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Dedication
To Alan, David and Kelley, Alex the Great,
and to Mary, as always
Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.
—Book of Hebrews
Chapter One
The makeshift raft, little more than a clump of brush, bobbed along in the ripples of the swift current close to the near bank of the river. When it was almost alongside the boat Birdie raked it in with his fishing pole, and the shallow reed basket lashed to two of the larger branches with a length of wild grape vine suddenly came alive. The two boys stared in fascination as he lifted a baby, its arms flailing, and gingerly pulled back a corner of the cocoon-like blanket to reveal the tiny face.
“Lordy, child,” Birdie said softly, “where’d you come from?”
“What is it, Daddy?” Birdie’s oldest boy asked.
“Why it’s a baby. Cain’t you see that?”
The boy looked momentarily chastened. Then he pushed closer. “Let me see it,” he said.
“Get the basket first. Set it down right there, in the bottom of the boat.”
The boy did his father’s bidding and Birdie very carefully lowered the delicate bundle back into the basket. The boy stooped over the squirming baby with an expression of awe and his brother, who had stayed back, crowded up beside him. Once within reach, the younger boy timidly lifted the edge of the blanket so that he could get a better look.
“Whose baby you think this is, Daddy?” the younger boy whispered.
“Now how would I know that? You seen it floating down the river same as I did.”
“I just wondered, is all.”
“Yeah, well . . . I just wouldn’t have any way of knowing. Sure seems like somebody was awful careless to let the little thing go floating off on such a flimsy little raft as that.”
The boys agreed. Yessir, it sure did look like somebody wasn’t taking very good care of the baby. How far upriver did he figure it had come from? Did he think maybe there was a nametag on it, like people looked for when they found a stray dog? What kind of baby did he guess it to be, a boy baby or a girl baby? It sure looked tiny, did he know how old it was? Did he suppose whoever lost it was on a picnic and forgot and left the baby in their picnic basket . . .?
“Now jest hold off with all your questions,” Birdie insisted. “I already told you, I don’t know any more about this baby than you do. All I know is it’s a good thing we seen it when we did.”
“How come you say that?” The older boy, again.
“Because it wouldn’t have lasted long on the river, that’s how come.”
Now the younger: “You mean it would have drownded?”
“Most likely, yes. If that little bit of a raft got tore apart on a stob or something. This basket might have floated for a bit, but sure not for long.”
Both boys were wide-eyed. Their daddy had just saved a baby from drowning and they had helped. Sobered by the weight of this reality, they sat quietly as their father turned the boat around and headed back down the river in the direction of the Cambria dock.
Back at the landing, Birdie gripped the basket firmly and climbed out of the boat while the boys held fast to the pilings. He rushed to Sam Gowdy’s bait shop.
“Sam,” he called, breathless and red-faced from exertion, “you gotta see this!”
Sam Gowdy was not a man to hurry. He took his time coming from the back of the shop. When he saw the child Birdie Wilson held in the basket his jaw dropped in disbelief. “Where ’n hell did you get a baby?” he demanded.
“She was floatin’ on the river,” Birdie said. “I swear she was, Sam, on a flimsy little raft of a thing that would’ve sunk and drowned her the first rock or stob it hit in the water.”
“The basket just setting on it?”
“It was tied on by a vine.”
“Anything unusual about the basket?”
“It looks real old.”
“What’d you do with the raft?
Birdie looked surprised. “We didn’t do nothing with it,” he said. “I guess it just floated off. It wasn’t nothing but a bunch of sticks. Think it might have been important?”
“Don’t really know, Birdie,” Sam Gowdy said. “It might have had some clues to where she came from.”
“Well I never thought about that,” Birdie said, almost apologetically. “Besides, we was busy just getting the baby and I was scared I’d drop her back in the water. What you think we oughta do, Sam?”
“We got to call the sheriff’s office. I suppose they’ll send somebody out for a case like this, though most of the time they don’t even know we’re here.”
Birdie agreed. Cambria would have been little more than a wide spot in the road, had it straddled a road instead of clinging to the river bank, and it barely registered with the rest of the county. The sheriff had never set foot there and sometimes it took a week to get a deputy. But Sam was right; a baby found floating on the Ohio River sure ought to get their attention.
Sam suggested that in the meantime they call Molly Hearst or one of the other Cambrian mothers who would know how to handle the baby until the authorities arrived and took her off their hands. Birdie did not disagree.
“Molly’s had two of her own,” Sam said. “A baby wouldn’t be anything new to her.”
Sam called the Fish and Fries Cafe where Molly Hearst waitressed. When he told her about the baby, she promised to come right away. The cafe wasn’t far from Sam’s shop and Molly arrived in minutes. She cooed lovingly over the baby, who stopped crying and smiled.
“Look at her little high-topped shoes,” Molly said. “I’ve never seen any like them before. She’s older than you’d think, being so tiny. I’d say probably nine or maybe ten months.” She promised the men that she’d get the baby warm and dry and well-fed, then she took the basket and rushed out the door.
Sam had not yet called the sheriff’s office.
“What do you think the county’s going to do with her?” Birdie Wilson asked.
“They must have somebody who’d take care of things like that.”
“I expect they’d label her Baby Jane Doe and put her right in the child welfare system.”
“I don’t think so, Birdie. They’d find out who she is and send her back.”
“Back where? Looks to me like somebody didn’t want her. You think they’d have floated her off down the river like that if they wanted her?”
Sam Gowdy, for one the very few times Birdie had ever witnessed, seemed unsure of himself. “I guess you could be right about that,” he said. “I just figured it was an accident that she got loose from somebody and floated away. You really think anybody could do that on purpose?”
“All I know is, if it was an accident they’d a been lookin’ all up and down the river. You seen or heard any kind of search goin’ on lately?”
“No . . . not lately.”
“You really want that pretty little baby stuck away in child welfare?”
“But I don’t see that we got any choice, Birdie. We got to call the law. Besides, we can’t take care of a baby.”
“Molly can. And some of the other women,” Birdie Wilson declared. “There ain’t any babies in Cambria anymore, which is one reason folks tend to get so disagreeable. But there’s still mothers who’d know what to do.”
Sam took a minute before answering. Birdie could see that he was giving ground. “Well, maybe we don’t have to call the law right away,” Sam finally said. “Somebody’ll come around looking for that baby anyway. We probably ought to let a few other people in on it, though, and that’ll cause a ruckus. No two people in this town can agree on anything.”
“You’re sure right about that, Sam.”
“I’ll call the mayor. Maybe he’d be able to pull everybody together on it.”
Sam called Town Hall. Mayor Johnny White heard him out and suggested that the two of them drop by and discuss whatever it was they had on their minds, given that Sam had made it sound particularly urgent.
Johnny White was not easily convinced. But he began to soften after he heard Birdie insist for the third time that the child welfare people would name the little one Baby Jane Doe. Birdie Wilson often wasn’t sure of himself, but on this issue he apparently held no doubt whatsoever.
“I do hate the thought of her getting moved around in foster homes,” the mayor said. “Father Jacob has told me often enough how hopeless that system is. She could get lost in it, if it’s as bad as he says.”
“That’s exactly what I been telling Sam,” Birdie said, with a pleased expression on his face. “They’d call her Baby Jane Doe.”
Sam Gowdy said, “You already mentioned that, Birdie. Several times. Let’s let the mayor handle this his way.”
Johnny White rubbed his chin stubble in an effort to look thoughtful. He liked to think of himself as a rational man who considered all the angles carefully before making a decision. He was confident that this was one reason he was well into his third term as mayor. Other Cambrians knew that nobody else would take the job.
“The whole town would have to be in on it,” the mayor said. “Now can either of you recall a single thing everybody in Cambria has ever agreed on?”
Birdie allowed that he hadn’t.
Sam Gowdy took a different tack: “You have a whole lot of influence on the good people of Cambria, Johnny. Given how they’re all most likely going to look on this little baby and see how precious she is and considering how Father Jacob has pretty much made the child welfare department seem like it was run by the devil hisself, you might be able to pull this off.”
“But what about those who don’t go to Father Jacob’s church?” the mayor asked.
“I doubt that that would matter too much, Johnny,” Sam argued. “Most everybody’s probably heard him or one of his parishioners talk about it one time or another. I sure have.”
Birdie nodded. “Nobody wants her called Baby Jane Doe,” he said.
The mayor still was not convinced. “I can just hear the folks down in the Canepatch claiming this is some kind of silliness their neighbors up on the hill dreamed up, which is reason enough for them to be against it,” he said. “Or the other way around. We’ve got too many divisions in this town. The Methodists don’t trust their Catholic brethren, the Democrats don’t trust the Republicans, the poor people don’t like the rich people—such few as there are—the fishermen don’t like the guys with the big boats . . . If folks start taking sides we’ll never pull it off.”
Sam Gowdy: “But like I just said, Johnny, you have a lot of influence.”
Johnny White sighed, signaling that he was about to give in on a point he still was unsure of. He looked squarely at Sam and then Birdie and said, “Okay, if the two of you will back me up on this I’ll see if I can get the town behind us. Once I start something, I don’t like to fail.”
On Friday night, Mayor Johnny White announced, there would be an important meeting at Town Hall. All Cambrians were expected to be there. Word spread fast.
When the time arrived, the Town Hall meeting room was filled almost to overflowing.
Molly Hearst was there early, with Jay and Justine and the newest Cambrian, now snugly dressed and well fed and apparently satisfied. Birdie and Edna Wilson and their two boys came right behind Molly and her kids, followed closely by Sam Gowdy and his wife, Alma. It was the best turnout for a town meeting anyone could remember. And as usual, people were clumped in small cliques, those in one group eyeing the others warily.
Sam Gowdy whispered to Johnny White that the big crowd proved how much influence the mayor had over the citizens of Cambria. The mayor was clearly pleased. Sam was actually thinking to himself that the big crowd proved that Cambrians had little else to do, but that was a thought he’d wisely keep to himself.
Johnny White rapped on a table with his knuckles to gain attention. The room grew quiet and he got straight to the point. “You all know by now about the baby Birdie Wilson and his boys found floating on the river,” he announced loudly from the front of the room. “That’s what we’re here to talk about. Molly’s taking care of the child for now, so it’s in good hands.”
There was a stirring among those assembled as people turned to see Molly Hearst and the baby. Molly looked as proud as she might have had she just given birth to the little girl herself.
“Now there are some things we have to consider,” Johnny White began again. “First of all, is there anybody who feels strongly that we ought to bring the law in on this right away?”
“You think we may get in trouble if we don’t?” someone called from the back of the room, a group on the right. There was more stirring.
Johnny White held up both hands to quiet the crowd. “Now I’m not a lawyer, but I don’t see how we’d be breaking any law,” he said. “Is anybody here a lawyer?”
From the back of the room, in a group on the left: “Must be some law that says you have to report it when somebody abandons a baby.”
“Well now, we don’t know that she was abandoned. Who was that? Marylee? Okay, now, Marylee, since we don’t know that she was abandoned, somebody may be looking for her right now. Wouldn’t it be better for us to keep the little tyke safe and sound and have it here for its mama if she should show up?”
Marylee Tipsworth raised her hand. “Oh, I don’t have any problem with that, Johnny,” she said. “I was just saying that if she was abandoned we probably had ought to report it to the law. That’s all.”
Johnny White smiled at Marylee. “Point well taken,” he said.
Jake Garner, among those in a small gathering closer to the front, had been shuffling his feet. “I got something to say, Johnny,” he said loudly.
“You have the floor, Jake.”
“I don’t want this to be taken wrong, you know, but what I been thinking is that it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if we kept that little baby and let her grow up right here in Cambria. It’s a real good place for kids, and a lot of us are getting along in age. There aren’t going to be too many more children born in Cambria the way things are going. We’d be doing this little girl a favor and ourselves as well if we kept her. That’s what I think.”
“You stated your case very well, Jake,” the mayor said. “Is there any more discussion?”
“I think we ought to call the sheriff.”
Johnny White looked straight at Max Barnes, standing directly in front of him, not clearly associating himself with any particular group. “Are you set in your position, Max, or would you grant a little wiggle room?”
Max brought himself up to his full five feet, three inches in height and glared at Johnny White. “You sound like you’re taking a position, Mayor,” he protested. “I thought you was supposed to be neutral. I’m a reasonable man, you know that. But I can’t see how we can justify not calling the law in on this. If the baby had been hurt or, God forbid, drowned, we sure would have.”
“I can’t quarrel with that,” Johnny White said. “Anybody else want to state an opinion?”
“They’d call her Baby Jane Doe,” Birdie Wilson called out from the back of the room, in the faction on the left. “That wouldn’t be right.”
Max Barnes slumped, and appeared to shrink an inch or so in height. He did a full about-face so he could see Birdie but his view was blocked by a tall girl standing behind him. “You sure about that, Birdie?” Max said, trying to look around the girl. “I’d think they would find out who she is, you know, and call her by her real name. Don’t you think?”
“How they gonna do that, Max? She sure ain’t carryin’ no driver’s license.”
Max turned back toward Johnny White. “You think he’s right, Mayor? They’d call her Baby Jane Doe?”
“Well, this is the child welfare people we’re talking about. They seem to go by the book. If their rules say she should be called Baby Jane Doe, I’m pretty sure they would call her Baby Jane Doe, Max.”
“I don’t like that,” Max said. “I just wish we could be sure . . .”
Mayor Johnny White: “That sounds like wiggle room to me. Anybody else have anything to say?”
Margie Zielinski, in the group at the front, raised her hand and was acknowledged by the mayor.
“I’d like to hear what Father Jacob thinks about all this,” she said.
“Very good idea, Margie. Father Jacob?”
Father Jacob stood. Like Max, he appeared not to be a part of any particular clique. He looked about the room slowly and waited for quiet, as if to give his words more impact. Then he said, “I doubt there’s many Cambrians who don’t know what I think of the child welfare department. In my opinion, saving a child from that vile system would be the Christian thing to do.”
The priest sat down and Johnny White nodded approval. “Is Pastor Mike here?” he inquired. “Ah, yes, there you are. Would you like to say anything?”
Pastor Mike, also separating himself from any of the groups, remained seated. “Well, I don’t want to make a habit of agreeing with Father Jacob,” he said loudly, “but I don’t think God would condemn us for doing what’s best for one of the least of His children.”
Johnny White: “Anyone else?”
No response.
“Okay then. We can inquire in good time about missing children and all that, because we want to do the right thing. But I’ve talked to many of you already and I know you have different views on how we ought to handle this, but you all seem to agree that we don’t want to see this innocent baby stuck away in child welfare somewhere.”
Sam Gowdy, who rarely said a word at a town meeting, cleared his throat loudly and raised a hand. Johnny White nodded recognition.
“I’ve been thinking about this all afternoon,” Sam Gowdy said. “It may be a good while before we know this little baby’s real name. It seems to me like we ought to give her a name ourselves, so’s we can talk about her with one another and call her something besides baby.”
Johnny White: “Anybody object to that?”
Murmuring in the crowd, but no response.
Sam Gowdy held up his hand again. Again, Johnny White nodded recognition.
“What I was thinking,” Sam Gowdy said, “is she came to us like a little baby river angel. I move we name her Angel.”
The murmur from the audience grew louder. Those in the group at the back of the room, on the right, began to whisper among themselves. Johnny White acted quickly. “If there’s no objection, Sam’s motion is so approved,” he proclaimed. “The little baby that Birdie and his boys pulled out of the Ohio River and saved, as long as we have her here in Cambria, will be known as Angel.”
“Is Molly gonna keep her?”
“I didn’t see who asked that question,” the mayor said. “But the answer is yes, for now. Molly’s agreed to take care of her here in the beginning. But over the long haul, depending on whether we keep her for just a little while or have her for a long time, everybody’s going to need to pitch in. Anybody have a problem with that?”
The room was quiet.
“Okay, then. We’ll start by taking up a collection right here tonight. Drop in what you can to help Molly pay for the baby’s food and get her the clothes and other things she needs. We’ll develop an organized plan in a day or so—assuming nobody comes along looking for little Angel.”
With that pronouncement, the mayor happily adjourned the meeting. A faction at a time, everybody gathered around Molly to see the baby. Johnny White set a wastebasket on a chair and made a show of dropping in a five-dollar bill. Sam Gowdy put in some carefully folded bills and Birdie’s two boys came forward and emptied their pockets of change. The Baby River Angel Fund was off to a good start.
Many of the Cambrians stayed around late into the night. Baby Angel was the most exciting thing to happen in town since most could remember, and those within every clique had ideas they felt obligated to share. Molly finally said she needed to get the child home to bed, leaving some of the townspeople disappointed that they hadn’t yet had a chance to hold the newest Cambrian. Mayor Johnny White stayed to the very end, accepting congratulations from many of his constituents and patiently hearing the concerns of others who were more guarded.
To his great relief, the mayor sensed no unified division. Hill folks and Canepatch citizens went both ways, enthusiastic and cautious. The varied attitudes notwithstanding, the mayor recognized that this night was the beginning of a new chapter in Cambria’s history.
Early Sunday morning, Birdie showed up at Sam Gowdy’s bait shop, his two boys in tow. Although there was a “Closed” sign on the door, the door was not locked. Birdie and the boys went in. Sam was puttering in the back. He heard the three coming and looked up with an expression of surprise.
“I’m closed, Birdie,” he said. “This is Sunday, you know.”
“Oh, hell, Sam. You ain’t never really closed. Everybody knows that.”
“Well, I don’t usually sell bait on Sunday. I probably ought to, ’cause I miss a lot of sales. But a man’s got to have a day off once in a while.”
“I didn’t come to buy bait.”
“Well, then, what can I do for you?” Sam put down the tackle box he’d been working on and walked closer.
“I wanted to talk to you about that little baby,” Birdie said, his tone unusually serious. “I just cain’t get over thinking that somebody might be looking for her. I’m wondering if you and me oughtn’t to go up to Wheeling and nose around and see what we can find out.”
“That’d take two or three days, Birdie. I couldn’t close my shop for two or three days this time of the year. I’d lose too much money.”
“Couldn’t Alma take care of things for a couple of days? She’s better at the business end than you are, anyway.”
“Maybe so,” Sam responded. “But do you think that old Dodge of yours would get us to Wheeling and back? That truck must be damn near as old as I am. How many miles you got on it, anyway?”
“It don’t show the miles anymore. That part’s been busted for a while now.”
“You ever think of getting a new truck, Birdie?”
“Well now, if I had old Miss Quattlebaum’s money, maybe I would. But I ain’t got old Miss Quattlebaum’s money, and I don’t expect she’s going to split her money with me.”
“I can’t argue with you on that. Miss Quattlebaum didn’t get to be the richest woman in town by giving her money away. I was just worried about your truck making it all the way up to Wheeling, is all.”
“Oh, hell, Sam,” Birdie said, “that old Dodge’s just broke in good. I wouldn’t worry about settin’ off for California, or Alaska even, in that truck. It’s nowhere near used up.”
“You sure you’re not just looking for an excuse to get away from Edna for a bit, maybe looking for some new stuff up in the city?”
“Now don’t say things like that in front of the boys, Sam,” Birdie demanded, his eyes flashing rare anger.
“Okay, I’m sorry about that,” Sam said quickly. “But they’re over there by the trophy case, too far to hear. Your boys are growing up pretty fast, Birdie. I have a hard time keeping track of which one is which. The tow-headed one, the oldest, that’s Ross?”
“That’s Ross. His brother’s Kyle.”
“Well, you’re lucky, Birdie. Those boys are going to make you proud someday.”
Birdie grinned with pleasure. “They’re good boys,” he said. “Now how about Wheeling? You wanna go or not? I sup’ose I could do it by myself if I had to. It just seems to me like we ought to be making some effort to find the little girl’s family if she has one. Just about anything that goes on up or down the river, they’d know about in Wheeling. Don’t you think?”
“I expect they would, Birdie. I expect they would.”
“Then you think we ought to go?”
Sam said, “Well, yes, I think maybe that would be the right thing to do. When you figurin’ to leave?”
The two men talked about their respective schedules, each pretending he had a number of pressing matters to attend to. He’d just have to put some of them aside for a while to make time for the trip to Wheeling. Hunting up Baby Angel’s mama should be their first priority, no doubt about that, and they were both willing to let a few other things slide. They arranged to leave first thing Monday morning.
Birdie called the boys. They loaded into the old Dodge and drove the four blocks home, after which Birdie summoned the courage to tell Edna what he and Sam Gowdy were about to do. To his astonishment, his wife had nothing negative to say. She thought it was a good idea, in fact, and she would start packing for him right away.
“How long do you plan to be gone?” Edna asked. “I don’t know how much to pack.”
This was the first time Birdie had needed to consider that question. His visit to Sam had been a spur of the moment thing, something he did on a mere whim. He hadn’t calculated how long it would take to drive to Wheeling or thought about what they were going to do when they got there.
“Sam said two or three days,” he told Edna. “I’d say three to be on the safe side.”
Back at the bait shop, meanwhile, Sam Gowdy had found his wife somewhat less receptive.
“What in the world do you think you’re going to find out in Wheeling?” Alma exclaimed. “And even if it was a good idea, it’s about the dumbest thing I can think of to set off on a trip like that with Birdie Wilson. I’d be surprised if he even knows the way to Wheeling!”
Sam protested that Birdie actually was a reliable fellow. “He’s been around a bit more than you’d think, Alma. I believe he lived in Wheeling for a time. That would have been way back, but he probably still knows his way around.”
“Well, if you’re set on going there’s nothing I can do about it. Still seems to me like a big waste of time, though.”
And on that note, Alma set about getting things ready for her husband to pack. She knew Sam well after twenty years of marriage. He’d never take what he needed if she didn’t sort it out for him and put it all in one place.
While Sam and Birdie were engaged in their serious plan-making, Molly Hearst was re-learning what it was like to have a new baby in the house. Given that her youngest was now a strapping teenager, she’d found Baby Angel full of surprises—which in itself was a surprise. She had been sure that taking care of a little one, once you’d been through it a couple of times, was something you never forgot how to do. She was wrong.
Baby Angel, of course, was a special case. Molly was afraid to leave the baby unattended for more than a few minutes at a time. She had been handed an important responsibility by Johnny White. Everyone in Cambria was counting on her to take good care of this unfortunate, precious baby girl and she was determined not to let them down.
Molly would have expected to be the very last person in Cambria to be chosen as Baby Angel’s caretaker. Not that she doubted her own competence, but she’d felt strongly for some time now that nothing good was going to happen in her life ever again. Whether or not having a strange new baby in the house was a good thing—she still hadn’t decided on that—being selected by Johnny White and her fellow Cambrians for the role they’d cast her in was a very good thing. Yes it was.
Although Molly missed church on Sunday but rarely, she wouldn’t go today. Baby Angel had kept her awake most of the night and she was tired. She also didn’t care to face all the curious churchgoers. They would be full of questions about the baby and want to see her and hold her and they’d pass hints among themselves that maybe Molly wasn’t the best one to have been given charge of the newest Cambrian. Not the Molly of recent years, often glum and unsmiling.
Justine and Jay did go. When they got home they reported that Pastor Mike was understanding, and sent his blessing to their mother and Baby Angel. Pastor Mike was never one to condemn.
Alma Gowdy telephoned early in the afternoon. Was Molly managing okay? she inquired, and was there anything at all that she needed?
“I’m doing well enough,” Molly told her. “I’ll be needing some things, but so far I’ve not had time to think much about that. I’d forgot how much time a baby takes. ”
“You should make a list, soon as you get around to it.”
“I know. But what am I supposed to do with it? Do you know?”
“I can’t say that I do. Maybe give it to Johnny White?”
“I guess so,” Molly said. “I know that sooner or later I’m going to want some help.”
Alma suddenly became defensive. “Well goodness knows I’d not know what to do,” she said firmly. “Besides, I’ll be tied down with running the shop for a while.”
“Oh? Something going on with Sam?”
“You won’t believe this, Molly, but Sam and Birdie Wilson are leaving in the morning for Wheeling to see if they can find out something about the baby’s family. I might be worried that Sam was looking for a fling, but if he was I can’t imagine he’d be making the trip with Birdie. Do you think?”
Molly laughed. “Seems like a safe assumption to me,” she said. “But I’ve got to go now, Alma. Angel’s crying.”
Molly hurried to the baby. She lifted the child from the makeshift bassinet—an old wicker laundry basket lined with towels and a soft blanket—and comforted her until the crying stopped. She stood in the middle of the room for some time, swaying back and forth with the baby cradled in her arms, looking down into the wide blue eyes. The baby smiled. Such a beautiful child! How could anyone have abandoned her?
She wished Roger were here beside her. He loved babies. And Molly missed him terribly.
Sometimes she had considered it a chore to wait up for Roger, always late getting home at the end of his long-haul road trip. She would wonder how she ever ended up married to an over-the-road truck driver, and feel sorry for herself. And then came that terrible night when she got word of a massive pileup on an icy stretch of the Pennsylvania Turnpike. The crash took Roger from her forever.
Raising Jay and Justine as a single mother had been hard. There was little money left from Roger’s insurance after a few years, and Molly had worked anywhere she could find a local job and tried to be at home when the children needed her. Thanks to the generosity of Tom Johnson, she was able to work at his Fish and Fries Cafe on a schedule that suited her needs. Not much money, but enough to keep her going and take care of her family.
Molly thought about Birdie Wilson’s lament: “They’d call her Baby Jane Doe.” That might be true in the child welfare system, where little Angel wouldn’t have a real name, much less a real family. Jay and Justine had lost their father, but they had always had her and they’d always had each other. No child should be left with less. For the first time, Molly felt a strong tug at her heart when it came to this baby girl.
“Don’t worry, my little river angel,” she whispered. “If you don’t have a mama out there somewhere looking for you, you have one here. I swear to God I will care for you and protect you like you were my own flesh and blood.”
Her communion with the child was interrupted when Jay banged in from the side porch, where he’d been making her a plant stand. He’d volunteered to do it. It pleased her when he knew she wanted something and set out to provide it if he could. Jay was a good son.
“Don’t that baby cry a lot?” he said.
“Doesn’t. And that’s what babies do, Jay. But little Angel doesn’t cry as much as you did—so far, at least.”
“How do you know she’s not sick or something?”
“She’s not acting like there’s something wrong with her. Babies cry when they wake up and simply want attention. It’s normal.”
“If you say so, Mom. I finished your plant stand. Want to see it?”
Yes, she did. He brought the stand inside and she praised his work. Jay was handy with tools and had been of immense help around the house in the last couple of years.
Molly was proud of her children. Jay, who seemed to look more like his father every day, and Justine, always the more sensitive of the two. Both of them were growing up faster than Molly was ready for. They’d be finished with school too soon and want to go off to the city, where they could find jobs and be independent. She would worry plenty about Jay, but even more about Justine. The thought of her daughter as a pretty young woman alone in the city was almost more than Molly could handle.
“Don’t forget, Mom, you’ve got to come and see my teacher tomorrow,” Jay said.
“Oh, no! I had forgot it, Jay. It’s a good thing that you remembered. I just wish I didn’t have to drive half way across the county for it.”
“But we have to ride half way across the county on the bus twice a day every day, Mom,” Jay reminded her pointedly. “It’s not that bad.”
“I’m sorry, honey. It’s not bad at all. I’m always happy to talk to your teacher. You know that.”
As soon as Jay left the house, Molly was on the telephone again. She called Kelley Peterson and asked if Kelley could keep the baby during the afternoon Monday. Kelley said she would love to do it, but she also had to be out of town. And please do call the next time Molly needed a hand.
Molly tried Janet Rider and Marlene Johnson. No answer at either house.
Marylee Tipsworth answered on the second ring. Molly skipped the usual small talk and went straight to the point: “Marylee, I really need somebody to take care of Baby Angel tomorrow afternoon while I go to meet with Jay’s teacher. Do you think you could do it?”
Marylee cleared her throat a couple of times. “Well, I’d love to help you,” she said, “but I have my hands full right now, Molly. There’s been so much going on lately, you know. And now Duncan’s sick.”
“Duncan? I’m sorry, Maryann, who’s Duncan?”
“Oh, of course you wouldn’t know—Duncan’s my cat.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Molly said. “I hope Duncan gets well soon.” Then she hung up the phone.
Molly couldn’t think of anyone else to call. Edna Wilson probably would keep little Baby Angel, but the Wilsons had no phone. Besides, Edna didn’t drive, and with Birdie off on some wild goose chase with Sam Gowdy Molly would hate to leave the baby there. What would Edna do in case of an emergency?
Not much choice, really. She’d simply have to take Baby Angel along. The trip wouldn’t be necessary if we had enough children here in Cambria to support our own school, Molly reasoned to herself. But she couldn’t change circumstances which she had no control over. She started looking for a warm blanket to wrap the baby in just in case tomorrow turned out to be a cool day.
That night, Jay deftly cut slots in the sides of the wicker basket so that it could be strapped in the back seat of the car with a seat belt. Baby Angel would ride safely.
Molly was nine miles out of Cambria when she saw the flashing red lights in her rear-view mirror. She eased her old Buick to the narrow shoulder of the road and stopped. A police cruiser pulled up close behind her, and in the side mirror she could see an officer checking out her license plate. Then he stepped up to her window.
“Good morning, ma’am,” he said politely, tipping his hat slightly and smiling. “I’m Deputy Lynn Swafford, ma’am, and Sheriff Higgins sent me out to patrol this area this morning because, well, we’ve had too many complaints about speeders on these county roads. I don’t know if you saw me back there at that intersection, but I was on the north side of the road with my radar gun and—”
“No, I did not see you,” Molly said, interrupting him. “But I hope I wasn’t speeding. Was I?”
“Ma’am, you were going nearly twenty miles an hour over the speed limit. That’s—”
“You can’t be serious! I never drive fast. Are you sure that radar gun is working right?”
“Yes, ma’am, we have them checked regularly. Not much doubt that—”
This time it wasn’t Molly who interrupted the deputy, but a long, loud wail from the basket in the back seat. Baby Angel had been awakened by all the commotion and expressed her displeasure in terms too prominent to be missed by the adults up front.
“Ma’am, are you carrying your baby back there in that basket?” the deputy asked.
“Yes.”
Deputy Swafford’s astonishment was apparent in his tone: “Don’t you know that’s not legal? I mean, you have to have it in a safe child’s seat. There are serious restrictions on that.”
“The baby is safe,” Molly insisted. “She’s buckled in just like she would be in a child’s seat. And I certainly wouldn’t be driving around with her otherwise.”
“Ma’am, I’m afraid this complicates things. I might have been able to let you off with a warning on the speeding issue, but a child-seat violation is another matter. Sheriff Higgins gets his back up real fast over child-seat violations. If he found out I caught you in one and didn’t write it up, I’d be in trouble up to my ears.”
Molly could see now that no amount of excuse-making or pleading for sympathy was going to bail her out. She was in trouble. Deputy Swafford had impressed her as pretty nice man, and she probably could have talked her way out of the speeding ticket. But she had no choice now but to produce her driver’s license and sit by idly while he wrote a ticket.
“Now, ma’am—Molly—I’m going to ignore the speeding,” the deputy explained. “I have to give you a ticket on the child-seat violation, though, and the worst part is you have to make an appearance immediately.”
“What does that mean, exactly? I have to go to court or something?”
“Well yes, in a way. I’m sorry, ma’am—Molly—but you’re going to have to follow along over to Judge Winkler’s house. Winkler’s a semi-retired county judge who can set bond for you and let you be on your way. He lives right over yonder, only about a mile. I truly am sorry to have to put you through this, ma’am—Molly—but Judge Winkler’s likely to go easy on you. You’ll be on your way pretty quick.”
Molly was extremely irritated at herself. This was going to cost her money at the very least, and it might even jeopardize her driver’s license. And she’d be lucky if she made it to Jay’s school on time. But she had no choice now except to follow the deputy as he led her to see some country judge. As she drove, she considered Lynn Swafford. He was very nice, and also not bad looking.
What Molly did not think about was the potential effect the visit to Judge Winkler might have if the topic of the baby’s identity came up. In time, she would be reminded.
Chapter Three
Birdie Wilson and Sam Gowdy arrived in the outskirts of Wheeling at mid-afternoon. They had tried hard, during the long drive from Cambria, to come up with a strategy. How was the best way for them to go about their mission? Or, at least, where should they begin? In spite of the lengthy discussion of several promising ideas, however, they had as yet come to no firm conclusions.
When Sam saw a billboard that offered cheap rooms at the Highway Motel just ahead, he urged Birdie to stop. They also hadn’t agreed on how long they might expect to be in the city, but they would need a place to stay even if for only one night. A cheap place, too.
“This one looks about as good as we’re likely to find, don’t you think?” Sam said. “Otherwise we can keep on driving and not find any place else we’d want to stop. It’s not like we were looking for a fancy hotel.”
Birdie agreed. He turned into the motel driveway and headed the old pickup truck toward the front door. There was an overhead canopy to protect visitors from bad weather and a prominent sign warning that parking was only for registration. Violators would be towed. At the owner’s expense, of course.
Once inside, they were relieved to find that the room rate first quoted would be pared significantly if they stayed for two or more nights. They assured the pretty young woman behind the check-in counter that they expected to be guests of the establishment for a minimum of two nights, and maybe even three if things went well.
Birdie explained: “We’re on a real important mission here, and we don’t rightly know how long it may take us.”
If the dour young woman was curious, her curiosity did not show. She worked mechanically and soon had room keys in their hands.
Once they found a door with their assigned number on it, the two men entered and began to unpack. Toothbrushes and razors went on a bathroom shelf and each man had an extra pair of trousers and a shirt which he placed on hangers in the cramped little closet just inside the door. Sam had brought more clothes than Birdie had, and promptly filled a drawer of the room’s shoddy dresser with underwear and socks. Birdie pulled out another drawer and carefully placed in it a pair of colorful flannel pajamas.
“My mother always asvised me to make sure I wore clean underwear in case I got in an accident and had to be hauled off to the emergency room,” Sam laughed. Birdie found no humor in that. He thought it was a good idea.
Their room had two standard double beds, although Sam commented that these looked a might narrow. But he figured that didn’t matter since there would be only one man in each bed. Did Birdie have a choice as to which bed was his? Sam asked.
“A bed’s pretty much a bed,” Birdie said.
“All right then. I’ll take the one nearest to the window. This one here will be yours.”
“I reckon one’s just about as good as the other, don’t you think?”
“Yes, they should to be the same.”
“Ought not to make any difference, then.”
“That’s what I just said, Birdie.”
“So you’re sure you want that one?”
“Damn it, Birdie. It doesn’t make any difference which bed is which. Do you have a problem with this one? If you do, just say so. I don’t care which one I sleep in.”
“No need to get riled up, Sam. I was just saying . . .”
“Okay, then. We’re settled on the beds. What do you think we ought to do about supper?”
Birdie allowed that he was not particularly hungry, but he wouldn’t mind a beer and didn’t Sam notice a bar next to the motel restaurant? “You su’pose it’d be open yet?”
Sam agreed that a cold beer would be an appropriate way to launch their Wheeling mission. They went downstairs just as the bar opened for dinner patrons and took seats at a table in a dark corner. An overly perfumed waitress with a purple streak in her brown hair brought a bottled beer they’d never heard of before, but it was the house special and the price was good. The beer proved good, as well, and they soon were on their third bottles.
When the waitress came around again, she inquired about their stay in Wheeling.
“We’re on a mission,” Birdie said. “We don’t rightly know yet how long it may take.”
“My, that sounds mysterious,” the waitress declared. “You must be spies or something!”
“Oh, no ma’am,” Sam said quickly. “No, Birdie and me are ordinary civilians.”
“Well, when he said you were on a mission, I just thought maybe—”
Birdie was eager to get back into the conversation: “Our mission is a little girl. You ain’t heard nothing about any other folks looking for a little girl, have you?”
The waitress immediately began to back away from their table. She picked up their empty bottles and hurried toward the bar. Fortunately, she’d already brought their fourth bottles of the cold beer and Sam and Birdie took long draughts and complimented each other on finding this new brand they had never seen or heard of before, and they wondered why because this was damned good beer. Sam excused himself to go to the men’s room and when he returned Birdie did the same.
Birdie had barely made it back to their table when two uniformed police officers pushed through the front door and walked straight to the bar. After a few words with the waitress with the purple streak in her hair, the policemen approached Sam and Birdie.
“You two fellows got some identification on you?” the first officer demanded. His attitude did not seem at all friendly.
“What the hell?” Sam exploded. “You think we ain’t old enough to drink beer or something?”
The second officer stepped closer to the table. In a calm but firm voice he said, “Now don’t make trouble for yourself by turning belligerent. Officer Johnson just asked you if you had identification. Simple question. You got ID or not?”
“Sure my friend’s got identification,” Birdie roared. “Show him your fishin’ license, Sam.”
The first officer looked hard at Birdie. “Sir,” he said, “are you trying to be funny? Because if you are, we’ve got a place for funny guys. Ready and waiting. Now how about you? You got any identification?”
Birdie deliberately let his face show his displeasure. But he dug into a back pocket of his jeans and pulled out a well-used wallet. He eventually found his driver’s license and stuck it toward the policeman. “This here ought to do it, I guess,” he said loudly.
The officer looked at the license briefly. “Sir, this expired six months ago,” he said.
All the blood appeared to drain from Birdie’s face.
Sam looked at Birdie with an expression that bordered on amazement. “Damn, Birdie,” he said, “have you been driving on an expired license?”
The first officer turned his attention back to Sam. He said, “He’s still ahead of you. You haven’t produced any kind of ID at all. Now do you have some or not?”
Sam, too, withdrew a tired-looking wallet from his back pocket. He fumbled through the contents until he found what he was looking for. It was his boat owner’s identification and registration card. He handed it to the policeman.
“Is this all you’ve got? No driver’s license?”
“I don’t drive,” Sam said. “Nothing but a boat, anyway.”
The two officers looked at one another and the first one shook his head. Then he turned back to Sam and Birdie. “So you boys come up here from Cambria to have a few drinks and find yourself a little girl? You are an absolutely disgusting pair. Me and Officer Cross here are going to haul your sorry asses downtown and see that you get locked up for the night. You won’t be picking up any little girls in Wheeling, not if I can do anything about it.”
Sam started to protest. Officer Cross quickly shut him up. In the blink of an eye they were in the back seat of a Wheeling police department squad car helplessly on their way to police headquarters.
Once they were inside the station, Office Johnson hustled them before a fat desk sergeant—his name, it turned out, was Wilson, which gave Birdie a brief bit of hope—who slowly and meticulously took down their identifying information. They emptied their pockets and Sam surrendered his watch. Then they were ordered to remove their belts.
“You’ll get this stuff back when you get out of here—if you ever do,” the desk sergeant explained.
Officer Cross, in the meantime, had been sitting at a desk typing something into a computer. “I haven’t found anything on them yet,” he called across the room to Sergeant Wilson. “But you can bet your next bonus that I will before I’m done. Get ’em locked up, and don’t worry too much about keeping track of the key!”
Sergeant Wilson escorted them down a long hallway, then through double steel doors to a row of barred jail cells. Only three of the dozen cells were occupied, and all of the prisoners looked to be sleeping. There was an overwhelming stench of urine, unwashed bodies, and alcohol mixed with a few even less pleasant odors.
“The drunk tank is a fitting place for you two scumbags,” Sergeant Wilson proclaimed, unlocking the door to one of the vacant cells. “Get in here Gowdy.” Then he opened the door to an adjacent cell and shoved Birdie in there. “We don’t have to do anything to hold you over night, given the fact that you’ve been drinking and turned belligerent on us,” he said. “And I’ll bet that by morning we find out enough about you miserable perverts to keep you here for a long time.”
After he slammed shut the door to Birdie’s cell, they could hear the policeman’s footsteps echo a long way down the hall. Neither spoke for a full five minutes after that.
Then, Birdie: “You think we’re in trouble, Sam?”
“No shit, Birdie. We’re in trouble deep.”
“Ain’t they su’posed to give us a phone call? I ought to call Edna and let her know we got up here all right. I expect Alma’s worried, too.”
“Alma doesn’t worry about me,” Sam said. “At least not much. She won’t expect me to call.”
“You think they’ll feed us in here, Sam? We didn’t get any supper, nothing past them four bottles of beer. That was pretty good beer, wasn’t it.” This last bit was a statement of opinion, not a question. “So you think we’re in deep trouble?” This was a question, and it had a hint of urgency.
“They seem to think we’re child molesters. That’s a lot of trouble to be in.”
“How could they think that? Hell, we come all the way up here to try and help out that little baby girl. Neither one of us would ever hurt a child.”
“You know that, Birdie, and I know it. Problem is, how’re we going to convince them? It sounded to me like those police officers had made up their minds.”
Birdie did not respond. It was beginning to sink in on him that Sam was correct—they were in deep trouble. What if the police mistook them for somebody else—bad men? They didn’t know anybody in Wheeling who could vouch for them. Maybe if they could get the policemen to call Johnny White . . .
“Birdie?”
“What, Sam?”
“Don’t worry about it, Birdie. They’ll get this straightened out. We’ll get out of here tomorrow. Think you can sleep on that little cot over there?”
“I’d sleep better if I had some supper.”
But the four bottles of that good new brand of beer had made sleep easier to come by. They never heard whether they were locked up too late to get the evening meal or what, but nobody brought them supper. Sam soon heard Birdie snoring loudly. A few minutes after that he was fast asleep, himself.
“Okay, take your stuff and get on out of here.” A different desk sergeant was on morning duty. He was no more polite than Sergeant Wilson. “We couldn’t find anything to hold you boys on, but be damn sure you’ll be watched as long as you’re in Wheeling. Want my advice: Get back to Cambria and stay there. We don’t want you in Wheeling, not now, not ever!”
They were dismayed to learn that they had to get a taxi to take them back to the Highway Motel. The price of a taxi had not been figured into what they expected to spend. But at least they’d had a free breakfast in jail. Although it wasn’t much.
The first thing Birdie checked on when they got out of the taxi was his truck. It still sat just where he’d parked it the day before, right after they registered. Birdie walked around it and looked it over carefully. “It looks okay, I guess,” he told Sam. “You never know, in the city. Somebody could have took it while we was in jail down there.”
“Birdie, who in hell would take that old truck?”
“Like I said, in the city you never know.”
A motel housekeeping cart was outside their door and a maid was busy cleaning their room. She bustled about, looking embarrassed. Sam sat gingerly on the edge of a bed while she worked and Birdie stood and looked out the window. The maid finished her work in short order and asked if there was anything else they needed.
“Thank you, ma’am, but I don’t believe we need anything,” Birdie replied. “I was wondering, though, if you might have heard something about a little girl missing. That’s what Sam and me are here in Wheeling for, looking for a little girl that somebody might be trying to find.”
“Mercy, I don’t think so,” the maid said. “How long’s she been missing?”
“She just got found last week.”
“But if she got found . . .”
Sam interrupted. “Ma’am, we don’t want to hold you up from your work. We appreciate what you did, cleaning up after us and all.”
“It didn’t take much. I couldn’t even tell that you’d slept in those beds.”
When the maid was safely out of hearing distance, Sam challenged Birdie: “I don’t think we better be asking anymore about little girls. That’s what got us in trouble yesterday. We’re going to have to figure out a better plan if we expect to find out anything in Wheeling.”
“Maybe so. You got some ideas?”
“Well, we sure can’t go to the police now,” Sam said. “How about the newspaper office? If there was a little child missing, wouldn’t you think they’d know about it?”
“I reckon they ought to,” Birdie agreed. “You know where the newspaper office is at?”
“No, but I’ll bet somebody at the desk could tell us.”
The two men decided they needed to clean up first, feeling pretty scruffy after spending the night in jail. They took turns in the shower and in front of the mirror shaving. Birdie put on the only extra shirt he’d brought along and Sam put on both fresh shirt and pants. Then they went downstairs to the front desk to inquire.
“Newspaper office? I guess you mean the News-Register?” The young man behind the counter, who spoke with an east-Asian accent they found somewhat difficult to understand, seemed unsure. “I think that’s down on Main Street.”
“You think, or you know?” Sam asked.
“I’ll find out for sure.” The young man turned and went somewhere in the back, and was gone for quite some time. He returned with a broad smile on his face. “I’m for sure,” he announced. “The newspaper office is down on Main Street.”
It appeared to be useless to press their luck by trying for more specific information. Anyway, Main Street ought not to be too hard to find. They climbed into Birdie’s old Dodge and headed for downtown. And although it had been years since he lived in Wheeling, Birdie was soon getting a better sense of direction and remembering his way around. They managed to find the newspaper office without too much difficulty.
Once inside they made their way to a receptionist’s desk, where a middle-aged woman with premature white hair put down her cup of steaming coffee and offered a friendly smile. “May I help you?” she asked.
“We’d like to inquire about a missing little girl,” Sam told her. “We wondered if there had been any stories on her in the paper?”
“Would that have been recently?”
“She was just found last week,” Birdie said.
“I’m a little bit confused,” the woman said. “I thought you said she was missing. But she’s been found, right?”
Birdie responded to her friendly demeanor with a broad smile of his own. “Yes, ma’am, that’s right,” he told her. “She was found last week. Me and my boys found her, floating on the river.”
“Do you have a name?”
“Oh, excuse us, ma’am,” Sam said. “I’m Sam Gowdy and this is Birdie Wilson. We’re from Cambria.”
The white-haired receptionist smiled again, this time in actual amusement. “I’m pleased to meet you,” she said. “But I meant do you have a name for the missing girl?”
“Yes, ma’am, we give her the name of Angel,” Birdie said proudly. “Sam here is the one that suggested it, and Johnny White took right up on it.”
The woman looked a bit uncomfortable. She picked up a telephone on her desk and said, “Excuse me for just a minute, please,” and pressed a button on the base of the phone. “I have two gentlemen here you might want to talk to,” she said. Then, turning back to Birdie and Sam, politely but firmly, “Would you please wait right over there for a moment? Somebody will be with you right away.”
Birdie and Sam stepped back, to an area near the door that she seemed to have indicated. There were no seats and no clearly defined waiting space so they just stood awkwardly and waited for an editor or reporter or whoever was going to come out and give them information on any missing little girl. The first person to approach them was a uniformed security guard.
“Do you gentlemen have a problem of some kind?” the guard asked tersely.
“Well, no,” Sam responded. “We were just interested in finding out anything we could about a missing little girl. Looks like it would have been in the newspaper.”
“No, I don’t believe we’ve had any little girl missing,” the guard said, still without expression. “If we had I’d remember it. So why don’t you fellows just move on along now, and don’t take up any more of Miss Jensen’s time?”
Birdie and Sam, very much unimpressed by the overall reception they’d received at the newspaper, left through the same heavy doors they’d entered by and stepped out onto the sidewalk. It was beginning to rain. They were soaking wet by the time they got back to Birdie’s truck. There was a parking ticket on the windshield.
“I thought I remembered Wheeling being a more friendly kind of place,” Birdie said, once they were out of the rain and seated in the pickup. “Seems to me some city people just ain’t as nice as Cambrians.”
Sam was wiping his wet face with a handkerchief. He kept on wiping as if he had not heard a word Birdie spoke. Birdie observed Sam silently for a time, then shook his head sadly and started up the truck and headed back out of town, toward the Highway Motel. They did not talk on the way.
The drive back took less time than the trip into town had, in spite of the rain and the poor performance of the truck’s wipers, and they were at the motel in what seemed no time at all. When they got back to their room, Sam took his battered suitcase down from a shelf and pulled out the dresser drawer and began to pack his extra socks and underwear. Birdie sat on the bed and watched.
Finally, Sam spoke. “We’re not going to find out anything in Wheeling, Birdie. We may as well go home.”
“We got to stay tonight, though. We signed up for that.”
“We’ll stay tonight, then get up early in the morning and head back to Cambria.”
Birdie offered no dissent.
Chapter Four
Judge Harold M. Winkler was an elegant man, simple in speech and dapper in appearance. He welcomed Deputy Lynn Swafford and Molly Hearst as if asking friends or relatives into his home. “And look at this precious little bundle,” he crooned, gazing adoringly at the baby cradled in Molly’s arms. “I’ve not seen you in a while, Lynn. Been hard at work, I guess?”
“Yes, sir, I have.”
“Tell Sheriff Higgins we could use a bit more presence out in this part of the county. Would you do that?”
“Yes, sir, I will.”
“Getting in any fishing now that the cold weather’s turned more to spring?”
“No, sir, I’m not.”
“Would you care for coffee?” Judge Winkler said, turning to Molly but clearly directing his query to both of them. “I’ve just made a fresh pot.” He motioned them into the living room and invited them to sit.
Deputy Swafford declined the coffee, and Molly followed his lead. She had never in her life appeared before a judge or any other person of judicial authority. She had no idea how to act. But she supposed the judge would tell her what to do in good time, and meanwhile she would simply watch Deputy Swafford.
The judge suddenly stopped short. “Excuse my terrible manners. Ma’am, I’m Judge Harold Winkler. I don’t believe I have had the pleasure of making your acquaintance.”
Lynn Swafford put a hand on Molly’s shoulder. “This is Molly Hearst,” he said. “We just met a little while ago over on one of the county roads. I’m sorry to have to intrude—”
Judge Winkler interrupted. “I’m very pleased to meet you, Miss Hearst—or is it Mrs.?”
“It’s Mrs. I’m a widow.”
“Well I’m very sorry to hear that.”
Deputy Lynn Swafford stood by awkwardly, with hands in his pockets. Then he addressed Judge Winkler. “Your honor,” he said, “the reason I brought Molly—Mrs. Hearst—in front of you this morning is that I had to write her a ticket for carrying a baby in the back seat of her car without having a proper car seat. Now I will say that she had it strapped in securely, in a basket that served as a nice little bed. As you know, though, the law is very strict on this matter.”
“Is this the baby?”
“Yes, sir, it is.”
“She’s a very beautiful baby, Mrs. Hearst. What’s her name?”
“Her name is Angel, your honor.”
“Oh, please. Dispense with the formality. Call me Harold. And how old is little Angel?”
Molly hesitated. “We think she’s probably about eight or ten months, but we’re not really sure.”
“Oh, I see—she’s not your child, then. But of course you said you’re a widow. Is she related? I hope you’re not a paid caretaker, for that would complicate the situation—the legal circumstances, you know.”
Molly Hearst felt as if her mouth was full of cotton. “Yes, she’s somewhat related,” Molly stammered. “I mean, yes I am taking care of her but not like I’m being paid or anything like that and I had to bring her along because I’m supposed to be visiting my son’s school for a conference with his teacher but I’m going to be late and I wouldn’t have brought Angel but I couldn’t find anybody else to take her on short notice and I didn’t have a proper car seat so Jay, he’s my son, made the basket so it could be fastened with the seat belt. I wouldn’t do anything in the world to hurt Baby Angel, your honor.”
Deputy Lynn Swafford laid a gentle hand on Molly’s arm and Judge Winkler looked as if he felt guilty for having asked a troubling question.
“Please, Mrs. Hearst, sit here on the couch and relax,” the judge said. “You can put Baby Angel down beside you there. She must be getting heavy by now. Let me get you some coffee. You too, Lynn. How do you both take it?”
Deputy Swafford said black and Molly once again followed his lead. The judge slipped out of the room and the deputy sat down across from Molly, in an antique upholstered chair with hand-made lace doilies protecting the arms and headrest. He looked at Molly with an expression of near-pain. He started to speak, seemed to think better of it, then started to speak again. But neither he nor Molly said a word before Judge Winkler returned with two cups of steaming coffee on a tray along with sparkling silver cream and sugar dispensers, spoons, white linen napkins, and a plate of cookies.
“Mrs. Winkler made these this morning,” the judge said. “I regret that you missed her. She’s off to town today and she’ll be sorry she wasn’t here for your visit.”
Deputy Lynn Swafford stood. He took the tray from Judge Winkler and placed in on a coffee table in front of the couch. Then he took one of the cups of coffee and went back to his chair, while Molly took the other cup and nervously poured cream and added sugar. The deputy took two sips of the hot coffee before addressing Judge Winkler directly: “We sure appreciate your hospitality, judge, but the truth is I need to get on with my patrol. Sheriff Higgins wants us out there where the traffic is. I don’t mean to be impolite, but it really would be good if we could get on with business. As I said before, Molly—Mrs. Hearst—was driving—”
“Oh, hush, Lynn. I know why you’re here. I’m supposed to act on your ticket and decide what to do with this very nice lady and her beautiful little baby. You wrote the ticket. What do you recommend?”
Deputy Swafford flushed deep red with embarrassment. He said, “I don’t know if it’s for me to say, judge. We, that is the sheriff’s department, will respect your ruling, whatever it is. And I expect Mrs. Hearst needs to get on her way and get on over to her boy’s school.”
“Well then, Lynn, I have two options. Either I can dismiss your ticket or I can set bond for Mrs. Hearst—”
Baby Angel chose this instant to wake, and as usual she did so with a loud wail. Molly quickly set her coffee cup on the table and picked up the baby, rocking her in her arms. This once, what worked most of the time had no effect whatsoever. Angel not only continued to cry, but her cries became louder and even more demanding. She was hungry and she wanted everyone present to know it.
Deputy Swafford stepped to Molly’s side. “It’s been a long time, but I used to have a way with babies,” he said. “If you’ll let me . . .”
Molly quickly handed Angel over. The deputy held her upright, against his shoulder, and began to hum, all the while swaying in time with his own music. Baby Angel stopped crying.
“Looks like you’re still good at it, Lynn,” Judge Winkler chuckled. “Of course, you raised a couple of your own, if I recall correctly.”
“Yes, I did. After we lost Jane, I had the boys to bring up by myself.”
“I’ve not had the pleasure of seeing your two sons for some time now, but it was clear you did a good job.”
“Thank you, Judge Winkler. Now—”
“Yes, yes, I know,” Judge Harold Winkler said. “I suppose you’re right. We need to get on with business. You ought to be back out there on the county road pointing your radar gun at unsuspecting motorists, I imagine. And Mrs. Hearst needs to get on to her boy’s school.”
“Yes, sir, I think that about covers it.”
“Lynn, I appreciate the fact that your job is to enforce the law. And I understand how Sheriff Higgins gets bent all out of shape over baby-seat violations. And he’s right about that. Our children are all precious and we have to make sure they are protected. But you tell me that Mrs. Hearst had this beautiful baby girl—Angel, didn’t you say her name is?—she had Angel securely strapped in and she looked pretty safe to you. So what I’m going to do is, I’m going to void your ticket. Mrs. Hearst, I must say it’s been a pleasure to meet you and your little Angel. Now you are free to go on, and get to that boy’s school.”
Molly’s relief gushed out, first to Judge Winkler: “Your honor, I don’t know what to say except thank you. And you can be sure I’ll take care of little Angel.”
And to Deputy Swafford, who waited until this instant to return Angel to her: “You were very polite to me and I’m really very grateful for the way you took the baby and stopped her crying. She seems to like you.”
Lynn Swafford reddened again. “I’ll see you to your car, Mrs. Hearst,” he said. “And thank you, Judge Winkler. I think you were more than fair to Mrs. Hearst.”
“Get back some day when you have time to go fishing,” the judge replied. “And Mrs. Hearst, any time you happen to be back this way please stop in to say hello and let me see how that little baby’s doing. Will you do that?”
Molly was backing toward the door, which the deputy held open for her. “Yes, sir,” she said, “I will.”
Once outside, Molly and the deputy walked to her car. He held the back door open while she strapped the baby into the basket that now had judicial blessing as a certified car seat. Molly backed away and bumped into the deputy, who was fumbling with his book of traffic tickets. He dropped the tickets and quickly stooped to pick them up. His policeman’s cap fell from his head. He reddened even more.
Molly felt the heat of a deep blush creeping up her neck. She felt a need to try and help this man, and make him more comfortable. But he was so clumsy, what could she do?
After several more awkward minutes, she was at last on her way again. Baby Angel slept peacefully in her basket in the back seat. Molly knew she would be late for her appointment with Jay’s teacher. She considered her options, and decided it would be best to simply tell the truth—she had been stopped by a sheriff’s deputy for speeding. At the very least this would substantiate the fact that she’d been hurrying in an effort to be on time. And not the kind of excuse teachers usually heard.
Molly was more than an hour late, but Jay’s teacher, a dowdy little woman named Mrs. Kobel, was understanding. She was sorry that Molly had endured such inconvenience at the hand of the law and appreciated her visit. Jay, she said, was an excellent student and she could tell that he had his mother’s support at home. That was most important.
“Yes, I try my best,” Molly said. “It’s never easy being a single mother, but I know you hear that all the time.”
“Yes,” Mrs. Kobel replied, “and I know that it’s true. I do believe it is quite unfortunate that Jay doesn’t have a man’s influence in his life, though. These formative years are critical, Mrs. Hearst. Does he have anyone who might serve as a male role model?”
“Well, no . . .”
“I’m sure you do your best, Mrs. Hearst. As I said, Jay is a good student and a fine boy. But I do believe he misses having a strong male figure he can lean on. Did he and his father get on well?”
“Yes,” Molly said, “but of course he was still little when he lost his father. He missed him a great deal at the time, but he hardly remembers him now.”
“And there hasn’t been a man’s influence since?”
“Well, no, not directly. But there’s Pastor Mike and other men and boys he has plenty of contact with—”
“Yes, of course. As you say. I didn’t know he had a baby sister at home.”
“Oh, no. Angel isn’t his sister. I’m just keeping her for someone, and I had no choice but to bring her along.”
In what Molly found to be a very condescending tone of voice, Mrs. Kobel said it was commendable to help another mother although time spent caring for other children was time away from her own. But she trusted that Molly was able to keep things in proper balance and even if she devoted all her time to Jay he still would be missing the male influence he needed, anyway.
Molly was tempted to answer in similar tone, but she was saved by a loud wail from the wicker laundry basket which she’d deposited on the floor at her feet. Baby Angel apparently felt that it was time for this teacher’s conference to be over. Mrs. Kobel did too, and brusquely signaled that Molly’s time was up.
Molly left the classroom and picked up Jay, who waited for her outside the school office. His face lit up with a bright smile when he saw her approaching.
“How’d it go, Mom?” he inquired.
“It went very well, Jay. Mrs. Kobel said you are a good student and a fine young man. But then I already knew that, of course.”
“Did you like her?”
Molly hated to lie to her son, but she did: “Yes, she seems very nice.”
“Did she want to talk to you about anything in particular—like any problems I have or stuff like that?”
“No, it didn’t seem like that to me. Didn’t she schedule meetings with all the students’ parents?”
“I don’t think so, Mom.”
Molly stopped walking. When Jay stopped too and turned back to face her, she demanded of her son: “Jay, have you been having problems at school that I don’t know about? Why would your teacher make an appointment with me and not with any of the other parents?”
Jay was obviously embarrassed. “I think I know, Mom,” he said. “But I’d rather wait and talk about it in the car if you don’t mind.”
By the time they reached the car and had Baby Angel’s basket secured in the back seat, Molly’s tension had escalated until she could feel her heart pounding in her chest. What in the world was going on with Jay in school?
For once, Jay got right to the point. They were barely out of the parking lot when he started his explanation. “Mom, I’m straight, okay. But Mrs. Kobel somehow seems to have got the idea that I’m gay.”
Molly was speechless.
Jay watched her for a minute and, getting no reaction, went on: “She’s never said it, but I can tell. She’s always saying things about how boys act, and lots of times what she says doesn’t fit me at all. Is that what she wanted to talk to you about—me being gay?”
“No, she never said—wait, she did seem to be concerned that you have no male influence in your life. Good lord, Jay, you’re right. She does think you’re gay.”
Jay smiled as if quite pleased with himself.
“See, I had her figured out,” he said. “So what did you say to her, Mom?”
“Well, nothing. I didn’t know what she was getting at, Jay. I just told her your father’s been gone for some time now and you don’t really have a good male role model. That’s what she asked.”
“What do you think we ought to do?”
“Jay, I have no idea.”
And she didn’t. The last thing in the world Molly wanted to do was let down her son. If he was in physical danger she’d sacrifice her life for him without an instant’s hesitation. If he had emotional needs, she would spend every waking minute trying to help him. But what in the world was she supposed to do with a stupid (don’t say that out loud, Molly) old school teacher who thought her son was gay and what difference would it make anyway?
In the end, she chose to emphasize that last point—what difference would it make if he were homosexual?—and talk with Jay about all people being unique and how she’d always taught him and Justine not to discriminate against anyone they considered different. Jay seemed to be content with her suggestion that they let the matter ride for now and talk about it more over the weekend. He probably knew that this was her way of putting off dealing with something she had no clue how to handle. Whatever.
To their mutual relief, they found other things to talk about the rest of the way back to Cambria. Molly felt much better by the time they got home. But her comfort turned to anxiety when she saw a clearly marked sheriff’s department automobile parked in front of the house.
Chapter Five
Sam Gowdy and Birdie Wilson might have made it back to Cambria without incident had it not been for Sam’s over-active bladder. When the stretch of highway between stops got too long, Sam finally had to insist that Birdie pull off the road so that he could get out and relieve himself in the bushes. Everything went okay until they were ready to go again, and then their trouble began.
Birdie started the engine and put the pickup in gear, then looked in the side mirror to make sure nothing was coming up behind. The highway was clear. He released the clutch. The truck didn’t move. Instead, a rear wheel spun impotently in the mud of the highway shoulder.
“Give it more gas,” Sam Gowdy directed.
Birdie did.
The result was even more ineffective wheel spinning.
“Rock it back and forth a little,” Sam said.
Birdie shifted into reverse and once again released the clutch and gunned the engine. More spinning. Not only was the truck still not moving, but the spinning wheel was digging deeper into the soft ground. The truck had begun to tilt toward the roadside ditch. Birdie shifted gears again and tried to urge the old Dodge forward. The truck didn’t budge.
“We’re stuck, Sam,” Birdie announced matter-of-factly.
“Let me get out and push. Rock it a couple of times, then really give it the gas.”
Sam stood behind the truck, a little off to the side, while Birdie shifted back and forth from forward to reverse a couple of times, trying to gain some movement. Then he stepped squarely in back when Birdie shifted to low gear and revved up the engine. Sam pushed as hard as he could. Birdie pressed hard on the gas pedal and cursed. The truck didn’t move, but Sam was splattered with mud thrown back by the spinning wheel.
“It’s no use, Birdie,” Sam shouted loudly. “We’re not going anywhere.”
Birdie cut off the engine and stepped out to survey the situation. He shook his head sorrowfully. The pickup’s right rear wheel was buried deep in the mire. Water had begun to seep into the hole around the wheel.
“Gonna have to find us some help,” Birdie said. “It’ll take some pretty good power to pull us out now.”
“I’m sorry, Birdie. If I could have waited a little longer we wouldn’t be in this fix.”
“Don’t worry about that, Sam. A man’s gotta go when a man’s gotta go.”
“What do you figure to do?”
“I guess somebody’ll come along and give us a ride, else we’ll have to walk. Probably a gas station down the road a piece. How far do you guess we are from the river?”
Sam looked off to the west. “See that row of trees way over yonder?” he said. “I think that might be the river. I’d make it, what, about a quarter of a mile? Why?”
“Well, if we could find some river rats like us we know they’d help us as quick as a possum up a gum tree, that’s all.”
Sam nodded in agreement. “You’re right about that,” he said. “Right now, though, I think I’d settle for some poor old dirt farmer with a stout mule.”
As Sam spoke, a man in a new-looking black Mercury pulled up alongside the mud-stuck pickup and stopped. He lowered the window on the passenger side of the car and called to Sam and Birdie: “Looks like you boys could use a hand. Get in and I’ll drop you off down the road at Scudder’s place. There’s likely somebody there that can help.”
Sam got in beside the driver and Birdie crawled into the back seat. The Mercury was spotless inside and still had a distinct new-car smell. Birdie looked down and saw that he’d left a big muddy footprint on the light-gray carpet. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and tried to lean down without being obvious and see if he could wipe it up. Sam and the driver were talking and Birdie’s motion went undetected. But when he wiped at the mud, all he managed to do was spread it even more widely. He tried to stuff the muddy handkerchief back in his pocket and in the process left an ugly smear on the back of the seat.
“Where you fellows from?” the driver was asking.
Sam told him they were from Cambria and on their way home from Wheeling. On the way, that is, until they got mired down back there.
“I do business a lot in Wheeling,” the driver responded. “You fellows up there on business or pleasure?”
Sam swallowed hard. “We were there on a little business.”
“What kind of business are you in?”
“I run a bait shop and Birdie there is a fisherman, I guess you’d say.”
“So you were checking out new fishing gear or the like?”
Sam had his left arm over the back of the seat, his hand dangling downward. He began to wave his hand vigorously, hoping that Birdie would pick up the cue and jump into the conversation. Sam needed help.
Birdie, who had been occupied with trying to erase his muddy footprint from the floor, had not been paying attention to the conversation in the front seat. He had no idea what Sam wanted. But Sam’s almost frantic hand-wagging looked like it might portend something serious—and, yes, maybe something painful—and Birdie naturally was concerned.
He leaned forward and said, “You hurt your hand pushing back there, Sam?”
“You say your hurt yourself?” the driver asked. “You need a doctor? If you do, I ought to turn around and head back the other direction.”
Sam hoped his relief wasn’t clear in his voice. But he was extremely happy to have the subject changed, dropping the topic of their business in Wheeling. “No,” he said, “I’m okay. I didn’t hurt myself. Good thing, too, since my pushing didn’t help any.”
“That’s good,” the driver said. But he was not going to be deterred so easily: “Like I was saying, you looking for new gear up in Wheeling?”
Birdie, speaking loudly from the back seat, said, “No sir, we were looking for somebody who could give us information on a little girl.”
“Oh, so you two fellows are interested in little girls?” The driver all at once appeared to be much more engrossed in the conversation. “You like pictures?”
“No, we don’t have a picture—Sam, we ought to have got a picture—”
“How about video tapes? I’ve got a nice selection in the trunk that you boys might like to see. I can make you a good price on it, too.”
Sam Gowdy stiffened. “Hell no, we’re not interested in pictures or video tapes of little girls. We were trying to find out about the family of one little girl. Stop and let us out, you dirty pervert.”
“Hold on, now,” the driver said. “Maybe I misunderstood something. And maybe I misled you fellows. I’m not into that kind of thing. No siree.”
“Then what were you going to sell us?”
“I think this was all just a misunderstanding. Why, I love kids myself. Have two little granddaughters. But look, here’s Scudder’s place. Somebody here will likely give you a hand.” He pulled into the driveway of a combination gasoline station and country general store. “Glad I could help you fellows out. Sorry about the misunderstanding. Just forget it, okay?”
Sam and Birdie alighted from the car and their benefactor sped back onto the highway.
“You really think he was a pervert, Sam?” Birdie asked.
“Hell yes. Driving around with a trunk full of pictures and video tapes of little girls. Wish we’d got his license number. I’d sure call the law if they got a phone in here.”
“How’d you catch on to him?”
Sam Gowdy looked at Birdie hard, his face marked by a mix of poorly disguised pity and pure astonishment. “Why, I smelled him, Birdie,” Sam said. “You can smell a pervert from a mile off. And you couldn’t see ’em from the back seat I guess, but he had on green shoes. That was the dead giveaway, green shoes.”
Birdie’s confusion was apparent. Then a wide grin spread across his face and he said, “You’re pulling my foot, ain’t you, Sam.”
“Yeah, Birdie, I’m pulling your foot.”
But once inside Scudder’s, they had more pressing things to worry about. Could they get a tow, back up the road a piece? Yes, their pickup was stuck in the soft mud on the shoulder, headed south. No, it probably wouldn’t take much to get them out. Sure, Scudder’s Jeep Cherokee probably would do the job.
Scudder wanted fifty dollars. In advance.
Birdie and Sam got together and counted their money. Between the two of them they had exactly fifty-eight dollars left. Scudder got the job.
It took no more than twenty minutes for Scudder to have the old Dodge unstuck and back on the dry highway. Birdie calculated that they had plenty of gas to make it to Cambria. They would be home before dark. He thought their trip to Wheeling had been worthwhile, didn’t Sam agree?
“We didn’t find out anything at all, Birdie,” Sam protested. “How is that worthwhile?”
“Don’t you see, Sam, if anybody had been looking for little Angel we would have heard about it. Since we didn’t hear anything, that means nobody ain’t looking for her. If nobody ain’t looking for her then she’s been abandoned. If she’s been abandoned, Cambrians can take care of her and raise her up just like family.”
“If we can keep her out of child welfare.”
Birdie made a sound that was somewhere between a snort and a grunt. “I’d sure hate for them child welfare people to get hold of her,” he said. “They’d name her—”
“I know, Birdie. They’d name her Baby Jane Doe.”
Birdie Wilson drove without speaking for the next twenty minutes, something very rare for him. But he’d sensed that Sam was not always taking him seriously. He wanted to think things through before he started another topic. The problem was, he couldn’t come up with another topic. Baby Angel had so stuck in his mind for the last couple of days that she was all he could find to talk about. Then he remembered that it was Sam who had suggested in the town meeting that the baby be called Angel.
“You really believe in angels, Sam?”
“I don’t know, Birdie. Do you?”
“Sure seems like lots of people do. I’m not too sure about it, myself.”
“All I know is, I’ve never seen one.”
“Maybe they’re invisible.”
“I expect they might be—if they exist.”
Birdie hesitated, then charged ahead. “The reason I was asking, Sam, is that you was the one who said we ought to call that little baby Angel. You said she come to us like a little river angel. Ain’t that what you said?”
“I guess so. That didn’t necessarily mean I believe there are real angels, though. I was just saying—”
“But you said the baby come to us like a little river angel. I remember exactly what you said.”
“Birdie, it doesn’t matter what I said. I was just saying that we ought to give the baby a name. It seemed to me like under the circumstances Angel was a proper name to give her.”
Sam said this in a voice loud enough that Birdie could tell he was irritated. He decided to give up talking entirely for a while. Whatever was stuck in Sam’s craw would probably go away in good time, and maybe he’d just wait and let Sam Gowdy speak first next time. They drove all the way back to Cambria without another word. When they arrived in town they saw a sheriff’s department patrol car parked in front of Molly Hearst’s house. Mayor Johnny White stood beside it, talking with an officer.
Chapter Six
Johnny White knew that he had few options. He must get things organized in a hurry. Three clangs of the bell atop Town Hall was the official signal that summoned the volunteer fire department, and the mayor gave the bell rope three vigorous yanks. The toll of the bell rolled over Cambria like the sound of God striking a celestial anvil with a mighty sledge hammer. Within minutes, eight of the town’s volunteer firemen—the entire department save two—was assembled.
“We’ve got a little problem, men,” the mayor announced to those gathered before him. “Maybe some of you saw the sheriff’s car over in front of Molly’s house. I tried to call Molly and nobody answered. My guess is, she saw the car in time to duck out the back door with the baby and right now is on the run. If the sheriff gets ahold of that little baby, she’s headed for the child welfare system for sure.”
“Birdie Wilson says they’d name her Baby Jane Doe,” Kirk Mendenhall called from the back of the group.
Johnny White held up his hands for silence.
“We ought to listen to Birdie. He’s the one that found her.” This from Gordon Blessing, standing right in the middle of the assembled firemen.
Morris Layman, near the front of the group: “That’s right, mayor. Birdie says they’ll name her Baby Jane Doe and we ought to listen to Birdie since he’s the one that found her.”
The mayor once again signaled for quiet. “That’s why I called you all together,” he said, after the firemen had settled down. “If the sheriff decides to look around town, we need to keep that baby moving. I want all of you to go home and be ready to take little Angel in at the drop of a hat.”
Morris Layman raised his hand. Johnny White nodded his way. “That doesn’t make a lot of sense, Johnny. How are we going to know where she is and when to get her?”
“I’m coming to that now, Morris. I’ll be on my cell phone following close behind the sheriff. I’ll know where the baby is and which way the sheriff is headed, and I’ll call one of you as appropriate to pick up the baby and take her back to your house. Use the back door, and keep low.”
Kirk Mendenhall: “So the plan is just to stay a step ahead of the sheriff. And you’ll be in command, right?”
Johnny White nodded affirmatively. “That’s exactly right, Kirk,” he said. “I have all your phone numbers. I need for you to get on home and stay by your phone. Now I won’t be calling everybody. Who I call and when will depend entirely on the sheriff’s movements. Any questions?”
There was plenty of mumbling and even a bit of grumbling among themselves, but no questions voiced by the volunteers. They quickly scattered. Mayor Johnny White set out for Molly Hearst’s house to begin his watch over the movements of the sheriff. He walked fast.
Even as he rounded the corner of Molly’s block, he could see that the lone occupant seated in the patrol car did not look like Sheriff Higgins. That was good, because the sheriff was a dogged man who, once he smelled prey, wouldn’t give up the trail until the wide Ohio River froze solid in the summertime. Although the sheriff had never set foot in Cambria, Johnny White had met him twice in the county seat. He’d admired his work through the years. If there was a criminal on the loose, nobody you’d rather have chasing him than Sheriff Higgins. But now the shoe was on the other foot, so to speak. Little Angel was the prey. And if Sheriff Higgins had heard that Cambrians were hiding an abandoned baby from the child welfare agency, he wouldn’t give up till he found her.
The mayor had a hunch how the sheriff had come to know about Baby Angel. Max Barnes. In the assemblage in Town Hall where Cambrians had made the decision to keep little Angel out of the child welfare system, Max had stated flatly that they ought to call the sheriff. So Max had gone against the decision of the people and called in the sheriff on his own! Johnny White seethed with anger.
Keep your cool, Johnny, he exhorted himself. If Max had already reported the presence of Baby Angel, it was even more important that they keep the child hidden. The law couldn’t take her if they couldn’t find her.
The mayor made a snap decision. Instead of trying to conceal the fact of Baby Angel’s existence, since the sheriff apparently already knew, his duty now was to create as much of a distraction as possible and give Molly more time. Yes, he’d have to find an opening to call one of the volunteer firemen when the time came, but he’d play that card when it was dealt. Right now, it was his duty to face the sheriff’s man head-on.
Johnny White strode manfully up beside the police cruiser and rapped hard on the window. The man inside, who might well have been sleeping, looked up, startled, and lowered his window. It was a deputy the mayor had not met before.
“I’m Mayor Johnny White,” he said. “Is there a problem here, deputy?”
The deputy pulled himself up straighter in the seat, then looked to think better of that and opened the door and got out. He stooped to pick up his hat, which he’d knocked off in the process, then faced the mayor squarely.
“No, sir, no problem,” the deputy said. “I’m just here to follow up on something. No problem at all.”
“I don’t believe we’ve met.”
“Excuse me. I’m Lynn Swafford, sheriff’s deputy. Sheriff Higgins doesn’t send us over this way very often.”
“I’m very much aware of that fact, Deputy Swafford. You might tell the sheriff we pay our taxes the same as everybody else in the county. It seems to me like we have a right to the same protection.”
“Oh yes, Mr. Mayor. The sheriff would be the first to say so.”
Johnny White felt that he’d beat around the bush long enough. Time to get straight to the point: “I expect you’re here to check on that baby, right?”
“Sir?”
“The baby. You’re here in response to a call about the abandoned baby Birdie Wilson found floating on the river.”
Before Deputy Lynn Swafford had a chance to answer—fortunately, because he was quite confused by Johnny White’s question—Molly Hearst drove up from behind. The deputy turned toward her car with a smile that was partly a sign of relief and partly a sign that he was happy to see Molly again.
Johnny White was virtually panic stricken.
Molly got out of her old Buick and approached the two men, while Jay opened a back door and began to undo Baby Angel, sound asleep in her secure laundry basket. He hoisted the basket and followed his mother.
“Molly—Mrs. Hearst—I’m happy to see that you got home safely,” Deputy Swafford greeted her. “And the little one is still riding safely, I see.”
Molly feared that her pleasure in seeing Lynn Swafford again was obvious, though she tried valiantly to hide it. She was curious, though, and asked in a manner a bit more harsh than she intended, “What are you doing here? Is something wrong?”
Jay stood uneasily at his mother’s side and held the laundry basket and sleeping baby. Mayor Johnny White took a step toward Jay, then turned to Molly. “I thought you were away, Molly,” he said politely. “I see you’re still keeping your cousin’s baby. Is she going to pick it up any time soon?” There was pleading in the mayor’s eyes, as in “please, Molly, please go along with this.”
Now it was Molly who was confused.
This time, Deputy Lynn Swafford came to her rescue. “I don’t believe Judge Winkler understood that she was your cousin’s baby,” he said. “That might have simplified things. Or maybe you said so and the judge and I just missed it.”
“Judge . . . Winkler?” Johnny White stammered.
“It’s a long story, Johnny,” Molly said. “But if you men will excuse us, we need to get Angel inside. I know she’s tired and hungry. It was nice to see you again, Deputy Swafford.”
With that, Molly turned and started toward the house. Jay followed close behind with Baby Angel.
Deputy Swafford raised a hand as if to signal the two to stop, then stood silently as they disappeared through the front door. Then he turned to Johnny White and said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Mayor. What were you saying about an abandoned child? If there’s an emergency I’ll get on the horn and get more help out here right away.”
“Please. Call me Johnny.”
“Yes, sir, Johnny. But like I was saying, maybe I better call in and let Sheriff Higgins know about that abandoned baby. They ought to get it to the child welfare people, for starters. Who found it, did you say?”
“I didn’t say. I assumed Max Barnes told you folks all that when he reported the situation.”
“I’m sorry, Mr. Mayor—Johnny—but I haven’t seen that report on an abandoned child. I’m going to have to call this in—”
Johnny White suddenly brightened. Birdie Wilson’s old Dodge pickup was coming up behind Molly’s car, and he could see that Sam Gowdy was riding with Birdie. Any interruption that would cause the deputy not to call in to his home base looked to the mayor like a good interruption, welcome as an unexpected thunderstorm on a hot August day.
Birdie and Sam crawled out and stretched arms and legs after their long ride. The mayor rushed to them, impatient for a report on the success of their mission. When Sam told him they hadn’t found anything in Wheeling, Johnny White’s relief was apparent. But now he whispered a quick explanation of the newest threat to Baby Angel’s well-being: the arrival of the sheriff’s department.
“Max Barnes must have called the sheriff’s office after all,” the mayor said quietly. “This deputy seems a bit confused about it all. Said he hadn’t seen the report yet, but he drove right up to Molly’s house so he must know more than he’s letting on.”
“He’ll take her straight to the child welfare department,” Birdie stated flatly.
“Thing is, though,” Johnny White whispered, “he doesn’t know that Molly has the abandoned child. He thinks Baby Angel is her cousin’s baby. What we have to do is keep him confused about that.”
Sam Gowdy shook his head. “I think it’s too dangerous a game, holding out on law enforcement,” he declared. “If the sheriff’s office knows about the baby, maybe we better just give her up.”
“They’d sure name her Baby Jane Doe.” This from Birdie, of course.
“Cambrians made up their minds from the beginning to keep this little girl out of the child welfare system,” Johnny White proclaimed. “I just can’t see that little angel of a thing put in some foster home where they wouldn’t care anything about her. It looks pretty clear that whoever abandoned her is not going to take her back, so she’d be passed around forever. I just can’t let that happen.”
“Well, you’re the mayor,” Sam Gowdy said. “You took your oath of office to see to the interests of us Cambrians, and we’ll stick by you.”
Deputy Swafford, meanwhile, had been on the radio with the sheriff’s department dispatcher. Sheriff Higgins was gone for the day and the dispatcher didn’t know anything about an abandoned child report. Deputy Swafford strode over to the mayor and his two constituents.
“Mr. Mayor—Johnny—I can’t get anything further on that abandoned child report, so I probably should just look around some and talk to a few people and see what I can find out. Sheriff Higgins most likely will send me right back tomorrow anyway, so I suppose I may as well try and get a head start. You mentioned a Max somebody?”
Johnny White felt compelled to lean over and re-tie a shoe before responding. While he was thus occupied he developed a sudden interest in the deputy’s patrol car.
“You don’t need those tall antennas anymore, looks like,” he observed, straightening to a standing position. “This little bitty one adequate to keep you in touch with your base?”
Sam Gowdy picked up on the mayor’s cue.
“Radio systems sure have come a long way,” Sam said. “I expect the dispatcher in the sheriff’s office can keep in touch with all you deputies and the sheriff hisself, of course, without much trouble at all these days. You probably don’t use a phone very often.”
Birdie was not as swift as Sam. But he was interested in radio communications because he was hoping to get a radio on his boat. He asked Deputy Swafford, “What kind of radio does it take to be part of a system like that? Is there one that would work with just two radios? Like if I had one on my boat and Edna—that’s my wife, Edna—if Edna had one at home, could we keep in touch that way? Course I might want to get three some day, if we get another boat for the boys when they get a little bigger.”
Johnny White became the perfect host. “Now Birdie, we shouldn’t expect this deputy to take too much time answering technical questions. He probably has a long drive home. You have a family, Deputy Swafford? Birdie here has two fine boys at home.”
Lynn Swafford responded exactly as the mayor hoped he would. He said he was a single father with two grown sons, regretted that he didn’t have at least one girl, and could tell that Birdie was proud of his children. And yes, he did have a pretty good drive. Maybe since he hadn’t been able to find out anything more on the abandoned child report he might as well call it a day and get on home. He was happy to make the acquaintance of Mayor Johnnie White and Sam and Birdie.
As he crawled into the sheriff’s department sedan, Deputy Swafford added a sinister note to his leave-taking. He was sure he’d be back in Cambria tomorrow to pick up where he left off, he announced. An abandoned child report was a serious affair. The sheriff’s department would treat it accordingly.
As the patrol car moved away, Sam Gowdy looked at the mayor expectantly. “What do you think we ought to do now?” he asked.
“That deputy will be back here tomorrow with some kind of warrant. You can bet your bottom dollar on it,” Johnny White answered. “We have got to get the baby out of Molly’s house, for starters. He bought the story that she was keeping her cousin’s baby, but if Max Barnes told them she’s got the abandoned child they’ll want to get in there and check. He said an abandoned child should be in the hands of the child welfare department, but if they can’t find her they can’t get their hands on her.”
“They’d name her Baby Jane Doe,” Birdie said.
Johnny White rubbed his chin. The strain of responsibility was beginning to show. He clearly was giving serious thought to what he was going to say next. After a long pause he finally said, “I’ve got the volunteer fire department on alert and ready to act. It seems like the best thing to do now is call one of the men and have them pick up the baby from Molly.”
“Not Max Barnes, though,” Sam said.
“No. Max was one of two firemen that didn’t show up. I’ll call Larry Zielinski first. Him and Margie raised five of their own so I expect they’ll know how to take care of a baby for a while. But we’ve got to keep her moving. Baby Angel, I mean.”
Sam Gowdy’s frown made it clear that he was skeptical. He said, “How long do you figure we can keep it up, Johnny? If the law gets to seriously looking for an abandoned baby, they won’t give up easy.”
“I know, Sam. This could turn into a long struggle. But we Cambrians are pretty good at sticking with something once we set to it. None of us wants to see Baby Angel put in the child welfare system.”
Birdie shook his head. “They’d name her Baby Jane Doe,” he said.
Chapter Seven
Molly Hearst had become irrevocably attached to Baby Angel. So had Justine and Jay. It was as if this beautiful baby girl had been sent down from heaven just for them. She was the center of their attention, the three of them vying for the privilege of holding and feeding her when she was hungry and changing her when the need arose and taking care of any other wants she might have.
Molly understood the danger in it all. Sooner or later the authorities might step in and take the baby. The mere thought of Angel being placed in a foster home made her ill. Still, when Johnny White called Molly resisted.
“They’re going to be looking for an abandoned child,” the mayor said. “That deputy may have been fooled by the claim she’s your cousin’s baby, but they’re going to check on that, Molly. Do you even have a cousin with a baby?”
Molly admitted that she did not. At least none that she knew of.
“Then you can see what we have to do. If they can’t find her they can’t get her.”
“Johnny, I know you’re right,” Molly said. “But it’s like she belongs here. I just can’t tell you how much I hate giving her up. Even when I know it’s temporary.”
Johnny White promised that the baby would be returned as soon as it was safe. And meanwhile she would be well cared for. In spite of the way they usually had squabbled over every issue, he argued, Cambrians were all committed to saving the child from the welfare people. Molly was proving herself a good mother. Nobody would object to the baby ending up with her once all this cleared up.
Reluctantly, Molly’s accepted the mayor’s dictum. She got together Angel’s things, such as she had. Then she sat on the couch, holding her baby in her arms, and waited.
Larry and Margie Zielinski showed up on Molly’s doorstep within the hour and took Baby Angel away. Molly lay awake most of the night, wishing she could get up and tend to the needs of the baby that wasn’t hers but had stolen her heart. It was nearly dawn when she finally slept. When she woke, the sun was shining brightly through a bedroom window and somebody was knocking on her front door.
It was Deputy Lynn Swafford.
Molly pulled her robe tighter and opened the door. “I’m surprised to see you back here again,” she said. “Is something wrong?”
Lynn Swafford blushed. “No, no. Nothing wrong. It’s just that, well, I didn’t have a chance to talk to you yesterday, with the mayor there and all. So what I did was, I came on back to finish my business with you. You know, business I didn’t get done yesterday.”
“You have business with me?”
“I don’t mean business literally, Molly—Mrs. Hearst. I just meant that what I came to check on, you know, I didn’t get to check on.”
“Okay. So what is it you came to check on? Yesterday, I mean.”
Lynn Swafford took off his cap. He shifted his weight from foot to foot. He cleared his throat—twice.
“Molly,” he said, “I was going to say that I came to check on your automobile license plate or something like that. You know, something official. But that was just an excuse. What I really came for—yesterday, I mean—what I really came for was to see if you’d like to have dinner or something.”
Molly felt a sense of giddiness she hadn’t experienced for years. This modest, polite man had actually come to ask her for a date! She would not be coy. In fact, she would make clear to Lynn Swafford that she was happy he’d come and she would be perfectly delighted to have dinner with him. And she did.
Lynn Swafford, in turn, accepted her invitation to come in and have coffee. There was the inevitable, though brief, period of embarrassing and awkward small talk, after which they became more comfortable and permitted themselves to relax and truly enjoy one another’s company. Neither would have guessed that it had been years since the other had taken this much pleasure from the mere proximity of one of the opposite sex. It was a full hour before Deputy Lynn Swafford admitted reluctantly that he was on duty and needed to get back to work.
“If I don’t check in pretty soon Sheriff Higgins himself will be out looking for me,” he joked. “I didn’t tell the dispatcher exactly where I was.”
“But I hope you wouldn’t be in trouble just for stopping by. Would you?”
“Not as long as I could give them a reason—like checking on your baby. And by the way, where is she? I hadn’t noticed that it’s been quiet all this time.”
Molly was sure she felt her heart skip a beat. Why would Lynn even have mentioned checking on Baby Angel? Maybe Johnny White was right. Maybe the sheriff’s department had received a report of an abandoned baby. Maybe Lynn Swafford was lying. Maybe he was there to take Baby Angel and turn her over to the child welfare people. Then she looked Deputy Lynn Swafford straight in the eyes. This was a good and decent man. This was a man she could trust. But, unfortunately, this was a man she had to lie to.
“Oh, the baby,” she said innocently. “They picked her up. I don’t have her anymore.”
Lynn Swafford smiled. “That might be a good thing,” he said. “I won’t have to write you any more tickets for hauling a baby around in a—what, a laundry basket?”
Then he was gone. But he would be back Wednesday at six o’clock to take her to dinner.
Molly called the Zielinskis. She could pick up Baby Angel at any time, and they needn’t worry, the authorities weren’t looking for an abandoned child. How did she know? She knew because a sheriff’s deputy had just left her house. And he said he knew nothing about any abandoned child. Therefore the sheriff’s department hadn’t received a report of an abandoned child and Mayor Johnny White and the rest of them had been worried for nothing.
Margie Zielinski was not cooperative. No, she said, Larry had ordered that no one could see Baby Angel until Johnny White said so. Margie had been expecting to hear from the Mendenhalls, not Molly, because it was the Mendenhalls who were supposed to take the baby next.
“But Margie, there’s no need for the Mendenhalls to take her. Nobody is looking for her. She can come home now,” Molly said, virtually pleading her case.
“But Molly, couldn’t I keep the little dear for just a while. She’s so precious . . .”
Molly gave in. She was being selfish. Baby Angel belonged to Cambria, not her. And Johnny White had promised that the child would be returned to her in due time. She would have to be patient. But she already missed the little one terribly much.
She quickly found consolation, though, in looking ahead to Wednesday night. She had not seen another man since losing Roger.
It was beginning to sink in that she actually had a date, and further that she had no notion how to act. Going out with Lynn Swafford would not be like her first date with Roger. They’d been teenagers. She and Lynn Swafford were adults—previously married adults with children, yet. She had ample reason to be nervous.
Molly undertook to occupy herself with routine, pleasant housekeeping chores for the rest of the day. In recent months especially, she’d often been too depressed to care about the house and there was a lot to catch up on. The day passed swiftly and before she knew it the school bus was stopping at the front door and first Jay and then Justine came spilling out.
As soon as they got inside, both of Molly’s children began looking for Baby Angel. It wasn’t at all clear to them why the Zielinskis had taken her. Molly tried to make it simple. Baby Angel belonged to the community, she explained, and other Cambrians also had a right to her. Wasn’t that only fair?
“But how can it be good for her to be passed around like that?” Justine asked.
“I really don’t think this will last very long, honey. Johnny White said—”
Justine snorted. “Johnny White doesn’t know pigeon crap about anything. Zilch. Nada.”
“Ignore her, Mom,” Jay chided. “She’s got boy troubles or something.”
Justine stuck out her tongue at her brother.
Molly called for peace before the sparring got out of hand. Jay and Justine got along well, but either could get impatient with the other in nothing flat. Jay, though, had given her the opening she’d hoped for.
“Since you mentioned boy problems,” Molly said, trying to make her revelation sound light-hearted, “I have news. I have an actual date Wednesday. With a man.”
“All right! Way to go, Mom!” Jay exclaimed, clapping his hands. “What took you so long? I mean, you’re still pretty and you’ve got nice—you know, what men like.”
Justine turned and left the room.
“Don’t pay any attention to her, Mom,” Jay advised. “She’s probably jealous.”
“Jay, I’ve not seen another man since we lost your father. I didn’t want you or your sister to think I was trying to replace him. Or his memory. But it’s been a long time and I still have a life to live. You two won’t be living here forever.”
“So you’re in a hurry to get rid of us?”
“You know that’s not what I mean,” Molly said, giving way to her irritation.
“What about Baby Angel?”
“Yes, of course I want her to be my child. But things there are very uncertain.”
Once she was comfortable that Jay had no problem with her dating Lynn Swafford, Molly went to Justine’s room and knocked gently. Justine invited her in. “Honey,” Molly said, “I want you to understand that I’m not trying to replace your father. He’ll always be the love of my life. But you and Jay will be gone someday and I still have a life to live. Anyway, going out to dinner isn’t making a commitment. He’ll probably turn out to be a jerk!”
Justine laughed at this. She admitted that she was being childish and insisted that she actually wanted her mother to develop a social life. “Maybe you’ll even get out of this dumb place,” she said. “But what about Baby Angel, Mom?”
“Jay just asked the same question,” her mother said. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told him. I want Angel to be my child, but things are very uncertain. We have to accept the fact that we may not get her, Justine.”
“Anyway,” Justine said, “I’ll take care of her if we have her back by Wednesday night. You can go out and have fun and not worry about the baby.”
The Zielinskis kept Baby Angel overnight, and Mary and Kirk Mendenhall picked her up the next day. After them came the Garners and then the Blessings. Johnny White stuck to his duty roster, notifying each Cambrian family as its turn came up. When Juanita Blessing questioned whether this was still necessary, the mayor defended his tactics on the grounds that he still expected the sheriff’s department to show up at any time looking for an abandoned child. He thought this was good training even if it was a month before that happened.
“Baby Angel belongs to Cambria,” Mayor Johnny White said, “and all Cambrians should share in her safekeeping.”
In any event, the baby had not been returned to Molly by Wednesday. Justine’s disappointment at not being able to babysit Angel was offset by helping her mother get ready. She urged her mother to wear more makeup. She wanted her to put on her nicest dress. And for goodness sakes, if she really wanted to impress this guy she should wear her highest heels.
Molly accepted her daughter’s pushing as an excuse to do what she really wanted to do anyway. She was giddy as a schoolgirl. This might have been first date and prom night all rolled into one, except that she’d never had a prom night and her first date had been when Roger bought her a cone at the Dairy Queen. No matter. It all seemed new and exciting.
Justine and Jay stood by like proud parents as she and Lynn Swafford left the house. In what Molly knew was a pre-planned move, they simultaneously urged that she not stay out too late.
Lynn Swafford had dressed up, too, in his best suit. Well, actually the only suit he had, and he saved it for very special occasions. Like a date with Molly.
“You look real nice,” Lynn said, and Molly returned the compliment.
He had made a reservation at the sole quality restaurant within easy driving distance of Cambria. When they got there, it was closed. A sign on the door said a power outage had caused a loss of refrigeration and the place would reopen once spoiled food had been disposed of and the refrigerators and freezers thoroughly cleaned. It gave no date.
“I’m sorry, Molly,” Lynn said. “I didn’t plan for anything like this.”
“It’s not your fault. And it doesn’t matter anyway, we’ll just go somewhere else.”
“But they say this place is nice—”
“Lynn, do you know where I’d like to go? Would you take me to a Dairy Queen?”
“Molly, I’ll take you anywhere you want. There’s a Dairy Queen right down the road. We’ll be there in five minutes.”
And they were.
Maybe it was Lynn Swafford’s pleasing company, or the beautiful evening, or simply the Dairy Queen, but for whatever reason Molly felt fifteen again. She couldn’t remember being happier, ever. They sat at an outdoor table and ate ice cream and talked and watched the teenagers and the parents with children who came for treats. Some took tables, as they had, and stayed a while, as if reluctant to give up time under the stars on such an evening as this.
Lynn talked about his two boys and Molly talked about Jay and Justine. They exchanged stories about the challenges of being single parents with children.
“You said you’re a widow,” Lynn said. “I don’t mean to pry, but what happened to your husband. I mean, I know he died, but—”
“He was a long-haul truck driver. He was killed in an accident on the Pennsylvania Turnpike.”
There it was. An effortless statement of fact, like she was discussing a stranger. For the first time since Roger’s death Molly found herself able to talk about it without the deep hurt. It was a release that had been far too long in coming.
“I’m sorry,” Lynn Swafford said softly. “That kind of thing, unexpected, no warning. That’s hard to take.”
“And you lost your wife some time ago?”
“My wife didn’t die. She left with another woman.”
“I don’t know what to say, Lynn. I didn’t expect that.”
“Of course you didn’t. There’s no reason why you should have. But I’ve been over it a long time. I guess she was a lesbian all along, but I didn’t know it.”
Molly, to her own dismay, burst out laughing. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I laughed because what you just told me reminded me of something really, really stupid. I’ve tried hard to take it seriously, but I can’t. Jay’s teacher thinks he’s gay. He wants me to tell him what to do about it, but I haven’t a clue.”
“Is he? Gay, I mean.”
“I’m sure he isn’t, and he says he isn’t. But if Mrs. What’s Her Name sees him that way, I don’t know how he’s supposed to prove otherwise.”
After Molly’s explanation, Lynn was smiling again. “I have an idea,” he said. “See if Jay has a girlfriend. There must be at least one girl in his class that he has warm thoughts about. When it’s as simplistic as Mrs. What’s Her Name sees it, all he has to do is demonstrate in front of her that he likes girls.”
“Lynn Swafford, you’re a genius,” Molly said. “No, actually it’s pretty obvious. I should have thought of it myself.”
“Just don’t give me any daughter problems. I have sons. I don’t know about daughters.”
“I feel lucky to have one of each.”
“My biggest regret after Jane left us was the fact that we didn’t have one more chance to have a baby girl. I’d always wanted a daughter. The baby girl you had, little Angel—what a darling. To tell you the truth, I was disappointed when I found out she was your cousin’s.”
“Lynn . . .”
“What?”
“Never mind.”
Chapter Eight
When it came to religion, Cambria was pretty much like any other town. About a third of the people belonged to Father Jacob’s flock and hardly ever failed to attend mass at the old Catholic church on the high side of town, where it could be seen from almost everywhere. Another third were members of Pastor Mike’s congregation in the Methodist church, which was located on the low side of town, nearer the river, the area commonly called the Canepatch. The Methodists’ building was quite modern compared to the old Catholic edifice and had a basement recreation area that was a popular gathering place for such as were left of the younger generation.
As to the other third of the Cambrian populace—well, suffice it to say that had any one of them entered a place of worship the shock might have been so great that the walls crumbled around them. Good and honest people, yes, but not of a religious bent.
Father Jacob and Pastor Mike were beloved figures among all Cambrians. They were gentle men and wise, and their opinions counted. But they were far too competitive. Each was forever seeking some sort of an edge over the other. Much of their competition had centered on Ida Quattlebaum, who was the sole heir to the Quattlebaum Steamboat Company fortune and probably had more money than all the other Cambrians combined. To their discredit, this concern had more to do with their interest in beating one another in fund-raising than it did with Miss Quattlebaum’s soul. But they played fair and if they were open to criticism it probably was only because their competition was not related to the service of God. No, it was personal. Very personal.
Pastor Mike was years younger than the venerable priest and used this to advantage whenever he could. Especially on occasions such as Spring Carnival, when there were contests of pure physical performance: baseball throwing, horseshoe pitching, sack racing, and so on. Father Jacob was a gracious loser, although he’d long since grown tired of losing.
Their competition readily vanished in times of community need, however. During wet springs when the river got out of banks and flooded the Canepatch or when winter storms or house fires or other such disasters affected Cambrians, Father Jacob and Pastor Mike always stood shoulder to shoulder doing what they could to help.
Father Jacob had a long-standing feud with the child welfare department and rarely missed an opportunity to speak his mind on the subject. Most Cambrians assumed—though no one knew for sure—that his views were based on personal experience. He accused the agency of placing children in homes where the foster parents were more interested in the money they were paid than the well-being of the children, and then ignoring them. Pastor Mike agreed with this view, but was less vocal.
When Jake and Carrie Garner showed up at the Catholic church with Baby Angel, Father Jacob became so emotional he almost had to cancel mass.
“This beautiful little child of God must never be allowed to fall into the uncaring hands of the child welfare department,” he declared. “She needs the love and care of Cambrians—all of us. I include her in my prayers every day.”
The following week, in the company of Marlene and Tom Johnson, the baby was present at the Methodist church and promptly got the full attention of Pastor Mike. He changed his sermon to preach about little children, drawing his text from the Gospel According to St. Mark.
Birdie Wilson also was in attendance, with Edna and the two boys. As Pastor Mike got into full voice Birdie supported him with irregular shouts of “Amen” and when the preacher made mention of the child welfare department Birdie called out from his seat near the back of the sanctuary, “They’d call her Baby Jane Doe.” Pastor Mike was momentarily flustered, but regained his rhythm quickly.
“Birdie’s probably right,” the minister proclaimed, “Baby Angel would be anonymous in their heartless system.”
In the days that followed, both the Catholics and the Methodists talked about the religious leaders’ commitment to the protection of Baby Angel and the non-faithful Cambrians were impressed by what they heard. Outside of Johnny White, Father Jacob and Pastor Mike were the closest thing Cambria had to civic leaders. With their voices added to that of the mayor, there was hardly a soul left in town who didn’t accept the idea that saving little Baby Angel from the child welfare department was a critical undertaking that they all needed to be part of. Merely telling their friends and neighbors that they supported the effort made folks feel good.
Sam Gowdy, as proprietor of the town’s main bait shop, was in a good position to keep a steady finger on the pulse of Cambrian public opinion. He told Birdie, “What you and I started with that little baby has become a cause for everybody now. We can feel kind of good about that.”
“Nobody wants her in the child welfare system,” Birdie said. “They’d call her—”
“Birdie, don’t say it. I’ve heard it too many times already.”
Birdie was a bit subdued. But he would stick to his guns. “Well,” he said, “they would.”
Johnny White, meanwhile, had been racking his brain for ideas about raising more money for the Baby River Angel Fund. Cambrians were generous to a point but that point probably had come and gone. To wring any more out of his people, the mayor had to come up with something different. The only thing he could think of was a raffle. And with Spring Carnival right around the corner, now was the time to do it.
Spring Carnival was a Cambrian tradition that went back as far as any of the locals could remember. It was a weekend set aside for fun and games. Some said it was the only time all year long that Cambrians all agreed on something. Just what it was they all agreed on, before Baby Angel, wasn’t really clear.
Johnny White decided to buy a fancy crib for Baby Angel, pay for it from the raffle proceeds, and award the winner the opportunity to present it as a gift from the whole town. He expected that enough five-dollar raffle tickets would be sold to raise a nice profit, and every cent of that would go into the Baby River Angel Fund.
First, the mayor approached Father Jacob and Pastor Mike and solicited their support. Both thought a raffle was an excellent idea. They had to, of course, having themselves used raffles as fund-raisers a great many times over the years.
He asked Sam Gowdy to set up a display at the bait shop to promote raffle ticket sales. Sam agreed, and said he’d be more than happy to sell tickets at the shop. And further, he’d help Johnny White contact other businesses in town—such few as there were—and try to get them involved. No Cambrian would be immune from the pressure to buy one or more lottery tickets for the benefit of Baby Angel.
Johnny White got everything in order. He set up a Town Hall display, where an expensive baby crib in beautiful pecan finish was the main attraction. He had an ample supply of numbered yellow lottery tickets printed. Right from the get-go, ticket sales were brisk.
As Cambria got ready for Spring Carnival, the Baby River Angel Fund grew by leaps and bounds. Johnny White was immensely proud of his effort, and Father Jacob and Pastor Mike praised members of their respective flocks for their generosity. Each was determined that his church sell more tickets than the other. The carnival spirit pervaded the little river town. And, in the churches, the spirit of competition.
Molly Hearst had regained her temporary custody of Baby Angel. And with Lynn Swafford now a regular caller, she was growing more and more nervous. How long could she carry on the deception that this was her cousin’s baby? Moreover, she felt terribly guilty for lying to this man who had come to mean a great deal to her.
“Mom, you can’t lie to Lynn like this,” Justine scolded. “Lying is not the way to start a relationship. How are going to explain it if he finds out?”
“I know, Justine. I know. But if I tell the truth and they come and take her . . .”
Justine and Jay worried about that possibility as much as she did. Their attachment to Baby Angel was a joy to behold. Still, Molly knew that the time was coming soon when she had to confess her deceitfulness to Lynn and take her chances. She understood, as well, that she faced certain heartbreak if her confession led to the loss of either the baby or Lynn Swafford.
Justine had decided that she was too old to participate in frivolous things like Spring Carnival. She volunteered to stay home and keep the baby so that Molly and Jay could be free that weekend. Not that this was a hardship, of course.
Lynn came for Molly shortly before noon on Saturday. It was a beautiful morning. When they arrived at the carnival area downtown, it seemed that most other Cambrians were there ahead of them. Surveying the crowd, Lynn stopped short. Coming toward them was Sheriff Clarence Higgins, in full uniform complete with a shiny badge on his chest and a conspicuous handgun holstered on his hip.
The sheriff, with a wide and genuine smile, approached with extended hand. “This is a surprise, Deputy Swafford,” he said jovially. “I didn’t expect to see you here.” And to Molly: “Good morning, ma’am. I’m Sheriff Higgins.”
Molly introduced herself. The sheriff engaged them in brief pleasantries and excused himself, hurrying off as if on a vital mission.
“You would never guess there was an election coming up,” Lynn Swafford said sarcastically. “That’s the only thing that would bring him out for something in Cambria.”
Molly said, “I don’t think he’s been here much.”
“Never. And in uniform so’s everybody will know who he is. He never wears a uniform on the job. Did he win your vote?”
“I think it might take more than showing up for Spring Carnival to do that.”
Sheriff Higgins walked fast, hoping to see and be seen by as many of Cambria’s citizens as possible. He made it a point to stop in places of business and chat with whoever was inside. This eventually led him to Sam Gowdy’s bait shop. The first thing he saw there was a large hand-lettered poster promoting five-dollar lottery tickets for the Baby River Angel Fund. The establishment appeared to be empty except for two young boys handling fishing lures over in a corner.
“You boys serious fishermen?” the sheriff inquired.
“Yes, sir,” the taller boy replied.
Sheriff Higgins: “Well, I like fishing myself. I don’t get time to do much of it, though. I’m Sheriff Higgins.” He thrust a friendly hand toward the taller boy. “What’s your name?”
“Ross Wilson.”
“I’m glad to make your acquaintance, Ross Wilson. Who’s your friend here?”
“My brother Kyle.”
“Glad to meet you too, Kyle. I was wondering about that sign at the door. Can you tell me about the Baby River Angel Fund?”
“It’s money for Baby Angel,” Kyle said.
“Baby Angel?”
“Yes, sir. She’s the abandoned baby Ross and me and our dad rescued from the river. If we hadn’t saved her she would have drownded.”
“You don’t say!” Sheriff Higgins responded, his surprise authentic. “You say she was abandoned?”
“Yes, sir,” Kyle said.
Sheriff Clarence Higgins, having made the trip to Cambria expecting nothing more than a good day of campaigning, went into lawman mode. At full throttle. “Who abandoned her?” he demanded of Birdie Wilson’s boys.
“We don’t know,” Ross told him.
“Well who has her now?”
“She belongs to all of Cambria,” Ross said. “She’s probably over at Molly Hearst’s, though. Molly’s the one who keeps her most of the time.”
When Ross Wilson spoke of Molly Hearst, Sheriff Higgins remembered at once where he’d heard that name before. He set out immediately to track down Molly Hearst and Deputy Lynn Swafford. He grew more angry as he walked. What the Wilson boys had told him didn’t make much sense, but if all this involved an abandoned baby he sure needed to know about it. And he was certain there had not been an abandoned baby report in the county during the last two years.
He found Lynn and Molly in Town Hall, examining a baby crib. Propped against the crib was a lottery poster.
Coming up behind them, Sheriff Higgins said brusquely, “Miss Molly, I understand you keep an abandoned baby at your house. Is that true?”
Molly turned. She was stunned by the sudden charge. How could she respond?
Lynn Swafford replied to the sheriff: “You may have been misinformed, sheriff. Molly keeps her cousin’s baby.”
“Then that’s not the so-called baby river angel this crib’s intended for?”
“No, sir. It wouldn’t be.”
“Deputy Swafford, do you know anything at all about an abandoned baby being kept here in Cambria?”
“No, sir,” Lynn Swafford said firmly. “I haven’t heard about anything like that. And Molly certainly would know.”
The sheriff looked Molly intently in the eyes. “What is this Baby River Angel Fund for, that I’ve seen advertised all over town?” he demanded.
Molly’s resolve melted at once under the withering stare of Sheriff Clarence Higgins.
“It’s for a baby girl that Birdie Wilson and his boys found floating on the Ohio,” she admitted. “The whole town sort of adopted her.”
“The whole town was in on it?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Including the mayor?”
“Yes.”
“Can you explain why an abandoned baby wasn’t reported to the authorities?”
“No, I can’t.”
Lynn Swafford’s face was a mask of confusion and disbelief.
The sheriff, his eyes blazing, turned back to his deputy: “And you’re telling me right to my face that you didn’t know anything about this, Swafford?”
“He had no way to know, sheriff,” Molly said flatly. “I guess nobody thought to report it. Everyone was too busy taking care of the baby.”
“Well it’s going to be reported now, as sure as God made little green apples!” Sheriff Higgins exploded. “I’ll have the full story within the hour or somebody’s in crap up to their ears. Swafford, call the child welfare people and have them pick the baby up immediately.”
Deputy Lynn Swafford had a hand on Molly’s arm. She could feel the tenseness in his fingers. His uncertainty was reflected in his tone. “But we don’t know where it is,” he told the sheriff. “How can the welfare people pick it up if we don’t know where it is?”
“I believe Miss Molly here knows where it is. Isn’t that right, Miss Molly?”
“Yes. She’s at my house,” Molly confessed.
“Deputy Swafford, call the child welfare department right now. Then get over to Miss Molly’s house and wait. I’m going to find that mayor and get some answers.”
When Molly finally had the courage to look at Lynn, she could see the hurt. “I’m so sorry about this,” she said. “I didn’t want to deceive you, Lynn. It’s just that—I don’t know how to explain it. It got too complicated. We were all afraid of losing Baby Angel. And I don’t think I can stand to give her up now. Can you understand that?”
“Molly, I wish you had trusted me with the truth.”
“But you would have had to report an abandoned child.”
“I guess you’re right. But maybe I could have helped work things out. Now, I don’t have any way to go except follow the sheriff’s orders. We have to go, Molly. I’ll call the child welfare people from your place. I’m sorry.”
Molly’s house was less than three blocks away. The two walked in painful silence. When they reached their destination, the house was empty. No Justine, no Baby Angel.
Chapter Nine
Father Jacob was having more fun at Spring Carnival than he’d ever had before. At first he thought this was because the winter had been long and cold and he had been looking forward to spring even more than usual. On further reflection, though, he decided it was because of the general gaiety of the occasion. No, not the occasion, the people. He could not recall a time when Cambrians had come together in such jovial spirit. Not a single one.
He watched the children run about, making up games as they went. The adults stood around in small groups, talking and laughing. Johnny White had been up and down the street several times meeting and greeting his constituents. And Father Jacob had even seen Sheriff Clarence Higgins making a show of his presence.
It was almost time for the organized games and contests to commence. Father Jacob had mixed emotions. He loved to compete, but he was tired of losing to Pastor Mike.
As he strolled among the happy throng, Father Jacob heard none of the usual complaints. The people from the Canepatch had no harsh words for those who lived on the hill. Those from the hill voiced no criticisms of their Canepatch neighbors. The Catholics apparently admired the Methodists and the Methodists seemed to believe that the Catholics were the salt of the earth. Cambria’s Spring Carnival was awash in goodwill. Father Jacob marveled in the spirit.
The climactic event of the day would be when Johnny White drew the winning lottery ticket. Father Jacob hoped fervently that if he could not be the winner himself, it would at least be one of his faithful parishioners. He had worked hard to sell the five-dollar tickets. The mayor had yet to make an announcement on ticket sales, but he was confident that the Catholics had bought more than the Methodists. This would be one competition in which he bested Pastor Mike.
The loudspeakers suddenly came alive with the voice of Charlie Tipsworth, chairman of this year’s carnival committee. Charlie thanked Mayor Johnny White and other members of the committee and wished all Cambrians a safe and happy carnival. Then Charlie called for contestants in the day’s first competition. The baseball throw.
Father Jacob for a time had considered not participating in the carnival games this year. Given his advanced years, people surely would understand. But he had too much pride to pass up an opportunity to compete with Pastor Mike. Maybe just this once . . .
Charlie Tipsworth sang out last call for the baseball throw. Eager participants already had lined up at the site. Each one signed his or her name on a slip of paper and the slips were put into a hat—one of Larry Zielinski’s old summer straws—and then they drew for order of competition. Each participant would get three throws.
Kirk Mendenhall would throw first. Kirk was a large man with a strong right arm. Everyone expected him to be a top contender. For some reason, Kirk decided to forego a running start and throw from a still position. He lofted the baseball high in the air and instead of traveling in the proper flat arc for distance the ball dropped at an embarrassing two-hundred feet. Those who’d heard Kirk’s swearing over minor incidents were surprised at his good-natured acceptance.
Next in line was Larry Zielinski. He made a good show of demanding his hat back, then warmed up his throwing arm with a few windmills. He threw from a running start. The crowd applauded as the ball struck ground beyond the 300-foot mark.
Pastor Mike was the third man to throw. His effort was well short of Larry’s, as was that of Jake Garner. Ross Wilson threw an impressive distance for his age, after which Tom Johnson and Juanita Blessing took their turns. Sam Gowdy and Morris Layman performed poorly. Marylee Tipsworth became the second woman competitor, and beat two of the men. There would be plenty of talk about that.
Then it was Father Jacob’s turn. His best hope was to not make a fool of himself. A lefty, he flexed his arm a few times, backed away from the line to give himself a running start, and heaved the ball with all his might. He could see that his throw landed somewhere just beyond the flag marking a distance of two hundred and fifty feet. A pitifully poor performance, even for him.
The last one to throw was Max Barnes. It was well known that Max had made it as far as the minor leagues, playing for a Pittsburgh Pirates’ farm team. It was also well known that Max always won the Spring Carnival baseball throw. Max took the ball six feet behind the line, shuffled forward in quick side steps, and launched a high line-drive that landed a good forty feet beyond Larry Zielinski’s ball.
One of the carnival’s volunteer markers brought results to the launch area and called out his report. Max Barnes’s 350-foot throw led the competition, followed by Larry Zielinski’s throw of three-hundred and ten. Father Jacob’s throw of two-hundred and sixty was ten feet short of Pastor Mike’s toss.
Competitors put in their best second efforts without much change in the overall results. As expected, after two rounds Max Barnes was still the one to beat. And now it was an even greater challenge, as Max had added ten feet to his first mark.
Four people decided to pass on round three.
Kirk Mendenhall, having performed poorly twice in a row, was determined to salvage his reputation on his last attempt. From a running start, he threw the ball over three-hundred feet. That should put him in second place. Onlookers cheered and Kirk took a modest bow.
Pastor Mike’s last throw was his worst of the day and Jake Garner’s was remarkably consistent with his first two. Tom Johnson threw well. Juanita Blessing and Marylee Tipsworth made all the Cambrian women proud with efforts that assured they would finish respectably.
Now it was Father Jacob’s turn at the line. One more time. The overall competition was meaningless. He would, finally, beat Pastor Mike. He grasped the baseball, stood as still as a statue for a full minute, breathing deeply. Old joints and old muscles ached their discouragement. One can only do one’s best. That was what he believed. And he would.
The wiry old priest took two shuffling steps like he’d seen Max Barnes do and flung his whole body into his throw. The baseball went high and long, as if aided by a divine gust of wind, and sailed far beyond the last distance marker. Gordon Blessing would contend later that Father Jacob’s ball cleared the tall cottonwood trees and splashed down in the Ohio River, more than five-hundred feet away.
There was no sound from the crowd. Father Jacob turned slowly. He looked into the faces of his Cambrian friends and neighbors and saw their stunned disbelief. Then the applause began, softly at first, and then a magnificent roar of approval. The gathering was not that large, but the cheering reached a truly remarkable volume.
Max Barnes, standing by for his final throw, dropped the baseball he held and rushed to Father Jacob’s side. He took the old priest’s left arm and held it high in the air, like he was signaling the winner of a championship boxing match.
Shortly afterward, Charlie Tipsworth’s voice boomed over the speakers: “Ladies and gentlemen, it looks like we have a new champion in the baseball throw. They say they won’t be able to mark the distance, but we hear that Father Jacob threw the longest ball ever seen in Cambria. Folks, let’s give the good father a well-deserved round of cheers.” And one more time, the raucous noise-making began.
It took Sheriff Higgins several minutes to find Johnny White. And with every minute it took, his anger grew. Who did these Cambrians think they were? How did they think they could get away with such disregard for the law? It was high time they learned to respect the system.
The mayor had joined in the celebration of Father Jacob’s astonishing baseball throw. Like other Spring Carnival goers who hadn’t actually seen it, he had heard the big uproar and hurried to see what it was about. He made it just to the outer fringe of the cheering crowd before Sheriff Higgins caught up with him.
The sheriff wasted no time on pleasantries. “Mayor, I need a word with you—now!” he demanded.
A wave of trepidation swept over Johnny White. From the moment he discovered that the sheriff was in Cambria, he’d expected the worst. This probably was it.
“Why, Sheriff Higgins,” the mayor said, trying his best to feign surprise. “Of course. What can I do for you?”
“You can damn well explain to me why everybody in your town seems to disrespect the law, that’s what.”
“I’m sorry, sheriff. I don’t think I know what you’re talking about. But let’s go up to Town Hall and find some coffee and you can explain your concern.”
Sheriff Clarence Higgins was a large man, well over six feet tall and overweight. He was typically somewhat red-faced and breathless even under ordinary circumstances. Just now, his face was livid purple. Whether or not he intended for other Cambrians to hear, when he spoke he was loud enough that all those within several feet in all directions stopped talking and listened.
“Now you sure as hell know what I’m talking about,” the sheriff bellowed. “How come nobody reported the case of that abandoned child?”
Mayor Johnny White instantly became the perfect model of innocent ignorance. “Why, I can’t believe that there’s been anything like child abandonment here in Cambria, sheriff,” he said softly. “Have you had a report on something I’m not up on?”
“You know what I’m talking about! You got signs up all over promoting lottery tickets for that Baby River Angel Fund. Now I know where that so-called river baby come from, and I know she was abandoned. What I don’t know is why in hell somebody didn’t report it.”
Johnny White was pensive.
“You know, sheriff, it never occurred to any of us that the child might be abandoned,” he declared. “We expected to find out that she was just lost. You know, somebody’s likely to be around any minute now looking for her. Abandonment would imply that it was deliberate, wouldn’t it? How in the world could anyone deliberately abandon a child?”
Sheriff Higgins was not to be easily placated. “Somebody’s going to answer for this, mayor,” he said sternly. “And I’ll tell you something else. My deputy is on the way to Molly what’s her name’s house right now to pick up that baby and call the child welfare people. We’ll have that little baby in their hands before dark. I guarantee it.”
With that threat, Sheriff Higgins stormed away.
Sam Gowdy, who had been standing near enough to hear the entire exchange, edged a bit closer and asked, “Now what are we going to do, Johnny? I don’t see any way we can save Baby Angel. I expect the deputy is already over at Molly’s.”
Johnny White smiled. “Sam,” he said, “you underestimate me. I got to work on things the minute I saw Sheriff Higgins this morning. If they can’t find the baby, they can’t take the baby. Right?”
“You’re right enough about that, Johnny. But the sheriff won’t stop until he gets his hands on Baby Angel. He’ll get a court order or something, don’t you think?”
“Yes. But like I said, Sam, if they can’t find her they can’t get her. Here’s Birdie. Maybe he can tell us something.”
Birdie Wilson, who had just now walked up beside them, grinned. He looked somewhat sheepish, like the cat that had swallowed the goldfish.
“I did just what you said, Johnny,” Birdie announced.
“Anybody see you, Birdie?”
“No, sir. Justine, she packed up the baby real quick and we slipped right out the back door. I know nobody didn’t see us. You got a plan from here on, mayor?”
“I guess you’d say it’s the same plan, but revised,” Johnny White said. “One way or another, we’ve got to be able to keep Baby Angel moving.”
Sam Gowdy: “Stay one step ahead of the law, so to speak.”
“In simple terms, yes. Stay one step ahead of the law. The longer we can keep Sheriff Higgins from getting his hands on that baby, the better chance we have to figure out a way to keep her out of the child welfare system.”
“They’d name her Baby Jane Doe,” Birdie said, shaking his head sadly. “That’d be a shame.”
Chapter Ten
“I don’t know where they could be,” Molly said. “Justine promised to stay and take care of the baby. She wouldn’t have gone out. Lynn, I’m scared. Something must have happened to them.”
In spite of his earlier irritation, it was painful for Lynn Swafford to see Molly in such distress. He wanted very much to comfort and reassure her. “There’s no sign of a break-in or anything like that,” he said. “Something most likely came up that Justine had to see to, and of course she would have taken the baby with her.”
Molly burst into tears. “I don’t know what to do,” she said between sobs. “I’m so scared. Whatever happens now, I know we’re going to lose Baby Angel. And, Lynn, I love that baby so much . . . ”
Lynn Swafford took her in his arms and held her tightly. “Don’t cry, Molly,” he whispered. “Don’t cry. This will all work out. I promise I’ll do anything in my power to help you save that baby. Anything.”
“But what can you do now? The sheriff ordered you to call the child welfare department.”
“I can’t call the child welfare department if we don’t have the child.”
Molly pulled back, so that she see his face. She looked into his eyes. Yes, she trusted this man. And she loved him. Her despair was replaced with modest hopefulness. She recalled Johnny White’s plan.
“Lynn,” she said, “would Cambrians be guilty of a crime if they deliberately hid little Baby Angel to keep her out of the hands of the child welfare department? I mean, if there was an organized effort that everybody was in on?”
“Are you telling me that’s what’s going on here?”
“That’s possible.”
“Don’t tell me any more right now, Molly,” Lynn Swafford said. “I’m going to be in a tough predicament, between a rock and a hard place any way you look at it. So right now the less I know, the better.”
“I’m so sorry I got you into this situation. The last thing I wanted was for something to come between us.”
“Nothing has come between us, Molly. And nothing will. I’m not going to be that easy to get rid of.”
“Promise?”
“Promise.”
They stood in a long, close embrace. Then Lynn Swafford led Molly to the couch and urged her to sit and rest. He went to the kitchen and made tea. He returned with two cups and set one on the coffee table in front of her.
“Do you know where Jay is?” he asked.
“He’s taking in the carnival, no doubt. He was looking forward to it.”
“And Justine didn’t want to go, you said?”
“Yes. She thinks she’s too old for such childish things.”
Lynn Swafford laughed. “Every adult in Cambria must be out there,” he said. “It’s funny that she thinks of it as childish.”
“Oh, that’s only being my Justine,” Molly answered. “She’s trying to be grown up.”
“Remember, I don’t know much about girls. But I guess all kids reach that stage at some point. A stage where they want to look mature.”
“Yes, I think so,” Molly said. “But we’re just making small talk, Lynn, to avoid the discussion we didn’t finish. What are you going to tell Sheriff Higgins?”
Deputy Lynn Swafford stood and walked across the room to a window. He looked out for a time before he answered. When he turned back to face her, his countenance was grim. “I will have to tell him what I know,” he said. “He’ll get a warrant that allows him—us—to search for the missing baby. I’ll have to do my duty, Molly, but I hope to God we don’t find her.”
“How long will it go on, do you think?”
“I wish I could say it will be over soon, but I don’t believe that. He’ll get a judge to issue the warrant, then the judge will know about it too. The news will be spread all over the county by nighttime. The genie is out of the bottle, Molly, and I don’t see any way to get it back in.”
“That sounds pretty hopeless, then.”
Lynn came back to the couch and sat beside her again. He put an arm around her shoulders and drew her close. Molly lay her head against him and slipped her hand into his. At this instant she might have wished there had never been a Baby Angel, that she and this good man she loved might sit this way forever without a worry in the world. And yet—had it not been for Baby Angel, she never would have come to know Lynn Swafford. And she did love and want the baby so.
“I’m never hopeless, Molly,” Lynn Swafford said. “I’ll fight along side you as long as there’s any way to go on this. For starters, as soon as I leave you call Johnny White and find out what’s going on right now. Tell him what I told you—about the sheriff’s warrant and all—and make sure he understands there must be a plan to somehow keep the baby on the move. If Sheriff Higgins finds her, it will be very difficult to head off the child welfare people. Now I have to go and face the wrath of an upset boss.”
Molly escorted him to his car. Once he was seated behind the wheel, she leaned in through the open window and kissed him sweetly.
“I trust you, Lynn,” she said. “And I know you’ll do what you can.”
“Yes,” he said, and drove away.
Molly went back inside and called Mayor Johnny White, but there was no answer. Her feeling of helplessness returned, stronger than ever. It was a familiar mood, one that she still fell into much too easily. It was a mood that often had led her to question whether life was worth all the trouble. And deep down, she’d known that it was not. Only the existence of Jay and Justine had kept her from giving in to her depression and doing something desperate. Just when she’d decide that the children would be better off without her, here they’d come, dirty and hungry, tired but excited, full of stories about their day in school or on the playground, and need her to fix their dinner or wash their clothes or do some other caring thing. And she’d know there was no one else to look after them, these innocent children she loved. And so they would have saved her for another day.
Baby Angel had brought her such great joy. Jay and Justine would be grown up and gone all too soon, but if she had Baby Angel and—dare she dream it?—if Lynn were still in her life, she could be happy again. Like she had been in the days before that terrible accident on the treacherous ice of the Pennsylvania Turnpike.
And then Molly’s mood swung again, in full circle, as her helplessness and hopelessness gave way to determination and confidence—determination to do any thing she could to help save Baby Angel and confidence that, especially with Lynn on their side, the people of Cambria would win this battle in the end. She called Johnny White again. This time he answered.
“Molly,” the mayor said, “Justine and the baby are okay. We know where they are. You stay where you are, in case the sheriff has somebody watching your house.”
“Do you really think he’d do that?” Molly asked, somewhat incredulous.
Johnny White, firmly: “I’ve no doubt of it. Sheriff Higgins is offended, and when Sheriff Higgins gets offended he’s like a rabid bull terrier. No way he’s going to let go of this until he finds the baby. This may get tricky, Molly, but if we all stick together I think we can win. But it may go on for a long time. Are you up to that?”
“Johnny, whatever it takes.”
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