene lantern. Barney pulled his boots on in silence. The two men stepped out into the morning, followed the lantern’s beam around the back of the house to a tarpaulin-covered trench.


Barney shook the morning frost off the tarp and then lifted a corner of it, exposing a wood pile.


"Still dry," said Barney.


The frosty pre-dawn world was so silent, even quiet-loving Marcus cleared his throat, though he did not need to, only to break the still. Yesterday, he had given his consent for Barney to court Emmy. Though Della and Emmy seemed happy about Marcus’ consent, the new relationship of father and potential son-in-law did not sit quite right between the farmer and his hired hand.


Suddenly, Barney was aware of being nine years senior to Emmy. He was also now aware that he was an attractive man, a thing he had never imagined.


"He’s full-nosed," said Emmy with a giggle. "A man could go places with a nose like that. And his chin is just as strong." 


"Barney’s always been a looker," said Della. "I’ve told you that many times. But what places do you expect him to go?"


Barney overheard that exchange yesterday morning. It was spoken directly behind his back clearly and loudly, spoken with obvious intent to be heard by all in the room. He was well aware of Emmy’s playful verbal skills, and he had been teased before, but he was also aware of a marked increase of his name in the Clabborn kitchen conversations. Minutes after Emmy called Barney full-nosed, Marcus, while walking beside Barney on the path to the hog pens said, "I’m goin’ to give permission for you to court Emmy, if you like. Got to have you move off the farm, if so. And that’s too bad. But I know it’s the way to do it."


"Can I wait until winter breaks?"


Marcus turned to Barney. Then, both men looked to their left.


"No."


"Think John Brown’s got space?"


"I’ll check."

***


The night before the morning when Marcus gave Barney consent to court Emmy and then asked him to leave, Della tried to beg a conversation out of her husband.


"Why? Why?"


Della gripped her Marcus’s callused hands as he helped her off her knees after their evening prayer.


"Why, Marcus?"


"I don’t know. I’d tell you if I knew."


"Barney’s a good man."


"It ain’t that."


"Is it that Barney’ll never leave the farm, cause Emmy’n I talked about that and she’s fine to build a home right near here."


"Della, I’m not hiding. I just got to get used to the idea of Barney looking at Emmy differently. And the other way around."


"Well, all right," said Della and then suddenly brightened. "I believe I’ll start going on a quilt, just in case a baby comes in the next year or so."

***


"Burn well, I reckon," offered Barney.


"You go on down and start milking and I’ll get this fire going," said Marcus.


Barney waited a moment longer, took a half step toward Marcus but felt like he was the end of a string that tightened a knot with every movement in the direction of Marcus. He undid the knot by walking the other way.


Marcus took the tarp into the coal shed and brought back a small can. The night before he had soaked ten corn cobs in oil. He removed the cobs from the oil can and tucked them into the pile of logs. Then he lit the cobs and stepped back a few paces as the fire gained power. The young fire took deep breaths from the air around it and matured rapidly. Marcus stayed for a moment and warmed his hands.


Over the entrenched fire hung a cast iron vat full of water. After a hog was slaughtered, but before it was gutted and cleaned, the corpse would be tossed into the boiling water. In less than a half minute, all the skin would fall off the carcass in slippery slag-like folds.


To the west of the trench, a little closer to the house, four locust logs driven in a row into the ground seemed to cage the cloud-white sky. Each log was notched at the skyward end like an arrow and a fifth log set across the top capped the structure. After the scalding, the skin-free hogs were hung from the fifth log, then gutted and left to cool. 


A third workstation, two makeshift tables, was for butchering the hogs once the carcasses had cooled.


Marcus was satisfied.


"Good day, so far," he said. "Thank you, Lord."

***


"You must balance your whine," said Emmy.


"Are you going to marry old Barney?" replied Molly.


"Mol, it’s not fair to change the subject when I am trying to help you out."


Molly hated to miss the winter hog killings and she rarely did. There was much to do on the farm and though many hands were at the work, Molly knew that she, the owner of a pair of knowledgeable hands, would not be sent to school if her mother was convinced that Molly was too sick to go to school and yet not too sick to be helpful in the kitchen.


"First off, you say, ‘My throat’s dry,’" said Emmy. "Then, after mother says ‘Lordy, why not get a glass of water, Baby?’ you say, ‘I would but I took a sip earlier and it sort of itched on the way down.’"


"She’s going to want to see my throat. If it ain’t red or something, she’ll know I’m fooling around."


"All you got to do is go grab a handful of gravel from the driveway and swallow it," said Emmy in such an earnest voice that Molly could not help but say, "Good idea!"


Emmy laughed and patted Molly on the head.


"I may marry Barney. I told mother I needed a push. Some reason to leave this farm, if only to move down the road a-ways. I knew I needed it, so I asked for a little shove in some direction. Barney is what I got. And that’s fine. You can be in my wedding."


"And you can go eat rocks!" said Molly.


Emmy squared up to Molly and put on a smile she hoped would disarm her sister.


"I am always sorry. Did you know that?"


"I don’t understand."


"Stick your fingers down in your throat. Make yourself gag a few times. That’ll redden it up, I bet."


Molly heard her mother’s steps on the stairs. She gave Emmy a look of helplessness and then forced her right pointer finger down her throat. Though she felt fine before hand, Molly was pale-faced and hacking when Della came in Emmy’s bedroom.


"What’s the matter, Baby?"


"I don’t feel good, Mother."


"It’s no wonder. Shouldn’t stick your fingers down in your throat anymore."


Molly’s color rushed back quickly, and a shade redder than normal.


"Miss Rachel called in with a bad back again today and with the hog killings here and at the Eubbel’s place, and most families needing a hand, they just decided to let today go," said Della.


"No school today?" Molly said.


"Well I told Emmy that a quarter hour ago."

***


Bud and Gene arrived nearly at the same time, each with a frowning wife. Neither man was happily married. Neither were their wives.


"Ethel. Leona," said Marcus, nodding to one and then the other.


"Marcus," they said.


Bud and Gene walked away from their wives quickly, entered the barn and then returned with two iron kettles from the coal house.


"Don’t need to heat those up yet," said Marcus.


"Ah, Marcus, you know me. Always thinking ahead," said Gene.


"If you got to work this second, then set up the kettles outside this triangle," said Marcus. He pointed to his three workstations, drawing a triangle in the air as he went.

***


Little Elsie Brown, who was 45 years old and four feet five inches tall and was usually called Little Elsie Brown behind her back and always Elsie Brown to her face but never just by her first nor by her last name nor by just her moniker, made the greatest pie crusts in the history of the world.


"Lordy, it’s just lard and flour like every other woman uses," said Elsie Brown.


Her husband, John, was dull-eyed and filled with lardy pie crusts.


When Marcus and his three hired men saw John and Elsie Brown pull up in their wagon, Gene spoke what all the men were thinking.


"I’d like to have a nice custard pie all to myself this afternoon... Boy, old John still ain’t looking good."


John, never in his life one to smile, never one to lighten a room, now seemed to deaden the morning light with his sadness. By his stupidity, John could somehow suck the brightness from most any conversation, but now in his sadness, with crops failing and no money to paint the house and barn he inherited from his industrious, well-loved father, the man who had always been a punchline was more recently considered untouchable by joke-tellers. John’s face belied a depression that no one else in Posey County could express any better, though all knew in their own heart the same sorrow. It was not a sadness borne of reason, not well planned, not deeply considered. John’s sadness was all the more tragic because he had no capacity to understand it; as if without stopping by his brain to look for answers, the sorrow just planted itself in his soul and grew unchecked.


The men all stood with their heads down, mumbling about the cloud cover, as John drug himself close to Marcus’ triangle. He stopped several feet away from the other men.


"Good to see you, John," Marcus said.


"Pies be ready this afternoon, I guess," said John.


"I reckon," said Marcus.

***


"I thought you were sick," said Laish as he entered the kitchen.


"I am. I mean I was. How’d you know?"


"Every year you are sick at this time, Molly," said Laish. "I have begun to suspect that you are a liar."


Molly could not tell if Laish was fooling around. She manufactured an astonished look and playfully said, "Why, how dare you!"


"And for that, young Molly, you must watch the children, my children, while the women fix the dinners and the men, including myself, slaughter the hogs."


Molly searched Laish’s face once more.


"Are you funnin’?"


"Grant’s in a foul mood this morning," said Laish. "Your Aunt Betty could use a hand with him and the boys."


"Am I being asked or told?"


The sudden silence gave Molly the impression her question was too bold, so she looked at her fingernails.


"I see two questions there, and both good ones: ‘Am I being asked? Am I being told?’ I have an answer for both questions, Baby, but in the end, I think, both will still put you in charge of the boys for the morning."


Molly kept her eyes down, searching her hands.


"Still, can I have an answer?"


Laish took a deep breath.


"Here we are, Baby and Uncle, in a serious moment reached so unexpectedly, so abruptly. All I wanted to say was, ‘Watch my sons, please, Molly.’ Yet now we are faced with an over-arching third question, and it is one of life’s most persistent questions: ‘Do I have to?’"


Laish put one hand on Molly’s right shoulder and lifted her chin with his left hand.


"Are you being asked? Yes. Are you being told? Yes. Do you have to? No... I suppose you don’t have to."


Molly nodded.


"But I will," she said.


"The Lord gives and gives," said Laish.

***


Della’s sister-in-law, Nellie who was married to Roy Brush, was seven months pregnant. Instead of helping in the kitchen, Nellie spent her time helping Molly with Laish’s kids and the other assorted children. Laish’s wife Betty, seeing her kids had two sets of eyes on them, decided to insert her graceless hands into the food preparation duties. She dropped three eggs on the floor before Della asked her to please just sit, talk and visit for a few hours.


"Thanks, Della, I will," said Betty who was well-aware that she was clumsy and yet, like her husband, had made up her mind to be thankful and content whether she was working or playing no matter the circumstances.


Molly was grateful for Nellie’s help at first and then a little resentful that Nellie tried to do every single thing herself. Nellie was married to a low-down man who cheated on her, but she was a woman in control of her own space. She let Roy run around and she still carried her head high, because she was not to blame for his sin, she said.


Molly liked Unflinching Nellie, as Nellie was known, in theory but never got along in person since Nellie, though admirably self-reliant was also, in the end, self-contained and not so much fun to be around. Molly soon surrendered to the situation, sat back and listened to the talk that decorated the clanging of pans and the shuffling of feet in the kitchen.


"Or is it the other way around?" thought Molly. She puffed her chest out and said, "Do our voices decorate the clicky-clatter of life or does the bang and rattle of living pretty-up our worthless words?"


"What was that?" asked Nellie.


"Uncle Laish impression..." mumbled Molly.


Grant bit himself, started to cry angrily. Nellie forgot about Molly again.


Slowly, but not so carefully as to arouse suspicion, Molly positioned herself in the doorway between the kitchen and the living room, just far enough away from the doorway to not seem a part of the kitchen’s action and far enough away from Laish’s children so that Nellie would not recall her presence.


Several conversations were happening at once in the kitchen. Ethel and Addie stood close to the dining room, where a few pies were cooling, and spoke together low tones. Each looked as though they had been offended by the slap of immoral news. Yelps of astonishment peppered their gossiping.  


"No, not really?!"


"Yes, really!"


"I don’t believe it!"


Della was talking with Elsie Brown. Emmy was being aggressively spoken to by a young woman named Lena who was married to a slick, gambling man named Pheter. Lena talked of nothing but church revivals, but she was supremely handy in the kitchen. Pheter never spoke, only smiled slyly at everyone, and was the least handy man in the county when it came to farm work. He wore a cheap celluloid collar, buttoned tight even on the hottest of days. Lena also wore a high collar and she bored Emmy to death.


"I was at the revival down in Beaver Holler back in October," said Lena. "You were there, right?"


"I recall that I had to be at a Corn Husking Bee that night," said Emmy. "Where’s Pheter today?"


"I believe he’s gambling at The Slipped Hinge," said Lena matter-of-factly. 


"Too bad," said Emmy. "He’s always such a help."


"Well, you know how husbands are," said Lena.


Emmy pursed her lips.


Under the din of secondary conversations, the low but intense voices of Ethel and Addie were easy for Molly to pick up. She stared at their thin, flapping mouths. For a moment, Molly tried to cup her hands behind her ears for better hearing, but she decided that position was too obvious. Better to only stare, she thought.


"Bud and Biggie Hawkins were in Shelbyville playing clabber at old Jack Peckinpaugh’s and Bud heard Silly Walker talking abut Mac Mauer’s girl Effie," said Ethel.


"What’s Effie done now?" asked Addie.


"You knowed she was runnin’ around with that Dickinson boy?"


"Don’t tell me she’s pregnant!"


"That’s not the half of it. You know how those people down in Beaver Holler are? Effie been seen so much around there with the Dickinson boy that everyone just thought it was his kid, but Effie up and claims that her baby belongs to that Perry boy!"


"Mercy!"


"And that still ain’t the half of it," said Ethel, getting more excited.


"Is either one of those pole cats goin’ to marry her?"


"... Well, that’s the end of it, those two got in a ruckus..."


Suddenly, all Molly could see was her mother’s apron. She did not dare look up.


"Molly Jean! Put your coat on, take this dishpan out and tell your dad to send in the giblets and the white strip as soon as it’s cut."


Molly got up without looking her mother in the eyes.

***


The January air froze Molly’s nostril hairs. She carried the dishpan to the butchering table and announced, to Roy, that she was charged with the important task of collecting the liver, heart, sweetbreads and melt from the first hog.


"This here’s the first of ‘em ready," said Roy. "Give me a minute."


Barney was setting a washtub under a carcass that hung upside down from the locust tree structure. The body of the hog was still steaming from its boiling bath. Molly walked over to talk with Barney as he made his first cuts.


Behind Barney, Marcus was picking out the next hog, stalking the shivering beasts, rifle in hand. Gene followed Marcus, huge butcher knife gripped in his left hand. Bud followed Gene, handling a haying hook like a toy, flipping it around in his hands to amuse himself. It happened quickly. Marcus made his pick, fired a bullet into the hog’s skull just behind one ear. Gene hopped on the jerking hog and plunged his butcher knife deep into the animal’s chest, popping its heart. Bud ambled over, shoved his haying hook in the hog’s mouth and started to drag the dead weight to the fire pit.


"He’s a heavy one," Bud said. "Give me a hand?"


"He ain’t more than 350," Gene returned.


"Let’s help him, Gene," Marcus said.


Molly stopped a few feet behind Barney and called his name so he would know she was there and would not swing his knife too wildly.


"I hear you, Molly. Watch out, I’m feeling mighty angry with this here hog."


"Why’s that, Barney?"


"You should’ve heard the things he was saying before your dad shot him."


"Pigs don’t talk, Barney."


"That’s just what I thought you’d say. I knew it. I did. So I memorized what the hog said, so I could repeat it to you word for word."


"I don’t believe you. You’re always funnin’."


Barney turned to face Molly, tried to look as serious as he could.


"Molly, he told me that anyone who ate his giblets when he was dead and gone would be haunted by his ghost every night for a whole year."


"A hog ghost?"


"Ain’t that a thing to say? Well, you ain’t going to catch me eatin’ these giblets here. You go tell all them womenfolk in there what I told you. They’ll know what to do."


"Yah, they’ll know to laugh at me."


Molly’s eyes started to water. Her bottom lip started to tremble.


"Oh, hey, Baby, I was just funnin’, like you said."


"I am not a baby!"


Molly turned to run over to Roy’s workstation. She heard her father’s voice.


"Barney, get them giblets and such into Della."


Molly turned back to Barney and stepped over to the table.


"I can do it, Dad," she shouted.


Barney said, "Sorry, I was funnin’," again as Molly walked quickly away with her dishpan of hog bits.

***


Laish, Roy and John spent the afternoon at the butchering table. Laish worked with a hatchet, hacking the backbone away from the ribs.


"The Lord gives and gives and we do nothing but take. Oh, how rich must a man be before he will be satisfied?" asked Laish as he lifted the backbone from a bleeding valley of flesh.


Roy shook his head in disbelief and clucked his tongue in disappointment.


"Did you hear Krantz the other day?"


"That radio man?" John asked.


"He said there’s Hoovervilles in every major city now. He said the word ‘sanitation’ has lost its meaning," said Roy. "He even said they’re using pieces of porcelain from ice boxes to build shanties to live in. No water. No sewer. No nothing."


"Ah, it sounds sad. And it is, I suppose. It is. Even up near Litchfield the other day I saw something similar. Those poor people. I hope they have not lost their faith," said Laish. "Still, the Lord..."


Roy broke in, "At least we can go out and ring a chicken’s neck if we get hungry."


"What do they eat in the city?" asked John.


"That’s just it," said Roy.


Laish took a few deep breaths and rubbed his upper lip against the bottom of his nose.


"Well," said Laish.


"Krantz said the bread lines are getting longer and longer. It’s getting worse in the cities and ain’t much better here," said Roy.


"Ainsworth lost his farm the other day. Kilpatrick’s moving soon too," added John, though Roy and Laish both had heard the news.


The men worked hard for a few minutes in silence. Roy violently attacked the hog’s ribs and then ripped out the deep fat behind the cage.


Laish stopped suddenly and whistled in Roy’s direction. Roy looked up.


"What’s your point?" Laish said.

***


Later that afternoon, Roy manned the lard kettle.


Bud and Gene ground up the sausage. Gene fed the leaner trimmings into the mouth of the grinder while Bud cranked the grinder arm, and then the men changed places.


John made head cheese. He took Laish’s hatchet, split open a severed head, removed the pig’s grey cauliflower brain and plopped it in salt water.


Marcus and Laish worked in the smoke house attached to the back porch. Laish mixed salt, pepper, saltpeter and bow sugar in a washtub.


"Do you think it’s gonna pay you to feed your cattle out?" Laish asked.


Marcus picked up a ham and began to rub the cure in with his hands.


"I still got plenty corn and that silo is about half full," started Marcus. "And since corn ain’t worth a plug nickel if you take it to town, I figure I’m better off to go ahead and put it in those cows."


Laish set a slab of bacon on a board at the back of the smoke house.


"Well, you know what you’re doing. I just wondered if it’d pay you."


Marcus knew something else was on his brother’s mind. Laish was only two years senior to Marcus and the two had worked together for nearly 40 years. When Marcus was nine and Laish 11-years-old, the two had dropped out of school to help their widowed mother along.  The brothers had acquired some land close to their own later on and then had split the farm down the center when they were in their 30’s. They shared hired hands when one needed help and they discussed their plans with each other a few times a week.


"That’s enough on that board," said Marcus.


He sprinkled the cure over all the joints and slabs resting on the board. Laish brought another board to set up.


"This spring, I want you to put my crops in," said Laish.


Marcus nodded, cleared his throat.


"I’ll help you like I always done."


"No. I mean I’ll rent the land to you. You can handle the whole thing."


"You don’t want to quit yet," said Marcus.


"Yes, I do. And I want you to take it over."


Marcus pushed his upper lip up and rubbed it against his nose.


"Yah, I do that too when I am at a loss for words," said Laish.


"Well, is it that you don’t feel like working no more? No, that ain’t what I meant. I suppose you want to preach full time?"


"I feel the call."


"You have your whole life."


"Yes. It tugs on the sleeve of my mind, asking me to follow."


The brothers stood silently, facing one another as fellow farmers for nearly the last time. Laish knew it would be more work for Marcus. Marcus knew he could handle it. Both knew there was no other direction to turn.


"I don’t know if I have a mind-sleeve," said Marcus.


Laish laughed out loud. The brothers shook hands.

***


Marcus left Laish, walked in the direction of the lard press where Barney, Roy and John were working and talking. Half way between the smoke house and the lard press, Marcus took a side step and turned halfway toward the pig barn. Then he adjusted his belt and strode purposely toward Barney.


"What’re you all talkin’ about?" said Marcus.


Roy pinched his lips together with his right hand and glanced at the other two men. Barney sniffed, looked at the ground.


"Talkin’ about girls?"


Marcus kept his eyes on Barney. Roy was known for telling raunchy stories. Marcus never put up with it and had told Roy more than once to keep his mouth shut while on Clabborn property.


"Are you?" Marcus asked now staring at Roy.


John spoke up.


"Men all over leaving the farm and heading to the cities for work. Schools closing in Turkey Run and in Rough Creek. Churches closing too. Things are bad."


Marcus was not sure why Barney and Roy would want to keep him out of that conversation but he did not doubt that the three had been talking about the state of affairs in Posey County and the whole country and not of girls. Marcus figured that John was not clever enough to construct a smoke screen.


"It won’t last. Everyone’ll be wanting to be back on the farm in a few years. Man’d be a fool to go to any town to live now."


Marcus decided he’d said enough so he walked away and let his words sink in.


When Marcus stepped onto his back porch Roy let out a chuckle.


"Shoot, Barn," said Roy. "He don’t know."

***


The hearth-fire cast temporary shadows across Marcus’ cheeks. Della sat beside her husband, admired his chin.


"Tired?" she asked. "Everything went all right."


Marcus squinched his right eye shut, rubbed it with his left hand as if trying to knuckle-rub away a dream, a ghost, a mirage.


"Fire’s got me sleepy."


Della waited for a better answer.


"Roy’s got Barney thinking," Marcus said succinctly.


Della could not stop herself from pushing Marcus along in the conversation.


"What’s wrong with that?"


Marcus smiled.


"Oh, it’s what he’s thinking about, I guess."


A fiery log tumbled over, displaying its black alligator belly.


"Barney made Molly mad today, I guess," said Della. "She told me she felt bad, that Barney was just joshing her and she was not in the right mood for it. Sure Barney felt bad too. He came to me and said he was sorry. I told him not to worry about nothing. Molly’d just be embarrassed if he apologized outright. Best to let it go. Things’ll be different tomorrow."


"I’d miss Barney, I reckon."


Della nodded. Wondered.


"He isn’t going nowhere. I don’t think he told Emmy he was anyway."


Marcus got up. With a wool sock-covered toe he nudged a few escape embers back into the fire. Faced his wife.


"Laish is retiring. Going to preach full out now. Asked me to buy him out."


Della shivered.


"You aren’t going to try and change his mind?"


"No. It’s his life."

Chapter 4

January 28, 1931


Molly’s hips were too wide to fit into the dress she had made for sewing class.


"That dress is too slender," said Miss Mildred tactfully.


All the other girls were admiring their own handiwork and then in turn complimenting each other.


Molly shrugged her shoulders. Yanked the stitching out with her teeth.


The day before, every student had stayed home because Miss Rachel had a back spasm and the other three teachers, all specialized instructors and two general teachers as well, including sewing master Miss Mildred, decided the kids needed a day away from their lessons.


Miss Mildred, who also taught the first through four grades, was in her second and last year of teaching. The next summer, she married a man as tiny and thin as her, but much wealthier. She had been fond of teaching, really, though she was not as passionate and dedicated as Miss Rachel.


"Students, you are dear to me and you have taught me, I can assure you, as much as I have taught you, though I believe that is no fault of my own," said Miss Mildred on her last day of class. "I bid you farewell. If ever I see you again, I’ll be sure to nod politely."


The erudite Mr. Plup taught an advanced math class covering nothing more painful or elusive than basic trigonometry but which, in his 13 years in the Posey County school system, only a scant number of students even came close to understanding. Mr. Plup, in addition to teaching a course few could mentally grasp, was also blessed with such a soothing, soporific voice that he had gently lulled many an innocent student to sleep in his time. Still, Mr. Plup was a soft-hearted man who never blamed his students for their ignorance or outright stupidity. Even the torpid were excused in Mr. Plup’s class.


"They cannot help it, I know," said Mr. Plup one day when four of his five students were napping and the other was lazily drawing eyeballs on his fist and mumbling secrets to his new thumb-jawed buddy. "It’s my voice. It’s my subject matter. Such is life. Better than death."


Mr. Plup was also the ninth through twelfth grade teacher. Only a handful of students ever made it to their junior or senior year in high school. Farm duties usually took students from their studies. Mr. Plup was satisfied with the students choosing farm work over algebra, figuring that the longer the student stayed in school the better chance they had not of getting an education but of falling into a coma while listening to his voice.


"They’re better off outside, living to the sound of nature" said Mr. Plup, "than inside, dying to the sound of me."


Then, there was Miss Grete Perseus, who taught Latin and nothing else. 


Miss Mildred was thin and tactful.


Mr. Plup was erudite yet kind.


Miss Rachel was dainty and dedicated.


Miss Grete Perseus, teacher of Latin, was a hard and dishonest woman.


A merciless, perfidious, hawk-nosed woman.


She stole chalk. The crime was not so devious except that she had no use for the chalk. She stole thread from the sewing room. Again, not so she could darn her poor old mother’s socks, not so she could visit the Evansville orphanage on weekends and mend worn out sleeves and still not even for some horrid, unimaginable reason. She stole thread for no reason at all. Just for meanness. She had once taken a child’s winter coat and burned it while the student snoozed in Mr. Plup’s class. An older student caught her. No charges were ever brought against Miss Grete Perseus. She claimed she thought the coat was her own.


"Why would you burn your own coat in the middle of the day in the middle of the winter?" asked Sheriff Dan Dann.


"That’s my business. It’s an old family tradition. I just made a mistake. Ah, here’s my old jacket I meant to burn."


And Miss Grete Perseus, who really had no other coat, burned her winter wrap right in front of the sheriff to prove that her story was true.


For 21 years, Miss Grete Perseus had been instructing her Latin lessons to rural children who had little use for her instruction. She in fact had written as much on her chalkboard in her third year of teaching and had never yet erased it.


"They take it from me, but it does them no good."


Every other day, Molly read those words on Miss Grete Perseus’ chalkboard. Every other day, Miss Grete Perseus read fear and boredom in the face of every child in her class. She thought they stole from her. They knew she stole from the school.


Latin class was never a fun time.


And this day, because of the day off spent working on the farm and not reading her assignments, Molly was not prepared.


"Perseus filius erat Iovis, maximi deorum."


Miss Grete Perseus always made the children read stories about the son of Jove. In one of her weaker moments, and she had few and they were all years ago, Miss Grete Perseus told a fellow instructor that her name was not really Perseus but Powers. But she wanted to be known as Miss Grete Perseus and so she was.


"Avus Persei propter oraculum eum timebat itaque eum adhuc infantem cum matre interficere cupiebat."


"I’ve heard better readings."


"Oh, brother," said Molly unintentionally loud.


"Molly Clabborn! You’ll not speak so informally in my class! Now, how does ‘cupiebat’ translate?"


"...Eager...," said Molly.


"And what tense and person is it?"


"...Third person.... pluperfect?"


"No and no."


Molly shrank into her seat. Normally a fat young woman named Ruth was seated in front of Molly in Latin class. Ruth was slightly larger than Molly and provided some cover for her. But Ruth had not been at school for three days prior to the school-wide day off and she was not present again this day.


Ruth was by far the prettiest girl in the fifth through eighth grade classes in the greater Solitude area though she was unnaturally fat. Her family was as naturally poor as most other Solitude families, but Ruth managed to acquire flabby arms and puffy cheeks. Still, Ruth was pretty and was made all the prettier because she never cared that she was fat or poor or silly or stupid or clumsy or if she said, "Cupiebat means happiness and it has no person nor tense that I know of," which is what she probably would have said if she had been in class because Ruth hated learning Latin and loved saying whatever she felt like saying. Miss Grete Perseus never called on Ruth but loved to call on Molly when Ruth was not around.


"Molly, you must conjugate the verb cupio in all persons, through all tenses. Have it by the next time we meet. Class dismissed."


Molly walked out of school alone. The Clabborn farm was eight miles away. Most days, someone, Marcus, Laish or Emmy, picked Molly up. Today, the Pontiac was not waiting.


"I wonder what’s going on?" said Molly aloud.


In summer and fall, to Molly, the world felt close by. The fields were full of growing crops that hedged in Solitude’s families. But in the winter and early spring, she felt a less secure openness, as if anything could swoop down from the sky or come charging across the landscape to take away her comfort and maybe her life. Molly walked home cautiously along winter’s unguarded roads feeling naked.


It was a relief to Molly to see the family Pontiac bumping down the same path she trod. Barney was at the wheel.


"Where’s Dad?"


Barney rubbed his chin and said, "Home."


"What’s a-matter?"


"Why don’t we just get going home and we can talk a little on the way there?"


Molly’s eyes started to water. Something in Barney’s elusive manner told her a bad thing had happened.


"I’m sorry I funned with you yesterday. I didn’t mean no harm."


Molly nodded and waited for Barney to say more.


Barney held onto his words for a moment as the Pontiac passed Ruth’s house, the Ainsworth’s place. Ruth was standing beside her father’s truck, a pink pillow in her hands, tears stained on her face.


"Ruth’s been crying," said Molly. "What’s going on? What don’t I know?"


Barney shifted in his seat.


"Well, Ruth is crying maybe because her family’s moving. I don’t know how much I need to tell you, but her father just ain’t making it, like a lot of folks. So he’s decided to sell out and move the family. I know Ruth and her mother are taking it all pretty hard."


Molly thought of laughing Ruth, who never cared what others thought. Barney kept quiet, waiting for Molly to remember that he had more news he was sitting on.


Molly’s nose was damp with sweat, as it always was when she was anxious, and her throat was dry and tight. She was too full of the possibility of more bad news to ask Barney what he knew. So she watched the world race by.


The school was south of Solitude and the Clabborn farm was north of Solitude about three miles. Set apart slightly just on the north side of Solitude, which was nothing more than a tiny gathering of shops, was Farrell’s grocery. Since Molly could recall she had never seen Farrell’s shop front clear of patrons. Farrell was a clean, upright shopkeeper whose probity was a matter of discussion throughout Posey County.


"No one runs a better market than Fudger," Della told Molly. "He’s not too tight-fisted to help a person out and that’s important these days."


But only Farrell stood outside of his market as Barney and Molly passed by. He was brushing down his spotless, white grocer’s smock. As the car approached, Farrell lifted both hands for a friendly double wave. Molly waved back.


"Now... Your mother took ill," Barney began.

***


Laish stared right through his flesh.


"I know you. Pride. Careless laughter."


The bedroom mirror showed an aging, sun-worn farmer.

But Laish saw only the sinner behind his earth-tethered form.


"The Lord gives and gives, He does not take. Giver of Grace, have pity on this ugly soul. Pain, misery, sorrow. What are these but flashes of lightning, touching my rough skin for only a moment? And what lasts forever? Lord, make me clean!"


Laish’s eyes traced his form in the mirror. Slowly, he forgot his wicked soul and discovered his naked torso. His chest hair had capitulated their color to the years. Atop his head, blood-red and black still argued with the creeping grey, but with his shirt off, though his shoulders were still round and powerful, Laish’s years were apparent.


"Oh, Lord, this blotched skin, this sinking grey-haired chest, is a portrait of age that creeps into my brain and clouds my eyes," Laish whispered. "But you are in this frail frame, Sinful Spirit. I can smell you. I can hear you. I can see you."


Slowly, again Laish changed his sight. His chest broadened, his smile returned. The sinner again appeared to him.


"My father sang to my brother and me of the great storeroom in the sky where all our hungers would be satisfied," he said.


Laish continued mouthing his practice sermon, his voice just loud enough for his own ears.


"I recall that his suspenders were shiny, as if they had been greased with bacon fat." 


The phone rang. Betty answered the call and Laish heard her murmuring in the hallway outside the bedroom.


"Laish, Della’s sick. I’ll grab the children. Let’s go on over," said Betty.


"The flesh is weak, but how wonderful God is!" shouted Laish. "He loves us all."


"I know, Husband," Betty answered.

***


"Mom’s had another attack," said Emmy as Molly stepped into the kitchen.


"Yah, I know, Barney told me but what’s that mean?" said Molly quickly.


Marcus stood in the doorway from the kitchen to the living room. Behind him, Molly could see Della resting on the couch. Marcus walked over to his youngest daughter and put his hands on her soft shoulders.


"That gall bladder’s acting up again for your mom," he said. "It was coming all day. She didn’t tell us ‘til the pain was so great she couldn’t hardly move. So we had a scare. But Doc Hay said she just needs a little rest, I guess."


Molly tried to look her father in the eyes. Though his speech was comforting, his eyes were too serious for Molly. She lowered her eyes to Marcus’ chest.


"What about the revival tonight. Didn’t she want to go?"


She knew she had not said what she meant.


"I don’t think any of us will be able to go tonight, Baby. You just get changed from your school clothes and help your sister in the kitchen."


Marcus patted Molly on the back and nudged her in the direction of the stairwell that led up to her bedroom. He told Emmy he was going to do the evening milking.


"We’ll be fine, Dad," said Emmy.


Molly made it half way up the stairs before she turned around, walked back through the kitchen past Emmy and into the living room. She knelt down, cradled her mother’s right hand in her own and kissed her flat thumbnail.


Della’s eyelids fluttered.


"It’s OK, Baby."

Chapter 5

Friday, May 22, 1931


The spring air had no clinging winter chill to it. The wind blew steadily and warmly from the southwest. High-drifting clouds, like runaway balloons, speckled the deep sky.


Molly hoed damp earth next to the chicken yard where a carpet of yellow chick heads undulated in the sighing breezes. The baby chicks’ mirth and playful antics mesmerized Molly. She was soon leaning on her hoe, listening to their wee chirps and sniffing the musky stink of the chicken yard.


No one called out to her, checked in on her, looked over her shoulder, reminded her to stay at her work. Behind Molly, a half-acre garden, split by a grape arbor, swelled with growing vegetation just under the silty loam. Barney and Marcus had plowed and planted the whole garden in one day, potatoes on the west side of the arbor and everything else on the east side.


"Lettuce, radishes, spinach, mustard, kale and beets, carrots, peas, onions, green beans, sweet potatoes, tomatoes and cucumbers," said Emmy to her father when the planting was done. "That’s a summer full of work. Hoeing, picking, preparing and preserving!"


"The garden will be Molly’s job. I need you inside doing everything else," said Marcus.


Molly tried to focus on one chick, just one still head among the thousand of bobbing beaked lemons. She found one, then closed her eyes. She prayed.


"God. Thank you for school being over. Thank you that Mom is better."


Two months ago, Della woke Marcus and told him she was dying. She then closed her eyes and tried to die. She was soaked with sweat. Marcus called Doc Hay, who arrived just in time to keep Della with the living.


"Why didn’t you let me stay? It was so peaceful," Della said.


The next day, the surgeon in Litchfield told Marcus that Della had been host to over one hundred gallstones. A nurse traveled back to the Clabborn farm with Della and Marcus. She now lived just a few feet from Della, never giving any of the Clabborns more than a few minutes time with her.


Nurse Haddie Howdy, who Molly and Emmy privately called Haddie Hello, was as physically ugly a woman as there ever was but she had compensated for her poor physical features by becoming a stellar nurse and no one in the Clabborn family ever asked her to leave Della’s side.


"Thank you, God, for Nurse Hello," Molly continued. "I hope you and her can make Mom better."

***


Marcus sat at the kitchen table, fingers tapping mindlessly on the rim of his cup of coffee. Emmy was frying bacon, muttering. Barney was smoking a hand-rolled cigarette beside the pig barn. He had one smoke every morning and waited until the next morning for another one. Della disliked the smell. Emmy enjoyed it but never tried it herself. Molly was sitting at the breakfast table, still almost asleep.


"Aunt Addie’s coming," said Molly suddenly.


"I hear her too," said Emmy.


"There’ll be some news," said Marcus. "I expect."


The motor was still winding down on Addie’s car when she punched open the porch door and shouted that one of her husband’s cousins, Susie, had given birth to her fifth girl.


"So many girls born in Posey County in the last 20 years," said Addie. "It’s a wonder if we’ll all just die out for not having any boys to marry the women!"


"That’s just silly," said Della from the living room.


"Don’t you get up now," said Marcus. "She can come in there."


Nurse Howdy would never let Della stand up anyway. Every morning, Della asked to be moved from her bedroom to the living room, so she could feel more a part of the life of the farm. Marcus carried Della from their first floor bedroom 20 feet to the living room couch.


"This room for me now, the living room, has so much more meaning," said Della one morning as she rested in her husband’s arms. "I feel alive in here. And I don’t know how much longer I will be."


"Doc says you could live another 30 years," said Marcus.


"Or die tomorrow," answered Della.


"You’re smiling."


"I know."


Addie bumbled into the living room with words leaping out of her mouth.


"Della I got some news and I hate to be the one to tell you about it but I figure it ought to be from me and not some stranger that couldn’t tell the news with the care it deserves."


Della waved a hand to Marcus, who was standing in the doorway from the kitchen.


"Come on girls, let your mother talk a bit with Addie."


Nurse Howdy stayed in the room.


Marcus scooted the girls out into the back yard. The sun sat half way up on the eastern horizon looking like an enormous yellow bowl that had fallen from the sky.


"Wonder what’s going on?" Molly asked her father.


"Probably nothin’," he said.

***


"God, no!"


Della grasped her gut with both hands, pinched her eyes shut tight.


"I swear by all," said Addie. "Susie’s pa told me that he heard Lenora was having a baby and he told Susie about it and then I talked with Susie and she said she’d asked around to see if it was true and then she asked me and I told her that I wasn’t sure what was going on but that you hadn’t said a word to me and then I asked Susie how many folks she’d gone around asking and she said it was a whole bunch because she wanted to find out the truth of the matter like she’d said."


Tears ran down Della’s face. Blood rushed to her lips.


"Oh, Della, I am so glad it was me to tell you instead of you just hearing Lenora was pregnant from some one you don’t know."

***


Marcus heard Della’s cry from the back yard and he rushed in with Emmy and Molly on his heels. All three of them caught the end of Addie’s gossip.


"Addie! What are you doing? Get up!"


Marcus grabbed Addie by her left sleeve and pulled her away from Della. Addie tried to yank herself away but Marcus’ hold was firm.


"Take off me, Marcus!"


Addie twisted and writhed.


"Why! Why in the hell would you say that to my wife! Now, of all times!"


Marcus let go of Addie.


"Keep your mouth shut!"


"It ain’t gossip, Marcus, and Della’s got a right to know what’s happening in her little girl’s life. Lenora don’t write, don’t send no word. Now we know why."


"Know? All I know is that you blow bad wind, Addie. You couldn’t tell me instead?"


Pinkish blotches spread across Addie’s face and she struggled not to cry. Marcus kept his eye on her and truly hoped she’d win the fight against the tears. With Marcus’ gaze on her, Addie regained her strength and found her voice.


"You should have made Lenora stay at home so Della could watch her instead of sending her off to college."


Marcus stepped toward Addie, his face tight with rage. He reached for Addie and started to speak but Della’s body slumped over and rolled off the couch. Molly, who had been hiding behind Marcus, slipped her arms under her mother’s head before it touched the floor, though the rest of Della’s body lay deflated on the cool hardwood boards.


No one spoke until Della’s eyelids fluttered.


Molly whispered, "Mother."


"Tell Addie to go on home... but don’t let her go without taking some of that cherry pie Emmy put together this morning."


"Yes."

***


While on duty and at Della’s side, gently rocking in a chair made by Ernie Clabborn, Nurse Howdy, whose heart had a hole that none knew about, slumped over dead.


Della woke up and saw the dead nurse. Her eyes were open. Della said a prayer and then rolled off the couch. On her back next to the rocking chair, Della stretched her left arm up as far she could, reaching for Nurse Howdy’s eyelids. She could reach just as high as Nurse Howdy’s lips. Della wiggled her fingers as she strained but instead of closing the dead woman’s eyes, she only flipped Nurse Howdy’s bottom lip a few times. Marcus walked in the room, stopped and looked with great puzzlement at his wife.


"I didn’t roll off the couch to play with her face, Marcus. She’s dead. Now, help me up and close her eyes."


"Dead?" asked Marcus as he walked to his wife.


"Yes, she beat me to it," said Della. "I said a prayer for her soul."


"I better call the hospital, I suppose. You need another nurse tonight?"


Della thought about it.


"I believe the girls can handle it from here on out," she said.

***


Marcus rolled a cigarette. Barney struck a match. The evening sun painted the horizon a brilliant orange.


"Smoking too much," said Barney.


Marcus nodded. He’d just taken up the habit in the past week, leaving his tobacco plug untouched on the fireplace mantle.


Barney had started to smoke more than one cigarette in the morning and also a few in the evening.


"Something’s on your mind, Barney, but I don’t reckon you got to tell me," Marcus said. "Unless it’s about my daughter."


Barney did not answer.


"Della’s been asking if you two are going to marry before she dies."


Barney finished rolling his own cigarette and lit it before he answered.


"I haven’t spoken to Emmy about it, what with Della’s sickness and all. I suppose we were putting things on hold, rather than speeding anything up."


Marcus nodded, put his cigarette butt out. Closed his eyes. Let the silence gather. Barney smoked and began to fidget, rolling a stone around with his boot.


"I been thinking about it all week. But I’m going to ask you if you think I am right or wrong," said Marcus.


Laish’s Model A pulled up the driveway. Marcus turned to face Barney.


"Should I go fetch Lenora back from college? She don’t know about her mother’s sickness."


Barney looked over Marcus’ shoulder.

***


"The Lord gives and gives," shouted Laish as he stepped between Marcus and Barney. "Gives and gives!"


"Good to see you, Laish," said Barney. "I’ll leave you to talk with your brother."


Barney dropped his butt and walked away with his head down. Laish stepped on the smoldering tobacco and paper.


"He’s acting funny, I know, Marcus, but that is not why I came this evening."


Laish put his hands on Marcus’ shoulders.


"All of it is written on your face. You worry about Della first of all and then you wonder if Barney’s pulling away from the family and Emmy and you fear how that news will affect your wife."


Marcus’ shoulders tensed as Laish laid bare his mind.


"And lastly, you wonder if you should go fetch your daughter and see for yourself if the rumors are true."


Marcus turned his face heavenward and let out a sigh. Laish pushed further.


"Have I missed something? How’s Baby?"


For a second, confusion clouded Marcus’ brow.


"Molly?"


"She’s all right?"


"Yes. She’s like her mother," said Marcus.


"I know that," said Laish and he opened his mouth to say more but decided not to.


"What did you come here to say?" asked Marcus.


Laish pulled a few sheets of paper from inside his overalls.


"I have here a sermon that I think you will like."


"I like all your sermons."


"Many thanks. But this one may get to you in a new way. I’ll leave it with you. Read it tonight."

***

Sermon for Marcus,

my brother lost in the wilderness of life


My father was a heartfelt believer in Christ. I have never questioned the love he had for Our Wandering Carpenter. "Jesus had fewer pairs of shoes than you," he told me once as I put on my Sunday best. My father lived in less penurious times than we do. Still, he was a farmer and he did not have much. He had faith and he sang morning and night of a land beyond this one where nothing lacked. He was a middling baritone. Any hymn that spoke of fecundity, wealth, the riches of heaven, he would lend his voice to those lyrics with fervent energy. And I grew up believing in a Heaven not where my soul never dies but where I could eat summer corn until my belly flopped over my belt and hit the ground. We were not all that poor, when father was alive, but he thought of us as poor and to him, I say again, the great gift of heaven was the bounty not of God’s grace and love, no, my father sang to my brother and me of the great storeroom in the sky where all our hungers would be satisfied. And he meant, I believe, no more than earthly hungers. I say we were not as poor as our father thought we were but that was only while he lived. My father lived fewer years than Our Lord. He was rattled and raked over by pneumonia and in his grave at age 31. Poor? Suddenly, I knew what poor was. Few friends came to the aid of my family then. You see, my father was an immigrant to this beautiful nation of liberty and though he settled near kin in Tennessee at first, when he was still a teenager he ran off with his young bride to find his own life in Indiana. And so he bought the 40 acres he could afford and built a clapboard home. Ten years only was I with my father on this globe. Only two of his children lived. My brother and I. Life was a struggle in the years after my father’s spirit fled to Heaven. Why? Why did we have to struggle? I don’t know. We had to rent out the small bit of land we had to other farmers because my brother and I were too young to farm yet. The year after my father died, our cow went dry and died. My mother, God bless her, I can recall how she made biscuits and cornbread with water instead of milk. She took on doing other family’s wash and darning men’s socks at four cents a pair. After a long winter of that, one dewy spring morning, my mother sent my younger brother and I to the neighbor’s to borrow a half-gallon of milk. Not that much to ask of a neighbor. I recall the frown on Old Hofsteader’s face. I recall that his suspenders were shiny, as if they had been greased with bacon fat. He heard out the request our mother had given us and then turned to his wife, who sat with her back to us at their dinner table. He said, "The boys from the poor house is here begging for some milk. Get ‘em some." I cried all the way home. He named us. He set it in my heart that what I was, was something I could not be proud of. My brother and I quit school that year and hired ourselves out to the farmer who dug on our own earth. We walked all day behind a one-horse plow for 50 cents. Daylight to dusk. We picked strawberries, stacked hay, anything. After a couple years we bought a team and a plow. Then a second. We started families of our own and did all our own farming plus some for other families in the area. We bought a bit more earth a couple years back. Then more. Years went by and slowly I found I had no desire to be a farmer all day any more. Just a few months ago, I handed it all over to my brother. The work anyways. He’s farming my acres. I know someday he plans to buy Hofsteader’s place, but that’s still a ways off. That used to be my plan too. It was almost a vengeful desire. Certainly something like envy and something like avarice and something like anger. It all fired my daydreams for many years. And here’s the end of it: I had to give it all up. For many reasons. Shall I quote Holy Scripture? There’s no need. Though verse after verse urges us to look beyond all earthly concerns, for the soul’s sake, I am going to say something practical, something not necessarily aimed at getting a soul right with the Lord.  Heaven is not a reward to be understood with the limited metaphors a feeble-minded sinner like me dreams up. Even the stories Jesus tells of his rightful home do not pragmatically set out the design, structure and menu in The Land Beyond. On earth, setting the heart’s desire on more than discovering and rejoicing in love is foolishness. Nothing but charity and love can save us from madness. For Heaven’s sake, and truly for this earthly life’s sake as well, we must give up dreams of wealth, dreams of more land, dreams of long, comfortable years, dreams of having. Dreams of having will ruin a man. Instead, dream of not having and then open your eyes to the joy of each day with what you do have. I won’t pretend to tell you what you have. I know what I have... 

***


Marcus, sitting in front of his evening fire, folded Laish’s sermon neatly in two and tucked it into his Bible.


Reflected flames mindlessly cavorted on the shined tiles. Far into the mirror world, Marcus set his mind, imagining himself in a night-dark forest hemmed in by gnarled and fire-charred oaks, elms and ash.


Skirting the forest shadow, calling out to him, his daughters wandered, clasping each other’s hands. All three. Emerging like puffs of smoke, Laish and Della stood beside him, one on each arm, leading him out of danger.


Marcus lifted his head and refocused his eyes on the mantle above the hearth.


He breathed deep.

Chapter 6

Wednesday, July 8, 1931


Emmy had a headache. Molly asked her why.


"Because I thought I knew but I don’t and now there’s all this food to cook and nothing and everything and anything over and over again!"


Molly tried to lighten the mood.


"Gee, that’s a lot to think about."


Emmy did not want the mood lightened, she wanted the day to be history. Whenever a chore that Emmy did not want to do presented itself, she wrote about the ugliness in her diary keeping in mind that she would be laughing over the current pains days, weeks or years later. All her young life, she firmly believed that some day the hardships of her youth would be made insignificant in relation to the enduring joy in her future. Now that she was a little older, she sometimes despaired that enduring joy has passed her by.


An entry from her nineteenth year of life:


Dear Diary: Today, the start of the New Year 1925, I can hardly pen these awful words, Father made me get out of bed a full hour earlier than I intended... My body aches. Just simply aches. I was up until midnight, you know. Reading quietly, yes, but still. I do not regret nor apologize for my night owl life. Someday, as an old woman lined and creased with experience and wisdom, I will stand on the highest swell in Posey County, swallow a full-force gust of wind and return its power with a mighty howl of laughter, remembering these youthful days of sorrow and lonely late nights.


But of late, with Della couch-ridden, Barney distracted, Marcus demanding, Molly annoying, and nothing but meal upon meal to prepare, Emmy had forgotten that she would one day laugh.


Dear Diary: Today, I must coordinate pies and dumplings, carrots and kale. It is the first day of threshing and over fifteen women will be here by dawn to give me aid. This worries me most. While Mother is not looking I plan to sneak in behind her on the couch and disguise myself as a fold of her blanket. If only that would work. The day will be long and many women will be in my way, telling me what to do. Good Lord, why am I writing this down at 3 in the a.m.? But since I am up, here’s how it will go:


1. I will get the hens and the green beans on the stove.


2. Molly will gather onions, cabbage and tomatoes from garden.


3. I will get potatoes from the cellar.


4. Molly will say, ‘Hey sister, you and Barney getting married or what?’


5. Once the women start to arrive, then I will go cry in a corner of the kitchen and wait for sweet death.

***


Marcus drove down to John and Elsie Brown’s farm hours before sunrise. Still, by the time he got there, a few other men shuffled in the dark sipping Elsie Brown’s famous bitter roasted coffee.


"Going to be a scorcher," said one voice.


"It’ll take a couple hours before that steam engine’s warmed up," said Marcus.


"Yah," said another, uglier voice. "Too damn hot to sleep though."


Marcus got close enough to see with whom he was talking.  Roy smoked a cigarette and sneered. Bud scratched his jaw and smiled.


"Not too hot to drink coffee though," said Bud.


"John’s inside. Barney too," said Roy.


Barney had moved off the Clabborn farm the previous spring and had taken up lodging at the Brown’s. He still came up to work every day with Marcus and stayed in the evenings to talk with the family, even sit alone with Emmy now and then, but everyone in the Clabborn family, mostly Emmy, felt uncomfortable around Barney since Marcus made the courtship of Emmy official by kicking him off the property.


In the kitchen, Barney and John sat with their heads bowed. Elsie Brown was brewing more coffee and chirping a hymn.


"Barney, come let’s get that engine fired up," Marcus said, poking his head through the doorway.


Barney nodded.


"Only got maybe four loads left, Marcus," John said without raising his head. "I’ll send the men to your place when we’ve finished."


"Sounds good, John," Marcus said as he pulled his head back.


"And soon as I got breakfast done for you all, I’m heading to help out Emmy with her day," Elsie Brown called after Marcus.


Something in Elsie Brown’s voice made Marcus pause. He stood on the Brown’s porch a moment with Barney standing behind him, rubbing his eyes.


"Barney, you go get started," Marcus said. 


He walked back inside, sat down beside John and asked Elsie Brown for a cup of her coffee.


"I appreciate you going to help out Emmy. We could all use a little help now and then," Marcus said.


Elsie Brown turned her face toward Marcus. She was crying.


"Yes," she said.

***


Marcus worked from sun up to sun down without a break except for the half hour it took to drive the engine, pulling the separator, from John’s farm to his own. Men from every farm in southern Posey County pitched and piled wheat bundles or collected sackfuls of wheat grains. Chaff mixed with every workman’s breath and the smell of smoldering coal coupled with the thick and blurry July air. Two brothers from a small farm 10 miles north of the Clabborn’s seemed to Marcus to be the stupidest men alive. Or at least the poorest workers. Marcus’s mind gripped tightly the last of his patience and he prayed out loud, "God, show me your merciful ways!" 


"Somethin’ wrong with it," said the older brother to Marcus when the separator choked up while fighting through the burden of a bull-sized stack of wheat.


Marcus pressed a finger against his right temple to gather his thoughts and temper his response.


"No. See, you got to slow down and take your time with it," started Marcus. "You’re pitching too fast, trying to get in for dinner. Just let the machine do its job and feed her a little slower. It’ll be fine."


The brothers were not stung by Marcus’ accusation that they were working fast so as to be done and get their free meal. They did not react at all. Marcus decided they were stupid and not intentionally working too fast.


"What’s your names again?"


"Bobby and..."


"Cramp."


"Cramp?"


"I guess," said Cramp.


"That’s right. Albert’s the last name?" asked Marcus.


A month prior, representatives from 25 farms had gathered in a smoke-filled chamber behind Fudger’s grocery. The Alberts had been there, silently leaning against one another in the back of the crowd. They smiled at everyone.


For two years the area farms had shared the threshing work. Each man had much work to do and few had access to the equipment. So, equipment was pooled, men were shared, and the work was done quickly, within a month, with each family providing one meal for the certain day all the men worked on their land. Some of the men from the smallest farms objected.


"My fields won’t take but a half day’s work," said Joshua Justin, powerfully thrusting his shiny forehead toward Marcus, "and I don’t see how that merits feeding thirty-odd men. My wife’s bound to never forgive me for emptying the larder!"


"Now," said Marcus stepping back suddenly as if the farmer’s pilgarlic head might pop off and strike him, "Josh, we said before that we’d settle up later for those that work more on another’s farm."


"Yes, but it takes weeks for settling," said Joshua. 


Several of the men from the smallest farms agreed with Joshua though the Alberts only watched and said nothing.


Marcus had suggested that each man tell his wife to come to the aid of every woman on her designated meal day. It was also decided that the smallest farms would be done last so that the time between the end of the season and the time for settling all the accounts would be short.


The talks had gone on late into the night. The Alberts fell asleep long before the meeting adjourned and only woke up long enough to nod in agreement when the other men started filing out of Fudger’s store.


Standing in his field in front of the Albert boys, Marcus recalled their genial (and drowsy) manners at the gathering.


"I am glad to have you here today," said Marcus suddenly to Bobby and Cramp.


"It sure is hot, but thank you," said Bobby.


"We like working," said Cramp.

***


Emmy fretted about her sweaty butt.


There was all manner of cooking to do, and she did all she could do when she was not directing, with nervous finger-pointing and feeble, soft words, women older and more experienced than herself. The helping friends and relations in the Clabborn kitchen were respectful of Emmy, or at least mindful that Emmy was working hard in Della’s stead. No one instructed Emmy, no one bossed her. Even so, Emmy discovered quickly that even with a kind and hard-working, supporting cast, the leading role was not written for her.


So, to take the focus off the failing meal, Emmy concerned herself with the beads of sweat sliding down her back and over her butt.


"Mother?"


Emmy spied on Della, sleeping with her face turned toward the window.


Molly stepped close to her older sister and touched her arm lightly.


"She looks pale, doesn’t she, Mol?"


"Yes. Hard to sleep in this heat."


Emmy started to cry.


"I can’t do all this. You take over. It’s not working, not working."


Molly opened her eyes wide and her mouth wider. She held her breath.


"Breathe, Molly."


"I can do it," Molly blurted. "They won’t listen to me, but I can do it, I know it. Really, Emmy, you not feeling up to it? That’s alright, ‘cause I can do it!"


Emmy faced Molly.


Molly’s eager pie-face, frizzy hair matted in a half-circle around her forehead, flushed cheeks and sweaty nose forced Emmy to laugh for the first time that day.


"My ass is sweating. And that’s my concern. All this," Emmy flapped her hands like tiny brooms brushing away the business in the kitchen, "is your doings now."


Emmy glided across the living room floor, slipping off her apron as she went, letting it fall in a heap on the hardwood, and then sat down beside her mother.


Della woke up.


"Mother, I’m here to nap with you."


"Too hot for napping."


Della glanced around the room and saw Molly shuffling her feet in the doorway. She noticed Emmy’s apron in a pile, and then looked back to her daughter holding her hand.


"You look peaceful," said Della.


Emmy cuddled in close with her mother despite the heat of the late morning.


"You know how it’s done, Molly, but listen to the older women too," said Della.

***


At the end of the noon meal, several of the men congratulated Molly on a job well-done and said that they hoped Emmy would be on her feet soon enough.


"And your mother too," each of them added, most emphasizing their words with a slow, downward nod of their head.


"I can take care of the kitchen for a while," Molly replied enthusiastically more than once.


Marcus did not come in for the noon meal. He stayed in the field, unsticking the separator and talking with the Alberts.


Once, Molly distinctly heard her father’s laugh over the din of the eating. Marcus and Laish inherited the same laugh their father had. It was a rollicking, improvisational laugh that never sounded quite the same but was instantly recognizable.


Once the men went back to work, Molly set two biscuits, a slice of ham and an ear of sweet corn on a plate and walked it out to her father.


As she walked, Molly surveyed her family’s land. Suddenly, Barney was standing near her.


"Hey, Barney. You weren’t around for lunch neither," Molly said flatly.


The sun hung right above Barney’s head and Molly had to shade her eyes as she looked up into his face.


"I got it all together, once Emmy went down," Molly said.


"Emmy. She’s fine?"


"I haven’t checked on her since before lunch."


Barney could not meet Molly’s hand-shaded gaze.


"Tell your dad, I’ll be... I’ll try to be back in a year. Tell Emmy... I am sorry for the wait."


Molly dropped her hand.


"You can go in and talk to her," she said.


"You’re getting chaff in your dad’s food."


Marcus’ plate was covered with a layer of fuzzy wheat chaff.


"Oh, shit!" said Molly.


When she looked up again, Barney was gone.

***


"Dear Diary: I did not stand up well this day. I gave in (I say this, rather than gave up) and enjoyed a nap with Mother. I found my limit. I did not feel blood rushing to my cheeks as I so often have before, I did not spit words at others, I did not hide my action. Simply, I told Molly I was done. And I was. So, that was not my problem. I am not concerned whether every woman at the house today thinks me weak or sickly or lazy or dull... well, I am not that at least. I have arrived and now found some ground to stand on even if it could seem to others, I understand, a lesser bit of land on which to plant my feet. I had to step back, step down, to find my footing. Thank God for Molly. She was born to meet this challenge. And I don’t think she begrudges me the work she now faces. It suits her. Mother knows it too. Still, I am hiding something from you - though not the most important thing. Barney left today. Molly told me so. Our love, if it be called so, was maybe in my mind, maybe in his. Maybe made of convenience, maybe made of familiarity. I did not expect him to leave, yet I also did know he was considering it. He had withdrawn from us since Father sent him to live with John and Elsie Brown. Even that small gulf swallowed our burgeoning passion. What a way to say it! Was it even that dramatic? So. He is gone. Molly said he told her he would be back in a year. Does he figure to make something more of himself? What more did he ever want to be and who told him he was supposed to be it? I guess people do not need to be told to be something if it is something they really want to be, something that stirs in them but has no true life yet. What animal stirs in Molly? Or have we both found our place? What animal lives and voraciously feeds within Lenora? She has not denied that thing. I wonder, will she be led back in time to see Mother? Oh, yes, she is dying. I can see it in Father’s eyes. He was satisfied with today’s work, that I could see before he entered the kitchen. Someone maybe had told him I went to sleep in the mid-day, but surely he heard Molly took over the reins and fed all the hands. So what was he going to say to me? Nothing, it seemed by the glow surrounding him. It was almost as though a fire had been rekindled within him, something that had been quelled, or nearly so. At dusk, he seemed aflame with work, with life. He waved mightily to two stupid looking men riding horses so slow I could count to ten in-between each clip and each clop. Though neither was as slow as Dolly or The Lady. Did he know about Barney? I don’t think so. And he may not still. It was Mother, though she did not mean to, who dulled his shine. Yes. As soon as he entered the house... well, I wonder if he just knew? Anyway, his gaiety faded, the flame that had given his cheeks a glow seconds before dwindled to... nothing. Again. Father knows Mother is dying, though he had forgotten for a few hours. I forgive him that."

Chapter 7

Sunday, July 19, 1931


Della’s sleep was restless. Simple, random, foggy words escaped her mouth in clustered saliva bubbles. She pinched her eyelids shut tight, as if the night air were full of bright sunshine.


Marcus did not sleep.


"Lenora, Lenora," Della said her daughter’s name one hundred times a night.


"I do dream of her," she told Marcus one morning. "I dream she never left."


"Did we do wrong?" Marcus asked his wife. "Lettin’ her go, I mean."


"What choice did we have?"


Marcus did not acknowledge her response. He removed Della’s bandages.


"It’s still runnin’," Della said. "God."


Marcus dipped a washrag in cool water and gently cleaned the pus off his wife’s stitches. With every swipe, more pale yellow fluid filled the stitch-gullies.


"I can’t keep up with it," Marcus said with no emotion, though his eyes betrayed his fear. "I got to call the doctor."


"God help me."

***


Molly and Emmy held hands in the back seat of the Clabborn Pontiac all the way to Litchfield. In the July heat, palm sweat pooled in the basket made by the sisters’ hands and dripped onto the leather seats.


Marcus was stoic.


Della sang, softly.


"Though all Hell assail me


I will not be moved


Jesus cannot fail me


I shall not be moved


Just like the tree that’s planted by the water


I shall not be moved


I shall not be


I shall not be moved


I shall not be


I shall not be moved."


Her window was rolled down and the steady wind tossed Della’s flyaway hairs off her forehead.

***


The white blinds in the six-story redbrick Mt. Mercy Hospital, pulled low in every window on every floor, reminded Molly of the blank rolled back eyes she had once seen on a dead goat. She wanted to say out loud that the building looked full of dead eyes. But she held her tongue.


Della moaned when Marcus rode over a pothole near the hospital entrance.


"Damn!" said Marcus. "Sorry, Della."


Della did not raise her chin but told Marcus to watch his mouth around the girls.


"You both stay here, I’ll be back in an hour or so," said Marcus as he parked.


Molly wanted badly to go inside with her mother but she glanced again at the rows of dead window eyes and decided to just hold onto Emmy’s hand.


Marcus walked around the Pontiac to the passenger side and lifted Della out of the side door. He did not stagger once as he made his way across the hospital threshold.


Molly watched the side of her mother’s face, half buried in Marcus’ arms.


"Turn, turn, turn," whispered Molly. "Please turn."


Marcus and Della disappeared into the hospital lobby. Molly made a sobbing noise, gasped for air, but no tears fell. Emmy wept.

***


"I tell you, I don’t know exactly."


"Why not? How not?"


"Mr. Clabborn, I told you after the second operation that the duct of the gall bladder was hard. I had never seen that before, so I left it alone."


"Left it alone?"


"And now, now... Listen to me. Now, I have to go back in there because something is still amiss. Even though I scraped the gall bladder just last month, I do not see that is it healing as it should. I intend to operate in the morning."


"She can’t go on like this."


"Precisely. Tomorrow morning, yes? She’ll stay here tonight. You don’t want to travel with her. She needs to go in as soon as possible."

***


Marcus exited the same doors he had carried Della through an hour before and Molly and Emmy watched him walk as though he carried five times the weight of what he carried in, yet his arms were empty.


"Is she dead?" Emmy asked when Marcus reached the car.


Marcus’ head jerked up as if he had been slapped. He met Emmy’s eyes with his.


"No, Emmy. Not yet."


His face sagged, drained of hope.


"I think we need to pay a visit to Uncle Laish," he said.


Molly whispered something neither Emmy nor Marcus could decipher. Emmy nudged her sister and told her to speak up.


"I think we need to visit God first. Before we go an inch further."


A distant rumble of thunder warned that the afternoon heat would be broken soon.


Marcus turned to Molly.


"You’ve been crying," he said, chin trembling but eyes suddenly alive again. "But you’re right to take this pain to God. Your mother took everything to God. She has nothing left."


He stopped, searched for another word.


"Faith, hope and charity, abide these three; but the greatest of these is charity," Molly spoke as if half-asleep. "Lord, comfort us."


Emmy took over, "Here we are, Lord. See us?"


"We see through the glass darkly, so says Your good book," said Marcus. "But now, give us some clearer picture of Your plan."


 "Lord, comfort us," said Molly again. "And let Mother know she has our love too, like we have hers."


"And let her know she has Your love," said Emmy. "Fill her, Lord."


"Amen," said Marcus.


He raised his eyes to meet his daughters’ eyes.


"The Lord gives and gives," he said.

Chapter 8

Monday, July 20, 1931


A white picket fence and a row of oaks encircled Laish’s home and did not allow cars to park any closer than forty feet. Marcus, Emmy and Molly bounded through the heavy storm rain onto Laish’s porch. The excitement of driving and then running 40 feet in the wild winds and driving rain made their eyes wide, shiny and keen.


"Sharp-eyed family, wet to the bone," Laish said in a sing-song voice when the three tumbled through his door.


"Evening, Brother, we need a warm bed," said Marcus.


"Dry yourselves off," said Laish as his three sons found their way around him and into the kitchen light.


"My bed’s warm," said Grant. "I like to sleep on the floor."


Laish put a hand on his son’s head.


"Why that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said, Son."


Grant gnawed on his left arm, sheepishly.


Emmy and Molly stayed in Grant’s bed and Grant slept in Paul’s room and steadily got angrier through the night as Paul hic-cupped even as he slept. 


Marcus and Laish stayed up, drinking coffee in the kitchen and speaking as softly as they could. Both men were filled with a similar joy. Laish had always had it, Marcus had always wanted it, recognized it, praised it, but not possessed it.


"He has possessed you," said Laish. "And it took this, Della’s physical degradation, to bring you into Him this way."


"I’ve felt just like a bobbing cork this past six months," said Marcus. "I find a reason to be up and just a quickly a reason to be down."


"Or maybe you aren’t running the show at all," said Laish. "Does a cork decide to bob?"

***


In the morning, Marcus, Addie and Emmy drove back to Litchfield, leaving Molly with Laish, Betty and the boys. Marcus came to Molly before she got out of bed and told her to nap awhile longer.


"Why’s Emmy get to go?"


"Baby, I just think you should stay behind today. Standing in the hospital worrying all day won’t be good for you. We’ll give a call back to give you some word. I want to thank you for reminding me to pray yesterday. I’ll tell your mother how thoughtful you were."


Molly had no fight in her after Marcus’ soothing words, so she decided to take his advice and nap late into the morning.


No noise woke her. It was stillness that disturbed Molly’s sleep.


No Paul, John or Grant shouting. No Laish resounding God’s bountiful ways. No clinking of clumsy Betty in the kitchen.


Molly tiptoed down the stairs from Grant’s room. Laish’s stairwell entered the living room on the first floor instead of the kitchen like in Marcus’ home. Molly sneaked her way through the living room closer to the kitchen before she heard one of the boys crying softly.


"Wake her, Laish," said Betty.


"I am trembling still, Wife. Let me stop before I meet her with this news. God, give me the strength. Hand, stop shivering!"


Molly returned to her bed, dressed herself and then made her way back to the kitchen before Laish was granted strength enough to stand.


She entered the kitchen with the pain her mother’s death already on her face.


"I’d like to go on back to the house now," Molly said.


Laish had no words. He lightly took Molly’s hand and walked her outside.

***


A queue of cars and trucks 15 deep lined the Clabborn driveway by the time Molly arrived in Laish’s Model A. On the ride over, Laish drove solemnly and did not speak.


Molly stepped out of the Model A and, with her head down, walked past several friends and relatives milling around the back porch door. When she entered the kitchen, her eyes tried to glance at the living room couch where Della had suffered for the past few months, but Molly forced her eyes to stay focused on the floor.


Women from every farm in the area shuffled about Della’s kitchen, preparing enough food for a thousand mourners. Addie rushed over to Molly and announced loudly that Emmy and Marcus were in the living room waiting for her.


Molly would not look up and would not enter the living room.


Addie then wailed something about Molly being struck dumb but Marcus stepped between Molly and Addie, kneeled down and said, "Let’s talk upstairs."


Marcus called Emmy to him and then he escorted his daughters up to Emmy’s bedroom.


When they all had sat for a moment, Emmy spoke.


"Lenora’s got to know."


"I don’t know how to reach her. She hasn’t called in two months," said Marcus.


"All those women don’t belong in mother’s kitchen," said Molly. "I could do as good as them. And Mom would want it that way anyhow."


"It’s not your time yet, Kid. Just hold tight," said Marcus.

***


"She blamed me for it. I heard her say it."


"No, Addie, she loved you. You’re kin."


"I thought I knew her, Betty, and I thought she understood me."


"Well, I am sure whatever she said to you..."


"I’ll tell you what she said to me. She said, ‘Why’s you letting them kill me?’"


"She was suffering a lot at the end. It was a... delusion. A hallucination, maybe."


"You mean maybe she thought she was talking to someone else?"


"No, I mean she just did not know what she was saying. She was anesthetized."


"Could she have meant Lenora?"


"Now, Addie, I only said I thought Della’s words were not so heavy with meaning as you seem to think. I never said she intended the words for someone else."


"But would you speculate that she meant me or Lenora?"


"Good Heavens, woman. You need to close that mouth of yours!"


***


Molly slept only a couple hours. Friends and relations whispered in the Clabborn kitchen well into the night and began again well before sunrise. Marcus was not among them, nor was Laish or Betty. Addie had set up shop in Della’s kitchen, brewing coffee, though no one wanted any of the steaming brew in the July heat, and baking batches of snickerdoodles, though only a few cookies ended up in anyone’s belly. Molly woke from her light doze to the sound of Addie and Little Elsie Brown arguing in hushed voices over how hungry mourners might be and how many mourners might show up overall.


Then Molly heard her father begin to speak.


"The girls and I will go in and set up the funeral arrangements."


"Oh now, don’t wake up the girls after such a sticky hot, sad and sleepless night. I’ll go with you," said Addie.


"I know they’d like to be part of this."


"Fine. I won’t argue with you on this day, but I am going with you all too and don’t you argue with me."


"Fine," said Marcus.


Molly clenched her jaw, got out of bed and went to knock on Emmy’s door.


"Addie’s coming too," said Emmy as Molly poked her head in the room.


Molly just nodded.


"Mark my words, Molly," said Emmy. "Addie’s going to be a pain in the ass all day long. You watch and see if she isn’t."


A loud "Ha" jumped from Molly’s chest before she could stifle it.


Addie called up the stairs, "If you’re up, get some clothes on we’re all going to town as a family."

***


"Four plots, Marcus?"


"Two for Della and me. Two for the girls."


"What? You just have two girls now? Lenora’s still alive."


"I don’t know where she is, Addie."


Molly and Emmy sat silently in the back seat of the Clabborn Pontiac. For maybe the first time in either of their lives, they agreed with loose-lipped aunt Addie.


"It ain’t out of meanness. I just don’t know where she is and I doubt she’d want to be buried here if she did die."


"Maybe, Marcus, you should ask her."


Marcus had been trying to retreat into himself, face his sorrow of his wife’s death, all day. Addie had not shut her mouth since she woke up early that morning. He had not objected to anything she said, until she questioned the number of cemetery plots he purchased.


"Call her then. If you know a way to get a hold of her, call her. I’ll head back and buy a fifth grave site if you can find my daughter."


"That’s fine, Marcus. I have some leads."


Addie closed her mouth and organized her thoughts.


With Addie’s voice no longer filling Marcus’ ears, he grew fidgety. Molly scooted forward on the Pontiac’s leather seat, causing a groaning sound to emit from the cushion.


"What was that, Molly? Speak up," said Marcus.


"Nothing, Father."

***


Addie sat in the kitchen with her left ear pressed firmly against the telephone receiver for the rest of the morning. She followed up on every rumor she could recall and of course called several people two or three times before she got it into her head that she had already run down that trail and found it to be a dead end.


Marcus had decided to host Della’s visitation in the Clabborn living room. A hearse delivered the casket that Addie and the girls had chosen that morning. The coffin was blue. An inky blue, Molly told Emmy.


Another hearse delivered Della.


"We’ll give you a moment alone with her, sir," said Mr. McGinty, a grim, pale and perfectly-groomed older man who stunk of factory cigarettes and embalming fluids.


Mr. McGinty, the county’s only undertaker, employed two younger men, both weak, ugly and morose. Though, they were also well-groomed. They arranged Della in her casket in the living room, across from the fireplace and in front of her favorite window, in the same air and light in which she had lived her last few months. 


The mid-day sun illuminated Della’s face. Her hairline, pasted with makeup, glistened. Marcus wiped away the slick undertaker’s paint, as if wiping away Della’s omnipresent beads of sweat.


"Your favorite place," said Marcus quietly. "Waiting for your daughter to come home."


He started to cry.


"Soon, Wife, your house will be full of people saying their good-byes. Emmy and Molly’ll be here too. Addie said she was going to try and let Lenora know, but I wouldn’t hold my breath..."


Marcus pressed his cuffs against the corners of his eyes to stop his tears. He could hear Addie pointedly asking someone why they were pretending to not know where Lenora was because she had heard that they most certainly did know.


"I don’t want to say good-bye to you. You were a good woman."


Addie hung up the phone. Marcus knew he only had a minute to get out a few final private words with his wife.


"Can you see God?"


Addie’s hand rested on Marcus’ arm and he did not pull away.


"I couldn’t find her for you," she said. "I’m sorry."

***


Molly stood by her mother all afternoon, but she never glanced at the body for more than a moment.


She stood to the right side of Marcus as familiar faces, grave with proper displays of sorrow, passed by the casket. Emmy stood unsteadily at the foot of coffin for part of the visitation, then retired to a chair at the other end of the living room. The heat was oppressive. Molly’s dress was soaked everywhere it touched her body, and damp everywhere else.


As dinner-time neared, Addie and some of the other neighbors served a meal to the mourners. All the food had been brought potluck and neither Molly nor Emmy concerned themselves with helping prepare nor serve the food.


"Why don’t you take your sister and go eat a bit," Marcus asked Molly as the last of the mourners entered the living room.


"Not hungry just now," said Molly.


The last of the mourners was a family unfamiliar to Molly so she made only slight eye-contact and then slipped behind Marcus and took a seat in the chair he had requested for her. Molly suddenly became aware of how thoroughly she had sweat through her funeral garb.


When she stood back up, her unfocused eyes wandered along the blurry edge of Della’s casket.


Look at her face. Look. Look, thought Molly.


Della’s hands lay folded on her belly just under her breasts. The undertaker had neatly prepared Della’s body, wrapping her torso into a slim package with flattened, less conspicuous breasts and then defining every intended crease and erasing every errant wrinkle on Della’s dress.


This is not my mother, Molly thought, and I will not touch her.


Instead, Molly fingered for a moment a sharp crease on Della’s left sleeve. Then she dented the fabric’s orderly peak slightly with her pointer finger.


"Red lipstick," somebody whispered into Molly’s ear.


The large, heavy hands of Laish squeezed Molly’s shoulders.


"Well, this body’s your mother, but it isn’t too."


"I know."


Molly’s mouth moved on past her audible words.


"Say again?" said Laish.


"I wish they’d all go away."


"Who? Our friends and family?"


Laish squatted down beside Molly.


"Do they really care? Is that what you’re asking?"


Molly furtively glanced at her uncle.


"Yes," she said.


"Would your mother turn them away, in either circumstance?"

***


Marcus and Molly remained in the living room until the last of the mourners drove off the Clabborn property and even Addie, Laish, Betty and their children had gone home.


"Now, let’s watch that sunset," Marcus said to Molly.


Emmy walked in the room and said she would join them.


Cushioned in puffy clouds, the sun swung low on the horizon. Marcus sat on his back porch step and thought about rolling a cigarette for his oldest daughter, who had requested it. He had not smoked since Barney left, but Emmy had tried it a few times and liked it. Emmy sat beside her father now and waited to see if he would share a smoke with her or not.


"Molly. You may not smoke until you are older and I still don’t approve of it as a general practice," said Marcus.


"Mom didn’t like it."


"Barney did," said Emmy. "But who cares, I suppose."


Marcus rolled one cigarette and handed it to his daughter. Emmy lit the end and took a small drag. She tried to pass it back to Marcus but he refused it.


"Looks like we have one last mourner coming down the road," he said. "I don’t know who it is though."

Chapter 9

Tuesday evening, July 21 and Wednesday morning, July 22, 1931


A large black sedan pulled up behind the Clabborn home. Molly stood up, so did Marcus. Emmy remained seated but ground her cigarette out with her left foot in the driveway.


"Stand up, Emmy," Marcus said.


A young man hopped out of the driver’s seat and ran around to the back door on the passenger side. He was nervous and moved quickly, banging the door against his knee as he opened it.


Suddenly, Marcus recognized the boy.


"Thad?" he said. "I haven’t seen you in a while. Is this the new car they got down at the station?"


"Yes," said Thad, who worked part-time at the train depot shuttling people who needed a ride to a rural destination.


"Your pa buy this sedan or did..."


"Yes," said Thad and he ducked back into the front seat.


Marcus had been too busy talking at Thad to notice the woman who had stepped from the back seat of the sedan. But Molly and Emmy stared at the woman’s pale yellow stockings, rounded belly and bobbed blonde hair dotted with three pink ribbons.


"My God... Lenora," said Emmy.


"Are you smoking?" asked Lenora sniffing the wind. " I gave it up myself."


The sedan pulled away and no one moved.


"Why, gee, is no one going to give me a hug? Where’s Mother? I can smell something baking inside. C’mon, Father, I have a big surprise."


"No one is baking inside," said Marcus. "The food’s all gone."


Lenora wrinkled her nose at her father and said that all the food could not possible be gone.


"No, I mean from this afternoon," Marcus said.


Lenora still stood apart from her family. Her perfume reached Molly’s nose. She recognized it as the perfume Della had given Lenora when she left for college.


"Mom would have liked to smell  you wearing that perfume," Molly said.


Lenora’s eyes glazed over. She slowly turned her face toward the ground.


"Baby, what do you mean?"

***


Lenora held her mother’s hands and wept for almost an hour before she said anything further to the rest of the family.


"How?" was all she could finally manage between gasping sobs.


"She’d been sick a while, you know, Lenora," said Marcus. "Just couldn’t get along after the last operation. The Lord called her home."  


Marcus laid a hand on Lenora’s left shoulder and told her the hearse would be coming soon to take Della away for the night.


"And then the funeral’s the next day," he added.


Lenora gently released her mother’s hands. She brushed back off her forehead straying wisps of golden hair and then she stood up, re-clasped her hands and bowed her head.


As Lenora silently prayed, Marcus stared at his daughter’s bulging midriff.


When Lenora finished her prayer she kissed her left thumbnail and then made the sign of the cross.


"I am married to a Catholic man, Dad," said Lenora as she turned to face him. "And I meant to tell Mom that. That’s why I am here."


There was strength again in Lenora’s voice and her eyes did not waver from Marcus’ own.


Seconds can echo like hours in silent staring contests, yet neither father nor daughter backed down. Marcus instead walked over to Lenora and took her left hand in his right, bumping against her wedding ring, and placed both of their hands on Della’s stiff belly.


"I wish she would have known you was married at all. I can’t deny that, Lenora," said Marcus. His hands trembled.


"Say what you want to, Dad."


"But now it doesn’t matter," Marcus said slowly, staring at his wife’s face for strength. "You go talk with your sisters and tell them all about..."


"Howard Forthdong," said Lenora.


Marcus chortled.


Lenora dabbed at a tear in the corner of her left eye with her opposite sleeve and smiled.


"I know, it isn’t the best name."

***


"Do you work in a factory?"


"Baby, what a thing to say. I do not."


Lenora showed Molly her unblemished, slender hands.


"Just that your hair is so short and....," Molly searched for her word carefully, "... manish-like."


Emmy ostentatiously rolled her eyes.


"It’s called a bob, Molly," said Emmy.


"Did you call me a man?" added Lenora.


Emmy and Lenora both laughed. Lenora grasped Molly’s right hand. Molly then laughed too, nervously, excitedly.


"Mom sent you a fruit cake."


The words sat on top of the laughter, pressed it down, then killed it.


"Did she? I have... It was not easy to be away, but it was the easiest thing to do as well. I am sorry I missed her, that she worried, that she died thinking poorly of me."


"I don’t think Mom ever thought poorly of you," said Emmy, reaching out and taking her sisters’ free hands so that the three formed a rough circle of linked arms.


"Of anyone," Molly offered. "She didn’t think badly of anyone."


"I am leaving again too, of course," said Lenora. "When we get a phone, I will call you both every day."


"Every day? Goodness, I wouldn’t have a thing to say to you every day, Lenora," said Emmy. "Make it once a week at the most. Give a little time for something to happen around here."


"Oh, yah, that’s what we need," said Molly. 


***


The next morning, Emmy and Molly and Lenora were all awake and talking in the kitchen about how late their father was sleeping, when they heard the Pontiac pull up beside the house.


Marcus walked into his kitchen and, seeing his three daughters leaning on elbows around the breakfast table, announced that he had heard some bad news.


"Nobody’s dead?" shouted Molly as she scrambled to stand in front of Marcus.


"No, Kid," said Marcus compassionately. "I only meant, uh...   I couldn’t buy three plots next to the ones I bought the other day, so I got a few for the, uh, Forthdongs just up a ways from the rest of us. ‘Course, just because I got plots for all of us now, that don’t mean you have to be buried there at all, but I thought I’d make the gesture."


Lenora rubbed her nose to add a few seconds to the pause between her response and the end of Marcus’ speech.


"You wake up, take a little time with your sisters, find some peace and comfort for a moment, never knowing, never even slightly suspecting that your own father is out acquiring land in which to lay your dead body," Lenora said slyly smiling. "Thank you, Daddy."


"Where you girls get that sass, I’ll never know," he said.

Chapter 10

Thursday, July 23 and Saturday, July 25, 1931


"My Lord, Lord above, Lord, Lord."


Addie tripped and fell on her knees in a dusty rut when she spotted Lenora, seven months pregnant, holding Laish’s hand and praying outside of the funeral home an hour before the service.


"My Lord, how long you been here? Lenora, it’s Addie, my Lord, you get in this morning?"


Laish and Lenora did not acknowledge Addie’s cries until she bumped into both of them almost at her full speed.


"And Amen to You, Lord in Heaven, it seems we have other pressing matters," said Laish.


Lenora smiled faintly at her aunt and gave her a cursory hug.


"I got in the night of the visitation," said Lenora.


"A whole day you been around and no one told me a thing?"


Lenora raised her eyebrows and blinked twice. Addie was flustered by the response, or lack of it.


"Well, I guess you plan to go hide yourself some more. It’s a good thing I got here before anyone else saw you in this state. Good Lord," Addie’s eyes got a far-off look, "Can you imagine the gossip if people’d seen Della’s unwed pregnant daughter standing at the funeral?"


Laish took this moment to bow slightly to Lenora, play out a tip of an imaginary hat and walk away.

***


Addie sat with her arms crossed and a terrible frown on her face in the front row in the funeral parlor. She looked as though the death of her sister had touched off a fierce anger deep within her.


"Yes, I did, Mol, I did."


"You did not."


"I swear. I told her to shut up and then I lifted my hand to her face and said, ‘I am a married woman and have been since before I was with-child.’ And then I told her to shut up again, I think."


"Well, that isn’t the way Mom would have done it, but I like it," said Emmy.


"Yes," said Molly.


Emmy and Lenora held hands and whispered in each other’s ears.


"It’s nice to have you around," Emmy said. "Not that Molly and I haven’t had our fun too."


Molly was no longer standing beside her sisters. Lenora spotted her first.


"Can’t she just make you feel foolish and small," said Lenora nodding her head in Molly’s direction. "Without even meaning to do it."


Emmy then visually found Molly too. She was seated next to Addie, holding her hand.


"Just like Mom," said Lenora.


"She takes it all, doesn’t she?" said Emmy.


"Jealous?"


"Not at all. Honestly. I know she’s strong. She’s still full of flit and caprice too. You’ll see."


Emmy and Lenora waved for Marcus to join them and then all three sat behind Seth, Addie, their boy, James and Molly.


"Sure you’re not carrying too much?" whispered Emmy in Molly’s ear.


Molly cocked her head and gave Emmy a quizzical look.


"Are you offering support," said Molly, "or telling me to quit acting so tough?"


Emmy smiled.


"So many questions in life, isn’t there?" she said.


Laish ascended two steps to a podium at the foot of Della’s coffin.


And he began to speak.

***


I’ve heard it among you and, truly, I have felt it too. It just isn’t right, we say,  that a young Christian woman like Della should fall to death’s blow. God just shouldn’t reach down and take good people in their prime, we say. It isn’t right. It isn’t good.... But, brothers and sisters, I move on quickly to the same maxim you all must have reached as well: ‘God lets it rain on the good and the bad alike and nobody can expect to be spared death and sorrow.’ There are many stages of grief, even for those of you not so familiarly acquainted with Della in life as I was... And through all of this, there is a penetrating pain beyond words, or beyond words I can find. From the aforementioned ameliorating platitude, truly lightning fast, I then switch back and fire off my bitter questions: ‘What’s the use if God gives no special treatment to the good?’, ‘Why give any effort at all?’ Even in my best moods and always in my worst moods, I wonder if I am being good enough - and with the death of this fine woman I know firmly no one can be good enough to escape life’s sorrow. So let me say it all at once, in the plainest terms: Life is painful. God lets it happen. So I might as well give up. Holy Lord Jesus, forgive me! I wince even now, though I know where I am heading with this eulogy, to think of my weak, capricious faith. How it pains me to think of the wounds I attempt to give Our Lord. Where am I headed? What would lovely Della say to all this ponderation and preamble? "Get to the point," she’d say. "These nice people will want to get on their way. Stop confusing them." Yes, but sorrow muddies the mind, Della. Anyway, I’ll make a point if I can. It’s true that God doesn’t need you to do good things, but He does ask you, in love, to do them anyway and I’ll be struck down dead this instant if ever a more charitable woman lived in this county since time began. She was a woman with her eyes heavenward on that ultimate reward. She shared because it was her nature, though, not because it was commanded of her. It can be the great blessing of the monetarily poor, though not all share in the blessing, that we turn to God with our hands empty. God help the rich, who have so many distractions! No, Della was poor, industrious, faithful and kind and, to all of us and to our Father in Heaven, she was beautiful. Let me read from the Good Book, in Paul’s first letter to the church in Corinth. I know they are familiar words. The incredible weight of these words is sometimes not felt because of their familiarity.  Listen, brothers and sisters, to these words carefully. ‘When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child; but when I became a man, I put away childish things. For now we see through a glass darkly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know even as I also am known. And now abides faith, hope and charity... these three; but the greatest of these is charity.’

***


Years later, Molly would be amazed at how short the distance actually was from the little dirt road that encircled the cemetery to her mother’s grave. The day Della was buried, Marcus and his three daughters stood for a moment beside the Pontiac, which Seth had scrubbed so well that the sun’s sharp reflection off the black doors and hood caused all the Clabborns to squint as they whispered to each other.


Emmy comforted her father and Lenora put her hands on Molly’s shoulders.


"Look how many people have come," said Lenora softly to her younger sister.


Between the Clabborns and the casket, perched above a six-foot deep gash in the earth, over two hundred people shuffled and whispered.


Molly suddenly sneered at her neighbors and distant kin, peering from under her knitted brows. Near the car, a host of weepy women wrung their hands. Molly felt pinned down and held in place by their tear-reddened stares. 


"Vultures," thought Molly. "I don’t care what Uncle Laish says. God help me, I won’t cry and let them see me. One tear and for certain I’ll get wrapped up in some old lady’s bosom."


Marcus was the first to start through the gauntlet of mourners. He kept his eyes fixed on the four seats set out for his family. As he walked, the men in the crowd nodded and sometimes said his name. The women haltingly held out their hands, shook their heads and wept.


Molly closed her eyes. Struggled to break free from the staring would-be comforters. She wept. She felt dizzy.


"God, no," she thought. "Don’t fall."


She stumbled. She called out an unintelligible word.


"Watch her," some one shouted. 


"The poor dear," came another voice.


Molly went down to one knee and one hand. Before she could fall any farther, she felt hands gripping her, pulling her apart and pushing her back together. She struggled, called out again. Her eyes would not open. She thought she might throw up.


"Now," said a softer voice.


Pillowy breasts pressed against her face. Molly’s left hand rested on a tight, round belly.


"Now," said Lenora. "We’re all right, Kid."


Stronger hands steadied Molly’s waist and she felt Emmy’s breath on her neck. Marcus’ tall shape blocked the sun so that Molly could open her eyes again. She reached out and took her father’s hand.


"The heat..." said Molly. "I was fainting."


Molly gripped Marcus’ hand tightly and yanked herself up from her knee.


"Took three people to catch me, huh?"


"Isn’t it nice that we have just enough in the family for the task?" said Emmy.


Sweat rolled in heavy beads from Molly’s hairline. She smiled.


The Clabborn family took their seats.

***


Lenora left two days later.


A mid-afternoon thunderstorm lumbered south and west of the train station. Molly guessed the storm would not catch the train as it ran north to Wisconsin. Marcus said it would.


"Naw," said Molly.


"Yep," said Marcus.


"Don’t leave me here with these two," said Emmy to Lenora.


"Darling," said Lenora, smiling through tears.


"Does no one here have more than one word in their head at a time?" asked Emmy as she began blinking back tears of her own.


"I have too many words in my head," said Marcus. "Come, let’s pray."


Marcus prayed as loud as he ever had. The "All aboard!" cry went out three times before Marcus heard it and he only heard it because the third time the porter’s call sounded, the words landed in his ears as he took a breath-pause in his prayer.


When he closed the prayer and opened his eyes, his daughters all still watched to see if he had a parting word.


"You bring that Howard down to the farm soon," he said.


"I will, Daddy."


As the red caboose of the passenger train faded from sight a few small drops of rain peppered Molly’s arm.


"Dad," she said, pointing to her arm. "Let’s go."

Chapter 11

Wednesday, August 19, 1931


"Kid, I’m going to need you to be driving the team pullin’ the hay fork today. Still a man short around here."


Marcus glanced off to the west as if alluding to Barney would cause him to suddenly come walking back up the driveway.


"Who’s going to be cooking dinner?" asked Molly, peering into the west with her father, and also wishing Barney’s lanky frame was visible.


"Emmy’ll have to cook. She can do it without you. There isn’t but four of us."


"All right, I see."


The end of summer had inexplicably turned cool. Every morning, Molly slipped into the overall jeans and work boots Marcus had purchased for her a week after Della’s funeral.


"May be needing these," he had said, sort of apologetically.


"All right, I see," Molly had said and then she kept saying it all summer long.


Some days, Marcus left Molly indoors so that Emmy would not have to do all the cleaning and cooking. The taste of the food improved when Molly’s work kept her in the house. Emmy was never asked, and would never have accepted, to take on chores outside of the house. Molly, though, enjoyed getting out of the house, letting Emmy sweep floors, patch worn knees on jeans and fry eggs. Emmy knew how to cook many dishes, and knew how to do many other chores that she pretended not to know, but all she ever cooked for breakfast, maybe in protest or maybe out of laziness, was eggs sunny side up, for Molly, over-easy, for Marcus, and fried hard and brown for Bud and Gene.


"As for me," Emmy remarked as she served an all-egg breakfast to the Clabborn workforce, "I just drank down my egg sloppy-like, so I am not hungry."


"Get yourself a belly-ache eating a raw egg," said Bud.


"Too wet to do much right away this morning," Gene offered. "That clover’ll be dripping still."


Della would have told Marcus to give the men an hour to pitch washers for fun. The men, including Marcus, all knew this and they knew the finest pitcher of washers on the farm was Emmy. Della did not like for Emmy to pitch washers with the men, afraid that she might hear some coarse talk, but she allowed it sometimes because Emmy, if she had a mind to play, was completely useless in the kitchen until she tossed for a game or two. Marcus had no qualms with Emmy competing with Bud and Gene. He knew Emmy had no fear of telling either of his hired hands to shut their mouths if they told a vulgar joke which they sometimes did with other men, though not with their boss. Around Emmy, some men felt comfortable enough, because she could be sassy and could seem worldly, to try out a lowbrow joke, but they never got far with it. Marcus had in fact heard Emmy command Bud to "swallow his evil tongue" when he just slipped and said "hell fire" in front of her as he pitched an errant washer. Emmy had then turned around, pitched her own washer, which missed the small post as well, and then loudly said, "Damnation!" When Bud protested that she was allowed to swear but he was not, Emmy told him that her standards made perfect sense if Bud would only think on them for a while.


"Think, Bud. Think," said Emmy.


Bud decided he would think on it until he saw it Emmy’s way. He never did, but was afraid to admit it.


Molly stood by the men this morning, waiting to see if they would ask her to pitch washers since Emmy was not yet finished cleaning up the kitchen table.


"Go on in and tell Emmy to come toss a few washers with us, Kid," said Gene.


"She’s got work to do and you know it, I’ll pitch for her," said Molly and then she spat into her right palm and scooped three washers out of the dewy grass. "Watch me."


Molly let her right arm swing as far back as she could and at the same time flipped her left foot out in front of her. For just a moment, Molly thought she’d swung the wrong leg forward. Then she contradicted that thought with the assurance that she did have the correct leg was forward.


"On the other hand," she thought.


Frozen in mid-swing, Molly heard Bud say, "She’s goin’ to send this’n to the moon!"


 She did not quite hit the moon, but the washer flew high up enough and straight up enough that each person instinctively covered their head and waited for the washer to return to earth.


"See," said Bud as he dared to peep from under his hands, "I told you."


The washer landed two feet behind Molly and stuck sideways in the dirt so that the visible half-washer looked like a little silver sunrise.


Bud and Gene were laughing along with Molly when Laish pulled up with two serious-eyed teenagers. Abi and Joseph were the children of a German missionary whose Christian calling had led him to the Dakota people in southern Minnesota. Once a year, Hans Grossgot visited churches with his children throughout the Midwest. During a powerfully quiet sermon at one of Laish’s revivals, Grossgot suddenly said, "Das ist alles," and then fell over dead. Abi and Joseph’s mother, who still lived in Germany, was not at all interested in transporting her husband’s body to his homeland nor was she interested in traveling to his funeral nor was she much interested in how her children found their way back to Germany.


"So, I’m keeping them for awhile," Laish told Marcus one evening. "Abi vituperates and Joseph cavils and both are as garrulous as two young people could ever be. I guess, I don’t like them much. Still, someone needs to take care of them."


"Put ‘em to work," offered Marcus.


"The girl just shouts at Betty when asked to help out in the kitchen and the boy finds a reason not to do darn near everything I ask him to help me with," said Laish.


"Well, bring ‘em to me, I guess. Molly and Emmy will spend some time and see if they can’t warm the Germans up a bit."


"I knew you’d take them on for a day or so, Marcus. I don’t like feeling so un-Christian toward young folk who recently lost a parent, though maybe being around Molly and Emmy is exactly what these kids need, and, by God, it’ll do me good to be without those Grossgots for a few hours."


 So Laish dropped off Abi and Joseph, waved once to Molly, Bud and Gene and drove off without even asking what everyone was laughing about. With bored scowls, charged by ennui and simple disdain, the primly dressed and strikingly attractive missionary children held hands as they stepped toward the giggling threesome.


"See," said Bud, "why we’s laughing is because..."


"I must occlude you," said Joseph to Bud. "We have no care for this."


"Oh," said Bud.


Molly had been prepared by Marcus via Laish for "argumentative speeches and endless blather," but the sharpness of the Germans’ argument was too reasonable for Molly to oppose and the endless blather never came. Once the short burst of unfriendliness was over, Abi and Joseph stood silently, staring off into space as if the other three people had disappeared.


"Abi, you’re supposed to come on in and help Emmy with the chores," said Molly.


Abi’s eyes passed over Molly, settled on the silver sunrise in the grass, then came back to Molly.


"Yes," said Abi. "You are the Queen of this farm?"


Molly walked over to Abi and grabbed her gently by the hand.


"My name is Molly. I am not a queen. C’mon in and help Emmy out in the house."


Abi looked horrified that Molly had touched her and she pulled her hand back.


"Ha! Go inside," said Joseph, poking his sister with an index finger.


 Abi kept her appearance aghast, but she followed Molly as her brother continued to laugh.


"Wait," said Abi suddenly and then she lifted her dress hem a little and picked up her step to catch Molly. A few steps short of Molly, Abi’s step faltered and she fell to one knee. She tried to steady herself with her left hand on the ground but she placed her hand in a stew of manure.


Gene guffawed. So did Joseph.


"That’s a powerful perfume," said Bud.


Molly rushed over to aid Abi.


"Let me help you. I wished that wouldn’t have happened," she said quietly to Abi who had started to cry.


"Me too," said Abi.

***


Neither Marcus not Molly could discover a word that would not make Joseph laugh or argue, so they both gave up and let him wander around the outside of the house for the morning. Abi had cleaned herself up and then enjoyed a lively conversation with Emmy. The two were fast friends by noontime and when the men and Molly came round for a meal, Emmy and Abi did not stop talking even as they served the cornbread, fried chicken and buttered carrots and even as they both raised their kitchen towels above their heads, as Della had done for years, and frightened the blackflies with a propeller-style motion.


Abi, standing next to where Molly sat with the men, put her whole body into the activity, grabbing the towel with two hands and swinging her hips around counterclockwise a half turn behind her arms’ orbit. 


The men kept eating. Emmy noticed Molly staring at Abi and she began to laugh.


"For Goodness sakes," said Emmy, "you’re not riding a bucking horse, Abi!"


Joseph tried twice to come to the table for a meal but was rebuffed by his sister both times.


"Du? Ich glaub nicht!"


Joseph did manage to grab a hunk of cornbread off the table as Emmy and Abi cleaned up and then he trotted over to Marcus.


"I can work," he said.


"Storm’ll be coming in a hour or so. Too hot," said Molly who had sidled up to Marcus’ left.  "We could use another hand just to get something done before the heat breaks, you know."


Marcus looked down at his daughter.


"You make a lot of sense," he said.


Molly blushed.


"Thanks."

***


The coming storm offered no relief. The closer it came the harder they worked.


No wind preceded the storm and just when the first heavy rain drops hit the parched topsoil, sounding like a team of housewives broom-beating a giant rug, the hot and oppressive air around Molly, Marcus and the rest vanished for a second, enough time for all of them to feel it. And then the wind hit so hard that Joseph fell over.


"Better get them wagons in," yelled Molly. "Looks like a real toad strangler!"


Marcus gave a yelp and a wave to Bud and Gene to follow Molly’s advice. It took them about a half hour to pull everything in the barn that needed to be under a roof. Once the last of the essential equipment was put away, the men and Molly congregated in the open barn door and watched the rolling thunder clouds. Molly sat down and shivered once.


"Here. Please, Molly."


Joseph took off his shirt and wrapped it around Molly’s shoulders. The shirt stunk of sweat, Molly noted, and put Joseph in the awkward position of now having no shirt on at all. He started to shiver.


"It’s all right, you can have it back," said Molly.


"Danke."

***


In the early evening, once the rain had passed, Seth rocked slowly in a bench hung by thin chains to the roof of his open-air front porch. Addie cradled several pounds of pole beans in a hammock made by her dress hung between her knees. She sat on a footstool in front of Seth. With every fourth swing forward in the bench, Seth grabbed a handful of beans from his wife’s dress. It took three slow swings to snap his handful and then he scooped up more. All the while, Addie babbled.


"Della would never have agreed to it. Imagine! Holding a Homemaker’s Club meeting at a school! We’re not teachers! Why no one seems to want the responsibility of having club members, neighbors and friends, mind you, in their home, is beyond me. Just beyond me. I told the whole lot of them that I disapproved and that I for one would love to have a club meeting in my home once a month and serve everybody a meal they’d recall for a number of years. And do you know what Agnes Mayflower said to me when I said that? She said, ‘Addie, in these tough economic times, all of us think it is better to not have to take care of so many others when we can barely take care of our own families.’ Can you imagine? I don’t know much, but I know what Della would have said to that. ‘It is just because we are in these tough times that sharing and being good neighbors matters even more.’ You can’t tell me that she wouldn’t have said that and, by Heaven, every one of those women would have listened to her too. But you think they’d listen to me if I said it? Seth?"


"What?"


"I said, you think they’d listen to me... Hold on, somebody’s running down the road. Good Heavens, it’s Little Elsie Brown."

***


After Marcus prayed for the evening meal, the telephone rang. Molly picked it up.


"Dad, you seen John Brown today?"


"No. Why?"


"Aunt Addie’s on the phone and she said Elsie Brown is worried cause John ain’t come home for supper."


"Is Elsie Brown with Addie? Tell Addie to stay where she is and talk with her. I’ll go over to John’s place."

Chapter 12

Wednesday night, August 19, 1931


Addie told Elsie Brown that Marcus had not seen John all day.


"But he said for you to stay with me and talk while he goes out looking for him."


Elsie Brown was on the road, running back to her farm over three miles away, nearly before Addie could finish her sentence.


The Clabborn Pontiac caught up to Elsie Brown still two miles from her home. Marcus stopped the car and called out for her to stop running.


"I’ll take you on from here," he said.


Elsie Brown turned for a moment but then just kept running.


Seth caught up to Marcus and parked beside him.


"She know you’re back here?"


"I called out to her. She looked at me and then went on."


Marcus told Seth he would go pick her up and make her sit in the Pontiac.


"She might struggle, but..."


"Well?"


"I guess we’ll see."


Marcus pulled up to within feet of Elsie Brown and hopped out of his car. He jogged up beside her and asked her to join him in his car.


She made no reply.


He grabbed her arm.


She shrieked.


Marcus bent over and tried to slip his arm under her legs and pick her up, but the little woman was much stronger than Marcus guessed. Elsie Brown twisted away from him.


"By God, I am going to run back to my house, Marcus. You let me, now!"


Marcus backed off, stepped into his car.


Seth and Marcus kept their vehicles behind Elsie Brown, letting her stumble wearily up her drive ahead of them. Though Marcus had been driving in a hurry, and had been worrying about John before he fell in behind Elsie Brown, he had come to the conclusion that the funeral procession pace at which his vehicle crept onto John’s farm well fit the situation. Marcus did not have to walk into the barn and see for himself, he guessed that John’s body would be hanged from a rafter. But Marcus did enter the barn while Elsie Brown hid in the tip of the barn’s long evening shadow, and found just what he had suspected.

***


Elsie Brown made coffee and invited Marcus and Seth to have a seat at her kitchen table. Then she opened every cupboard door looking for a batch of cookies she was sure she’d made the day before. 


"You can sit down, Elsie," said Marcus.


Elsie Brown stopped flitting about her kitchen and solemnly turned toward Marcus.


"John’s gone but I am still his wife and I have never been called a thing in this county but Elsie Brown. I’d thank you now, especially now, to keep on using my full name, Marcus."


Marcus nodded once.


In a shaft of dusty evening light Elsie Brown had seen her husband’s lifeless body tumble onto three loosely tied bales of hay. While removing the rope from John’s swollen neck, Marcus heard a shuffle of feet. When he looked up, he spied Elsie Brown in the darkened doorway. Seth ran over to her and ushered Elsie Brown back out of the barn.


Now, sitting at her kitchen table, holding a full cup of steaming coffee with Elsie Brown’s eyes leveled at him, minutes after removing a noose from a life-long friend’s neck, Marcus said all that he could muster.


"Elsie Brown, I’ll never forget again."

***


Once Sheriff Dann had come and gone, the men were free to contemplate in the last glow of the day what may have finally caused John to end his despair. Molly stood on the outside of a tight square of four men; Seth, Laish, Marcus and Daniel Straub, the deaf mail-carrier, who happened to be a neighbor of the Browns.


Marcus noted Molly’s closeness and let her remain near the men while Emmy sat inside with Elsie Brown. In fact, it had been an unadorned question of motive asked by Molly that ultimately corralled the men into their closed session.


"Why’s a man kill himself?" Molly had asked Laish.


"Any man... or John?"


"Any man, I guess.


"Something’s wrong in a man who takes his own life," said Laish. "Is it that he cannot feel the love of Christ? Is it that Christ does not love him? Is the world too much on his mind, or Christ not enough, or both? Something was wrong. If I knew what he needed, then I would have given it to him before he did this awful thing."


"Christ!" yelled Straub. "John did not know God in his heart!"


"For Heaven’s sake, Daniel, keep your voice low," said Seth. "Elsie Brown don’t need to hear you saying that just hours after John’s hanged himself."


"Hanged himself!" shouted Straub, "and God don’t forgive such things. I’m sorry... but it is true."


And then the men huddled closer, cutting Molly out of the conversation, and the evening turned to night. Occasionally, Molly could make out Struab’s voice - "Yes, yes, God is love, but He is something else as well...." and "What difference does that make? I ain’t got any money either!" Mostly though, Molly just watched the men’s feet shuffle and kick pebbles. She did the same as she contemplated another question.


Molly knew that the next day women from every farm within gossiping distance would show up to lift the burden of daily chores from Elsie Brown. Molly also knew the assumption would be, as it was when Della died, that a grieving household will want to have neighbors taking on the farm duties.


"No Christian, man nor woman, would turn down the chance to say they aided a grieving neighbor. But who’s feeling better in the end," Molly suddenly blurted out, "the person being comforted or the... the comforter?"


Laish turned his head out from the dark square of men.


"Nobody’s feeling good tonight, Kid. Tomorrow maybe we will all get a little healing."


"But do they mean well, when they come, or do they come for themselves?"


Laish’s face hardened.


"Why’re you not in talking with Elsie Brown?"


"Emmy’s got it. I have a question!"


Marcus left his spot in the square and raised a hand to his brother. He walked over to Molly and knelt down.


"You got kindness in you, Molly, like your mother. I see it. We all see it. Don’t start asking why kindness matters or if kindness isn’t just self-love in disguise. I don’t see that a good answer will come anyway. You can give your love, your kindness, your charity all your life, asking if you should feel bad about feeling good or feel good about feeling good or wonder if you ever made a difference in a neighbor’s heart. Or you can just give and let that be the end of it. I thought you knew that."


Molly started to cry and Marcus pulled her close.


"I know," she said. "I know. I’m going in."


Marcus rejoined the men, who had fallen silent listening to Marcus.


"Even a kind-hearted kid like Molly can’t always be teaching lessons on how to love, sometimes she needs to be reminded," said Laish. "Those were fine words to hand to your daughter."


Marcus had said his piece to Molly and now seemed to be out of words, but he smiled at his brother.


"Love!" cried Straub. "God is love and something else too, as I said. He is just, I am sorry to say, and cannot look upon sin in love. One can only hope John said his prayers as he hanged himself and that’s my final word on it."


 "What’s your point, you old sinning mail-carrier?" shouted Laish. "Which is He? Is He just or loving or does one outweigh the other? Bah! These are childish questions! Did you not hear Marcus’ wise words!"


"Huh? Why no, I didn’t. Say it again."

Chapter 13

Friday, August 28, 1931


Molly let the door slam closed behind her. As she walked in, she flipped through the mail.


"Dad, Dad, Dad," she muttered. "I never get anything."


Emmy was sliding a cocoa-mashed potato cake into the oven as Molly entered the kitchen. The nose-tickling smell of charred potato skins danced in the air.


"Not supposed to keep the skins on," said Molly absent-mindedly. "Hey, here’s a letter addressed to you."


Emmy snatched the letter from Molly’s hand.


"Maybe it’s your acceptance to cooking school," said Molly.


"No. Didn’t you look at the return address? It’s from God. Probably just filling me in on His divine plans, as usual."


"Really?" said Molly, "That doesn’t seem like God. I just talked to Him yesterday on the phone and He said He was done writing letters to The Unwashed. Check that return address again, it might be from the Other Fella."


Emmy laughed. She kept laughing long enough that Molly realized Emmy wasn’t laughing at her jokes, long enough for Molly to become self-conscious and start to laugh too. Just when Molly started to giggle, Emmy stopped and looked her younger sister in the eye.


"Oh, what are you laughing at?" she said quickly, but not unkindly. "Do you know who this letter is from?"


Molly wished she had looked at the return address before Emmy had snatched the envelope from her hands. There was only one name Molly could think of.


"Barney?"


"Damn straight," said Emmy.

***


Dear Emmy,


The first words are the toughest.


Where to start?


I have missed all of you. I wish I never had left. Made it up to Chicago on a train. What a place. Got a job making less than your dad paid me (or about the same) but I had to pay for a room to share with three other men. Woke up one night with a knife to my throat and barely got out alive. Met one very nice man who told me life’s not always so rough in Chicago and he asked me to stick it out and work with him in his bakery. Day after day, we had no customers. I knew he couldn’t afford to have me on, so I faced him just this morning and told him I had to go home, back to Solitude. I was only with this man a short while and yet I found I needed to let him know why and when I was leaving. After so much time with your family, I am ashamed that I ran off without a proper explanation. I am not a young man, but I guess I had a lesson to learn still.


I guess I’ll be telling you more in person because I aim to be back at the farm within the week.  Tell your mom and dad I am coming back with my hat in my hands.


Barney

***


"He doesn’t know Mom is dead," Emmy told her father.


"I don’t see how he could."


Marcus sipped his coffee while Emmy refolded the letter from the man who last-she-knew was courting her.


"Think you two will get married?" Marcus said bluntly.


"No," said Emmy without pause. "I don’t think so."


Marcus accepted the answer. He wondered if there had ever been love between Emmy and Barney or if the match had just been convenient.


"I felt something for him once. For a moment. But I guess it wasn’t too strong. I will be glad to have him back on the farm though," said Emmy.


"We could use the help," said Marcus. "He can stay with us again if you two aren’t courting."


"It’s settled then," said Emmy nodding once to her father. "I’ll make sure his room is fixed up."

***


Molly wrote "Green Cream by Molly Jean" in saffron yellow paint across a wide, snub plank.


Solitude’s better-attended church, St. Peter’s United Methodist Church, of which the Clabborns were members, always held a social event and fund raiser near the end of summer to help defray the costs of church programs and to fill up the missions account. Every August, the event was an ice cream social and every year, men and women and, of course children, lined up to get a taste of Della’s peach cobbler ice cream which was the wildest, most extravagant and the best ice cream at the social. Elsie Brown made a splendid chocolate ice cream that was generally thought to be the second best ice cream around, though not nearly as unique, but Elsie Brown was a member of the congregation at the second-best-attended church in Solitude, and the only other church, St. Peter’s Catholic Church, so she did not attend the social.


How both the Catholic and the Protestant church ended up honoring St. Peter in their name no one in Solitude or in Posey County could ever recall.


For the 1931 ice cream social, Molly did not try to imitate her mother’s famous recipe but instead discovered her own flavor. She tried it out on her father and sister the night before the event.


"Who would have thought it?" said Marcus, cringing a little.


"And why?" added Emmy, though she cringed less and did ask for a second spoonful.


"Well, sweet peas are sweet. I thought, with just a little sugar and crushed mint, the peas would be sweet enough for ice cream. So I tried it. I think it’s pretty good," said Molly.


Molly thought maybe her sweet pea ice cream would not draw the same crowd as Della’s peach cobbler ice cream had, but she was happy to have tried something different. To emphasize that Molly was now in charge of the Clabborn ice cream stand, Molly painted the faint yellow words on the top board of the stand’s frame. On the other side of the board were the words that Della had used to distinguish her stand: "Eat Up, Friends."

***


With five stands in operation, and two or three people manning each stand, the ice cream sellers out-numbered the ice cream buyers almost two to one. Laish and Betty, along with Grant, Paul, John, Joseph and Abi, made the whole crowd.


The Knockelbys were a well-mannered, childless couple who attended the ice cream social every year. Their stand was closest to the Clabborns. Emily was shaking her head and whining to her husband, Joshua.


“Christian charity, indeed! How can we raise money for the church if no one shows up!”


Marcus stood with Molly and Emmy. He was scowling and leaning his left ear toward the Knockelby’s stand.


Suddenly he smiled and loudly cleared his throat.


"What kind of establishment charges for cups of ice cream when not a person in the county has two pennies to rub together?" asked Marcus while looking at the blue sky as if posing the question to no one in particular.


"This is our church," answered Molly.


"And God help us all for that very reason," said Marcus. "No wonder no one shows up to buy ice cream, poor as everyone is these days."


Marcus got louder as he continued to speak.


"Bet if the ice cream was free, we’d have all sorts of good folk gathered together, talking and laughing, no matter the heat. Who in their right mind could spend hard-earned money on buying ice cream? I said this was a bad idea."


"Why’d I make this ice cream then, Dad?" asked Molly.


"Hush. I was just giving the Knockelbys a hard time over there."


"Why’d we even come here," asked Emmy. "It’s hot. The pea cream is melting..."


"Excuse me," said Laish. "What manner of cream are you serving?"


Molly explained what she had concocted.


"But I guess there’s no one to buy it, so it was a bust," she said.


Laish ruminated on the idea of sweet pea ice cream while everyone else fell silent. Two fat and very slow horseflies bumped into each other and fell at Molly’s feet.


"Whew, it’s hot," said Molly quietly to Emmy. "We should just eat this ice cream before it all melts."


"Sure is a dern waste of resources," said Marcus, louder than before. "All this cream and sugar just melting in the sun, not a body to buy it all. Kid, how many hours did you spend making this ice cream?"


"I don’t know," said Molly.


"Well, think of the labor lost to you now. Time is gone; resources are gone, like I said."


The Knockelby’s strawberry ice cream had melted to a pool of pink dotted with little half-heart hunks of strawberry.


"Shut up, over there," said Joshua suddenly.


"Joshua!" Emily said.


"He’s rubbing us," said Joshua. "It’s a joke, I think."


"Yes, shut up, Marcus," said a woman from behind an ice cream stand with a sign touting the world’s best vanilla bean ice cream. "Shut up and start eating, or all this will go to waste."


With that, the woman, who name was Mary Clark, poked her two sleepy sons with her long, bony fingers and said, "Robert, Thomas, stick your heads in this tub and start eating."


Mary Clark did not have to ask her boys, who were as chubby as she was bony, a second time. They buried their heads in Mary’s tub of vanilla bean goo and began inhaling the mess.


"Good boys," shouted Laish. "The Lord gives and gives!"


"Hurray," shouted Joshua. "Who wants warmish strawberry soup!"


Laish’s children ran to Joshua. Grant tripped mid-way, angrily bit into the turf, swallowing a large hunk of grass and dirt, and then got up and continued running toward Joshua’s stand. 


Marcus grabbed his daughters, one in each arm, and quickly said, "I love you, dearly."

***


The next morning, Molly watched the sunrise with her father.


An unfeigned stillness. The same that Marcus dreamed.


"Lavender in the east," said Marcus.


Or even purpler than that, Molly thought.


"I think it’s more like a big liver slapped down on a far away hill," she said. "Maybe not that gross."


Clouds nuzzled, sighed, mingled and brushed against each other.


Then a puff of fire, hypnotically slow, began burning away the hobnobbing clouds.


"Just look at that, "said Molly.


"I’ve dreamt it many times," said Marcus. "Let’s go. It’s time to work, Kid."

Postscript


Abrupt. Perhaps. The end is always hardest to write. It seems I just started yesterday. But the maple leaves are crisping and aging to golds and reds, so I know I have been breathing in these dead bugs in this attic for several months.


There was a lesson. Not that there has to be one in every story or in any. But there was here. As I sat alone in the afternoons, sometimes writing, sometimes imagining, sometimes staring blankly at my soft hands that have not known farm work as my grandma’s hands once knew, I came to know one thing.


No small collection of words and thoughts can provide a revelatory experience for people these days. We’re all too smart to be blown away by a short story. Still, simple things, which were forgotten, can be relearned and some satisfaction can be had from discovering a thing you thought you knew (and probably did at one time).


I had a singular vision at the start of this family tale and I realized that one theme as fully as I knew how.


The heart of my father’s story is still the heart of the story I have written.


And now, I am going to give this story back to my father.
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