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Opal Marley plinked the rim of
the glass lamp chimney with her forefinger then glanced over her
shoulder. Her mother did not appear. The nine year old sighed. A
crevice of sunlight from the kitchen window struck the chimney’s
curve. Momentarily she couldn’t see her hand or its cleaning rag
inside the chimney. A breeze fluttered the curtain, blocking the
brightness. There was her hand, still waiting, surrounded by glass.
Again she sighed and gently pulled her hand free.

After inspecting the chimney,
Opal set it alongside the others. Nine. Today’s nine done. And not
one cracked. Of course, she had chosen a smaller rag this time and
had not hurried. She had been just as careful as Calvin or Aggie or
Royce. Probably more so.

She mentally checked off her
completed chores. The breakfast dishes. Tinder box. Chamber pots.
Laundry collected, all except Aggie’s. She was not to snoop in her
sister’s things. Bed linens folded back to air. Last night’s
Gazette added to the pantry pile. Flour sifted for her mother’s
morning baking. And the chimneys. She couldn’t think of anything
left to do.

Quietly she moved from room to
room, replacing the chimneys, grateful that Royce had trimmed the
wicks and filled the lamps. She always seemed to spill the smelly
kerosene and could never clean it up enough to escape her mother’s
reprimand.

Opal stopped before the hat rack
mirror in the hall. She arched her neck, wrinkled her nose, shook
her finger at her reflection, and silently mimicked her mother’s
“Waste not, want not!” A smile died as she examined the girl before
her. Frizzy brown hair protesting the tie-back. Never cut and yet
not even below her shoulder blades. And big brown eyes, too big and
staring. She squinted then glared. Faint crow’s feet already traced
the corners of her eyes, and shadows hung under her eyes, as if she
was sick all the time. Her nose appeared narrow, straight, snippy.
And just look at the thin lips and pointed chin! Ugly—

“Will you stop
admiring yourself and get busy, young lady!”

Opal whirled, staring at her
mother descending the steep staircase. The line of the woman’s
ankle-length split skirt and high-necked white blouse emphasized
her height and elegance. The folds of a blue work shirt fell from a
mending hoop in her hand.

“I’m-I’m done,
Mama.”

“All those chimneys
sparkling clean?”

“Yes’m.”

“I won’t have to
replace any, will I?”

“No,
ma’am.”

“Everything else I
told you to do at breakfast?”

“Yes’m. The flour’s
in your big bowl with a towel over it—”

“Oh, dear! It is
getting on toward dinner, isn’t it.” Her mother looked at the shirt
tear she had been reweaving. “Well, I suppose you can go outside.
For a little while. Just stay out properly clean for
once.”

Opal headed for the door, hearing
her mother mumble something about “if she could only learn to cook
. . .”

After easing the screendoor
closed behind her, the girl skipped down the wide porch stairs.
Just as she rounded the evergreen at the porch corner, she stopped
to look up at her sister’s bedroom window. “Yeah, learn to cook
like Aggie,” she whispered and stuck out her tongue. Then she
flipped her head back and flounced a few steps, mimicking her
sister’s tantrum of the night before. “If I acted like that, Miss
Priss, I’d get a whippin’, sixteen or no,” Opal told the window.
She tried to picture her mother then her solemn father turning
Aggie across a knee. The image wouldn’t appear.

Wagon wheels creaked and horses
feet thudded on the lane from the fields. Opal ran down the sloping
farmyard to the water trough at the base of the barn’s windmill.
She pulled at the pump handle, straining with the stiffness of the
thing. A warning gurgle preceded an eruption of water, sending
muddy droplets onto her apron, stockings, and high-topped shoes.
She resignedly sighed and kept pumping.

The trough was nearly full when
Calvin leaned back on the reins stopping the bay team before her. A
whisper of wind carried forward the scent of the manure spreader.
She wriggled her nose then bit her lip and stopped
pumping.

“Where’s
Royce?”

Calvin wrapped the reins around
the brake handle and climbed to the ground ignoring her. He pulled
a faded bandana from his pocket and dipped it into the trough. Opal
leaned against the pump handle, wanting to stick out her tongue at
her oldest brother. Behind the tall, thin fifteen year old she
noticed the team shaking their heads and stretching their necks
against the harness toward the water. Calvin finally looked at
her.

“You been watchin’
the pigs?” He pointed at her apron. “Ma’ll tan your
hide.”

Opal shrugged. “I was tryin’ to
help with the horses. Royce lets me.”

“Well, I ain’t my
little brother!” He hesitated, squinting one eye at her. “But . . .
if you can reach them reins to loosen’em and can lead those horses
over here, I’ll let you water ‘em.”

She looked from her grinning
brother to the wide-backed, towering workhorses. Her eyes blurred.
She turned and walked stiffly toward the house. Calvin’s laugh
bounced off her back.

~

Wearing her only other apron,
Opal carried bowls of boiled potatoes and pickled cucumbers and
platters of fried ham and sliced tomatoes to the dinner table. Her
mother fretted and directed. The three male Marleys sat down,
immediately reaching for the food. Opal and her mother joined them
only after cutting the fresh cherry pies.

Opal saw her father’s fork and
knife come to rest. Jerome Marley looked around the table with
steady gray eyes.

“Where’s
Aggie?”

“She’s not feeling
well,” his wife answered.

“Yeah, her chewin’
out last night put her on her deathbed.”

“I didn’t ask you,
Calvin, did I?”

“No, sir.

Long moments passed, interrupted
only by the sounds of clinking forks. Opal concentrated on cleaning
her plate. Her father broke the silence.

“I’ll be going to
town about two, Mother. You’ll have to send your list with Opal
since Aggie’s sick.”

She blinked in disbelief. Her
mother stiffened. “Oh, Jerome! Don’t you think Calvin or
Royce—”

“I’ll take Opal. The
boys have their work.”

Opal glanced at her brothers.
Calvin stabbed at his meat. Royce winked at her. His little smile
made him seem older than Calvin.

~

The ride into town meant enduring
three miles of bouncing on a hard wagon seat. Opal didn’t mind. She
held her right hand over her apron pocket where the shopping list
nestled. Her mother had rewritten the list three times, explaining
her notes and preferences, then simplifying them. Opal had recited
her instructions perfectly, then kept mentally repeating them
enroute. Caught up in his grownup thoughts, her father had not
interrupted her rote exercise.

Little puffs of dust rose around
the horses’ feet as they trotted down the wide, quiet main street
of Guthrie Center, Iowa. A window groaned as it was opened. Opal
looked up at the second story of the Cafe-Hotel and saw a pale arm
beating a dust rag against the windowsill. The only other movement
was the tail of a saddle horse dozing at a hitch rail farther up
the street.

Her father stopped before the
green-striped awning of Baker’s Store. Opal thought of the
green-striped peppermint sticks inside and smiled. She wondered if
Mr. Baker had bought the awning to go with his peppermint or the
peppermint to go—

“Well, are you going
to sit here all day? I’ve got business at the bank.”

Opal bit her lip and quickly
scrambled to the ground. She didn’t look up or even wave as her
father went on his way. Suddenly confronted with actually attending
to family business, she cautiously stepped onto the wooden walk and
into the shade of the awning. Her hand fumbled for the list as she
passed through the open doorway of the mercantile.

Her eyes slowly adjusted to the
store’s darker interior. She drew a deep, deeper breath to savor
the smells of the place. New cloth, bolts of it. Perfumed soap.
Denim overalls. Vinegar from the pickle barrel. And the oil and
saddle soap of new leather. She tripped over something stacked on
the floor and sprawled forward, her feet tangled in leather
straps.

Mortification produced an
unladylike groan. Almost immediately, big, gentle hands turned her
over. “Are you all right, little one?”

Opal quickly nodded, aware of the
deep heat in her face creeping, spreading down over her body. She
flitted the briefest of glances into the face of her rescuer, the
young Dr. Tom Bartlett. She managed a tiny “Thank you, sir” and
bent forward to pull the offending leather straps from around her
ankles. A moment later Dr. Bartlett pulled her to her feet and
brushed the dust off her skirt.

“My list!”

Opal dropped back to her knees
searching frantically for the folded paper. Without hesitation, Dr.
Barlett joined her.

“Here it is.” He
picked up the scrap of paper and held it out to her.

Opal’s stomach shriveled until
she thought she would choke with the pain. She snatched the list
and held it against her chest as they stood facing one
another.

Mr. Baker’s footsteps echoed in
the confines of the store. “Here’s that special shaving soap, Tom.
This won’t make your neck itch, I’m sure.”

The young man patted Opal’s
shoulder and turned to the storekeeper. Opal thought about taking
the list to her father for him to take care of, but then she
remembered her mother’s expectations. She hoped Dr. Bartlett would
just pay for his soap and leave. Instead, he thumbed through some
magazines on the counter, chose one, and seated himself on a nearby
keg to scan its pages.

“Did you need
something, Opal?” Mr. Baker’s voice lost its friendliness when he
spoke to her. Opal just nodded and handed him the list as he
rounded the counter. His lips moved as he read the list to himself.
He tapped it with a knowing finger. “Okay. Yes, all except this
ribbon.” And he wandered off behind the counter, scratching his
bald spot and talking to himself.

Opal stood alone with Dr.
Bartlett. She shifted from one foot to the other, clasped and
unclasped her hands. She studied the wide shade pulled half-way
down the store’s big front window. As if really interested, she
bent and squinted at the glare of the empty afternoon
street.

“Here it is!” Dr.
Bartlett held up the magazine.

Opal jumped. “Pardon
me?”

Tom Bartlett looked up. “Oh, I’m
sorry, Opal. I-I guess I was talking to myself.”

Opal dropped her gaze to the
floor. She bit her lip and tried to keep the heat from her cheeks.
The young doctor leaned forward and tilted her chin up with one
finger until she looked at him.

“Didn’t mean to
embarrass you. Um, can you keep a secret?” he asked.

Opal’s uncertain frown faded the
pink of her cheeks. She looked at his red hair flowing neatly into
full side-burns, the sprinkling of freckles across his nose and
cheeks, the crystal blue of his eyes, totally focused on her. His
lips broadened in a half smile.

“I guess I
can.”

He stretched to look over his
shoulder where the merchant had disappeared into the back room then
dramatically waved her closer. Opal stepped nearer the counter and
looked over his shoulder at the magazine page he was pointing to, a
picture, a life-like drawing of one of those new
automobiles.

“An automobile,” she
whispered, liking the sound of the word.

“Isn’t it a beauty?”
Dr. Bartlett whispered back.

They both admired the picture a
moment more before he closed the magazine. “Now, you promise not to
tell a soul?”

Opal nodded solemnly.

“I’m going to get one
of those!”

Opal gasped. “You really, really
are?”

“Sh-h-h! I just
ordered it a couple of weeks ago. The people in Council Bluffs said
they could drive it out just before Christmas.”

“They’ll bring it
right here?”

“And teach me how to
drive it! What do you think of that?”

Opal grinned and clapped her
hands. “A real automobile right here!”

“Couldn’t believe
what I read about them. Had to go see one. Opal, you wouldn’t
believe how fast they get you from one place to another. Bad
weather will be nothing. Time will be nothing. And time, now, time
is what is important to a doctor, to anyone I guess.” He stopped
himself and winked at her. “But you can’t tell anybody. You’re the
only one in town to know.”

Opal’s eyes widened with her own
wonder and his enthusiasm. “Oh, I promise I won’t tell. Not even
Royce.”

Mr. Baker emerged from the back
room carrying a crate laden with packages and small tins and canned
goods. Dr. Bartlett threw a quick wink at Opal and stood to put the
magazine back on the counter. He bid the store owner good-day and
shoved his hands in his pocket and exited the door
humming.

Mr. Baker handed the list back to
Opal. Just as her mother had instructed, she began checking off the
things in the box. Her father’s heavy tread stopped her.

“Howdy, Simon. Got
her all fixed up?” He laid a possessive hand on his daughter’s
small shoulder.

“Sure do. And I got
that large box of harness goods all ready to go, if you’re
set.”

Opal had never seen her father so
cheerful and talkative, not even when his brother came to visit.
Calvin had told her that was the best time to ask for something,
out in the barn, after the men had visited for an hour or so while
sampling the progress of the corn mash still. Opal had never tested
the advice, though she often wondered what happened out there to
change him from solemn to laughing. Her father had always returned
to the house cheerful yet subdued, like a young horse trained to
walk but wanting to run. Now he looked like he had just had that
run.

“Yep, I’m all set.”
He pulled a small roll of money from his pocket. “Got an advance on
my corn. Just a little so I could get started.”

Mr. Baker took the money and
counted out most of it. Her father looked from the dollar he got
back to the end of the counter where several glass jars stood in a
neat row.

“I don’t suppose
you’d like a peppermint stick or two?” he asked Opal.

~

Opal licked and crunched the
heady sweetness all the way home. The closer they got to their
lane, the more solemn her father’s expression. Opal noticed he kept
glancing at her as if he were trying to make up his
mind.

“You got all the
things your Mama wanted?”

Opal almost dropped her candy
stub. “Yes, sir.” She squirmed on the hard seat and waited
politely.

“Um, Opal, I don’t
want you to say anything about me going to the bank, I mean to
either your mother . . . or anyone else.”

“Yes, sir.” She
popped the stub into her mouth and sucked hard.

“Or about that big
box I paid for at the store.”

Opal looked over her shoulder at
the large wooden box her father had heaved onto the wagon bed. She
nodded but her father didn’t seem to notice. He concentrated on the
reins bouncing lightly on the backs of the team. Regretfully she
finished chewing the precious candy so she could properly
respond.

“All right, Papa. I
won’t say anything.”

“It’s not like lying.
Saying nothing, that is. This is like a secret. A
surprise.”

“Oh, just like Dr.—”
She caught herself before revealing the first secret shared that
day. Her smile changed to seriousness. “Yes, sir. I understand.”
She sat up straighter and pushed her shoulders back. A tiny
tightness pricked her neck.

~

The fall crops had been in for
two weeks before Opal found out what her father was doing with the
box of leather goods he had carried into the woodshed.

Every night since that mid-summer
trip to town he had left the house for an hour or two after his
supper pipe. He walked to the woodshed, unlocked it, and
disappeared inside with the bolted door keeping his secret. Calvin
told Royce and Opal he solved the mystery because he had pried the
door hinges, looked around, and fixed everything back in place so
the old man would be none the wiser. After fingering the
well-seated hinges, Opal concluded he lied.

When Calvin told them he saw
Uncle Ned and their father moving their corn makin’s from the barn
to the shed, Opal giggled uncontrollably. Every night as she
watched her father putting out his pipe preparing to go out to his
evening’s work, she giggled, remembering.

Never one to miss an opportunity
to complain or criticize, Aggie glared at her little sister. “Mama,
instead of helping clear away dishes, Opal keeps glancing at Papa
and laughing.”

“And why are you
laughing at your father, young lady?” The woman’s voice cut into
the cozy silence of the kitchen like an ax splitting
wood.

Opal looked from her mother to
her puzzled father. She flinched at the shadow in his eyes.
“No-o-o. I wasn’t laughing at you, Papa. I-I . . .”

“Then what? Laughing
over your chores? You think they’re silly?”

“No, ma’am. It was a
joke I heard at school.”

Miriam Marley rolled her eyes in
disgust. “Oh, well, I don’t want to hear—”

“I want to hear it,
Opal.” Opal’s eyes widened as she met with her father’s gaze. “But
outside, Miriam. Opal can tell me while she is helping me with some
work, instead of helping you two. Everyone needs a break from their
routine chores once in a while.”

Opal bit her lip to keep from
smiling at her mother’s stunned expression. But the moment of humor
gave way to confusion on the way to the shed. Even in school, she
had never been a good storyteller and her father expected to hear
something funny.

Standing outside the shed as her
father opened the door, Opal wrung her hands. She didn’t want to
tell on Calvin and get him in trouble, but not one joke came to
mind, either.

They stepped into the shed and
her father motioned for Opal to close the door as he lit the lamp.
Strips and pieces of raw leather lay strewn about a long, narrow,
hand hewn workbench in the center of the 12 x 14 room. Leather and
dye smells mingled with the pine and walnut woods waiting for
winter fires. Two shiny, black horse collars hung side by side from
pegs on one wall. Her father took one down and straddled the bench.
Opal’s mouth dropped open.

“Well?” he
asked.

“Ah, I-I can’t
remember exactly how the joke—”

“No, no. I don’t care
about that. I mean, how do you like the harness so far?”

Opal’s shoulders slumped with
relief. Then it dawned on her that her father had asked for her
opinion. He wanted her to make a judgment of his handiwork. She
pulled herself up proudly and stared hard at the harness. A warmth
blossomed in her chest.

“Well?”

“Oh, Papa! I didn’t
know you could do something like this.” She stretched out her hand
and stroked the shiny curve of the nearest collar.

“I guess I never told
you youngins that my grandpa made saddles and such back in Vermont.
That’s how he made his living. I got to help a little before he
died.” For a long moment, her father studied the collar for some
defect, though he blinked his eyes too much to really see anything.
“I made up my mind that this year I was goin’ to make somethin’ he
had talked about but never got to do. And I need your help to get
on with it.”

The shed was cold enough to see
their breaths, but the rest of the evening Opal felt cozy warm from
the inside out. Her father showed her how he wanted to finish off
the underside of the collars, the inside of the curve that rested
on the horse’s shoulders. The collar would actually end up hollow.
Only her little hand could possibly fit into the hollow space to
work the leather needle through and insert it into the next tiny
hole-punch of the leather’s seam. Opal eagerly sat down before him
and reached for the collar to get started.

“Wait a minute. Don’t
you want to know what the collar’s hollow space is for?”

“Oh. I guess
so.”

“That’s the best
part, daughter!” Laying the collar on the bench, he leaned over to
take up a foot-square box. He set the box down in the middle of the
collar’s oval and carefully pulled the box lid up and off. A layer
of coarse cotton padding hid the contents. Gently, almost
reverently, he lifted the padding. Nestled in more padding were
five bells, three inches in diameter, their yellow brass catching
the lamp’s dancing light.

“Oh-h-h-h, sleigh
bells!”

“Yep. Ten bells for
each collar. For the inside of each collar. You’ll be sewin’ them
inside the collar. See? See where I
punched holes for the stitchin’? They’ll rest in that hollow space
and the opening will rest against the horse’s neck. Every time the
horse steps, the collar bounces and jingles fill the air. BUT . . .
no one sees any bells. This’ll be the finest harness in the county
and the most talked about. Your mother will be able to hold her
head high, for sure!”

“And no one will ever
guess how we did it!”

“We won’t tell,
either. Our secret, yours and mine. Right?”

“Right!”

~

The snows filtered down and blew
away all through November. Opal and Jerome Marley finished the
sleigh harness before Thanksgiving. Both of them had sore and
punctured fingers. Opal’s quickly healed. The middle finger on her
father’s right hand remained swollen and tender. Then it grew a
little stiff. He became angry when his wife reprimanded him for
carelessly hurting himself and endangering their very livelihood if
he couldn’t work his land.

Opal tried not to look at his
hands, especially the sore one. It was hard not to think about how
he had earned the pain he stubbornly ignored. She wondered if she
could have done more of the sewing. Yet, something very grown up
inside her understood how proud he was of his own handiwork, as
well as her part in it.

Every day he stood at the barn
doors, waiting for her as she trudged up the lane after school.
Together they studied the sky. He speculated on the weather; she
would watch the waving of his bandaged hand.

Half way up the lane one day, she
missed him at his station. Dr. Bartlett’s sleek, light buggy and
patient horse stood before the house. A heavy darkness threatened
her mind and squeezed her chest as she ran forward. Out of breath
and terrified, she slammed the kitchen door behind her. Her mother
jerked up from pouring tea for the young man. Surprise,
embarrassment, then anger washed across the woman’s
face.

“My goodness, Opal,
you would make a guest think you were an uncivilized Indian,
bursting in the house that way. Please excuse yourself.”

Opal bit her lip and tried to
appear smaller. “I’m—I’m sorry, sir.”

“That’s quite all
right, Opal. You look excited to be home. Were you expecting some
surprise?”

“Yes . . . I mean . .
. Is Papa—”

“Dr. Bartlett came to
check your sister, not your father!” Her mother turned to the stove
to place the teapot atop the warming oven.

Dr. Bartlett’s smile faded. He
spoke to her mother, but kept his eyes on Opal’s face, “Is
something wrong with Mr. Marley?”

“His finger—” Opal
tried.

Her mother cut her off with an
icy stare. “He sustained a small cut on his finger, but with
soaking and some ointment, it is coming along nicely, thank
you.”

“Some farm cuts can
get nasty—”

“Dr. Bartlett, it is
a rare farmer who cannot treat his own little injuries. I am sure
you have more substantial concerns to spend your time and energy
on.”

Opal envisioned her sister
stretched out on her bed upstairs with an afghan over her lap and a
cool cloth on her forehead. Then she pictured her father’s stiff
and reddened hand.

“Yes, time is
valuable, for anyone, not just a doctor. Right, Opal?” He was
smiling again.

“Oh . . . yes, it is,
Dr. Bartlett.” He winked at her and Opal felt warm and drawn to him
as she had on that summer afternoon. Her smile disappeared,
however, when she saw her mother’s arched eyebrows

~

On the second Monday in December
it began to snow, seriously, serenely. It stayed on the ground.
Wednesday night and Thursday more came down, heavy, wet, packed.
Jerome Marley whispered to his daughter that Saturday would be the
big day.

At breakfast on Saturday Opal
couldn’t eat much. Finally her father announced they would all be
going to town at ten o’clock sharp, with everyone in their Sunday
best, no questions asked. He told Opal she was to be ready “quick
smart” and help him with the horses, instead of the boys. Finally,
he ordered everyone, but Opal, to stay in the house until
called.

Adamantly refusing to answer his
wife’s questions, the head of the household went upstairs to
quickly get ready himself. He hurried out of the house before the
dishes were done.

By the time Opal reached the
barn, the big box sleigh had been pulled into place before the
great doors. Inside she found her father fumbling with the new
harness, chiding himself for over polishing the troublesome
buckles. Opal tried not to notice. She laid out the leathers on the
barn floor after her father led the bay draft horses into place,
then tossing the shiny leathers and chain across their backs for
the first time. A wink from her father made her heart race. The
matched draft horses stomped and unseen bells filled the crisp air.
For a moment, father and daughter stood back and just looked. Opal
hated the thought of horse sweat and frosted horse breath
collecting on and dulling the hand-formed leather and
metal.

The bells tinkled again and
Jerome Marley laughed outright. Opal closed her eyes to memorize
the two sounds. In her mind she saw the hidden bells forever brass
bright within the collars. A big hand lightly squeezed her
shoulder. She opened her eyes on the bandaged hand.

“Get to the house,
daughter, and tell the rest of the Marleys, we’re going to town in
style!”

Confused feelings swirled in her
as she ran back to the house. Why should she feel cheated, sad, and
frightened all at one time? Mounting the porch steps, she saw the
parlor curtains rustle. She clamped her jaw to force back her silly
tears just before the front door opened.

Within moments the family members
picked their way across the snow toward the sleigh. The boys helped
their mother and sisters into the sleigh box, then climbed in to
nestle into the blankets and fresh hay. With a jerk, the team
started forward. A melodious jingle drifted around them. Everyone
but the smug Opal sat up, leaned over the side or tried to stand
enough to see over the seat where the head of the household was
perched.

“Jerome, that’s a new
harness,” his wife pulled at her husband’s coat tail.

“That it is, Miriam,”
he called over his shoulder.

“It must’ve
cost—”

“Hardly nothin’,
Miriam. Made it myself using a little corn money!”

“But, Papa, where are
the bells?” Aggie was awed.

“We’ll never tell.
Will we, Opal? The Marleys will be famous, our names on everyone’s
lips! Just sit back and enjoy it!”

~

Christmas shoppers scurried
everywhere along the main street of town, but slowed or stopped to
look as the Marleys and their hidden bells passed. When Jerome
pulled to a stop, a small crowd quickly formed. He jumped down and
kept the curiosity seekers back, good naturedly saying he “didn’t
want his horses spooked.” A couple of his neighbors tried to edge
close but bowed to his friendly threats and banter. Miriam Marley
beamed at the crowd, her children, her husband. She formally
announced the family had better get on with their shopping and
asked her husband to give her a hand down. When everyone was all
out, Jerome agreed to join his friends at the pool hall. He waved
Opal over and asked her to stay with the horses “to guard the
secret.” Within a few moments she was alone with her proud charge.
Just as she was struggling to swing a blanket onto the near lead
horse, a familiar voice greeted her.

“You Marleys know how
to stir up curiosity, I’ll say that for you!” Dr. Bartlett took the
blanket and swept it onto the bay’s back.

“Papa and I had the
best time making it all. Isn’t it a beauty?”

“Seems to me, I said
something like that about my you-know-what last summer. I guess I
couldn’t say less about all this.”

“Thank you.” She
grinned broadly.



“It does beat all,
though. How did you make it?”

Opal bit her lip then looked him
right in the eye. “Papa made me promise not to tell
anybody.”

“Well, I shared my
secret with you.” He feigned hurt feelings.

“Well . . . I-I
haven’t told a soul, honest I haven’t.” She cocked her head. “This
is kind of like that, don’t you think?”

His laugh sent a puff of frozen
breath into the air. “How about when I get my you-know-what, I come
out and show it to you. Would you tell me then?”

Opal’s eyes grew round. “You
would really bring it right to our farm?”

“I’d even give you a
ride! But only if you promise to tell me about the
bells.”

~

Two Saturdays later, Opal was
slowly, slowly filling the kerosene lamps at the sink sideboard
when the back door slammed.

“Opal, run quick and
get some blankets!” Royce shouted, his chest heaving with ragged
breaths.

“What—”

“It’s Doc Bartlett.
He got a new-fangled auto . . . and he was comin’ up Fraser’s hill
. . . Pa an’ me saw it start to roll backwards . . . It hit that
big oak at the bottom, an’ . . . an’ made an awful loud crash. Pa
said to run . . . for the sleigh . . . an’ to bring
blankets.”

Opal turned cold then numb. Her
mouth dropped open. “He was comin’ to show me—”

Royce gave her a shove. “Get the
blankets!” And he ran back out the kitchen door.

Royce and Calvin were just
hooking the bays to the sleigh when Opal arrived at the barn, her
coat flapping, her arms loaded with quilts. Their rushing and
yelling at one another had the horses prancing. A merry jingle
drowned out the boys’ words. Opal stared at the fancy gear. Why had
they grabbed that instead of the work harness.

“Get out of the way!”
Calvin scooped the quilts out of her arms and tossed them into the
sleigh. Two steps up and he was on the narrow seat beside Royce,
taking up the reins. She scrambled into the box without their
excited notice. A slap of the reins later, the agitated horses
jerked the sleigh forward. Within a few strides they managed an
awkward run down the slick, snow-packed lane toward the road, the
sleigh easily gliding behind. The winter air whipped across Opal’s
face making her eyes tear. She didn’t mind as she knelt against the
box side, clutching the edge, leaning out to see but terrified of
what waited.

Calvin sawed on the reins to slow
the team as they crested Fraser’s hill. Royce worked the brake.
They eased down the slope. As if forced to look, Opal stood up and
braced herself against the seat so she could get a better
view.

Beyond the horses’ heads a shiny
black and silver car faced them. Her father sat on the running
board of the driver’s side, his hat in his hand. He stood slowly as
they stopped. Opal followed on her brother’s heels as they jumped
into the snow and stumbled forward.

“You made good time,
boys, but there was no need,” Jerome pushed the words out. “He was
gone when I got here.”

Opal stared from her father’s
down-cast eyes to the wide glass of the automobile’s windshield. A
quiet closed around them, then one of the team shook and the bells
jingled. She started forward. “He didn’t go anywhere, Papa. He’s
sitting right there.”

“Yes, daughter,
but—”

She slipped around his
outstretched hand and stopped beside the car door. Through the
glass window she could see Tom Bartlett. His hat had fallen off his
head freeing his neatly combed red hair, several strands sticking
straight out over his brow. She wondered why he didn’t sweep it
back up in place. Then she realized his chin jutted to the side,
his mouth hung open, his eyes looked like dull marbles.

“He’s dead, Opal. He
couldn’t stop this contraption and it broke his neck.” Jerome
Marley spoke gently. “You go back to the sleigh.”

Opal’s gaze moved slowly over the
automobile. The gray winter sky reflected here and there in the
mirror-black of the thing. Her father laid his hand on her
shoulder.

She tried to swallow but
couldn’t. “He was coming to show me . . . give me a ride . . . and
I was going to show him how we . . .”

She looked down at her father’s
right hand on her shoulder. The bandage had come off. The black
skin of the middle finger stretched taut, shiny with swelling,
shiny like the black car. She lurched away from his gentle squeeze
and ran to the sleigh, her hands over her ears to shut out any
sound from the bells.
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“I don’t care to ever
see that man again!” Miriam Marley pulled the pin from her straw
hat and carefully laid the hat on the kitchen table, as if
arranging it beside the kerosene lamp for effect. She stood a
moment, staring at the hat and smoothing the ends of the wide black
ribbon tacked around the crown that very morning. Then she turned
to the stove to stoke the fire under the cold coffee
pot.

Her three remaining children
nervously glanced at one another. Calvin, now her eldest, shrugged
in disgust, dropped into a chair, and stared at his big, calloused
hands. Twenty-year-old Royce squeezed his younger sister’s shoulder
and silently pointed her toward the pantry.

“I’ll get out some
pie . . . or something . . . before you have to go home,” Opal
barely whispered, looking plaintively at him.

“You better believe
me!” Their mother continued, banging the pot onto the burner plate.
“That Howard Sikes will pay. I’ll make him pay! That man killed my
Aggie!” Savoring her rage, she clenched her jaw.

“Now, Mama, you know
that’s not so. The baby was too much . . . I mean, the doctor told
you it just took too long.” Royce reached out to put his hand on
her back.

She stepped away to collect cups
and plates. “No, I warned her . . . I warned her!”

“If you ask me it was
that damned doctor. He shoulda done more. He went to school an’
all. It was his doin.‘“ Calvin nodded his head as his voice started
to rise. His mother turned with one eyebrow cocked. He looked away
and continued “An’ Howard. He . . . He shoulda known she was too
sickly to have a baby. Shoulda left her be.”

Royce scowled at his brother.
“That is the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. They had been married
for four years. That’s all Aggie talked about!”

“You must be the
expert, huh, big married man?” Calvin snickered.

“Royce Marley, the
subject is closed. Just heed what I said.” Mrs. Marley jerked the
pie tin from her daughter. “Don’t stand there like a ninny. We
can’t eat with our fingers!”

Opal got out the forks and
quietly laid them on the table. “I’m not hungry. I . . . I didn’t
collect my eggs this morning.” Without waiting for an
acknowledgment, the fifteen-year-old turned and exited into the
clean crispness of the Iowa spring day.

“Don’t get that dress
dirty!” drifted out the door after her. She put her hands over her
ears, running as hard as she could across the yard to the
barn.

At the doorway Opal hesitated,
the shadowy interior made darker by her hot tears. She stumbled to
the ladder and climbed into the quiet of the hay loft. The new-mown
smell was gone. Dust drifted in the air. Winter need had used about
three-fourths of last summer’s harvest, yet the loose hay still lay
deep enough to drag at her feet. She dropped into a sloping mound,
not caring that the hay would stick to her good clothes. Blankly
she stared at a shaft of light slanting down from the vent window
at the barn’s peak. Dust particles twinkled there and seemed to
float up instead of down. Her head ached.

“Okay if I come up?”
Royce asked from the top of the ladder.”

Opal nodded. As he crossed to
her, she hurriedly dried her eyes. A long moment passed after he
sat down.

“It always smells
good up here, don’t it,” he stated more than asked.

“I guess.”

They both watched the dust
dancing in the sunlight.

“Royce?”

“Yeah.”

“I never got along
with Aggie.”

He studied her a moment then
wiped a tear from the end of her narrow, little nose. “So who made
it a law we had to get along with everyone in our
family?”

Opal looked into his eyes, as
large and brown as her own. His lids were puffy and reddened from
the funeral. Calvin hadn’t cried.

“Do you think Mama
means it?” she asked.

“Means
what?”

“Making Howard pay.
What can she do to him?”

“Nothing really, Ope.
Ma’s just . . . spouting off. She wants the whole world to know
she’s hurting. Aggie was . . . a part of her, you know.”

“But she sounds so
mean about it. You’d think she would understand he’s hurting,
too.”

Royce shrugged. “I don’t know.
She’ll get better. Like after Pa died.”

“I don’t think so.”
Royce’s eyebrows shot up, so she stumbled on. “It was different
then. I kinda thought Ma was . . . well, she was worried, but she
was kinda . . . relieved.” Opal’s voice trailed away and she looked
down at her folded hands.

Royce studied her with the
realization that she had just voiced what he had always felt. He
reached out to pat her trembling arm.

She didn’t look up. “Now, with
Aggie gone . . . well . . .” She looked up into his eyes. “Royce,
Ma never favored me. Do you think that will be . . .
worse?”

He pulled her close and held her
hard so she wouldn’t see his returning tears. “Whew, Ope! I . . . I
don’t know. You just have to be tough. It’ll pass. Whatever happens
. . . it’ll pass.”

~

Opal quickly closed the door of
Baker’s General Store against the wind sweeping Guthrie Center’s
main street. As she untied her head scarf, she looked for Royce in
the large, merchandise-crowded room. He had been clerking there and
living in town since his short stint in the Army and subsequent
marriage.

Joe Glesman, a farmer from south
of town, occupied a folding chair close to the central pot-bellied
stove. Two other men peered over his shoulder as he read aloud the
latest news about the war against Germany.

“Ugly business!”
Hiram Kleps interrupted, straightening his back.

Joe rattled his paper. “I ain’t
done, Hiram!”

“I heard ‘nough!” The
old man removed his hat to run his fingers through his thinning
hair, then replaced the shapeless felt with a tug. “Makes me sick
ta my stomach ta hear of big generals sendin’ numbers here an’
there. Then only a smaller number comin’ back. Those are men . . .
boys . . . gone forever! An’ what for?” He almost ran Opal down as
he slammed out the door.

Joe carefully folded the paper.
“What’s wrong with him?”

Theo Barry sat down beside him.
“Seems he got a letter from some Chicago cousin. She told him their
menfolk left in Germany . . . every last Kleps was killed . . . the
first months of the war.”

The two farmers fell silent,
hunching toward the stove’s warmth. Opal looked away quickly,
feeling like an eavesdropper. Her gaze shifted to a recruitment
poster. A burly young man strode forward brandishing a rifle across
his chest. Rosy cheeks and sharp, brown uniform. His jaw set tight
against the helmet strap. His piercing blue eyes confronting the
enemy. The Germans. Young men like himself.

Royce returned from the back room
hefting a 25-pound bag of flour on his shoulder. Rounding the
counter, he flipped it onto the floor beside the sale bins. A cloud
of white dust rose into his face as he bent to rip the threads from
the top of the bag. The dust collected on his eyebrows and lashes
and whitened his face into a death-like pallor. Opal caught her
breath and turned to nervously finger the bolts of cloth displayed
just inside the door.

“Hey, Royce!” Joe’s
chair creaked. Royce looked up. “You disgusted or . . .
disappointed about not makin’ it into the war?”

Royce wiped the flour from his
face with his apron.

“Sometimes . . .
both. I’ve got a wife now and . . . responsibilities. I guess I was
meant to be here.”

“I don’t think that
brother of yours woulda volunteered.” Opal tried to shrink against
the bolts. A frowning Theo nudged Joe’s arm. Joe flinched,
reddening in embarrassment. “I mean, him havin’ your Ma an’ sister
to look after.”

“Joe, you might be
surprised to know he did go to Des Moines, but that back of his
kept him out of it.”

Theo took a chaw of tobacco from
his pocket. “I bet he’ll have trouble with that back the rest of
his life. ‘Course he’s lucky he wasn’t crippled. Your Ma’s had her
share without that.”

Royce stared down thoughtfully at
the open flour bag. “Yeah, she did a lot of cryin’ over his fall
and ten months in bed . . . We nearly lost the farm . . . Yeah,
that was a hard time for our family, but different from now . .
.”

The door opened and a young woman
entered with a toddler in tow. His reverie broken, Royce looked up
with a businessman’s half smile that faded when he saw Opal beside
the door.

“Hello, Ope.
What’s—”

“Mama heard Howard
was coming to town for some bank business. She made Calvin bring us in and she wants you over
there.”

“Why?”

Opal glanced at the men at the
stove. It was their turn to look away. “I don’t know! She just
started yelling orders at Calvin then . . . put on her . . .
funeral clothes. Royce, she hasn’t really talked to anybody since
the funeral. You haven’t been there. She’s just
different!”

Royce began untying his apron.
“She’s at the bank now?”

Opal nodded. “Sitting on the
bench inside the door, waiting.”

Royce crossed the brick street in
long strides. Opal trotted to keep up. At the thick glass doors of
the State Bank, he stopped to get his breath and plaster a
half-smile on his face again. He opened the “In” door and motioned
Opal inside with a gentlemanly sweep of his hand.

To the right of the doorway stood
a high-backed walnut bench. Miriam Marley sat in the middle of it,
her back straight, her hands clenched together in her lap, her eyes
staring a hole in the polished wood floor. She was dressed exactly
as she had been for the funeral. Still in his work overalls and
dirty boots, Calvin slouched in the far corner of the bench. Royce
quizzed him with his eyes, but Calvin only shrugged.

“I brought Royce,
Mama,” Opal spoke softly. Her mother didn’t move.

“Ma! Glad to see you
in town,” Royce spoke casually as he sat down beside her. She
raised her eyes but did not look at him. “You have some business to
do? I could get Mr. Talborg for you.”

“I am
waiting.”

“For
what?”

She sighed impatiently, opening
and closing her hands, but not answering.

“Ma, I don’t know
what you’re thinking, but don’t make . . .” He looked around the
room. Two men stood at the little cashier’s windows talking in
murmurs to the clerks. A woman sat at a desk beyond the wood
railing, laughing softly at something Stephen Talborg had just
said. “Please, Ma, don’t say anything here, in public. You have
never liked people to gossip. Don’t give them something
now.”

“Young man, since
when did I give you permission to tell me what to do?”

Opal licked her lips. She had
thought Royce could do something, wake her mother up, make her
herself, anything to make things normal again. She suddenly noticed
strands of unkempt hair trailing down her mother’s neck. Miriam
Marley never left her room, let alone her house unless her hair was
impeccable. A prickle of fear ran down Opal’s neck. She turned to
look out the glass door. Howard Sikes was just mounting the steps
of the bank.

“Royce, he’s here,”
she whispered.

The brothers stood with their
mother as the bank door opened. Howard nodded solemnly to his
former in-laws as he closed the door. No one responded. He frowned
and hesitantly started toward Mr. Talborg’s desk.

“Howard
Sikes!”

“Mother!” Royce
reached for her elbow, but she jerked away.

“I came to talk to
him and I will. I have a right!”

Opal backed to the wall beside
the door, wishing she could have stayed home. Everyone in the bank
watched. When Howard turned she saw bluish shadows under his eyes
and deep lines pulling at the corners of his mouth. He seemed a
little bent in comparison to the rigid woman confronting
him.

“The formalities have
been observed, Howard,” Mrs. Marley spoke deliberately.

“I guess so, Ma’am,
if you mean . . . her affairs an’ all.”

“I mean my daughter
has been properly laid to rest, condolences received, and thanks
given.”

“Yes . . . yes,
that’s so.” He looked from one Marley to another.

“You are done with
her and her things. Her clothes, her toiletries . . . the vanity
set I gave her . . . her . . . sewing box . . .
everything.”

“Mother!” This time
Royce tried to step between her and her quarry. “Stop this right
now! You’re out of your head!”

Miriam Marley stepped around her
son and right up to the puzzled Sikes. “You got what you wanted
from her. She’s gone. You have no more need or claim on her things.
I am her mother. I want them . . . I want to hold them. I have a
right to cherish them . . . since I can’t cherish her.”

Howard drew back from her as if
she were coiled. His dark eyes widened as he shook his head in slow
disbelief.

“For gawd sakes, Ma!
This ain’t decent!” Calvin finally found his voice.

“Decent? He’s the one
who took her before her time! She died because of him! Died trying
to make me a grandmother.”

Royce put his arms around her as
she tilted, losing her balance. “I’m sorry, Howard,” he murmured,
cradling her head against his shoulder. Still, his mother had no
tears.

Calvin opened the door so Royce
could support her down the steps. He started to wave a hand toward
Sikes but shrugged and followed them.

Only Opal was left. Howard
stretched his hands toward her. “She can have anything.”

“It’s just that she
loved Aggie . . . so much.”

Howard nodded. “I’ll send it all
over.” He straightened a little. “But you tell her I lost a wife
and a daughter. Will you tell her that?”

Opal wanted to faint but managed
to run out the door instead.

~

The Friday after Memorial Day,
Royce invited himself and his wife, Mae, for dinner at the farm.
Stoically, his mother went about preparing the evening’s roast beef
dinner. She had just poured the drippings into a pan atop the stove
when Calvin slammed the screen door and headed for the sink board
where Opal stood peeling potatoes.

“Get yourself cleaned
up for dinner. Your brother and his wife are coming over,” his
mother ordered.

Calvin rolled his eyes. “Wrong. I
ain’t spendin’ one evenin’ with those two. I’m goin’ into
town.”

“It’s not like they
come over all the time. Your brother said it was
important.”

Calvin hesitated. “Important?
How’d he sound?”

“Sound? Happier than
you sound right now.” She shifted into her lecturing voice. “You
could make an effort—”

“The only effort I’m
makin’” Calvin interrupted, “is gettin’ from here to the pool hall!
I work my butt off every day, dawn to dark, an’ I’ve earned
it!”

“Don’t talk to me
that way. I know you deserve a little fun, but, just one
night—”

“No! I need time . .
. away from this hell—”

“Watch
it!”

“—hole! It’s gettin’
me down, wearin’ me out!”

It was Opal’s turn to roll her
eyes. Calvin set his jaw and glared at her before tossing his
soiled towel onto her stack of clean potatoes. Opal noticed her
mother studying him as he strode from the kitchen, bound for his
room and a change of clothes.

“Mama, will he come
home drunk, again? I don’t like putting him to bed.”

“Now, you watch your
tongue, young lady. He’s just a boy getting rid of some tension . .
. and . . . restlessness. He works hard on this place. He’s got to
have some fun now and then.” She looked her daughter up and down.
“Put those potatoes to boil and at least get a clean blouse on. Try
to do something with your hair, too! I don’t know why you couldn’t
have been born with my thick hair instead of Marley
frizz!”

A few minutes later with her hair
tied back in a ribbon and her white shirtwaist on, Opal descended
the stairs. Standing before the hall mirror, her mother carefully
examined her own reflection. Suddenly the woman gasped and bent
even closer. Her fingers searched the upswept brown hair, stopped
and yanked out a single strand. As she twisted her head looking for
other offenders, she saw Opal at the corner of her
vision.

“I’m just . . . just
removing some, ah, discolored hairs. Don’t gawk! Finish setting the
table!”

~

Dinner was an uncomfortable
affair. Eighteen-year-old Mae remained as quiet as Opal and
responded only in monosyllables. Mrs. Marley exaggerated politeness
toward her daughter-in-law and curtly snapped at her son. Royce
made several attempts at casual conversation, but local gossip was
not his forte. He hurried through the meal, frequently smiling at
his young wife and winking at Opal.

After clearing the dishes, they
took their cake and coffee to the chairs and swing on the front
porch. Opal sat on the top step. In between bites, she watched
swallows dip and glide in the evening sky above the barn. Outside
it didn’t seem to matter that no one talked.

Finally, Royce cleared his
throat. “That was a fine meal, Mama. You, too Opal. Wish Calvin
could have been here.”

His mother took the last sip of
her coffee. “Well, that’s a new one. Since when did you and your
brother become such good friends?”

“Ma,
please—”

“Calvin went to town
to . . . relax,” Opal interrupted and immediately regretted
it.

“You mean to drink!
Is this his fourth or fifth trip in this week?”

“That’s enough, Royce
Marley! He’s just a boy who needs . . . to get away from all this
responsibility.”

Royce stood up, pulling away from
Mae’s gentle hand. “He’s not a boy. He’s a grown man. Like Aggie
was a grown woman. Each of them adults making their own choices.
Some choices you liked, some you didn’t.”

“Number one, young
man, you don’t talk to me in that tone. Number two, this is
pointless. Opal, let’s get the dishes washed up—”

“I’m not a young man!
I’m a grown man, too. Mae and I came here tonight,” his voice
softened, “to tell you we’re going to have a baby.”

Miriam Marley arched one eyebrow.
“Oh, so that is what was so important! Well, Calvin really missed
something. Opal carry these dishes in. And be careful with your
grandmother’s . . . my mother’s china. You two just sit in the
swing and don’t mind us. Maybe Calvin will come home early and you
can share the good news with him, too!” The screen door banged
shut.

Royce blew out an explosive
breath. “I told you, Mae. I told you!”

“Honey, maybe it just
came too close to Aggie and all.” Mae rose to put her arms around
his waist.

“Maybe. But I am glad
she heard it at home, from me. I’d rather have her spouting off
here than to some busybody in town.”

“I’m glad for you,”
Opal offered cheerfully as she collected their plates and cups.
They smiled at her. “When will all this take place?”

“Around my
twenty-first birthday,” Royce grinned.

“Opal!” her mother
called from the kitchen.

She scooped up the stacked
dishes. “Ma’ll get used to the idea, being a grandma, I mean.” And
the girl opened the screen door with her free hand and disappeared
inside.

Royce gave Mae a squeeze. “Whew!
That girl’s a case! Always surprising me. I think, once again,
she’s right.”

“About
what?”

“Miriam Marley just
doesn’t want to grow old and be a grandma!”

~

After midnight the slam of the
back door and subsequent cursing drew mother and daughter to the
kitchen. Calvin stood at the door, weaving dangerously, attempting
to free his snagged shirt. Miriam turned up the lamp on the table.
Opal stopped at the hall entry, rubbing her eyes and
yawning.

“This sonofabitch
won’t let go,” Calvin mumbled.

“Stand still and I’ll
get it loose.” His mother slapped at his clumsy hands. “You rip
this shirt and you’ll fix it yourself, young man.”

“Like hell I will! I
do all the rest of the work on this farm. You can do that mush . .
. I mean, much.”

As the shirt came free, her
slender hand flew up, swift and sure. The slap made Opal jump.
Calvin caught his mother’s wrist and shoved her away, slowly,
almost gently.

“You don’t slap a
grown man, Ma, even if you don’t like what he says or does. You
heed me?” The kerosene flame flickered, bouncing shadows across the
room.

“I’ve never been
talked to like that. What’s gotten into you?” She wrapped her arms
around herself.

“Age. I’m old and I
ain’t done nothin’.”

Her mother swallow hard. “Drink
makes a man say and do things.”

“A man? Did you say
‘a man’?”

“Calvin!”

“Well, Aggie taught
this man somethin’.”

“Don’t you speak her
name with alcohol on your breath!”

“Humph!” He pulled
out a kitchen chair and dropped into it. “Agatha Anne Marley Sikes.
There. I got it out, Ma!” He pointed an unsteady finger at his
glaring mother. “By dying, she taught me I need to do some living
and Old Man Royce . . . Yeah, Royce Edward Marley, he’s teaching me
the same thing.” Calvin tried to bring his foot up to pull off his
boot. He nearly tipped off the chair.

“Nonsense!” His
mother waved a disgusted hand and swept past Opal.

Calvin looked up to see the
woman’s chenille robe disappear into the hall darkness. He shook
his head. “Lil’ sis, don’t grow old. Ish . . . It hurzs . . .
lotz.”

“Oh, Calvin, why
don’t you shut up!” And Opal left him to get his own boots
off.

~

The following Friday night Calvin
didn’t even make it home from town. The next morning an exhausted
Opal finished the heavy chores by nine. Crossing the yard with two
half-filled milk buckets, she spied Royce’s light buggy enter the
lane. She set the buckets down at the cellar door.

Her mother rose from weeding the
garden. She carefully stepped across the tidy rows of sprouting
green, pulling off her gloves. Only the thin line of her lips
showed from under the shadows of her sunbonnet, but Opal could feel
the coldness in the gaze targeting the vehicle.

Royce guided his horse around the
yard in a wide loop and pulled up at the graveled front walk.
Calvin slumped in the corner of the seat, his long legs bent and
slack. The stop snapped his head forward, awakening him. He rubbed
his face with both big hands as Royce alighted.

The younger brother evaluated his
mother’s approach as he tied his horse to the ringed post at the
corner of the walk. “Morning, Mama. I bring the prodigal son to
you.”

“That’s not funny,”
Mrs. Marley rolled her shoulders back. “Well, Calvin, I hope you
enjoyed yourself. Your sister had to do your chores. That’s a bit
much for a fifteen-year-old girl, don’t you think?”

Calvin crawled out of the buggy,
his eyes pinched against the sunlight. He tried to straighten, then
just hunched forward, his hands supporting his head.

“Well?” his mother
demanded. He looked up. “I said, your sister—”

“I heard that part.”
The hands fell away. He squinted at his mother. “She won’t have to
do it again.”

“Good.”

“Ben Thatcher will be
over this afternoon to figure out the details. I need a drink of
water.” He headed for the front porch, his suddenly animated mother
right behind him. Royce and Opal exchanged alarmed looks and
followed them.

“What do you mean,
Ben Thatcher?” she demanded.

Calvin made it up the steps
before he replied. “You know . . . Ben Thatcher, our neighbor, the
widower . . . his daughter Blanche hangs around with
Opal—”

“Don’t get smart with
me! What has he got to do with—”

“I’m leavin’, Ma!” he
pronounced flatly, pulling off the pitcher cover. His hand shook as
he poured a glass of water.

Mrs. Marley stopped at the bottom
step, gripping the railing post. “You’re leaving?”

“I shoulda’ said ‘I’m
livin’.” He lifted the glass as if toasting. “Mr. Thatcher has
agreed to take over some of the work . . . well, most of the work .
. . for a percentage of the crops an’ livestock, and whatever else
you want to figure out with him.”

“We barely scrape by
on what we work now!” His mother seethed.

“We
work! That’s a good one!” Calvin malevolently loomed over
her from the head of the stairs.

“Quit bein’ a horse’s
ass!” Royce calmly mounted the steps. “What kind of boozed up deal
did you make last night?”

Calvin jumped forward, shoving
the glass against his chest. “The deal was made before I had a
drop, brother. You’ve got no part in this! You took yourself out of
the picture last year, Mister Big Married Man.”

Royce forcefully brushed aside
the hand and its glass. “Oh, and I suppose this is how you are
going to prove you’re a man, by running out on your
mother.”

Calvin’s jaw muscle flexed. “She
likes runnin’ things, let her! I’m goin’ to start livin’ for me.
That’s what bein’ a man is about, takin’ ahold an’ livin’ your own
life.”

“Your own life!
You are all that counts? What about this
farm your father built and your mother has
held onto?”

“You think it’s so
important, you goddamn wimp, you work it!”

“You know I can’t!”
Royce’s voice dropped to a molten level.

“Stop it, both of
you!” Miriam screeched, but neither even looked at her or Opal
stepping to her side.

“No. See, you are
busy living life while you still can. How long did the Army say
your heart’s goin’ to last? One year, two?”

An invisible hand squeezed Opal’s
chest as she watched her mother’s eyes dilate. The angry flush
paled, her mouth open.

Royce grabbed Calvin’s shirt
front and yanked him forward. “Shut up! You . . . were to keep . .
. your mouth shut!”

“Aggie died. You are
dying! You both paint a real clear picture to me and I’m going to
get on with the business of my life . . .
in California . . . Hear that, Ma?”

Miriam Marley let herself down to
the first step, turning to lean her head against the railing post.
Opal looked from brother to brother. Royce’s shoulders sagged. He
dropped his hands to his sides. Calvin threw his head back, his
chin quivering, his eyes glistening with tears.

“Mama?” Opal sat down
beside her. “We can . . . all work things out. We’ll make it. It’ll
take . . . time. All we need is a little time.”

“Time?” Her mother
looked at her. She lifted her hand and traced the line of her
daughter’s jaw. “Time can’t be stopped, can it?” A tear slipped
down the woman’s cheek, then another and another. Opal reached out
and her mother finally cried, nestling against her
shoulder.
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The Iowa moon quivered in its
stillness. Its glow caressed the limp tassels. The slender leaves
curved out from the six-foot cornstalks. For long moments nothing
moved but the wavering light, then a warm breath sighed across the
field. The corn leaves rustled and whispered relief as the rows of
shadows shifted as if embarrassed to be caught resting.

On this moonlit night Opal Marley
stepped out of the dewy grass, letting the soles of her bare feet
sink slowly into the loose, dry soil, one step after another. Soon
she was surrounded by the corn, the leaves brushing her shoulders
through her muslin nightgown. How she savored the walk through the
shadowy field!
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