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 MIGUEL’S STORY

 


 


My name is Miguel and I am dead. I don’t know
how long I’ve been dead. Maybe for not so long. I was badly beaten
by gang of young guys. I think that I might not have died but one
of them kicked me in the head twice after I was down. I never
regained consciousness and I died in the hospital two days
later.

I tell you a little bit about myself. I was
twenty years old. I was born near the town of Moncleva, Mexico. If
you never heard of that place, it is a two or three day walk south
of Neuva Laredo which is right on the Rio Grande River. I lived
there with my mother and my three sisters and four brothers.

There was a man who would come to our house
every now and then and would stay for a while. I don’t think he
ever stayed for more than a couple of weeks. I think that man was
my father but he liked to beat me especially when he was drunk.
That stopped when I was fifteen and big for my age. One day that
man came into our house and he was drunk. He tried to push me to
the side. I hit him in the face and he fell to the floor. He never
tried to push me or hit me again. That made me feel good.

When that man was not around our life was not
too bad. My mother was not mean to us even though she had to work
very hard. We all had to work hard. We had a corn field and a
garden where we grew vegetables. Some times we had some
chickens.

When I was a boy, I never thought much about
what the next day or the next week would bring. But as I got older,
I started to see how things never changed much for us. There was
never more than just enough food to eat, we were all crowded into
this little house and things never seemed to get any better. Then I
started hearing talk about people going north into the United
States where there were jobs to make money. But I didn’t know how
to do that.

One day when I was nineteen years old, my
mother’s younger brother came to visit us. Luis was older than me
and he had just returned from the States where he had been working
for several years. He looked so grand! He was wearing nice clothes,
real shoes and he was wearing a real sombrero, not that straw kind
that I had. I will always remember the big wide belt with the
silver buckle that he was wearing. He brought some special foods
and he gave my mother some money.

Later that day, Luis talked to me about going
back with him. He made it sound very good. He said he had money for
me to go back with him and I could repay him after I got a job.
Luis was sure I could get a job where he worked at the place where
they cut up chickens to be sold in the stores. I could make money
to buy things and I could send money back to help my mother. He
said that not having English wouldn’t be a problem and I could pick
up words after a while. I was afraid that I would get arrested and
put in jail. Luis said that after we would get across the border
there probably would not be a problem and the worst thing that
could happen would be the police would bring me back

I was more than a little scared and not sure
that I wanted to leave my family and everything and everybody that
I had ever known. Maybe it wouldn’t be fair to my mother. But she
helped me make the decision to go.

She said, “Miguel, there is never going to be
anything for you in this place.

Maybe you can make a better home for yourself
with the Anglos and maybe someday I could cone to live with
you.”

 


The next day, Luis and I got on the bus and
traveled from Moncleva to Nueva Laredo. Luis seemed to know
everything. He knew where to find a man and he paid him some money
to take us across the Rio Grande River in a little boat. We walked
back into the town of Laredo to get another bus to go north. We had
to wait several hours for the bus, so we slept on a bench.

The long trip north took parts of two days. The
bus traveled both night and day but it stopped many times. Luis and
I got off to eat a couple of times. The food was very different
from what I was used to.

We slept a lot on the bus ride but when we were
awake we talked a good bit.

Luis told me about where we were going and where
he lived. It was in Pennsylvania and in a town called Coalville. He
said that a long time ago many of the men in that town used to be
coal miners but not so much now. He said that some of their names
were very hard to say and sometimes they would talk in a different
language. I asked Luis if they were Anglos. He said maybe but he
didn’t know for sure.

Luis said it did not get as hot in the summer as
in Mexico but it got a lot colder in winter and that sometimes
there would be a lot of snow. I had never seen snow.

Luis told me that he lived with another family
in their house and that he had a room and a bed of his own. The
houses were different from my home and they were mostly made of
wood, not adobe. He said that in the part of the town where he
lived there were other families from Mexico. Sometimes in the
evenings and on the weekends everybody would get together and play
music and sing and have like a fiesta.

I thought that sounded very nice.

On the first afternoon of our bus trip we made a
stop in a little town to eat. Three men got on the bus as it left
and they sat in front of us. The talked very loud and laughed a
lot. I think that they had been drinking. Luis and I had been
talking and one of the men turned and pointed to us and said a word
that I did not know.

I whispered to Luis. “What is wetback?”

Luis shook his head and motioned that I
shouldn’t say anything. Later that day after those men got off the
bus, Luis told me some Anglos did not like Mexicans and used ugly
words to describe us. He didn’t seem to know why that was. He said
maybe it was just because we spoke different or looked different.
He said that some of his friends had gotten into fights about this
but he always just walked away. Fighting never solved anything, he
said. I should have remembered that.

Luis smiled when I reminded him that we came
across the river in a boat and didn’t get our backs wet.

Late on the second day of our bus trip from
Laredo, we came into a large city. I couldn’t believe that there
were buildings that high. So many people. Luis said that this place
was called Philadelphia. He bought tickets but he said the bus we
wanted would not leave until the next morning so we slept on the
benches again. The trip continued the next day and for a while we
saw many farms. There were large fields of corn and other crops. I
saw many big barns and lots of cows. It was not too long before we
were in some mountains. I had never seen so many trees.

Later on the bus came in to a small town. We
drove down a street where there were some stores and cars were
parked along the street. The bus stopped and Luis stood up.

He said, “This is where we get off.”

As we stepped off the bus, I could see that
there were two men standing there. I didn’t know if maybe they were
going to get on the bus or if they were meeting somebody that was
getting off. As soon as they saw Luis and I, they both got scowls
on their faces and they exchanged words. Luis told me later what
they had said.

“Looks like we’re getting two more.”

“Yeah, those greasers never stop coming.”

Luis said it was just a short walk to where he
lived and in a few minutes we had arrived. We walked up on to the
porch and in the front door of the house.

He called out, “Carmelita, I’m back!”

A woman appeared from a room to the right. “Luis
it’s so good to see you. Have any trouble?

“No, everything went smooth. I brought a friend
back. This is Miguel. He is my sister’s son.”

The woman nodded. “We’ll have a nice meal
tonight and maybe some music to celebrate your return. I can find a
place for Miguel to sleep tonight but we’re crowded and he’ll have
to find somewhere else after that. I think the Perez family may
have a spare room. You should talk to them this afternoon.”

”I’ll do that. Has there been any trouble around
here since I was gone?”

“Nothing around here but the government raided a
plant over near Harton and they picked up twelve or fifteen people
that didn’t have the papers. They’re probably in jail somewhere or
on the way back.”

Luis took me around the area where most of the
Mexicans lived that afternoon.

I found a place to live. The room was small but
it had a closet, a nice bed and table. Luis paid for my first
week’s rent. We visited a store where they sold groceries and other
things and introduced me to the owner. Later Luis told me that man
might help me get the right papers to stay here but it would cost a
lot of money.

That night we had a big meal where Luis stayed.
Afterward several neighbors came. There was music and singing. I
met a lot of people but it was going to be several days before I
remembered all the names.

After the people left, Luis told me that we
would have to get to bed because we had to get up early to go to
work. He said he was pretty sure that I could get a job where he
worked.

The next morning Luis and I left the house and
walked up to the next street corner where several other men were
standing. Luis told me that we would wait for a truck that would
take us to the plant. The trip to the plant only took a few minutes
and Luis took me directly to the boss’s office.

The boss was an Anglo but he had enough Spanish
to ask me questions. Luis helped me to answer and the boss wrote
things on some papers. Finally he looked up at me and spoke.

“We have work for you Miguel. I expect you to be
here every day and on time.

Don’t show up drunk and no fighting.”

The work of handling the chicken parts was messy
and dripping but it wasn’t hard and it was easy to learn what was
expected. By the end of the first week, I felt like an old hand. A
few days later I got my first pay. It was the first money that I
had ever earned. I knew, though, that I had to pay my rent and pay
for food every week. And I owed Luis a lot of money. I was sure
that I had made the right decision to come to this place with
Luis.

Time slipped by quickly and by the end of the
first six months I had saved enough money to pay Luis all that I
owed him and I had been able to send some money back to my mother.
I bought some new clothes. Life seemed pretty good. I had a problem
at work only once during that time.

One day we got a new section boss where I
worked. It was pretty clear from the beginning that he didn’t like
Mexicans or anybody that was Spanish speaking. He never had a smile
on his face when he talked to any of us. A few days after he was
there he came walking quickly down the way in back of me and bumped
into me very hard. I fell into my work area and some of the chicken
parts fell on the floor. He yelled at me and I suppose he was
cursing me. He went on his way and I cleaned up the mess. I told
Luis about it and he said that maybe it was just an accident and
that he had slipped.

But two days later the same thing happened
again. A few minutes later I saw him talking to one of the other
Anglos and he was looking in my direction and laughing. It was no
accident.

So I started keeping my eyes open and being sure
I knew where that man was at all times. Three days later, out of
the corner of my eye, I saw him heading my way. I stiffened my legs
and braced my hands against my work area. When he came up behind me
and started to push into me, I pushed back, hard. He fell to the
floor. When he tried to get up he slipped on the mess on the floor
and fell again. I tried to put an innocent look on my face and
extended my hand to help him. He waved it away, managed to get to
his feet and hurried away, yelling curses over his shoulder.
Several of the other workers in the area had big smiles on their
faces.

After work and on the way home, the other
workers were treating me like I was a hero. We stopped into a bar
where they would sell drinks to Mexicans. Everybody wanted to buy
me a beer. I didn’t understand all this. Luis told me that mostly
if we were treated badly by the Anglos we would just ignore it. He
said it might not be good to draw attention to myself.

 


Winter came and I saw snow for the first time.
In the following weeks it snowed several times, it was very cold
and not nice. The leaves were off of all the trees and I could see
big piles of dirt and rock from the mining. It was not so pretty in
winter.

At last spring came and with it, came love. I
had been given some new work. Most days I gathered all the boxes of
the chicken parts on a big cart and pushed them to the other end of
the plant where they were shipped out. I started noticing a pretty
Anglo girl and then I saw that she sometimes looked at me. Then one
day she smiled at me and I smiled back.

Her name was Jennifer but she said everybody
called her Jen. She was very pretty with blond hair and blue eye.
She had a nice figure. When she smiled it was like her whole face
lit up.

Then one day as I came out of work, I saw her
standing on the sidewalk by the building. As I walked up towards
her, she took a step towards me, smiled and said hello.

I was speechless. She asked me in Spanish, if I
had English. I told her that I had only a few words.

Luis called to me and said I was going to miss
the ride back. She said she had a car and would give me a ride to
where I stayed. So I told Luis to go ahead.

So we stood there and talked for quite a while.
She told me that she had Spanish in high school and she had learned
a lot by using it at work. She was easy to talk to and she laughed
a lot. She said her home was in another town called Harton and she
lived here in her aunt’s home. After we talked for a while she said
she would give me a ride to where I lived. Her car was old and it
didn’t look so good. She laughed about that and said that her
brother had given it to her.

I saw Luis that night and we talked about her.
He said it could cause me trouble to be with her. I didn’t
understand that. He tried to explain the way Anglos thought but I
still didn’t understand. I thought if two people liked to be with
each other what was the problem?

From that time on we saw each other pretty
often. Not every day but most days.

We both would have liked to be able to see each
other some place other than standing on the street or sitting in
the car. But the people I lived with would not allow me to have a
woman in my room, especially an Anglo. Jen said her aunt was very
strict about her bringing anybody into her house.

One Friday after work, Jen asked me if I would
like to go for a ride with her the next day. We didn’t work on
Saturdays. It was a nice warm day and we drove around the area for
a while. We ended up at the end of a road by an area where coal had
been dug out of the ground. We talked for a while and then I pulled
her to me and kissed her.

We had kissed before but those times we never
felt like we had privacy. This was different and we made love. This
was the beginning of the happiest time of my life.

Every week on our days off from work, we would
go somewhere in Jen’s car and be together. Sometimes we would take
food and have like a picnic. Jen helped me to learn a lot of
English words and I could say few sentences. We always made
love.

It was a warm summer day about three months
later, that Jen told me that she had a surprise for me.

 


“You’re going to be a father. I’m sure that I’m
going to have a baby,” she said.

I had never thought much about being a father.
She seemed so happy about it. So I would be happy , too. That
afternoon and other days that summer we tried to make some plans.
We would have to find some place to live after the baby came. Jen
said she would have to take some time off from work. She said she
could get her job back after the baby was old enough for the day
care place. I didn’t think I liked that very much. I told her that
in Mexico, the woman would stay at home and take care of children.
She said things were different here and we would need the money. I
was not so sure about that. That was the only time we didn’t agree
about something.

The next weekend she asked me to go with her to
the medical clinic in Harton. I sat in the waiting room while she
saw the doctor. When she came out she was all smiles.

The doctor had said that she was for sure going
to have a baby and everything looked good. As we left we walked by
two Anglo ladies. They were looking at us and the one said
something to the other. I couldn’t hear all she said but I did hear
the words, ”welfare baby.” I stopped and was going to say something
but Jen grabbed my arm. As she pulled me through the door, she
said,” Don’t make a fuss. It’s not worth it.”

The summer days passed quickly. Before long,
Jen’s belly was swelling and everybody knew she was going to have a
baby.

The last day that I can remember, we were both
very happy. It was a Friday and on the next day we were going back
to the medical clinic. Jen was going to have a test.

She said they had some way to look into her
belly and tell if the baby was a boy or a girl.

We really didn’t care which but we were excited
to find out. After work we had gone to a restaurant for dinner. It
was like a celebration. After we ate, we walked around town and
looked in the store windows. It was a nice evening, so far.

We were looking in the window of store that sold
baby clothes. I turned as I heard the sound of loud voices and
laughter. I saw five or maybe it was six young men walking in our
direction. We continued to look in to the store window as they got
close.

They stopped by us and one of them said, “Well,
what have we here?”

Jen and I turned to look at them.

“Looks like this grease ball has got his little
whore knocked up.”

I had enough English words to know what he had
said and it made me very angry. I stepped forward and was close
enough to smell beer. I moved a little to the side so that I was
between them and Jen.

“Ah, we’ve got a hero here. He’s gonna protect
his little bitch.”

Jen cried out in a frightened voice. “Miguel!
Please! Let’s leave.”

With no warning, the one who had been doing all
the talking lurched forward and pushed me hard in the chest with
both hands. I staggered off balance but did not fall down. Then
that one and another started hitting me with their fists. I don’t
know how long the fight lasted. I tried to fight back and I know
that I hit them some times. I heard Jen screaming and I turned to
look for her. That’s when one of them hit me on the side of my head
really hard. I fell and hit my head on the sidewalk.. The last
thing I heard before I was kicked unconscious was Jen’s voice
calling my name.

So that is what happened to me. I wonder a lot
about what I’ve left behind. I hope Jen is alright. I suppose she
didn’t go to the clinic to find out if our child is a boy or a
girl. Well, she’ll find out some time. I wonder what her life will
be like. I suppose Luis will tell my mother what happened. I hope
he won’t feel like he caused my death since he brought me to this
place. It wasn’t his fault. I still don’t understand why some of
the Anglos seem to hate us so much. All I wanted to do was find
some work so I could make a better life.

That is my story.


 


 


 


 THE UNVEILING

 


 


I pulled the car up into the driveway and over
to the left side. The garage door was up and I could see that Dad’s
car was gone but that there was a car that I did not immediately
recognize on the right side parked into the grass. Oh, I thought,
that must belong to Messy Tessie although of course she wouldn’t
like to be addressed that way. When I was in elementary school that
was the unflattering way that all the kids referred to our teacher,
Miss Tessing. That was behind her back, of course.

I recalled that in the last letter from Mom she
told me that Tessie was staying with them temporarily. Her home was
nearly seventy-five miles away and during the school year she would
rent a weekly room from someone in the community that lived near
the school. As it had turned out the people that she normally
rented from had taken an extended vacation and would not be
returning until the end of the second week of school. So my folks
had agreed to let her stay at our home until that time.

For my part I was looking forward to a weekend
visit with the folks. Since I had got my degree in June and took
the job with Allied Engineering in Youngstown my schedule had only
allowed me the luxury of one previous visit in July. Today I had
left the office early in midafternoon for the three hour drive.

I got my luggage out of the backseat and went
into the house. I proceeded out into the kitchen where everybody
usually hung out. Nobody there. I went back into the living room
and called out. “Mom!” “Dad!” I got no answer. Well, I thought,
they both must have gone out somewhere. Maybe Tessie went with
them. But that seemed a little strange. I would have expected for
her to be on the road to her home for the weekend. Well, I guess
that I might just as well go upstairs and hang up my clothes.

I picked up
my suitcase proceeded and on upstairs. I reached the landing near
the top where a turn to the right and two more steps brought you to
the upstairs hallway. It also brought you right in front of the
door leading into what we always referred to as the
good
bedroom. That is where
Tessie would be staying. And Holy shit! There she was standing just
a couple of feet back from the door opening. And she was completely
bare assed naked. For the next few seconds we both just stood there
looking at each other. Of course, I’ll never know what she was
thinking but for my part it was kind of a revelation. As my
teacher, she had never dressed in anything or anyway other than
very conservative. And here I was looking at this female that from
the neck down had a nice slender figure, shapely legs and
surprisingly large breasts. Where had she been hiding all
this?

I didn’t know what to do. She stood there and
with no expression on her face just looking at me. I looked back
probably with my mouth hanging open. As I took the final step up on
the hallway to walk to my bedroom, she stepped to her right and was
then beyond my sight line. In my bedroom with the door closed I
tried to understand what I had just experienced.

Had this been an invitation? Had I missed an
opportunity for a sexual encounter? But good heavens this was my
school teacher, an old maid and actually a couple of years older
than my parents. Certainly not a candidate for Playmate of the
Month but from what I had seen not repulsive by any stretch of the
imagination.

The more I thought about the more questions that
I had in my mind. When she saw that I had caught her in the all to
gather, she made no attempt to cover herself. She didn’t exclaim in
any way or speak out to admonish me for looking at her. It was
almost as if she was on display.

As I was ruminating on these things, I heard a
door close and the sound of footsteps as someone descended the
stairs to the first floor. The screen door banged as someone exited
the house. I went over to my parent’s bedroom where the window
afforded a view of the front yard and driveway. There was Tessie
getting into her car and shortly thereafter driving away. Shaking
my head in wonder I returned to my room, finishing hanging up my
clothes and went downstairs. I decided to not tell my parents about
Tessie’s unveiling. They arrived shortly thereafter and
notwithstanding the bizarre beginning, a pleasant weekend
followed.

About a week later back in Youngstown I received
a letter from Mom. It was the usually fare telling me about their
regular activities. Towards the end she noted that the people
Tessie normally roomed with had returned and so they had just lost
their temporary roomer. And she added…”By the way, your Dad was
passing through the hallway upstairs the other day and as he put it
caught Tessie with her pants down. We had a good laugh over
that.”

That got me thinking again and I was remembering
some experiences in eighth grade with Tessie. Sometimes when we
were seated at our desks, she would sit on the back of her desk
facing the class and often put one foot up on the seat of a vacant
desk. Some of the guys would slouch in their seats for a better
view but nobody could ever say for sure if they ever saw anything
but undergarments.

I thought about all these things and have
decided that maybe Tessie had a problem. But I guess that she was
dealing with it in a way that didn’t hurt other people, as far as I
know that is.


 


 


 


 STEPS TO
FREEDOM

 


 


The morning of June 27, 1863 did not start in a
positive way for Benjamin.

“Git up, boy! Git up!”

That command along with the boot prodding his
ribs was more than enough to get Benjamin awake. The end product of
this rude arousal was most irritating but a lifetime of servitude
kept him from reacting in an aggressive manner.

“You better get movin’, boy. Your owner is going
to have you beat about right if you’re late with his breakfast. You
been actin’ pretty uppity here of late. Better watch it, boy.”

Benjamin’s antagonist was Leonard Clutter, who
with his wife owned the boarding house where he and his master were
staying in Berkley Springs. Leonard was a thin man of average
height in his mid forty’s. He was possessed with chronic bad
temper. Other characteristics included premature baldness, a salt
and pepper beard, missing teeth and an indifferent approach to
personal hygiene which in the aggregate made him an individual with
very few friends.

In contrast, despite his lifetime of slavery,
Benjamin had a congenial personality. He was clearly aware of
slavery’s negatives having witnessed the public whipping of other
slaves for minor rule infractions. But, he had never been the
subject of any physical punishment and his owner’s treatment of him
was reasonably humane. Benjamin’s complexion was lighter than most
of his peers and he was taller than average and possessed a
muscular build. Generally he was very perceptive of events going on
around him. He was intelligent but had learned it was wise to not
express opinions unless asked.

Benjamin struggled to his feet from the straw
tick in front of his master’s bedroom door. Leonard glared at him
and obviously enjoyed his domination over the young black man.
Rubbing his eyes, Benjamin headed down the hall to the stairway,
then stopped and turned to Leonard.

“Whas Miz Cutter hab fo breakfast t’day? Massa
getting mighty tired of them same old grits.”

“Never you mind, boy. He’ll git filled up. Yawl
lucky that we could take you in ,,,give you a place to stay and
meals, too.”

Benjamin recalled when he and his master, Stuart
Taylor had arrived at Berkley Springs. It had been a long, hard
trip from Harrisonburg with the hope that the healing waters of the
warm springs could provide relief to the chronic pain in Taylor’s
knees and hip joints. Previous medical efforts and cures of various
types had produced no noticeable improvements. It was common
knowledge throughout the State of Virginia that the Berkley Springs
hotel had closed at the beginning of hostilities. When the western
counties, including Morgan County, the county seat of which was
Berkley Springs, had voted not to secede and took steps to try and
join the Union as a new state, strong feelings, pro and con, came
to the fore in this border area. The Cutter residence was one of
only a few places in or close to the community where lodging and
meals could be obtained for those wishing to try the mineral waters
as a medical cure.

Benjamin remembered that when he and his owner
had arrived during the first week of May the plan was to stay until
fall. Unfortunately, there had been little evidence that the
reputed healing waters had produced any beneficial effects for Mr.
Taylor. He reported that he felt soothed only during the time that
he was emerged in the waters but that feeling quickly left. For
that reason he had informed Benjamin on the previous day they would
be leaving for Harrisonburg two days hence. However, Benjamin
detected something suspect in his master’s demeanor that suggested
to him that there might be other reasons for this premature
departure.

Benjamin made his way down the stairs and into
the kitchen. It was quite warm from the wood fired stove with the
various utensils on top all engaged. These included the ever
present teakettle, coffee pot and pan of grits. This morning,
though, Benjamin also saw a sizzling pan of side meat. Wilma
Clutter was in the process of taking a tray of biscuits from the
oven.

A good breakfast, indeed, thought Benjamin.
Great smells! He hoped when everyone else had eaten that there
would be something other than grits left for him.

Wilma acknowledged Benjamin’s presence in the
kitchen with a curt nod as she struggled to hold the hot tray with
her folded apron in one hand and guide the biscuits into a serving
bowl with the other. Wilma was a big woman. She was taller than her
spouse and twice his weight. She was even tempered and not very
talkative except when it came to giving directions and instructions
to Leonard. The thought of that made Benjamin smile. There was no
question as to who was the decision maker in the Clutter
household.

“That sure be a fine lookin’ breakfast, Miz
Clutter. Massa gonna be real pleased.”

“That’s nice. Git a plate. I s’pose he’ll be
taking his food up in his room.”

“Yes’m. He wanna rest all day. Long trip home,
we startin’ on the morrow. Be hard fo him.”

“Yes, I s’pose it will be”, said Wilma, “You
tell Mr. Taylor that I’ll have his bill figured up by dinner time
and we can settle up then.”

Benjamin proceeded to fill a plate for his
master. He knew that his owner was a favored guest at the Clutter
house because of the length of his stay and the dependability of
his payment. So, he did not stint on the size of the servings he
heaped on the plate. He then headed back upstairs with the steaming
plate and coffee.

 


In the upstairs hallway, he tapped lightly on
the bedroom door.

“Massa Taylor, time for breakfast, suh.”

Clearly, Stuart Taylor was already awake, as he
responded at once.

“Come on in, Benjamin. Hope breakfast is good.
I’m quite hungry this morning.”

“Yes suh, massa. You gonna like what I got for
you this mornin’. Side meat and biscuits.”

He quickly crossed the room and placed the
provisions on the small table at bedside. He brought the nearby
chair up to the table, helped his master out of bed and eased him
in to the chair.

“Indeed, Benjamin, this looks excellent. Not
unlike what we could have expected back home before the shortages
started. I will be so glad when the Yankees will have decided to
give up on this war and life can get back to normal.”

After a few bites of breakfast and a swallow of
coffee, he continued, “I have some special chores for you today,
Benjamin. We’ll be leaving after breakfast tomorrow, so I want you
to go over to the livery stable. I am sure that the horses are
being well cared for but the wagon needs a look. Look at the cover
and tighten it down if needed. The wagon bed may need to be swept
and my pallet will surely need fresh straw. Now, can you remember
all that?”

Proud of the responsibility that he was being
given, Benjamin responded, “I surely can, Massa.”

“Oh, one other thing, Benjamin. Ask the
blacksmith if he knows where we could buy some slabs of well-salted
side meat to take back with us. That’s an item that will be
difficult to get at any price back home.”

Benjamin, nodded and started to hurry out of the
room.

“No need to rush, Benjamin, we have all day. Get
yourself some breakfast before you head out. Oh, and be certain to
convey my most gracious thanks to Mrs. Clutter for this excellent
breakfast as well as her other kindnesses during our sojourn
here.”

Back downstairs in the kitchen, Benjamin was
relieved to see that the breakfast bounty was only slightly
depleted.

“Miz Clutter, could I have some breakfast now.
Massa said to tell you he surely liked his breakfast.” Massa got
some ‘portant jobs for me to do and need to get started.

“Couldn’t be too important if a dumb nigger can
do em,” interjected Leonard.

“Leonard, would you just shut up.” said Wilma
and with a sigh, she added, “At least he’s willing to do some
work…not like some others around here I could think of. Get a
plate, Benjamin.”

Benjamin did so and sat down to enjoy a hearty
meal made all the more satisfying by the reprimand that Leonard had
received. Leonard had quickly exited the kitchen and probably
wouldn’t return until evening.

 


A short while later, Benjamin with a full
stomach was walking down the dusty main road into the center of
Berkley Springs. He passed several homes. Just beyond a general
merchandise store was the livery stable. He recognized the
blacksmith standing by the open door but not the other two men
nearby who eyed him with much interest as he approached.

“Morning suh,” said Benjamin. “I be Massa
Taylor’s house niggar. I be Benjamin.”

“Yes, Benjamin. I remember when Mr. Taylor and
you came here back in May. What brings you here?

“Mr. Taylor and me, we be goin’ back home
tomorrow. He want me to look about his wagon and ask you to hab it
hitch up so we can go after breakfast.”

“Well, tell him the horses are in good shape and
I’ll have everything ready to go in the morning. The wagon is out
back.”

With a nod, Benjamin strode through the door
into the smiths area, past the horse stalls and out the rear of the
building. The wagon had been pushed up to the side of the building
and had been protected somewhat from the rains. Benjamin observed
that the canvas wagon cover did need some adjustment and
tightening. Little else was required and after putting fresh straw
in the pallet, Benjamin felt satisfied that the tasks were finished
and that his master would be pleased. As he passed out through the
front of the livery stable he saw that smith and the other two men
were engaged in conversation and he approached them.

“When did this happen?” inquired the smith.

“What I heard,” explained the one visitor, “is
that the Congress passed on it last week and that the President
signed it right off.”

“That’s so”, said the other. “As of June 20, the
new state of West Virginia was taken into the Union.”

“Well, I guess that’s fair. If Virginia could
secede from the Union, then the western counties ought to be able
to secede from Virginia and make their own state. I guess that our
new state is free?”

“Oh yes! Don’t believe there was ever any
question about that.”

“Well, Benjamin”, said the smith turning in his
direction, “this is big news for you. Do you think you’d like to
settle down here in Berkley Springs?”

Benjamin had only a vague idea what the
conversation was about and was completely perplexed by the smith’s
question.

“What you mean? Massa and me going back home
tomorrow.”

“Well, it’s like this Benjamin. You’re in a new
state. You’re no longer in Virginia, It’s West Virginia and a man
can’t own slaves in West Virginia. So I guess you’re free.”

“I don think Mr. Taylor gonna like that. I been
his nigger for a long time.”

“Well, Benjamin it happens that’s not his say
so. If you take off and head north, there’s not much he can do
about it.”

“That’s not all true,” observed one of the other
men. “There be slave hunters here about ready to catch runaways for
a price. And there was Confederate cavalry over in Martinsburg
heading north last week. Some say a real invasion…not just a raid.
They’d be ketchin’ niggers, free or not, and takin’ em back south.
You’d need to be real careful, boy.”

“I don know ‘bout all this”, said Benjamin,
shaking his head.

He turned and started to walk away. After only a
few steps he remembered the other task that his master had assigned
to him, turned and walked back to the smith.

“Did you forget something, Benjamin?”

“Yassuh, I did that. Massa Taylor lookin’ to
take some side meet back home with us tomorrow. Tol me ask if you’d
know where we’d get some.”

“ Happens I do, Benjamin. Try Fulton’s General
Store. It’s about halfway back to the boarding house on the other
side of the street. Know where I mean?”

“Yassuh, I know that place.”

“He’s got hams and side meet, salted and smoked,
in his cellar. That’s your best bet.”

Benjamin nodded his thanks, turned and left the
smithy. In a few minutes he had walked a short distance back
towards the boarding house and stopped in front of the general
store. He hesitated, unsure as to what to do, as he had never
entered a store or home unless in the company of his master. He
shrugged his shoulders and walked up on the porch and into the
building. He observed three men sitting on a bench at one side of
the store. At the far end of the store, past a pot belly stove he
saw a man and a women standing by a counter. He assumed the man was
the store owner and started to walk in that direction.

His movement was brought to an abrupt halt by a
stern command.

“Hold on there, boy. Whar you think you’re
goin’.”

Benjamin stopped. He was speechless.

“Boy, if’n you think you got business here, you
go back outside and come around to the back door. That’s where the
niggers go.”

“Yassuh,’ responded Benjamin. He turned and
quickly retreated, feeling both anxiety and embarrassment made
worst by the snickers of the seated, store customers.

He knocked at the back door but had to wait a
few minutes before the storekeeper appeared adding to his
uncomfortable feeling.

“ All right, boy. Speak up! What’s your business
here?”

“I Massa Tayor’s nigger. We stayin’ at Clutters
bordn’ house. Goin’ home tomorrow. Massa Taylor want buy some side
meat to take home.”

“Well, I got side meat. I don’t suppose you got
any money, have you, boy?”

“No, suh.”

“Well, it’s this way, boy. I got meat to sell to
your Mr. Taylor. But I ain’t gonna give somthin’ away to some
nigger boy. You tell your Mr. Taylor to come around and I’ll sell
him what he needs.”

Benjamin turned around and left.

As he walked down the dusty road he was
oblivious to melodies of the song birds and the sweet smell of the
honeysuckle. The experience with the storekeeper had been
humiliating and the conversation with the smith and the two other
men had created additional turmoil in his mind. He felt some sense
of loyalty to his master in view of the relatively good treatment
he received and the vague references to granting him his freedom
sometime in the future. Still, he thought, being free now seemed
like a wonderful prospect. Somewhat naively, he assumed he could
live where he wished, work when he wanted and come and go as he
pleased. The outlook was intoxicating.

 


He continued to be preoccupied with the pro’s
and con’s of running away during the afternoon when he took his
owner for the last trip to the waters. Later at supper time, Wilma
remarked about his uncharacteristic quietness. He helped his owner
get ready for bed, a bit earlier than usual because of the long day
ahead. By that time he had made up his mind to leave.

He was sure it was the right decision but he
looked away and didn’t respond when his owner dismissed him for the
night with the remark, “Get a good night’s rest Benjamin; sure will
be good to head for home tomorrow, won’t it?”

About two hours later the house was completely
quite except for the snoring he heard from the Clutter’s bedroom.
Very carefully he got to his feet and slowly walked down the hall
to the stairway. With the first step down, the board creaked and he
froze in place. But the snoring continued and there was no sign
that he had been heard. He found that by stepping at the stair step
sides, the sounds were not so loud. He reached the kitchen and
moving along the wall felt the cook stove, still slightly warm. His
hands found the bowl with four biscuits remaining from breakfast
and he put them in his pockets.

Outside the moon was in its first quarter and
provided only a little aid to his ability to see. But the light was
sufficient that Benjamin could distinguish enough of the
surroundings to move along, although rather slowly. As hid eyes
gradually adjusted to the darkness, he was able to pick up his
pace.

The road to the right was the one they had
traveled on from Martinsburg. Remembering the conversation at the
livery stable, he opted to not turn in that direction and walked
straight ahead in the belief that it was north. I need to be very
careful, he thought, so he stopped frequently and listened for any
sounds that would indicate anyone was approaching from behind or in
front. He changed from one side of the road to the other depending
on where the greatest amount of vegetation was, reasoning that he
could jump for cover if he heard anything. Soon he was able to test
that option when the mournful call of a whippoorwill in a nearby
tree was so startling that he launched himself into the darkness.
The ditch and rocks were unforgiving and resulted in several
scrapes and bruises but did relieve his tension and nervousness
somewhat.

He proceeded along the roadway which indeed was
in a northerly direction. After walking for about an hour, he
decided it was time to stop for a brief rest. After all, he
reasoned, he was a free man. It felt good to sit down and lean back
against a tree. In fact it felt so good that relieved of the stress
of the day, Benjamin quickly dosed off.

He awoke with a start, provoked with himself
that he had fallen asleep. As he started to get to his feet, he
heard something. He sank back to the ground and listened intently.
From the direction that he had been traveling he thought he heard
the sound of horse hoofs. Yes! He was sure of it. As the sound
became more distinct he decided that it was more than one horse. He
flattened himself to the ground and with as little movement as
possible worked his body farther off the road and into the weeds.
As the sounds came closer he was able to see the forms of two
riders on horseback. They were only about twenty feet away when
Benjamin was able to hear their conversation.

“Well, Mitch we don’t even know if he took off
or if he’s going to.”

“That’s so but I’m bettin’ that if he hasn’t he
will before first light. I could tell there at the livery stable
that we gave him somethin’ to think about. If we don’t catch up
with him by the time we get to Hancock, that’ll mean he’s behind us
and we’ll just wait for him to show up.”

“I sure hope you’re right. I believe that Taylor
fella has a lot of money and he’ll likely pay a nice price to get
his nigger back.”

“I reckon so. It’s about time. Our nigger
catchin’ hasn’t paid off very well, lately.

After he could no longer hear his pursuers,
Benjamin rose to his feet and proceeded in the direction that they
had gone. He had no sense of what time it was or how long it had
been since he left the Clutter house. He guessed that it might not
be too long until daylight. He was right and sometime later noticed
that the sky was getting lighter to his right. As he walked along
he saw that the terrain sloped upward rather steeply in the other
direction. As it got lighter he saw that there was a natural,
ledge-like area up the slope about fifty feet from the roadway. He
climbed up to that area and found a spot covered with a dense
growth of mountain laurel. It was a natural hiding area and one
from which he could observe the roadway for a considerable distance
in both directions. Satisfied that he was secure in this spot,
Benjamin stretched out, took his first deep breath of freedom and
soon fell asleep.

It was several hours later when he awoke. He
felt well rested although he was thirsty and hungry. He sat up and
looked down at the road and along it as far as he could see in both
directions. There were no travelers or other signs of life. He did
see a small stream on the other side of the road and the water was
inviting. After looking up and down the road again he then
carefully climbed down from his perch and made his way across the
road. On the way towards the stream he was fortunate to find briars
loaded with large, ripe blackberries. He took the time to pick what
amounted to a double handful and bundled them in a flannel rag that
he carried as a handkerchief. At the stream he found a small pool
and a shady area. In comfort he had a satisfying meal of berries
and two of the biscuits with lots of cool water. Ah! Freedom was
good.

 


Thus refreshed, Benjamin decided to not tarry
any longer. He felt exposed walking along the road and decided it
would be more prudent to walk near the stream, which seemed to
parallel the road at least as far as he could see. The journey was,
however, somewhat slower by this route as he had to negotiate
around scrub brush, briar patches and trees. From the position of
the sun, he reasoned that it was around mid day and that he had
several hours of daylight to make his way.

The area was not uninhabited and he observed a
few homes and outbuildings, some tilled fields and livestock out to
pasture. At one point he was startled by a bell ringing and was
concerned that it was some type of alarm. But as he saw two workers
leaving a cornfield with hoes over their shoulders and walking
briskly towards the farmhouse, he realized that the bell was
summoning them to the mid day meal. It was good to be cautious,
though, he thought.

Just as he was silently praising himself for his
good judgment, his reverie was abruptly broken by a harsh
voice.

 

“Wat you doin, boy?”

Benjamin turned to the sound and was immediately
in awe of a roughly dressed man, taller than himself, possessing a
full beard and carrying a thick, four foot shaft of wood that was
likely a weapon. He guessed that the man was about his owner’s
age.

“I…I….ah…goin’ north,” was the best reply he
could muster.

“Seems like that’s the direction everybody’s
going these days.”

He paused and peered intently at Benjamin. It
was clear that he expected some clarification as to Benjamin’s
destination. Benjamin struggled to recall the name of the place
that he had overheard the two slave hunters mention..

“Oh, I can’t …it’s a …somethin’ like
handy…dunno.”

“Well, I guess yawl trying to say Hancock.’

“Yassuh, that’s it”, said Benjamin, smiling
broadly.

“Well, boy, that be no place for a niggar,
‘specially in daylight and,” he paused a few seconds for emphasis,
“more ‘specially if he be runaway.”

“No suh”, responded Benjamin. “ I be free here
in Wes ‘ginia.”

“Mebbe thas right here but soon as you cross the
river and get in to Hancock, you no longer in Wes Virginia. Then
you be in Merlan. Merlan a slave state. No doubt they be slave
catchers there.”

With those few words, the stranger had crushed
the euphoria that Benjamin had felt over his new found freedom. He
looked up at the stranger with despair written all over his
face.

“Well now, boy, don’t look so sad. Maybe ole
Jess can help you out.”

Benjamin brightened at that but then he wondered
if this was another trick. He looked up at the man in a
noncommittal way and didn’t reply..

Jess was initially puzzled by Benjamin’s
reaction to his offer but then realized that the young man was only
being cautious.

“Look, boy, you have to trust me. Ole Jess not
be a slave catcher. Don’t abide with keepin’ slaves. You come with
me to my place. ‘Bout a mile upstream from Hancock. My woman’ll fix
us plenty to eat and I’ll get you across that river by early light
in the morning.”

After a brief hesitation he made eye contact
with Jess and nodded.

Jess nodded in return and said, “All right, boy,
we best be movin’ on.”

Jess turned and started up the slope in the
direction of the road with Benjamin following. As they got to the
road, Jess slowed and looked in both directions several times.
Satisfied that no one was in sight, he glanced back at Benjamin and
gestured with his head to follow across the road. On the other side
of the road, the trek continued upslope where the hillside was
thickly forested. Benjamin could see no sign of a trail, yet Jess
moved in a very deliberate way. Soon they reached the crest of the
hill. Jess stopped and pointed back and to the right.

“That there’s Hancock”.

Benjamin looked in the direction indicated and
saw a small town on the far side of a river. He could see a number
of homes along the main street that paralleled the river and a few
homes scattered up the hillside beyond. Closer to the river he saw
three larger buildings and the railroad. He noticed that there were
people on the street but nothing to indicate unusual activity.

“Come on, boy, don’t be triflin’. Gotta keep
going.”

By now Benjamin had been able to observe Jess at
close range. His stature was deceiving. He was taller than average
and gave the appearance of being thin. It was clear from the way he
moved that he was muscular and fit. Benjamin had to exert himself
to keep up. He had also revised his estimate of the man’s age and
guessed he was younger than his former owner. The beard and scraggy
hair had made him appear older.

They circled around the hill crest, gradually
moved down slope and soon were paralleling the river. After a few
minutes walking, they entered a small clearing at the far side of
which was a small cabin and next to it, a make-shift shed open on
one side. A cow was tethered nearby and several chickens were
wandering about.

With Benjamin following, Jess walked straight to
the cabin.

“Woman, you about?” And he repeated the
question.

From around the side of the cabin, a strikingly
attractive young woman appeared, wiping her hands on an apron. Her
greeting to Jess consisted of a smile and a nod. Her gaze took in
Benjamin and she turned to Jess with an inquiring look on her
face.

“We got company -- at least over night. He ain’t
said but I be pretty sure he’s a runaway. Found him over near the
road to Berkley Springs. Says he wants to go north. I be taking him
across the Potomac tomorrow by early light. You have enough for one
more at the supper table?”

The woman nodded. Then she turned and pointed to
Benjamin and looked at Jess with the questioning look.

“She wonders if you have a name, boy. I been
wondering that, too.”

“I be Benjamin.”

“Benjamin, huh? Pretty fancy name. Well, boy,
I’m going out back and wash up a bit. You can, too, if you be of a
mind.”

The well was only a few steps from the covered
area at the back of the house. A bench served as a resting place
and a wash stand. As Benjamin waited his turn to wash away the
sweat and dirt of the day, the woman came out of the cabin to get
water. She was dark skinned but lighter than Benjamin. Her facial
figures were decidedly not Negroid…sharper and angular, high cheek
bones. She was slender but possessed more than ample breasts. Her
hair was jet black and very straight. Unable to help himself,
Benjamin looked at her for several seconds with an interest beyond
plain curiosity showing on his face. His studied concentration was
not lost on Jess.

“Purty thing, ain’t she? Been with me better’n
ten years now. Had some business up near Cumberland and came across
this cabin that was on fire. Really burnin’. Don’t know if there
was anybody inside. But I found this dirty, skinny li’l gal hiding
in the brush nearby. Didn’t say a word but I could tell she didn’t
know if she wanted to go with me. Know what? She’s never talked but
she knows every word I say. So I raised her. She knew somethin’
‘bout cookin’ and keepin’ house and she larned the rest by doin’.
She blossomed out real quick but I didn’t tech her ‘til ‘bout three
years ago after she bleeded the first couple of times. She didn’
know bout that either but she learn quick. She be a good
woman.”

And as if reading Benjamin’s mind, “She’s ‘most
dark as you, boy but her looks not the same. High cheeks. Thinner
lips. I ‘spec sometime back some runaway nigger man took up with a
injun gal. Wouldn’t be the first time in these mountains.”

In a little while, the woman appeared at the
door and nodded to Jess. Supper was ready.

 


When the meal was over they went out back and
enjoyed the coolness of the evening. The sun had already fallen
behind the mountains to the west and it was not long before
darkness started to fall. Crickets were chirping and a whippoorwill
called out from time to time. Benjamin was at last really enjoying
his freedom with the evening’s quiet and a full stomach. His
reverie was abruptly interrupted.

“We best get to bed, boy,” advised Jess, “be
getting’ up before the chickens.”

Curled up on a straw tick on one side of the
cabin, Benjamin had some difficulty in relaxing as he reviewed the
events of the last twenty-four hours, arguably the most significant
such time period in his life. Moreover, the sounds of Jess and the
woman coupling on the other side of the cabin was not something
that he found soothing. But sleep eventually came.

It was still dark when Benjamin was awakened by
the gentle shaking of a hand on his shoulder.

“Time to get up and goin’, boy.”

Outside, they headed down slope and were soon at
the river’s edge. As Benjamin helped Jess drag a small log raft out
of some brush, he noticed just the hint of lightness on the horizon
to the east. The raft was dragged to the water’s edge and Jess took
up a long pole that he would use to propel and guide it.

 


“Well,” said Jess, “we’re not gonna have much
time to talk oncest we get t’other side. I can pole this pretty
well but the current always seems stronger on the other side. I
don’t want to end up in Hancock. When we get to the other side you
need to jump off and I be headin’ back. I don’t rightly know how to
help you, boy, but I think you better stay off the roads. After we
get to the other side, you head north. By the time it gets real
light, you’ll be well past Hancock, out of Merlan and into
Pennsylvania. Then you head to the east, the sunrise. By mid
morning, you come to the second large stream flowin’ south. Follow
that stream north. It’ll take you up the big cove to the little
town of McConnellsburg. It’s a good twenty-five miles and probably
be late afternoon time you get there. You most likely goin’ have to
find a hay stack to sleep. At the far side of the cove at the foot
of the mountain…they calls it Scrub Ridge…I heard tell theys some
niggars live there. Maybe they can help you. You get all that,
boy?”

Benjamin wasn’t sure but he nodded in the
affirmative.

“One more thing, boy. My woman put up some food
for you,’ as he handed a bundle of unknown contents wrapped in a
piece of deer skin.

“Let’s go then.”

The trip across was uneventful and it seemed
obvious to Benjamin that Jess had made this trip many times as his
handling of the raft seemed expert. When they reached the other
side, the stop was sufficient only for Benjamin to leap off. .He
turned as Jess immediately pushed off for the return trip.

“Thank you, Mista Jess, thank you.”

There was no acknowledgement except for the wave
of an arm as the raft moved off into the darkness.

Benjamin headed off north, unsure of directions
but always keeping the ever brightening horizon on his right.
Initially the trek was difficult as it was up-slope and thick with
brush and trees. Eventually, however, the terrain leveled out and
the hiking was easier. Before long he noticed the tip of the sun
peeping up over the horizon. He reasoned that he was far enough to
the north by this time and turned and started walking towards the
sun. As he went in that direction the terrain again seemed somewhat
unforgiving. To keep going towards the sun he had to climb a number
of hills. Before long he came to the first stream that Jess had
mentioned. It was large enough that he had to reconnoiter up and
then downstream for a few hundred feet to find a place shallow
enough to cross.

Benjamin was not prepared for the rigors of the
next hour.. He had to make his way over a moderately high ridge
that was heavily forested and also had thick undergrowth. By the
time he reached the summit he was hungry, tired and sweaty. He had
a rip in his shirt and several scratches on his legs. A rest was
definitely in order. He found a shady spot, sat down and decided to
investigate the provisions that Jess’s woman had supplied. He was
not disappointed. There were several pieces of dried, smoked meat,
probably deer, two biscuits and a nice supply of dried apples. He
saved two of the larger pieces of dried meat but devoured the rest
with relish. He felt quite comfortable, lay down and in a few
minutes fell asleep.

It was mid afternoon before Benjamin awakened.
He could tell the approximate time by the position of the sun and
was distressed that he had slept so long. He got to his feet and
proceeded down the far slope of the ridge. The vegetation was not
as thick as the other side and in short order he had reached the
valley floor. The second stream was in sight and he decided that
there was no point in crossing it and he proceeded north.

The balance of the afternoon was uneventful.
Benjamin did make some wide detours to avoid roads and farmhouses.
By late afternoon the valley that he was traveling along had
widened and at this point the stream was noticeably smaller. He
crossed the stream and while he continued to the north he was on an
oblique course toward the formidable mountain to the east. As the
elevation increased, he gradually was able to gain a wider view of
the entire valley. Then he saw his destination, a small town
nestled in the valley at the foot of the mountain. He stopped to
survey the area and consider his options. According to what Jess
had told him it was only a possibility that he might find someone
at the other side of the valley to help him in his flight to
freedom. If he headed across the valley now it would be dusk by the
time he got there. No. Better to spend the night where he was and
start fresh in the morning. Today had been good. Maybe tomorrow
would be even better.


 


 


 


 ROY’S BIG
SUPPRISE

 


 


As Pete pulled into the parking area at the side
of the store, the loose gravel rattled against the front fenders of
the car. Wonder why Lon wouldn’t get this paved? Guess he’s just
too tight. Well, nothing much ever changes around here, he thought.
I hope some of the old gang is here or shows up. Being up at State
for the better part of a year, I’ve really been out of touch. Sure
would be nice to catch up. Pete slips out of the car. Even though
it was almost sundown, it was still warm and the entrance to the
Marvin General Store was covered by only a screen door. From the
inside he hears some muffled conversations. He takes a few steps in
that direction and smells the combined odors of tobacco smoke and
the oil that was periodically put on the wood floor for purposes
that had never been explained or for that matter that he had never
wondered about.

Pete is just about ready to go on inside the
store when he spots someone familiar emerging from the nearby
privy.

“Hey, Roy, how the hell are you?

“Holy shit, Pete! How long’s it been? I guess
that I haven’t seen you since last August after that last ball game
with Windy Valley…that’s almost a year.”

“That’s about right. Hey! Bring me up to date.
How are you and the rest of the juveneers making out these
days.”

Roy grinned. “Well, I think the juveneers are a
thing of the past, Pete. Old Bump, who wasn’t smart enough to
master “ juvenile delinquents” and gave us that name, popped off
last December. His ill will towards us was justified, I guess. You
remember that time we lifted up the rear end of his old Model A and
put that block under the back axle. He fired her up and couldn’t
figure out why she wouldn’t go. Oh God that was funny.”

He continued. “I hardly see any of the bunch any
more. Harry enlisted in the Air Force …afraid of gettin’ drafted in
the Army. Bill and that Fonner girl over by Clear Springs got
married last fall…nobody was surprised about that. Last time I saw
them, she was big as a house …looked ready to pop. Guess he didn’t
neglect his night work. And Joel went to live with his uncle over
by Greensburg and got into an apprentice program for plumbers.”

Pete nodded. I guess Roy’s right, he thought.
We’re all getting’ scattered out and soon none of us will be in our
teens. That seems to be the age bracket for juveniles.

“How ‘bout you Pete? How’s your Mom and Dad? Did
College agree with you?”

“That’s a lot of questions all at once. Hmm. The
folks are okay except that Pop hasn’t got over Eisenhower being
elected …he’s such a stiff Democrat, you know. I did okay up at the
University…didn’t flunk anything, anyway. Most of the courses that
I had were okay but I’m looking forward to getting into some of the
ones in my major in the next couple of years. It’s so big up there
though…I really felt like a little fish in a big pool. How about
you? How’d you make out at Fayette? ”

Roy frowned. “Guess you didn’t hear. I dropped
out in January at the end of the first semester…I passed everything
but it just didn’t click for me. Maybe it was because I was living
at home and commuting in and out everyday…didn’t feel like I was
part of it.”

“Well, what’ve you been doing since then?”

“First two or so months I didn’t do much of
anything other than help Dad out on the farm…weren’t many jobs
around. Then about the first of March they were hiring in town at
the glass factory and I been there ever since.”

“Well, that’ll put a little jingle in your
pocket but there’s not much future there, I wouldn’t think.”

“Yeah, you’re right about that, Pete. The old
man thinks that I should just stay home and take over the farm.
But, you know, there’s no money in that either and I sure don’t
want to spend the rest of my life pitchin’ hay and pullin’ tits.
Maybe I should give college another try …or there’s always the
military, I guess.”

Roy paused and shook his head. “I dunno,
Sometimes I think it’s like I’m just waitin’ around for something
to happen.”

“Well, I’d be a poor one to give advice,” said
Pete. “For my part, I’m just hopin’ to get a decent job when I
finish…doin’ what, I have no idea.”

He paused and nodded towards the store. “Anybody
inside that I’d know?”

Roy grinned. “Oh, you’d know them alright. But
it’s just the same old farts talking about how the world’s going to
hell in a hand basket …the usual bullshit.”

“I can get along without that,” responded Pete.
“Say, I was thinking about going to a movie tonight. How about
going along?”

“Maybe. What’s playing?

“It’s called Stalag 17.”

“Funny name for a movie. What’s it all
about?”

“It’s about a German POW camp during the war and
the American soldiers kept there. That’s really all I know except
it’s supposed to be good.”

“Well, okay. I haven’t been anywhere or done
much of anything for quite a while so maybe that would be a good
change of pace. Hope you wouldn’t mind taking me up to Judy’s
before we head into town. I stop up there most evenings so I’d
better let her know…she’d be wonderin’ what happened to me.”

Pete grinned. “That’s no problem…it’s not really
out of the way. Sounds to me, though, like you’re becoming
henpecked …like an old married man.”

Roy just smiled. He made no response.

A few minutes later the two friends were in the
car on their way.

“For a Chevy, this bucket of bolts moves along
pretty good,” said Roy.

“Yeah, well it’s got all the pep that I need. I
haven’t been behind the wheel of anything for most of the last nine
months or so and my driving may be a little rusty. I sure don’t
want to pile up the old man’s car…he’d have a shit fit, for
sure.”

They pulled off the main road onto the gavel
side road and proceeded towards the place where Roy’s girlfriend
lived.

Pete spoke. “This is a pretty good hike up here
every night for you, Roy.”

For a few seconds there was no reply and then
Roy responded.

“Well, I wouldn’t want this to get around but
Judy and I got it together back a couple of weeks before Easter for
the first. Now I get just about anything I want and as often as I
want it. But it’s hard waitin’ until her folks and brother quit
watching television and go to bed.”

“Yeah, I bet it does get hard,” said Pete, with
a grin.

By this time they had reached their destination
and Pete pulled over in front of the house. Roy quickly exited the
car, looked back in and said, “Shouldn’t be too long.”

Pete watched as his friend walked up on to the
porch, nodded to Judy’s younger brother sitting in the swing and
went into the house. The screen door had hardly banged shut when
the boy got up from the swing, walked over to the door and after
peering in for a couple of seconds returned to the swing. The boy
repeated this routine every few minutes as time passed.

Pete looked at his wrist watch. Holy shit, he
wondered, how long does it take to tell somebody you’re going to
the movies. He’s been in there for at least ten minutes.

Time continued to pass. If that kid doesn’t quit
pacing up and down on that porch he’s going to wear a hole in the
boards, Pete thought. Oh my God, look at the time.

We’re goin’ to have to go like hell to catch the
movie. Oh, man!

A couple of minutes later the screen door opened
and Roy emerged from the house. He crossed the porch with out
acknowledging the boy and started down the walk.

He got into the car, sat down and looked
straight ahead.

“Everything okay,” inquired Pete?

Without turning to face Pete, Roy responded.
“Uh, something’s come up and I’m not going to be able to go to the
movie with you. Could you take me back down to the store? I’ve got
a bunch of things to do.”

“Well, sure…glad to.”

The short ride back to the store was an
interlude of strained silence. Pete pulled the car into the parking
area and stopped. Roy opened the door and started to get out. He
stopped and turned back to face Pete.

“I’m in deep shit, Pete. Judy’s knocked up and
there’s gonna be a wedding tomorrow night after I get home from
work. Well, the old man always told me that if you burn your ass
you have to sit on the blister. Oh, Christ.” He turned and got out
of the car.

Pete watched his friend disappear around the
side of the store.

I guess we never know what’s around the next
corner, he thought. Well, Roy said he kind of felt like he was
waiting for something to happen. Something sure did.


 


 


 



LOVE STORY

 


 


It was the sixth day of our tour in Ireland and
everybody in the group had pretty much gotten to know the basics
about each other. Sarah and I had made an effort to try and dine
with different people at each meal in order to learn a bit more in
depth.

Tonight we were sharing a table with Lorene who
was from California and Elaine who was from Wisconsin. This was the
first instance we’d had the opportunity to spend some one on one
time with either of them.

Elaine wasn’t the least bit reticent to start
the conversation.

“I know you two are from Pennsylvania and I
believe I heard that you’re not married, not that I have a problem
with that. How did you two hook up?”

Sarah and I looked at each other and exchanged
smiles.

“Well,” said Sarah, “we both like to tell the
story but, Adam, maybe it’s your turn.”

“Okay,” I replied. It’s a little disjointed and
I always have to think where to start.”

“You’re making it sound mysterious,” said
Elaine. The beginning is always a good place to start.”

“All right then, but I’ll have to take you back
about fifty years, back to a time when we were both in college at
the State University. I was in my first year of graduate school and
Sarah was in her senior year as an undergraduate. That would have
been the spring semester of 1956.”

“I remember that evening as if it was yesterday.
My office mate, Art, and I decided to take a break from our
scholarly pursuits and head down to the Student Union Building for
coffee and whatever might develop in the way of socialization. We
walked into the snack bar and scanned the groups of students seated
at the tables. I failed to see anyone I knew but Art after looking
around said ‘ Ah, there’s some M O T’s. C’mon.’ Art was Jewish and
I had been around him long enough and exposed to a bit of Jewish
Culture 101 to know that meant members of the tribe.”

“We made our way across the room and stopped at
this table where five coeds were seated. Art knew two of them and
the next few minutes were devoted to introductions and
appropriating nearby chairs to expand the seating. I was
immediately attracted to this slender, dark haired and really, good
looking young woman. I don’t remember if I was seated beside or
across from her but I do remember that she had a nice smile. We
seemed to hit it off and found things to talk about. One by one the
other people at the table departed and soon just the two of us were
left. I walked her back to her dorm and must have got her
room/telephone number because we connected and started seeing each
other.”

“Had you dated other Jewish girls,“ inquired
Loreen?

“Hard to remember…I don’t think so but I didn’t
date much, period. As a matter of fact, I don’t think I had a date
with a coed, the entire time that I was an undergraduate.”

“That seems peculiar.”

“Not really when you understand the
circumstances. I had skipped a grade in elementary school and was a
year younger than my peers. At that time at the university there
was a ratio of three guys to every girl, really bad odds especially
for a shy young farm boy. And finally, I didn’t belong to a
fraternity and the fraternity boys seemed to have the inside track
with the coeds.”

“Oh, break time. Here come our drinks,” observed
Elaine.

The waiter distributed the drinks, explained the
specials on the menu and promised to return later for the dinner
orders.

Lorene took a sip of her daiquiri and inquired,
“So you two guys started dating”?

“Well, I don’t know if you’d call it dating. We
started seeing each other. I was on a graduate assistantship which
paid me about one hundred and five dollars a month and after I paid
my rent and meals, it didn’t leave a lot for social life. As I
recall, I’d pick her up at her dorm and we’d go to the Student
Union Building. We’d have coffee and cigarettes. She was a light
smoker and I was a heavy smoker. I remember taking her to the
Mineral Sciences Building where my office was and there were some
interesting mineral displays. We might have gone to a movie. I do
remember going into the Corner Room downtown and she introduced me
to iced coffee. The waitress brought the coffee, ice, glasses and
cream and Sarah made it. I’d never had iced coffee and I was very
impressed.’

 


“Sounds like it was a pretty innocent
relationship,” observed Lorene, with a smile.

Sarah smiled in return. “Well, I refer to that
period of my life as when I was a professional virgin.”

That statement produced chuckles from Lorene and
Elaine.

I continued. “Well, there was that time right at
the end of the semester when we went out for dinner.”

“Oh, yes,” said Sarah. “That was a pleasant
evening. Better explain.”

“Okay. I had gone home, probably by bus, to get
my Dad’s car and bring it up to the University so I’d have some way
to get my clothes and other stuff back home for the summer. So I
had some transportation for a couple of days before I had to head
home.”

“We went out for dinner but I can’t remember the
name of the place. I think it was out of town a few miles and it
was nice. Not a diner or burger joint. It really made me feel great
to be taking a special girl out to dinner.”

“Yes, observed Sarah, “that was a pleasant
evening. Do you remember that afternoon we went out to the state
park?”

“I sure do. We spent a lot of time together
those couple of days. For me, though, it was bittersweet. I had
really fallen for you but I knew that the end was around the
corner.”

“What end was that?” inquired Elaine.

“Well. as you have probably surmised, Sarah is
Jewish. I was raised as a Presbyterian, although even then I wasn’t
affiliated with any church. Religious inter- marriage was pretty
much of a no-no back in the fifties.”

Both Lorene and Elaine nodded in agreement at
that observation.

I continued. “I don’t recall that we ever talked
about our relationship and to what it might ever lead, perhaps,
because intuitively we saw it as futile.”

Sarah nodded in agreement. “At the time, I
considered Adam to be forbidden fruit. My family was not deeply
religious but with the Jews there is also this cultural thing. Our
backgrounds were very different. It would have been very difficult
with both of our families.”

I continued. “So it all came down to that
morning that we said our goodbye’s outside of her dorm. I was close
to being a basket case and I couldn’t understand how calm she
seemed to be. But she’s the tough one and I’m the marshmallow.
Anyway, away I went with two of her friends that I’d agreed to give
transportation back to the home area. It was a somewhat strange
ride since I didn’t trust myself to speak for about the first
thirty miles.”

“So I guess that was it for the two of you back
in the your college era”, observed Elaine.

“Pretty much. Oh, I did hear from Sarah once the
following winter when she was working in New York. I got a letter
out of the blue. She talked about her work and living in the Big
Apple. And she said there was this dentist that wanted to marry
her. She didn’t elaborate on that statement so I didn’t know what
to think. ”

“Did you write back?” asked Elaine.

“I don’t remember.”

“Neither do I, “added Sarah.

“Time for an intermission,” said Lorene, as she
picked up a menu. “Here comes our waiter and I expect he’s going to
want our dinner orders. Everybody made their selection?”

“No doubt that Adam’s going to get the salmon
again,” said Sarah.

“That’s a fact. It’s my favorite seafood and
what we’ve been having here is superior to back home.”

It only took a few minutes and the dinner orders
were all taken.

“Well, I’m anxious to hear the continuation of
the story,” said Elaine, as she stabbed at the olive in her martini
with the tiny plastic cocktail sword.

“Yes, I am, too,” said Lorene. So, when you
parted ways at college, that was the end of things.”

“Pretty much, for the next forty-five years or
so” I replied. There were times over the years that some event or
circumstance would trigger a memory of Sarah in my mind.

But basically we each went our separate ways and
fashioned our respective lives.”

“Tell us a little bit about that.”

“Okay. Well, Sarah and the afore mentioned
dentist did get married. They had three children, who at this point
are married and have their own lives. Sarah’s husband, David, was a
good provider and well liked in the community. The negative
circumstance was that he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease in
his forties. However, he never had the tremors, responded well to
treatment and continued his dental practice for several more years.
Eventually the progression of the disease caused him to retire.
Sarah was able to care for him at home for a few years but at some
point his needs required nursing home placement. At an earlier time
Sarah had gone to work in the office of the temple where she and
her husband were congregants.”

“And how about you?” inquired Elaine.

“Well, I had a very satisfying professional
experience in the field of planning and community development. My
first job was with an engineering firm, followed by a short stint
in state government. I then got a job as director of a county
planning agency where I stayed until I retired about ten years ago.
It was a great situation, lots of challenges and always seemed to
be a learning experience.”

“I know that I’m being nosey but how about your
personal life?” asked Lorene.

“Well, it was not so satisfying. About two years
after college, I got married for the first time. It was a mistake
from the get-go. I was lonely and the young lady didn’t want to go
to college and didn’t want to live at home with her parents. Not
much of a basis for a long term relationship. So after two years it
ended on reasonably amicable terms.”

“Then, a few years later when I was working at
the State, I met another young woman to whom I was attracted. We
seemed compatible although our backgrounds were a bit different.
The first few years were okay and during that time a son was born.
As time went along, however, friction developed. She had a number
of medical issues. In addition what at first seemed like some
personality changes evolved into full blown mental health problems.
She was diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia. At about the same
time her physical health problems advanced to the point that she
became wheelchair bound. She was in effect an invalid for about
twenty years until the time of her death.”

“Did she have to be placed in an
institution?”

“Only briefly on two occasions for some rehab
but for the most part I was able to care for her at home with a
little bit of outside help.”

“That must have been a difficult period of time
for you,” observed Lorene.

“Well, to use an old cliché, I’ve always thought
that you have to try and play the cards that you’ve been dealt,” I
replied.

“He’s being far too modest,” said Sarah. “Some
of his friends who were familiar with all he had to deal with
referred to him as Saint Adam.”

Our conversation was interrupted as the waiter
approached the table with the dinners. In a few minutes we were all
served and were enjoying the food.

“Well, Adam, in between bites, tell us about the
circumstances of you two being reunited. Did you live close to each
other?”

“No. Actually our respective homes were about
one hundred and fifty miles apart and neither of us had any idea of
where the other lived.”

I paused for a drink of coffee and then
continued. “The University played a role in my finding Sarah. Over
the years on something like an annual basis I would receive mail
from the alumnae association inviting me to join. I was always
tempted but never followed through. Then about ten years ago the
solicitation pointed out that now that I was over sixty-five and
officially a senior citizen I could become a life member at half
price. That got my attention. But what really got me energized was
the statement that as a member I’d have access to the alumnae
directory and be able to look up old friends and classmates.”

“So I immediately took the bait, sat down at the
computer with credit card in hand and began the process. In the
following days I anxiously checked the mail and was finally
rewarded with a response from the association. Again I sat at the
computer and soon gained access to the alumnae directory. And there
she was! Now I knew where Sarah lived, her married name and some
contact information, including the address of her work place at the
temple.”

Our waiter appeared at the table to inquire as
to our satisfaction with our dinner selections. We assured him that
everything was excellent and to our liking and after filling our
water glasses he left.

I had barely enough time for a couple of bites
of salmon until Lorene urged me to continue the narrative. “I’m
finding this story to be fascinating. So what was your next step,
Adam?”

“Well, at that point, I had no idea of Sarah’s
personal circumstances and while I was anxious to make contact, I
didn’t want to be the source of any problems.”

“In other words, no awkward confrontations with
a suspicious husband?” asked Elaine.

“That’s about it. So, I reasoned that the most
discrete avenue would be to write to her where she worked. So I
carefully crafted a letter that described my circumstances,
inquired about her situation and expressed the hope that I would
hear from her. I included my email address. The opening line in my
letter was, Of course I’ll be crushed if you don’t remember
me.”

“I had a couple of anxious days and then on the
third day, I received an email in reply. It started out, Of course
I remember you, the sweetest guy this side of University Park.
Thrilled, excited, or pleased, no single word could do justice to
my reactions on hearing from her. Her email provided some brief
summary of her situation, including the point that her husband was
in a nursing home.”

“Well, Sarah, how about you?” asked Lorene.
“Were you surprised to hear from Adam?”

“Yes, I certainly was but more than just that. I
seldom got any personal letters at work which in of itself was
surprising. When I looked at the return address and saw who it was
from I became a bundle of nerves. I had no idea of what it might
contain and how I would react to it. I put the letter in my purse
and didn’t open it to read until I got home.”

“So, Adam, what happened next?”

“The evening that I received her email, I called
her on my cellphone. We had a nice conversation and in each
succeeding day we had regular phone conversations and the exchange
of emails. I guess we were acting like teenagers.”

“The timing was flawless,” added Sarah. “We were
both in our mid-sixties and our respective spouses were in poor
health with no prospects for recovery. So we really had little
basis for having an upbeat outlook for the balance of our golden
years. And then, out of the blue, comes this possibility for a
renewed relationship. It was exciting.”

“It certainly was. Within a few days of the our
contact, I departed from my usual cautious and conservative ways
and said that I’d like to meet with her. She agreed. This was all
happening in the middle of December and so on the Twentieth I drove
to the area where she lived for a lunch date.”

“Sarah had selected a nice place for lunch and
provided me with directions to get there. It was very easy to find
and just a short distance off of the Interstate. I wanted to be
sure and be on time and as it turned out I was about a half hour
early. This was a motor inn with a small lobby and the dining room
just beyond. So I sat on a sofa where I had a view of everyone
coming in.”

“This is getting exciting,” said Elaine. “I
guess you wouldn’t have had time to exchange pictures, so neither
one of you knew what the other looked like.”

“Yes that’s so,” I replied. “And to be honest,
after forty plus years we wouldn’t have recognized each other if we
would have passed on the street. But neither of us thought that
would be a problem and it wasn’t. At right around twelve noon, this
attractive woman came thought the doors, I correctly assumed it was
Sarah and got to my feet and we greeted each other.”

“Can I assume it was a warm reception?” asked
Lorene.

I paused to think for a couple of seconds.
“Well, looking back, it’s sort of hard to characterize. It wasn’t a
rebuff in any sense but it was hurried and she quickly took off for
the coat room. I really had to hurry to catch up with her and she
had her coat off and hung up before I could help her.”

Both Lorene and Elaine chuckled at that
statement and Sarah shook her head and smiled.

“I guess that I’d better explain myself. I was
very nervous and tense.

I hoped that our reunion would have a positive
outcome of some sort but there were a lot of unknowns and I wasn’t
sure of myself. On top of that I’d been a caregiver for my husband
for several years and had been used to doing things for
myself.”

Sarah paused and laughed. “Oh lord, Adam, tell
them about the flowers.”

It was my turn to laugh. “Okay. I had brought a
small bouquet of flowers and arriving early, I spoke with the head
waitress, told her this was a special occasion and asked that when
my guest arrived and was seated to bring the flowers over to our
table.

This all happened, right on cue. When the
flowers appeared, the look on Sarah’s face was one third terror,
one third panic and one third worry. And it was a small table so
the flowers ended up sitting on the floor until we were ready to
leave.”

“I guess it seems funny now,” remarked Sarah,
“but at the time I was nervous and there was some possibility that
someone who knew me might come in and I would end up being accused
of scandalous or adulterous behavior.”

“Sounds like a rocky beginning for your reunion,
Sarah.” observed Lorene.

“Yes, it was but we soon had our lunch and were
engaged in conversation and before long we were very comfortable
with each other. I had taken the afternoon off from work and we
went back to my home for an hour or so. All in all it was a very
pleasant rendezvous. Adam left about three o’clock to go back to
his home and I spent the balance of the afternoon and the evening
as well with a great number of thoughts and questions swirling
around in my mind.”

“So what happened next? asked Elaine. “Adam, I
suppose you had the task of devising future get to gathers.”

“Yes, the ball was in my court. Well, for the
next several weeks, we continued our daily phone calls and emails.
Sometime during that period I developed a plan. I had continued my
involvement in professional affairs in my field of work and once or
twice a year there had been weekend workshops on legislative or
other matters. So this was my cover story for us to enjoy a weekend
at the end of January. It was a pleasant interlude from Friday
night through Sunday afternoon. And it was after that we knew we
wanted to be together as often as possible.”

“How did you accomplish that?”

“A few years earlier, I had taken up bicycling
as a way to try and keep physically fit. Weather permitting,
Sundays had become my day for riding. Instead they now became my
day for being with Sarah. I would get up about three o’clock in the
morning, make the drive and we would be together until
mid-afternoon.”

“Seems like a fair amount of stealth
involved.”

I had to pause for a few seconds to gather my
thoughts before I responded to that comment.

 


“Yes, I guess that you could say that. But I
would want you to understand that neither of us had any intention
of walking away from our responsibilities. In Sarah’s case she had
built a fine life and raised a family with a good man that she
loved. She could not turn away from the shadow of his previous self
that the disease had produced. It was not so clear cut in my
situation where there were a lot of negatives. I had spent about
fifteen years as my wife’s caregiver. While any feelings of love
that I might once have had were long gone, she was totally
dependent on me and I did pity her. I did not want to hurt her but
I had no feelings of guilt because of my relationship with
Sarah.”

“Well, I don’t suppose you kept your
relationship a secret indefinitely, did you?” asked Lorene.

“No, early on, Sarah emailed her two daughters
and her son with the news. And she confided to a few close friends.
For my part, I shared the good news with my brother’s family.
Neither of us got any negative responses and in fact, we received
expression of delight that our personal lives had taken a positive
turn. Time passed by and within a few years our respective spouses
passed away and I moved to live with Sarah.”

“How long has it been that you two have lived
together?”

“It’s been a bit over two years; two wonderful
years. You know, I used to say that my college years were the best
time of my life but they have to take second place to this time. I
hope we have several more together. Agreed, Sarah?”

“Oh,
absolutely. I remain persuaded that if we would have married right
out of college, it would have been a mistake. On the other hand,
I’m convinced that we are soul mates and that from the beginning
our being together was meant to happen. There’s a Yiddish word,
“beshert” which
means “it was meant to be”.

She smiled.

“It was just postponed for a while.”


 


 


 



GOING HOME

 


 


It was a long trip. Brad normally didn’t get up
very early in the morning but today he rolled out by seven, got
dressed, had some breakfast and by eight we were on our way. That
was especially surprising since he had been on the road for about
four hours yesterday going up state to get the package. I was
anxious to get started and appreciated the early departure. I
always enjoyed traveling west across the state through the
mountains. Today the scenery was beautiful with wooded vistas that
extended for miles. I always liked to imagine that there might be a
mountain stream, a rock outcrop or a small cave that had never been
viewed by anyone.

Today we’d only made one pit stop and by noon we
had traversed the interstates and gone through the small town where
I had attended high school. The rural countryside we were now
passing through was very familiar. However, the names of families
that had lived along the way there did not all come easy. Some
refused to be dredged up out of my memory bank.

The village of Fairview looked pretty much
unchanged. However, the old school building was gone and I wondered
when that had happened. A few miles beyond that we came to an
intersection that momentarily baffled Brad but he consulted the GPS
and nodded his head as he took the road to the left. We proceeded
along and to the right was the Township Park including one of the
old one room schools houses and the warehouse from the old narrow
gauge railroad station both of which had been relocated to this
spot and refurbished. I always think it’s nice that some localities
make the effort to preserve elements of their past.

In the next mile or so there were some small
residences that appeared to date from the latter years of the
Twentieth Century, in contrast to larger farm houses from a much
earlier era. It was interesting that the older houses showed signs
of poor maintenance and it was clear that very little farming was
being done. Very different from my boyhood years in that fields
that I recalled devoted to crops and hay were now in pasture or
growing into brush. There seemed to be very few livestock.

Soon we approached the first bridge crossing the
stream which we kids had called the Big Creek. Back in those days
it was a covered bridge and the first of three such structures over
the meandering stream to be crossed on the way home. All three had
been replaced in the years after the World War II probably because
the route was a state funded roadway. Too bad that they were gone
but I’d been told that there were several others in the County that
had been saved and restored.

It wasn’t long until we came to the village of
Tenmile. At this point the roadway parallels the stream at a
distance of about a couple hundred feet. The village didn’t seem to
have changed to the better as far as I could recall. I seemed to
remember a fair sized farmhouse and barn on the creek side of the
road near the center of the village which were now missing. This
was at about the location where the old covered bridge had been and
on the other side of the stream where the roadway snaked up the
hill. These were gone now, too and replaced by a newer crossing
further ahead where we turned right. Our destination was only about
two miles further on.

This final leg of the trip was somewhat
depressing. The roadway was on the west side of the narrow valley
and on the other side was where the railroad had been. In my
recollection there had been some trees but for the most part the
valley area had been generally open pasture land. Now it was like
driving through a forest. There had been two houses and
accompanying out buildings along the way. One had vanished and the
other was a picture of deferred maintenance along with junked cars
and other litter.

In a few minutes we were at the home place.
There were lots of changes from my childhood days. Looking across
the way was where the old train station which housed the general
store and post office and served as the village social center was
located. All gone, now and there was no evidence of the railroad
trestle where we kids climbed around. Likewise, in the adjacent
area there was no sign or remnants of the baseball field that had
occupied the attention of teenagers and returning World War Two
veterans for a few years and was about the only source of local
excitement. Other homes and structures that I remembered in the
area were gone.

Brad pulled the car into the lane and drove up
along the house. Overall it hadn’t changed much but it was obvious
that it was being well maintained. There were undoubtedly interior
upgrades and I was certain it was much more livable that when I
grew up there. Straight ahead was the structure that served as a
garage and we always called the wagon shed. Brad shut off the
engine, got out of the car and looked at the house for a few
seconds. I guess he was wondering if he should make himself known.
It wasn’t really necessary since he’d called a few days ago and let
them know about the mission.

Brad reached back into the car, retrieved the
package and we started out through the barnyard. The barn was
showing the ravages of time and I suspect its demise is not too far
in the future. We proceeded ahead around the upper side of the barn
on up into the orchard area. I hadn’t been there in years and it
was a real shocker. There were no fruit trees of any kind in
evidence. That really shouldn’t have been a surprise because even
when I was growing up most of them weren’t really well maintained.
We continued on around to the right where the two Transparent apple
trees, now long gone, had stood. This was my special spot.

I would come here when I was a youngster, even
up into my early teenage years. I would sit here and let my mind
wonder as I surveyed the countryside. As a little guy during the
war years, I surely daydreamed about performing heroic acts in
protecting my family. Later on as puberty took hold I probably
fantasized about encounters with female classmates. It was a good
spot to see a lot of the surrounding area, including the two-thirds
of our farm to the south that was mainly pasture and woodland as
well as the railroad line, trestle, and the station. From this high
spot one could see most of the half dozen or so houses that were in
the general area. For the most part, now it was mainly just
woodland. I wonder if it was really as pastoral and bucolic as my
mind has recorded it.

Brad sat there for a few minute just as I used
to do. I wonder what was going through his mind. At length he rose
to his feet. He opened the package, took out the urn and removed
the lid. With the urn in one hand, he rubbed his chin with the
other and looked skyward. Then remembering my letter he scattered
the ashes over a small area.

Good job, Brad. Now when you get back to your
home don’t forget to call the monument company to have them put an
end date on the grave stone and, by the way, thanks for bringing me
home.
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