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The Story So Far…




Italian immigrant, Annie, has traveled to
America with her young daughter to join up with her husband, Joe.
After several weeks of traveling, they finally make it to Utah and
begin a new life.

They live with Joe’s brother, Tony, and
share his house with ten other family members. They find their new
country to be plentiful with the necessities of life, even though
they need to work long hours to achieve the things they need. With
skills and talents they learned in their homeland, they create a
comfortable life for themselves and come to know America as their
new home.

Another daughter is born and in time, they
are able to afford a house of their own. New advances come through
Salt Lake City and our immigrants add several improvements to their
new residence, the biggest one being… the addition of an indoor
bathroom.

A few years pass and news of a coming
disturbance in Europe envelope the immigrant communities throughout
the city. Letters from home plead for the men to return and
help-out with the farms, for Italy has gone to war. Joe and Annie
relent. Taking their two children with them, they make their way
back to their homeland, leaving friends and several family members
behind.

WWI finally draws in the United States and
the world fights on. As the war finally begins to wind down, a
dangerous flu epidemic engulfs the planet, killing millions. Annie
loses a close friend, the wife of her brother-in-law. Tony has just
joined them in Italy, but has left his four older boys behind in
Utah to fend for themselves. Perhaps, if Annie and Joe had stayed
behind, they too may have caught the disease.

For the moment, the ports are closed and
it’s impossible to return to America. But is this what Annie really
wants… to return to a home in America, a home that can be as
ruthless and unforgiving as her own motherland? She remembers all
they left behind in Utah and ultimately the couple decides that
their chances for a better life truly do lie across the sea. And
so… they return home. Home to America.

 



CHAPTER 1

 Spring

1919

 


Spring was upon them once again and as the
train pulled into the Salt Lake City station, Annie felt a sigh of
relief. Their adventure abroad would undoubtedly be remembered as a
mission of mercy, but Annie thought of it as a diversion from
death. The flu epidemic was diminishing in the city and Jennie had
been gone for almost a year. Even though Annie knew how much she
missed her dear friend, she also knew she could exist without
her.

Their first order of business was to check
on Tony’s boys. Annie promised that once they returned, she would
do all she could to ease their burdens.

Annie looked around the station carefully.
“I don’t see anyone familiar. Maybe the boys didn’t get our
letter.”

“Why don’t people read their mail? We posted
it in plenty of time.” Once again, Joe grew upset over being
forgotten.

Annie placed her hand on his back and rubbed
it. “Why don’t we just walk home… it’s not that far. We can manage
these things.” She looked around at the luggage and smiled at Joe.
She then lifted two of the cases. “Tressa, Angel… help mommy and
daddy carry our luggage home.”

The two girls selected the smaller bags and
together they left the station.

The Union Pacific Railroad Station (or Union
Station as it was called) was located at the end of South Temple
Street and Third West (later to be renamed Fourth West). The family
needed to travel four blocks north and three blocks west until they
were home, about a mile in distance.

Up the street they walked, taking time to
sit and rest. During the three week journey home, they mainly sat,
so everyone welcomed the small bit of exercise this walk offered.
Besides, the weather was beautiful. Blossoms were in bloom, grasses
were greening and the city seemed cleaner than Annie
remembered.

As they approached their duplex, they
slowed. Except for a few straggly clumps, the grass was dead. The
drapes were closed, hanging precariously from their hooks. Wooden
crates and tin cans littered the yard.

Joe set his luggage on the sidewalk and
walked up to the door. He knocked. When no one answered, he knocked
again. Joe looked back at Annie and shook his head. Slowly trying
the handle, he turned the knob. The door was bolted securely.

Joe hopped back down the steps towards Annie
and looked up to the west side of the duplex. “I wonder if Manny’s
home.”

“It’s still early in the day, but maybe his
wife is,” Annie offered.

Joe jumped up Manny’s steps and knocked.

The door opened slowly. A young man stuck
his head out. “What do you want?” he asked in slurred Italian.

“Is Manny home?” Joe asked.

“Why?”

“I need to speak with him. Tell him Joe
wants to talk with him.”

The door closed and the bolt latched.

Joe looked back at Annie and shrugged. He
turned around towards the door and waited.

Tressa sat on the larger piece of luggage
and let out an exhausted breath. “What’s taking so long?”

Annie turned to the nine year old and
shushed her.

Joe stepped back as he heard the bolt jiggle
once again. The door opened and Manny stepped outside, closing the
door behind him.

“Joe. Is that you?” he asked, fitting his
words together with great care.

Joe extended his hand and they shook. “Yes,
Manny. We’re home.” Joe looked the man over. “So you’re not at work
today? Is it a holiday or something?”

Manny sat on the front step and patted the
porch beside him. “Sit down.” The man waited until Joe sat. He
looked out at Annie and then back at Joe. “Lost my job a few months
back. After the war ended, they said they had no need for me.” He
shook his head. “Said someone in their church needed the job more
than I did.” The man’s eyes were bloodshot.

“Have you been drinking?” Joe asked.

Manny pulled back with a
defiant look. “Drinking? No. Haven’t you heard? Drinking is
illegal. You can’t drink any more.” (In 1917, Utah was the
24th state to go ‘dry’.)

Joe looked back at Annie and stood. “Who’s
living next door? The same people we rented to before we left?”

Manny wagged his head. “No, no, no. They
moved away last summer. Sold most of their furniture and went back
east. Oh, just a minute.” Manny climbed to his feet and went into
the house. He returned with a set of keys. “Here’s the keys they
gave me.” He held them out to Joe and placed the set securely in
his hand. “I made sure they locked it up tight.”

“Thank you, Manny.”

---

The railroad offered higher paying jobs than
most employers, thanks to the American Railway Union -ARU- the
first industrial union in the United States, founded in 1893. In
1914, at the start of Europe’s WWI, pressure on our rail labor was
intense with all the overseas orders coming in for supplies and
metals. The rail workers saw an opportunity and demanded an 8 hour
workday, instead of the usual 10 hours. They also wanted an
increase in pay. Threatening a strike, Congress reacted and passed
a law stating railroad workers only needed to work 8 hours a day.
Thus, railroad jobs were very desirable jobs to have, even for a
white man.

But most unions didn’t benefit from the war.
When thousands of immigrant workers returned to their homeland and
then thousands more workers went away to fight, huge gaps opened in
the labor markets. Immigration ports were closed during 1917-1918,
leaving these job openings unfilled. This presented an opportunity
to a half million black people that had primarily stayed in the
South after the Civil War. They moved north into the factories and
warehouses, so by 1920, over a million people had migrated to New
York, Chicago and Philadelphia, then into St. Louis, Detroit,
Cleveland, Baltimore and Washington DC. They found jobs in the iron
and steel plants, in meatpacking and auto plants, in mining,
shipbuilding and in the railroad yards.

Union contracts that had been hard fought
over were voided and the customary tradition of paying Blacks less
than Whites prevailed, allowing the industries to now pay less for
all their workers. The war also allowed the government the
opportunity to destroy the IWW, the Industrial Workers of the World
Union, the union that had worked so hard raising workers wages and
working conditions during the previous thirty years.

---

Joe jumped down Manny’s steps and up the
other side. Unlocking the door, he pushed it open. As he entered,
an unbearable musty smell overwhelmed him.

Annie was right behind Joe, easing her way
into the darkened living room. She began to gag. She covered her
mouth and nose with her hand, hoping to keep the stench at bay.

Joe looked back at the door. “Let’s leave
this open to help air the place out.” He set a brick against the
door so it wouldn’t close.

Annie reached for the drape cord, only to
find it had been cut. She then grabbed at the heavy fabric and
pulled the drapes into their open position. Twisting the window
latch, she lifted the windows open. Annie then turned and stared at
the filth that filled the small house.

Slowly, Joe and Annie stepped through the
trash and into the next room. The bathroom was just as filthy as
the living room had been. A ring on the tub proved the inapt
abilities of whomever lived here before. The toilet was void of
water, offering only a rusty, dry bowl. The sink wasn’t much
better, though it was difficult to see without the electricity
on.

Together, they walked into the kitchen and
noticed the floorboards were lifting where water must have sat for
an extended period of time. The cupboard door was open and the
downstairs’ hatch was lifted and secured. The counter tops had
traces of rodents and the sink was full of dried potato
peelings.

Tressa stuck her face in the living room,
but quickly pulled it back. “Yuck. It stinks in there.” She
returned to the sidewalk where her sister and the luggage
waited.

Angel stayed with her, afraid to venture
closer to the house.

Annie had tears rolling down her face as
they entered the bedroom. She hadn’t realized it, until they
returned to the living room. Shaking her head, she asked, “How
could someone trash our place like this?”

Joe lowered his eyes and shook his head.

“Mommy. There’s a man,” Tressa called
out.

Annie looked up and hurried out onto the
porch. She looked around, but saw no one. “What did you say,
honey?”

“A man. He just ran out of our basement and
down the sidewalk.” Tressa pointed to where she first saw the man
and then to where he disappeared to.

Joe hurried outside. “Where?” He jumped off
the porch and ran down the sidewalk in the same direction as the
girl pointed.

Annie gathered the girls and the luggage
onto the porch. They waited.

A few minutes passed and Joe returned,
breathing heavily. “I didn’t see anyone.” He walked down the drive
and looked into the open basement door. Stepping back, he glanced
around until he noticed a long, thick branch. He stepped on the end
and broke off a two foot section. Wielding it out from his side, he
carefully stepped down the outside stairs into the basement.

Annie came around and waited for him in the
drive, with a stick of her own.

As the minutes passed, Annie became
concerned and approached the darkened doorway. “Joe?… Joe?” She
stuck her head into the basement and saw her husband. He was
staring at some type of machine, looking it over. “What’s
that?”

“Hell if I know. I think someone’s been
living down here.” He pointed to several areas that had blankets
and cooking tools scattered about.

“They’re gone aren’t they?” Annie asked.

“There’s no one down here now. They must
have heard us.” Joe took a deep breath. He led Annie back into the
light. “So much for a happy homecoming.”

They stepped out to the driveway. Annie
tossed her branch away and brushed her hands together. “Okay. What
do we do first?”

Joe walked back to the carriage house, or
“garage” as they were beginning to call it. “Let me see if I can
get the electricity back on before dark. We can check out the
plumbing and see if it’s okay to use.” He fumbled with another key
and unlocked the storage place. Their furniture was still inside
and appeared to be untouched. Rummaging through a container, he
grabbed a couple of items and turned.

Annie walked up behind him. “I’m glad they
didn’t touch our furniture.”

Joe noticed a small window was broken on the
side of the garage. “They probably didn’t think it was worth
anything, or they might have.” Joe went back inside with a candle
and a box of matches. Annie looked over their possessions, then
returned to the porch and the girls.

“Mommy, how come our house smells funny?”
Tressa asked.

“It’s been closed up for too long. It needs
some fresh air.” Annie was glad the girls weren’t interested in
going inside. “Wait here a few more minutes. We’re almost
finished.” Annie walked back inside and opened the remaining
drapes. She lifted the windows and braced the doors, allowing the
late afternoon breezes to blow through.

The last renters left some of their own
furniture behind, but most of it was damaged. Annie began picking
up the trash, placing it into one of the many crates that littered
the floor.

Joe stepped back into the bathroom and
flipped on the light switch that worked the light above the mirror
over the sink. It came on. “Okay. We have electricity.”

“What was the problem?”

“The fuses were gone. I had a few extra
hidden in the garage, so I replaced them. Let me check out the
water pipes and make sure they haven’t broken.” He kicked the
garbage out of his way and carefully inspected the pipes leading up
to the sink. He did the same for the toilet and tub. “These look
fine. I’ll check out the kitchen.”

As Joe exited the room, Annie began boxing
up the trash. It was going to take quite an effort to make this
house like it was before they left. As Annie finished picking up
the larger scraps of paper and sticks, she heard a funny, hissing
sound. Suddenly, the walls began to shake and the water pipes began
to jump, barking loud groans from their throats. Water came gushing
out into the tub, as well as the sink and the toilet began to
back-fill. Annie turned down the handles of the sink and the tub,
as the rusty colored water became a clearer, healthier color.

Joe returned from outside. “I’m glad Manny
had the brains to shut off the water when the people left. Were the
faucets open?”

Annie nodded. “In here they were, I haven’t
checked the kitchen yet.” She hurried into the kitchen and noticed
a spray of water shooting across the room, over the damaged floor
area. “Turn it off! It’s leaking!”

Joe ran into the kitchen and crawled under
the sink. He cranked the handle shut that fed the water into the
line. The spray ceased and Joe climbed back out. “I’ll check
downstairs. Let’s hope there aren’t any pipes broken down
there.”

Annie removed the trash from the house and
set it in a box in the driveway. She came back into the kitchen.
The house was beginning to brighten and she smiled at her efforts.
When she looked down, Tressa approached her with a handful of
papers.

The girl walked over to the crate and tossed
the garbage in. “I’m hungry, mom.”

Angel came up behind her. “Me too.”

Annie stretched. “Okay.” She looked around.
Any food in the house had been eaten long ago by a variety of
vermin that dined there. “Let’s go out back and see if there’s
anything left in our garden.” She ushered the girls out the back
door and fully expected to find nothing left of her garden. No
doubt, the renters wouldn’t have had the time for such
nonsense.

Tressa visited the areas she remembered as
having raspberries and strawberries. Angle followed after her,
expecting to find some hidden treasures promised by her older
sister.

Annie concentrated on the garden plot. Grass
had overgrown the area, but certain feathery green tops stretched
out from the ground, revealing to Annie that they still had
carrots. She also found onions and beets, obviously grown wild
having reseeded themselves. They weren’t in rows by any means, just
scattered about the yard. Annie picked some of the wild vegetables,
intending to make soup with them.

As she walked back to the garage, she
noticed the fruit trees were in bloom, proving they had received at
least a little water over the last few years. She set the
vegetables onto the back step and rummaged through the garage until
she found the pans they left. She also found some bowls, spoons and
a sharp knife.

Joe was busy himself, searching through an
area further back in the garage.

Annie allowed the water to run clear for
several minutes before filling two of the pans at the bathtub. She
then started them heating. Coal was still plentiful near the
basement door and Joe had already left her some matches.

The woman took the vegetables into the
bathroom and began scrubbing them in the small sink. She then
returned to the kitchen, slicing the produce directly into one of
the pans.

Joe returned, crawled back under the kitchen
sink and began loosening the pipe connections. He replaced the
damaged pipe with a new piece he found in the garage and doped up
its ends before screwing them back together. He then turned the
fill handle, which allowed water back into the pipe. Carefully he
watched, until he was sure the leak was fixed. He then slid out and
climbed to his feet.

Turning the sink knob slowly, Joe leaned
back. Out poured dirty, rusty water into the sink. It eventually
cleared and Annie smiled. “Good. The water’s back on,” she said.
“I’ve got dinner cooking.”

Joe turned and looked at the stove. His eyes
opened wide and he shook his head. “You truly amaze me, Annie.” He
kissed her on her cheek.

“There were a few remains of our old garden
out there. I don’t have any salt, but the turnip I found will
season it nicely.”

“Where are the girls?”

“They’re out back looking for berries.”
Annie glanced towards the door. “Why don’t you go check on
them.”

“Sure.” Joe walked around to the
backyard.

Annie visited the bathroom and flushed the
grimy toilet. The rusty water swirled around and flushed away,
however, the bowl was still rusty in color. The porcelain itself
was stained and would have to be scrubbed. Annie then turned and
stopped up the tub. She began filling it with clean water. She
swirled the water about, rinsing down the dust and crud from the
walls of the tub, allowing the dirt to drain away. She then plugged
the drain again and filled it with several inches of cold clear
water.

When she returned to the kitchen, she heard
her family talking together out in the yard. Annie stuck her head
out the door to see what they were doing.

“Look mommy. Look at all the strawberries.”
Tressa held out her skirt full of tiny red fruits.

Annie’s eyes opened wide. “My goodness.
Where’d you get all those?”

“Out back,” Angel interjected, reaching for
another handful of berries, shoving them into her mouth. Her face
was stained with red juices.

Joe was excited. “Looks like the plants have
spread. They’re all over back there next to the fence.” He picked
out several of the fruits and popped them into his mouth.

Annie stole a couple for herself. “They’re
good too.” She smiled at her children. “Let me get you something to
put them in.” She ran over to the garage and returned with a large
bowl.

Tressa poured the strawberries into the
bowl, filling it completely.

“Soup’s almost ready. Anyone hungry?”

Tressa and Angel jumped up and down shouting
out how starved they were.

“Okay, okay. Settle down.” She turned to
Joe. “We’ll have to eat out here. Is that okay?”

He nodded. “Sounds fine to me.”

Annie returned to the stove to stir the pan
one last time. “Tressa, Angel, come in and get your dishes so we
can eat.”

The two girls carefully carried their own
bowls out to the driveway.

There they found the old kitchen table,
magically sitting there. Joe was busy trying to dislodge another
chair from the stack of furniture in the garage. “Hang on,” he
called. Hurrying back, he set down two chairs for the girls.
“Ladies, your chairs await you.”

Tressa smiled and sat on one of the chairs,
Angle took the other. Joe scurried back to the garage to find two
more.

When Annie stepped out the door with two
more bowls of vegetable soup, the girls were eating and Joe was
holding out Annie’s chair, waiting for her to join them. He nodded
to her as she took her seat.

“Thank you, sir.”

The family said their blessing and ate
dinner.

After the meal, the girls jumped up and
started down the driveway.

“Where are you two going?” Joe called after
them.

Tressa stopped and turned. “I want to go see
Frankie.”

Annie looked at Joe and nodded.

“Okay, but let’s all go down to Frankie’s
house together.” Joe was nervous about what they might find at his
brother’s residence.

The family walked briskly down the sidewalk
and rapped on the door.

Frankie answered. His nose was running, his
hair was messy and uncombed. He looked up at the grownups, then
back at the two girls. “Yes?” he asked in English. He seemed to
recognize the girls and he smiled at Tressa.

“Hi, Frankie. Is one of your older brothers
at home?” Joe asked… in Italian.

The nine year old shook his head. “Joe Joe’s
still at work. I’m sick today, so I’m home.” Now Frankie also spoke
in Italian.

“Is Tone around?” Annie asked him.

He shook his head again. “No. He’s at work
too.” He looked at the visitors. “Why do you want him?”

Joe rubbed his hand across his hair,
straightening it slightly. “Do you remember us? I’m your Uncle Joe.
We just wanted to let you boys know that we’re back in town. We’re
staying down at the duplex, just down there a ways.” Joe pointed
down the block. “Can you tell Tone that?”

Frankie was only six when Joe and Annie left
for Italy. The boy sniffed back his snot and wiped the back of his
hand across his face. He nodded. “I think I remember you. What’s
your name?”

“I’m Joe and this is Annie.” He pointed out
the girls. “Tressa and Angel.”

The boy nodded and smiled. “I remember you.
I’ll tell them.” He smiled and closed the door in their face.

Annie looked at Joe with concern on her
face. “He’s sick. No one’s taking care of him.”

“He just has a cold. He’s not that sick.”
Joe turned the girls around and they headed back home. “We’ve got a
lot to do if we’re staying in that duplex tonight.”

The family spent the next few hours
cleaning… concentrating first on the bedroom. They tossed out the
garbage, swept the floors and wiped away the grime. Scouring the
hard wooden floors relieved many of the odors from the room. They
rolled out the rug that was stored in the garage and set up their
bed. While Tressa spread the sheets, Angel fluffed the pillows.

Annie and Joe then moved on, into the
kitchen. The pot of boiling water was constantly being reheated and
used in different buckets… wiping, mopping and cleaning out all
sorts of crap. They set six heavy bricks on the trap door in the
kitchen, so that if anyone did break in downstairs, they wouldn’t
be able to make their way upstairs. Annie finished the final
touches in the kitchen, as Joe made one last trek to the
garage.

“Everything’s locked up,” he told his wife.
“Are we going to eat anything else tonight? I see we still have
some soup left in the pan.”

Annie closed her eyes momentarily and
yawned. She was so tired. “I’ve got a few rolls left from the
train. We can eat them with it. But first, I think we all need to
have a bath. We’ve been traveling for over three weeks now and with
all this work we just finished, I believe we’re all quite dirty.”
Annie looked around for the girls. She called out to them, “Tressa,
you and Angel find your pajamas and I’ll pour some hot water in the
tub to heat it up.”

Tressa looked at Angel. “I’ll race you.”

Angel caught the excitement and ran after
her sister, over to their suitcase to look for their nightwear.

Joe grabbed the hot pads before Annie could
reach them. “Let me get this.” He lifted the hot, heavy pan from
the stove and carefully carried it into the bathroom. He poured it
into the tub of cold water. He tested the water by swirling it
about. “Water’s ready girls. Come on in.”

The two girls entered the room with their
pajamas in hand.

Tressa looked around and made a sour face.
“Daddy, where should I set these?”

Joe turned. “Let me take them. I’ll send
them back in with your mother when you’re finished. Just call out
and she’ll be in to dry you.” He shut the door behind him.

“Are they in?” Annie asked, as she rested
against the kitchen counter.

Joe handed her their nightclothes. “They’ll
also need a towel.” Joe headed for the back door. “You take one
after them. I’m going to bring in the rest of the luggage, then try
and repair that basement door.”

When the girls finished dressing, Annie took
her turn in the bath. There was an old hunk of soap left from the
previous renter and Annie made good use of it, scrubbing away the
grime from her skin. She dried her hair and changed into an old
nightgown. She then called out the back door, “Joe, it’s your
turn.”

Joe added a few more blows with a hammer and
then hurried inside. He headed directly for the bathroom. “Annie,
get me some clean clothes, will you?”

Annie smiled and picked out his clean long
underwear, which he often wore to bed. She kept it in the kitchen,
so it would stay clean. Brushing out her wet hair, she pulled it
back and tied it with a ribbon. She brushed out both girl’s hair,
being careful with their knots. As she finished, she heard Joe
call.

“Annie, where’s my clothes?” He stuck his
wet head out the bathroom door, hiding himself behind it.

Annie approached, handing him his clean
underwear. She smiled at his funny situation and pretended to push
the door open. “Watch out… I’m peeking,” she joked.

“Careful, woman. The girls are watching.”
Joe laughed and shut the door in her face.

Annie spun around and noticed her two girls
watching silently. Tressa’s arms were folded over her chest, her
head tilted to one side. A concerned look covered her face.

“What? I was just teasing him.” Annie patted
the older girl on her head as she slipped past her. She cut up the
rolls and set them onto a plate with a few more strawberries. The
soup was hot.

Joe exited the bathroom looking clean and
fresh.

They ate their dinner and the girls visited
the bathroom one last time. They then kissed their parents
goodnight and hurried off to bed. Joe followed them into the
bedroom, carefully pulling the covers over them.

Coming back into the kitchen, Joe approached
Annie and whispered, “We’re going to need another bed in there.
They’ve grown so much, I don’t think we’re all going to fit.”

Annie leaned against the man and nodded.
“Okay. We’ll see if we can find one.” She glanced in at the bed
which had been taken over by the sprawling legs of her two girls.
“Where do we sleep tonight?”

Joe shrugged. He glanced into the living
room and turned back to look again at the bedroom. “At least the
rug in there is clean. We could get some blankets.”

“But it’s dark outside. You’ve already
locked the garage.”

“I think I know where the blankets are. I’ll
be right back.” Joe grabbed the keys and dashed out the back door
in his long johns.

Annie prepared herself for bed and brushed
her hair once again.

Joe finally returned with the blankets. He
had a gash running down his left arm.

“Did you hurt yourself?” Annie
questioned.

Joe nodded. “I scraped it on something. Who
knows what.” He dabbed the blood with a wet rag.

They laid the blankets on the rug and
climbed in between them. They were finally home, such as it was.
Joe and Annie held each other and drifted off to sleep.

Morning came late. In fact, by the time the
family rose it was almost noon. The first item on the agenda was to
visit the local market and purchase a few grocery items. Annie and
both girls attended to this, returning home with several bags of
purchased necessities and several more bags of discarded produce
from the rear of the store. Like she had done before, Annie
examined the food and kept what they could eat inside, tossing the
rest out into the backyard. She intended on reacquiring her
chickens and goats in the next few days and they would appreciate
the extra food.

As Annie attended to that chore, the girls
began emptying the living room… preparing it to be cleaned. Joe
kept busy visiting his local haunts for used furniture.

When the food was put away and the living
room was cleared of garbage, the ladies began tackling the job of
sweeping, mopping and scrubbing. For the next three hours, the
girls and their mother cleaned everything in the room, taking down
the curtains and even washing the windows.

By late afternoon Joe returned, carrying a
headboard on his back. “Found one. It’s another double bed. I
thought the girls would like it.” He set it in the bedroom and
turned around, arching his back. “Can you ladies take a break and
come with me… help me carry the rest of the bed back?”

Annie nodded. “Sure. Tressa, Angel, get your
shoes on. We’re going to go pick up your new bed.”

“A new bed? For us?” Angel asked, as her
eyes opened wide.

“Our own bed? Just for us?” Tressa’s mouth
hung open as she stared at her sister.

“Let’s get going before it gets too late.”
Joe led the way, down the street and over the tracks. He had
already paid for the used bed, costing him $2.00. (A new bed cost
about $12.00.) Annie and Joe carried the mattress, resting it on
top of the footboard, while Tressa dragged the bedsprings behind
her. Some heavy cardboard was tied to the bedsprings’ lower edge,
so it could be dragged without catching on weeds. Angel dragged the
rails that would connect the headboard to the footboard.

By the time they arrived home, they were all
exhausted. Each one drank several glasses of water and the girls
complained about the soreness in their muscles.

“Can we rest before we set it up?” Annie
begged her husband. “I’ll get the girls to help me scrape up
something to eat.” Annie motioned for the girls to comply.

Joe took a deep breath and stretched. He
walked into the living room and noticed it had a different air to
it. The drapes were down, the windows and walls had been washed.
The floors were swept and scrubbed, and the stored rolled rug from
the garage was laid out. Joe smiled and turned when he heard the
ladies talking in the kitchen. He called out, “You girls did a
wonderful job on this room in here. It looks real nice. As soon as
the furniture’s in place, it will be just like before,” The
emptiness of the room caused his words to echo slightly.

Annie walked into the room and came up
beside him. She pointed to the wall on her right. “There’s a knick
or two in that wall, but they aren’t too noticeable,” she said.
“The drapes are drying outside and the screens still need to be
washed. But the windows are clean and so is the floor. We’re almost
finished in here.” She walked to the front window and looked
out.

Joe approached Annie and held her from
behind. He bent down and nibbled on her ear. Leaning closer, he
whispered, “It’s good to be home.”

Annie nodded, still thinking of their tiring
journey and what the next few days would bring. She then thought
about her dear Jennie.

Joe kissed her cheek and pulled away.
“You’ve all done a beautiful job. The house looks great,” he said
loud enough so the girls could hear.

Annie turned and touched his cheek. She
smiled, reached up and kissed him quickly on his lips. “I’ll go
check on dinner.”

Joe followed closely behind. “Can I
help?”

The two entered the kitchen, where Tressa
and Angel had washed another round of wild vegetables.

Annie nodded and handed Joe a knife. She
started mixing the biscuit dough, as Joe sliced the vegetables.
Within a half hour, the soup was boiling and the biscuits were
browning in the oven. Dandelion greens were washed and resting in a
bowl, awaiting a sprinkle of vinegar and oil.

Annie looked around, wondering if they
should eat inside or out on the driveway again. “Let’s bring the
table and chairs inside. We can set them in the dining room.”

Joe agreed and together they loaded the
kitchen table and four chairs inside.

Annie placed the biscuits on the table with
a brick of butter she purchased earlier.

“Smells like it’s time to eat,” Joe said, as
he pulled out a chair and sat in it.

“The girls ran out back to look for more
berries. I’ll get them.” Annie stepped out the back door and
called, “Tressa! Angel! Come and eat!”

As the girls returned, Tressa kept looking
behind her.

Angel was giggling.

“Look, mom. Look who we found.” Tressa
pointed to a black cat that was following them.

Annie smiled when she saw Midnight. He
meowed at her and allowed her to pet him. He wasn’t as heavy as she
remembered, perhaps his age was further along than she thought. She
scratched him under his neck, as her finger ran into a spiky burr.
Carefully and slowly, she loosened it from his long black fur.

Returning to the kitchen, she started to
wash her hands. “Midnight was outside. He had a burr on his neck. I
didn’t think Millie would let her cat out long enough to find a
burr,” she told Joe jokingly.

Joe waited patiently at the dinner table. He
didn’t respond, as he pushed a second biscuit into his mouth.

Annie glanced at him, suddenly remembering
that he was expecting dinner five minutes ago. She ladled the soup
into bowls and set them on the table. Then they all sat down to
eat. The dining room was immaculate and eating in it felt good,
like they were really home.

After dinner, Joe set up the girl’s bed.
Annie slowly realized she couldn’t find an extra set of sheets.
They were lost somewhere in the garage, moved from where they
should have been.

“Mom, we can’t sleep directly on this
mattress,” Tressa insisted, looking at a large stain that soiled
the top. “It’s filthy.”

“We’ll put a blanket over it for now. I’ll
find some sheets in the next couple of days.” Annie shook her head
at her daughter’s imaginary needs.

Now that the upstairs was finally coming
together, Joe revisited the basement to have another look at the
strange contraption that was down there. He came back up after
forty minutes, smiling. “I know what that thing is. It’s a still,
for making alcohol… distilled spirits and such.” He looked at Annie
and waited. He then added, “Whiskey.”

“Whiskey, huh? I don’t like whiskey much.”
Annie made a sour face.

“Me neither, but a lot of people do.” Joe
moved closer, making sure the girls were out of earshot. “Tony told
me it’s illegal to make liquor anymore, even to drink it for that
matter. I can imagine someone could make a lot of money if they
sold it.”

Annie shook her head. “No. I don’t want it
in my house.”

Joe shrugged. “Okay. I’ll take it down.” He
went back to the basement.

Annie followed him down the outside stairs.
She looked over the machine and shook her head. “It smells horrible
down here.”

“Probably from the vermin that used to live
down here,” Joe laughed as he began loosening the nuts. “I’ll
remove some of the contaminated dirt and replace it with clean
garden dirt.”

Annie looked around the messy room and
stepped closer. She whispered. “What about our rent… from next
door. We haven’t seen any of that in over three years.”

Joe continued to loosen the bolts. “I’ll go
over there tomorrow morning. I also need to talk to Tony’s boys.
They should have some of our rent money as well, since they were
collecting it.”

Annie nodded. “You’re right, they
should.”

Just then, a knock sounded on the door
upstairs.

Annie turned, “I’ll get that.” She headed
back up the outside stairs to the driveway. As she neared the front
porch, she saw a young teenager waiting. She looked closely at the
lad. “Is that you, Joe Joe?” she asked, noticing he had another
black eye. He held a rope tied to her two goats.

He turned towards her. “Hi Aunt Annie. Tone
told me to come down and see you. He’s been working a lot of hours
lately.”

Annie climbed the steps and leaned against
the cement porch surround. “How are you boys doing?”

Joe Joe nodded. “We’re fine. I brought your
goats back.” He handed Annie the end of the rope.

Annie looked at the animals and smiled. The
two female goats looked healthy, but it was obvious they hadn’t
given milk for a while. “Thanks for taking care of them. Are the
chickens okay?”

Joe Joe looked down. “Well, actually… no. We
ate them.”

Annie straightened. “Why did you do that?
Don’t you like eggs?”

“They stopped laying last winter, so we
didn’t need them any more.”

Annie frowned. “Oh.” She knew that hens
always laid fewer eggs in the cold winter months, but obviously no
one had mentioned this to the boys. She nodded towards his black
eye. “What happened there?”

Joe Joe shrugged. “Nothing. I’m always
getting punched. I’m a fighter now.”

Annie looked at him inquisitively. She shook
her head slowly, not understanding what he had said. “You’re a
what?”

“A fighter, a real one. You know… a boxer.”
Joe Joe stood back and put up his dukes. “I get paid to fight.”

Annie looked him over. He was a scrawny
thirteen year old. “You’re not very old to be fighting.”

“Sure I am. I’ve been fighting a long time.
I even got to fight Jack Dempsey when I was only ten.” Joe Joe
waited for Annie’s reaction. “You know who that is, don’t you?”

The woman led the goats carefully down the
steps to where the lawn used to be. “No, I don’t… and you shouldn’t
be fighting. What would your mother say.”

Joe Joe threw up his hands, as he hopped off
the porch. “Aahhh, she didn’t mind. I’d always get in fights
selling newspapers, it’s all part of the business. But I’m good at
it now. I’ve got a manager and everything.”

“A manager, huh.” Annie looked down the
street towards his house. “When’s Tone going to be home?”

“I don’t know. He works over at the Hotel
Utah, at the candy counter, just as you walk in the door.”

Annie wondered if she might have to walk to
town to even talk with him. “Will you write Tone a note and ask him
to come see us when he gets home. I don’t care what time it
is.”

“Okay.” Joe Joe went to leave, but then
turned back. “How’s my dad?”

Annie smiled and nodded. “He’s fine, honey.
He said he wanted to stay behind a while and see if he could find
you boys another mama. Would you like that?”

Joe Joe shrugged and made a sour face. He
shook his head. “I don’t need another mother.” He turned and ran
down the sidewalk.

---

Joe Joe Bond was managed by John Leo
McKernan, also known as ‘Doc Kearns’. This manager, a welterweight
himself, also managed 22 year old world heavyweight champion Jack
Dempsey in 1917. Jack held that title from 1919-1926. Since Joe Joe
was a featherweight, he was very small and quick. He was probably
used to help train the heavier boxers by running around them,
trying to outmaneuver them in the ring.

---

Annie watched as the teenager ran away. She
wondered how the boys managed everything… the house, the cooking,
the cleaning, the wash. If she had more energy, she might have
followed him home. Then again, she wasn’t sure she could enter his
house without breaking down. Somewhere in her mind, she secretly
prayed that Jennie was still there… that it was all just a big
mistake. If Annie actually saw that Jennie wasn’t there, it would
be devastating. Annie wanted to be more rested when she had to deal
with that.

The woman pulled her two goats back into the
rear yard and let them loose on the grass. The grass there had
grown considerably, unlike the front yard… which had dried out and
died while they were gone. Annie latched the gate and as she
reached the back door, she stopped. For a moment, Annie looked over
to her neighbor’s house. They had been back two days now and she
had yet to visit her good friend Millie. Was it because there was
so much to do, or was it something else?

Annie bit her lip and thought. Millie was
older than she was by a number of years. If Millie had contracted
the flu, she also may have died and that was something Annie didn’t
want to confront.

The evening light was fading and a light
warm breeze drifted past her. She would rest tonight. Tomorrow
would be soon enough to tackle her other concerns.

The following morning, as Joe and Annie
finished their coffee, Annie looked up. She asked, “Tone never did
come over last night, did he?”

Joe shook his head. “I didn’t see him.”

“I think he’s avoiding us. I told Joe Joe to
have him come over after work, no matter what time it was.”

Joe set his cup in the sink. He wiped his
mouth and kissed Annie on the forehead. “Well, I’m going over to
talk to Manny and see what’s going on.”

Annie looked up at her husband. “Hope he’s
home. He may be avoiding us as well.” She started to pick up the
plates off the table. “Where are the girls?”

Joe stopped at the door. “Out with the
goats, I think. I’ll be back soon.” He hopped down the back step
and walked around the front of the house.

Annie filled the sink with water and opened
the cupboard door, listening for any noises coming from the other
side of the wall. She could sometimes hear sounds permeating
through the thick barrier from the other duplex, even though she
couldn’t make out what was being said. Deep mumblings suggested
that someone was indeed home next door.

After the dishes were washed and put away,
Annie reached for a few biscuits that remained from dinner. She
wrapped them in a cloth and headed out the door. Up the drive she
walked, then across Millie’s lawn to her front door. She
knocked.

The morning was beautiful. May was certainly
a fine month in Salt Lake.

Annie leaned closer to the door and peered
through the oval window that it held. Lacy curtains were pulled
tightly over it on the inside, making it difficult to peek through.
However, she could see the sun shining down onto the living room
furniture, the same furnishings she had seen before… suggesting
that the old woman had not moved away.

Annie knocked again, but still there was no
answer.

Returning home, Annie wondered how Joe’s
meeting was coming along. She dared not intrude on his business
dealings and proceeded on her way to the back yard. Leaning over
the gate, she called out, “Tressa? Angel? Where are you?”

The two girls came running from the rear of
the yard, from behind the fruit trees. Both were laughing heartily.
The two goats ran after them, nudging them with their heads when
the girls stopped at the gate.

“Let’s not get dirty, Angel,” Annie told her
youngest. She then turned to Tressa. “Don’t let that goat eat your
dress!”

Tressa slapped the goat away from her hem,
pulling the cloth close to her chest. “These goats will eat
anything, mama. I swear.”

“I want you two to start preparing for
school. It’s almost over this year, but next year we’ll be sending
both of you… and I expect you to achieve good marks.”

Tressa grew concerned. “But mom, I’m not
good with the language. I forgot everything I knew.”

Angel watched as Tressa voiced her concerns.
She then added, “Me too. I can’t remember anything.”

Annie smiled and nodded. “That’s why I came
up with a plan. Come on out here and we’ll talk.” She opened the
gate so the girls could slide through and then she locked it again.
Annie led the girls to the back step and handed out the biscuits as
they sat down.

While the girls ate, Annie explained her
plan, “You like to play with the goats, don’t you?”

Both girls nodded.

“I think any girl your age would like to
play with a goat and there’s plenty of girls around here that speak
English. So, for you to meet these girls, you’ll have to encourage
them to come outside and talk to you. You can then become friends
and as you’re playing, they’ll teach you how to speak the English
language.”

Tressa smiled. “I get it. Good idea.” She
glanced at Angel. “Let’s go right now.”

Angel was still unsure what the plan was.
“Go where?”

“Silly. Weren’t you listening?” Tressa held
her sister’s hand and pulled her up. “Let’s go walk one of the
goats.” Tressa smiled at her mother and headed for the back gate.
She stepped in and pushed out a goat, tying a rope around the
animal’s neck. “I’m taking Muffin. She’s nicer than Clove.”

Annie nodded. “Okay. Don’t let Muffin get
away. After you find some friends, you can stay and play for a
while. Then see if the girl can come back with you, so she’ll know
where you live.”

Tressa nodded and proudly walked the goat
down the driveway, rounding the corner. Angel followed a few steps
behind.

Annie walked a short ways up the drive and
stopped. “They’re going to have to make some friends someday. It
might as well be today,” she mumbled aloud. She then headed back
inside.

Ironing the living room drapes was her next
task at hand. She set the iron onto the stove to heat and filled a
small bowl with water. Carefully laying a thick woolen blanket over
the wooden tabletop, she pinned it tightly underneath. She then
laid out the drapery material, exposing a large section that she
could iron flat. Dipping her hand into the water, she sprinkled
droplets over the material and then reached for the hot iron.
Pressing the moistened area, she slid the iron back and forth until
the area looked smooth.

Then she set the iron back onto the stove to
reheat. She then maneuvered the drapery so that another wrinkled
section was exposed. She continued in this manner until all the
drapes in the house were flowing and crisp, each looking quite like
new. She then replaced their hooks and returned them to the
windows.

Remembering the mission the girls had
undertaken, Annie decided to make some cookies, just in case a few
new friends followed the girls home. Annie looked around to see if
she had the necessary ingredients and realized she still needed
some eggs and milk. Unable to force herself to purchase these basic
items at the store, she decided the time was right to remedy the
problem. She snatched up her old basket.

Annie glanced back at the clock and noticed
she had three hours before she needed to start dinner. She might as
well get something done. Out the door she went, walking up their
drive to the street. As she strolled along, she glanced from the
sidewalk back into the rear yards of her neighbors, hoping to find
someone who might have a flock of chickens.

About two blocks away, Annie saw a sign
leaning against the front step of a house. The chicken that was
painted on it suggested it was either a place to buy eggs, or a
place to purchase the chickens themselves. She walked to the back
door and knocked.

A small woman opened it. “What?”

Annie hoped she could say the words
correctly, “Eggs?”

The woman nodded. “Yes, we have eggs. How
many?”

Annie held up two hands in front of her
chest. “Ten.”

The woman looked at her and nodded. “We sell
them by the dozen.” She returned to the kitchen and came back with
a bowl of eggs.

Annie shook her head. “No, no. New
eggs.”

“These are new. I just got them this
morning.”

“Warm eggs.” Annie knew what she wanted, but
couldn’t quite relay the message.

The woman set the bowl back inside and
stomped out the door, heading for her back yard. A large, screened
coop held at least two dozen clucking hens and the woman stepped
inside with an old basket. She went from one nest to the next,
reaching directly under the nesting hens, pulling out any newly
laid eggs. By the time the woman reached the last nest, she
stopped. In her basket were four warm eggs. She turned towards
Annie. “In this last nest are some older eggs. I believe some of
them might hatch. Do you want these older eggs or just the fresh
ones?”

Annie understood what the woman was saying.
She nodded. “Yes, I want. But, can you… mark them?” Annie, once
again, was finding it difficult to find the words she needed.

The other woman pushed the hen from the nest
and looked down at the six older eggs. She had seen them earlier
that week and knew them to be several days old. The woman hesitated
a moment. Taking a loose feather from the ground, she dipped the
stiff end of the feather into a fresh glob of chicken poop and drew
an “x” onto each of the older eggs. She then placed them into the
basket with the new ones, ducking her head as she exited the coop.
Looking over the eggs, she finally stated, “Looks like I’ve only
got ten eggs here, but I’m not promising they’re all fertilized. Is
this what you want?”

Annie smiled and nodded. “Sell me… hen?” She
pointed to a red hen.

“No. We don’t sell chickens, sorry.” The
woman headed for the house.

Annie followed her back.

The woman held out her
hand. “That’s 15¢.”

Annie pulled back. She
expected to pay only 10¢, a penny each. She remembered
something someone once taught her and she asked, “Is this
right?”

The woman nodded. “Yes. These might be
fertilized eggs. I charge more for them.”

Annie looked down into her purse and found
the fifteen pennies that she needed. She handed the woman the coins
and accepted the eggs, putting them carefully into the basket she
had with her. She headed back home.

When she arrived, she quickly set the basket
of eggs onto the counter and looked around. Six of the eggs had “x”
marks on them, which she turned face up. She set the basket close
to the stove, but not close enough to cook the eggs, just close
enough to keep them warm. She then covered the eggs with a cloth
doubled over, hoping that soon she would have chicks of her
own.

Joe came in and sat on a chair. He was very
quiet.

Annie looked at him. “So… what did Manny
say?”

“He said he was all paid up until he lost
his job last February. Evidently, when the war ended, the call for
metals dried up. The mines and the railroad laid off a lot of
workers. His boss told him someone else he knew needed the job, so
Manny would have to go. He hasn’t worked since.”

“How are they eating?”

“His son is working at the fairgrounds as a
gardener. He says it barely pays for food.”

“So, he doesn’t have any money for rent, but
he still wants to live there,” Annie said, shaking her head.
“Imagine that.” She turned back to the sink. “Why hasn’t he looked
for work?”

Joe shrugged. “He says he has. He says there
isn’t any work.”

Annie turned back towards Joe with a worried
look on her face. “Do you think they’ll rehire you at Griffin?”

Joe again shrugged. “Tony seemed to think
they would. I’m going in first thing tomorrow. Hopefully they still
have some work for me to do.”

Annie nodded. “So, what do we do with Manny
and his family?”

Joe glanced down. “I asked him that.” He
looked back at Annie and continued, “We decided he could work off
those three months… do odd jobs around here for repayment. He said
with the nicer weather coming, it wouldn’t be long until he found
some kind of permanent employment.” Joe seemed doubtful. “I’ll help
him look around and see what I can find.”

Annie sat on a second chair across the room
from Joe. “When we first talked to Manny, he seemed a little…
‘sauced up’… a little drunk. Did you get that impression?”

Joe nodded. “He wasn’t today. We talked a
long time and he seemed fine.”

“Well, if he can afford to drink, he should
be able to afford the rent. It isn’t that much.” Annie stood and
filled a pan with water. “I guess we’ll have some more of that soup
for dinner. Do you want to help me with the vegetables?”

“Sure. Where are the girls?” Joe got up and
walked to the sink.

“They took Muffin for a walk. They’ll be
back before dinner.”

Joe began washing off carrots and beets. “I
also walked down to Tony’s house.”

Annie looked over, surprised by that
statement. “And… ”

“No one was home, so I found his ‘hidden’
key and went inside. The house is a total disaster. It’s worse than
ours was when we got home.” Without looking up, Joe shook his head
and continued to wash the vegetables. “I looked around in the
kitchen for the baking powder can that Tony said he used to stash
our rent money in. It was right where he said it would be, but it
was empty.” Joe then looked up at Annie, his eyebrows raised.

Annie shook her head. “I don’t see how Tony
could think that a sixteen year old could take care of not only
himself, but three younger brothers. That’s just too much
responsibility for any teenager.”

Joe nodded. “They probably needed our rent
money to live on.” He thought a moment and added, “And I’m okay
with that. Tony was real generous with us when we first came over.
He let us live with him a long time and I feel like we owed him
something. So I say… let it go.”

Annie stared at Joe and took a deep breath.
Finally, she asked, “What about Tony’s house? We can’t let him see
it that way. He’ll have a heart attack if he brings back a new wife
to a house that’s been destroyed.”

“I thought the same thing. Since Manny owes
us almost a month’s worth of work, I figured he could start by
cleaning up Tony’s house. The boys could help, but Manny’s good
with his hands and can work hard… I’ve seen him do it.” Joe smiled
as he glanced over. “Maybe Manny’s wife could also help.”

Annie nodded. “He can help me with my
garden. That needs to go in as soon as I can get to it.”

Joe added, “And the front lawn… that should
be reseeded while it’s still cool.”

Annie leaned over and saw the pile of
vegetables her husband had washed. She kissed Joe on his cheek and
grinned. “It’s nice to have some help with dinner. Thank you.”

Dinner was almost ready when the two girls
returned, Muffin prancing behind them. Tressa unlocked the back
gate and let the goat run to her mother.

Angel opened the back door and stepped
inside. “We’re back.”

Annie placed some bowls on the table. “So…
how did it go? Find any friends?”

“Tressa did, but there weren’t any girls my
age. Just some stupid boys.” Angel headed for the bathroom.

Tressa came in. “There’s a family down a few
blocks with two girls and three boys. The girls are about my age,
the boys are a bit younger. They really liked Muffin and we spent
some time looking at their pets, as well. They have a big spotted
cow, lots of chickens and a little baby pig named Ham.”

Joe was sitting at the table. He looked over
and chuckled. “Ham, huh.”

Tressa nodded. “Yeah, Ham. He’s a cute pig
too, real little… just like a baby.” The girl walked close to her
father and placed her hand on his shoulder.

Joe looked back.

“Dad… can we get a baby pig? I’ll take care
of it.”

Joe looked back at Annie. “We’ve got two
goats, we don’t need a pig. They get pretty big when they grow
up.”

“And they smell bad,” Annie added. “Their
poop isn’t like chicken or goat poop. It smells real bad.”

“But mom,” Tressa pleaded, “please.”

Annie looked at her daughter sternly. “Go
wash up. It’s time for dinner.”

The girl solemnly walked to the bathroom and
knocked on its door. She called out to her sister inside, “I need
to wash up, so hurry.”

Angel swung the door open. “Okay. I’m done.”
She bumped Tressa as she came through the doorway.

Tressa bumped her back a bit harder, sending
her into the doorframe.

“Mom,” Angel rubbed the imaginary pain in
her arm, “Tressa hurt me.”

“Sit down. We’re going to eat.” Annie dished
out the soup and their dinner commenced.

The following day was Saturday and Tressa
was up early, finishing her chores. The rest of the day she was
absent, playing with her two new friends.

Angel sat on the front porch holding her old
teddy bear. She’d stand occasionally and jump rope for a few
minutes, before settling back into the chair. She looked quite
forlorn.

“Why don’t you go down and see if they want
to play with you? Boys don’t bite,” Annie told her when she came
out to sweep the porch.

“I don’t want to play with boys. They’re
stupid.”

Annie looked down at her daughter. “Why do
you say that? What makes them stupid?”

“They only want to play marbles. That’s
stupid.”

The woman was about to speak when she
noticed the mailman climb the steps next door at Manny’s house. She
called out to him, “Sir, any letter… for us?”

The man placed a letter into Manny’s mailbox
and walked towards Annie. “Let’s see. What was your name?”

“Bondi.”

He thumbed through his pack and shook his
head. “Are you new?”

Annie nodded. “Yes. Three days.”

He handed her a paper and a pen. “Write down
your name and address and we’ll add it to our list downtown.” He
waited until she finished. Tucking the paper back into his pack, he
nodded and turned away.

“Sir?” Annie called out again.

The man turned. “What?”

“The woman… next door. Is it still Millie?”
She pointed to the east of her.

He looked past Annie towards the next house.
“That’s the Carlson place. Yes, Mildred, that’s her name. Why?”

“She… still there?”

He nodded. “I heard she’s living with her
son. Still owns the house, but staying with her son. Has been for
several months.”

“Does she get letters?”

“Yes, sometimes. Someone always picks them
up.”

Annie smiled. “Thank you.”

The man turned and stepped off the adjoining
porch.

Annie took her broom and hurried inside. She
found a small piece of paper and began to write a short note.

 


Dear Millie,

We are back. I miss you. You stay with son?
Hope you are well.

- Annie

 


Annie read it over. It was difficult for her
to spell correctly in English, so she tried to keep her words
simple. She smiled and folded the note in half. She then hurried
out the back door and ran down the driveway. Rounding the front
fence, she jumped up Millie’s front steps and stuck the note in the
old woman’s mailbox.

When she walked back down her drive, she saw
Manny waiting at her back door.

He turned when he noticed her. “Ma’am.” He
nodded. “Joe told me to come help you with your garden.”

“Okay, good.” Annie grabbed a shovel and led
him into the back yard, showing him where to start digging. She put
the goats back into their pen, took up another shovel and a rake,
then joined him. They turned the garden dirt for over an hour.

“I’ll be back in a moment.” Annie brushed
off her hands and went back to the house. She poured two glasses of
cold tap water and squeezed half a lemon into each. She loved
citrus fruits, they reminded her of home. She then looked around
for the small pad of paper and a pencil. Stashing them into her
pocket, she picked up the two glasses and carried them back to the
work area, handing one over to Manny.

He nodded. “Thank you. You’re kind.” He
drank down the refreshment and wiped his hand across his mouth.
Setting the empty glass some distance from where they were working,
he started in again, turning and digging, shaking out the wild
grass that had grown over the entire area.

“You don’t usually garden, do you?” Annie
asked him.

“No. Not too much.” He stood and stretched
out his back. “We haven’t had any land to use.”

“What about this spot? It looks like it
stayed barren for the three years we were gone. Why didn’t you work
this spot?”

He shrugged. “I had a good job then. We
didn’t need a garden.”

Annie pulled her rake across the dirt. “But
if you had one, you could have saved the money you spent on food
and used it later to live on.” It was difficult for Annie to
understand why people did what they did.

Manny looked at the small woman and
hesitated before he spoke. “I guess so.” He stabbed the shovel back
into the earth and flipped a grass covered chunk over. “Maybe, we
could use some of this space now? It would be nice to grow our own
food.”

Annie smiled and nodded. She looked up at
the man. “I thought you’d never ask. You can use that land back
there, up to the fence.” She pointed to the area beyond her own
garden borders.

Manny looked at the area and smiled. He
nodded. “Thanks.”

It was settled. Annie’s garden would be
where it always was and Manny’s garden would be alongside it,
further back in the yard, extending all the way to the property
line. That land had never been worked before and still had its
share of rocks, sticks and garbage.

When four hours had passed, Annie stopped
working. She pulled out the pad of paper and the pencil. “That’s
enough work for today. I’ll write down four hours and you can sign
it. That way Joe can keep track of your work.”

Manny smiled and signed the line that had
his hours listed. “Thank you for letting us stay. We really do love
the place.”

Annie nodded and reached for her tools.

The man held up his hand and stood back.
“Can I use this a while longer?” he asked, holding his shovel
close.

Annie nodded and glanced back towards his
barren garden spot. “Stack the rocks in the corner by the fence.
Maybe we can use them for something later.”

Manny nodded and walked back to the other
garden spot. He started to turn it over in the same manner as he
had with Annie’s garden.

Annie went inside to wash. She was impressed
with Manny’s desire to work so hard on the garden. Perhaps she had
misjudged the man. She started preparations for dinner. As she
scurried around the kitchen, she thought how wonderful it was that
she didn’t need to always do the wash on Saturday, like she had in
the past. Now that they had a bathtub, she could wash any day of
the week and Joe could still enjoy his weekly bath on Saturday
night, by using the bathtub. She put on a second pan of water, so
it would be hot when Joe arrived.

As Annie turned around, a fork slipped off
the counter and fell to the floor. She stared at it a moment before
picking it up. Murmuring to herself, she stated, “Looks as if we
may have a visitor today.” She wiped off the fork and placed it
back in the drawer. Many people at that time believed in
superstitions.

Annie was happy to think that Joe must have
been rehired, otherwise he would have been home by now. She was
tempted to use one of the expensive eggs for a surprise cake, but
refrained, saving them so they could grow and possibly hatch.
Slowly, she turned the eggs over in the basket. For some reason,
turning them helped the chicks develop better. The eggs were still
warm as she covered them.

Annie turned when she heard talking coming
from the front porch. She entered the living room and looked out
the window. Angel was talking to a man that was standing on the
cement walkway.

Annie thought back about the dropped fork
and realized this man could be their visitor. She walked out onto
the porch. “Can I help you?”

The man looked up towards the woman. He was
dirty and his clothes were ripped. “You got any food for a
stranger?”

Annie looked at the man. “Can you work?”

The man nodded.

“Go… around back. Help the man back there.”
Annie knew that for a man to retain some dignity, he should do a
little work before being given a handout.

The stranger smiled and nodded. “Thank you.”
He hurried around the side of the house and out through the back
gate.

Annie went through the house and out the
back door. She followed the stranger into the backyard and handed
him another shovel. Then she called out to Manny, speaking in
Italian, “This man needs to work for one hour. Make sure he
does.”

Manny waved and pointed to where the man
should start.

Annie went back inside and peeled two more
potatoes. She added them to the stew and set the pan closer to the
flame. She then slid two loaves of bread into the oven to bake.

When she heard Joe coming down the drive
playing a funny tune on his Jew’s harp, she couldn’t wait to ask if
he got his old job back. She met him at the door. “Well? Did they
want you?”

Joe nodded and grabbed his wife. “Smitty
said he missed me and Tony, said he was sorry to see us leave. He
always got along real well with Tony. I told him my brother would
probably be back before Christmas and he seemed pleased with
that.”

“So, are there a lot of new people there or
just the same old guys?”

Joe kicked off his hot shoes and unbuttoned
his shirt. He emptied out his pockets that held various items he
had found on his way home. “Mainly the same guys. There were a few
new ones.” He moved into the bedroom and grabbed a set of clean
clothes. “Come in the bathroom and we can talk some more.”

Annie grabbed her hot pads and the pan of
hot water. She followed Joe into the bathroom. He had already
stopped up the tub and was running the cold water. She poured the
scalding water into the tub, adding it to the cold tap water. She
then sat on the tub’s edge and swirled the water with her hand
until it was a comfortable temperature.

“Smitty said he missed you?” she asked.

Joe nodded and pulled off his socks. “Yeah,
he missed me, but he really misses Tony. Said Tony was one of his
best workers. He said ‘Tony-boy knows this job better than
anyone.’” Joe looked up at Annie. “He always called my brother
‘Tony-boy’, as a nickname.” Joe finished undressing and held a
towel in front of himself, pretending to be modest.

Annie turned away as he slid into the water,
however she didn’t leave the room. “Did you get your old job, at
the same pay?”

Joe ran a soapy washcloth down his arm. “Not
exactly, but that’s okay. When someone leaves, everyone moves up.
Any new hires start back at the bottom. I’ll work my way up. It’s
no problem.” He stuck his head into the tub of water, soaking it
thoroughly.

“So you’re back working at the ovens. The
hottest place in the building.”

Joe grinned. “Well, at least I know how to
do the work.”

Annie stood and left the room, letting her
husband finish his bath without her interference. She closed the
door behind her.

Tressa was stirring the pot on the stove.
“This smells good mom. When’s dinner?”

“Soon. Could you set an additional place at
the table?”

“We’re having company?” the girl asked as
she took the plates from the cupboard.

Annie nodded and filled the glasses with
water.

Angel dragged in through the front door. She
appeared quite depressed. “Did you have fun?” she asked her
sister.

Tressa nodded. “We played dolls at first and
after lunch we all played ‘kick the can’. Her brothers asked me
where you were.”

Annie looked at Angel, hoping she might be
enticed to join her sister next time.

“They wanted to play with me?” the younger
girl asked.

Tressa nodded. “We had a lot of fun and her
mom made us peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. You should come
next time.”

Angel set the utensils around the table.
“Maybe I will.”

The two girls sat at their spots and waited
for their father to finish his bath.

When Joe came out of the bathroom Annie
served the meal, dishing out a healthy portion to Joe and smaller
servings to the girls and herself. She then filled the mystery
plate with as much food as it would hold. Returning to the stove,
she took one of the loaves of bread and cut it into slices, as
steam rose from its interior. Setting it onto a clean plate, she
placed it in front of Joe and sat down.

As if on cue, the scruffy stranger rapped
lightly on the back screen.

Everyone turned to see who it was, as Annie
waved him in. She pointed to the empty chair. “Sit,” she told
him.

The man did as he was directed and lifted
his fork.

“Wait,” Annie warned, “blessing… first.”

The man set his fork back down and lowered
his head.

Joe looked at Annie and then back at the
stranger. He closed his eyes and made the sign of the cross. He led
his family in the meal blessing and finished with another crossing
and a big “Amen.”

“So, Annie, how was your day?” he asked her
in Italian.

Annie glanced at her husband. “Fine. Manny
helped me with the garden. I recorded his hours.”

“That’s nice. Who’s our guest tonight?” Joe
couldn’t say it more simply.

Annie grinned and looked at the stranger.
“Just someone who needed to eat.”

Angel and Tressa looked at the strange man
and noticed how quickly he shoveled in his food. He could eat with
both hands, one on his fork, while the other held his bread…
dipping it in and out of the gravy, adding it to the rest of the
food in his mouth.

Tressa looked at her mother with wide eyes,
as she tilted her head in the man’s direction.

Annie just smiled and nodded. She was happy
the man enjoyed his meal. Who knew when he would get another. This
man wasn’t the first, nor would he be the last hobo to dine at
Annie’s table.

---

Hobos were not like bums or tramps. They
fully expected to work for their money and meals. They were
homeless drifters and independent migratory workers. They had an
intricate way of informing other hobos which homes to visit for
meals or work and which places to stay away from. Coded symbols and
marks, drawn with a piece of coal or chalk, could be found in
alleyways, on fences, in gutters, or drawn on trees. These codes
would guide others of their kind to places that could help them
out. An example of these symbols… a circle with an “x” in it meant
that it was “a good place for a handout”, an empty circle meant
“nothing to be gained here”. A picture of a cat meant “a kind lady
lived here”, while a picture of a top-hat meant “a kind gentleman
lived there”. They had many symbols that directed other hobos
through the town.

A tramp was a person who only worked when
they were forced to, preferring a free handout without any strings
attached. A bum was someone who never worked and usually drank away
any money he collected.

Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches were just
starting to make the scene, becoming well known around 1922.

 



CHAPTER 2

 Summer

 


Six weeks passed when Annie received two
letters in her mailbox. One was from the state and addressed to her
husband. It looked official. The other was a note from her missing
neighbor, Millie. She opened the letter from her friend.

Annie looked over the letter, but had
trouble reading the English words. She was learning to speak the
language, understanding things quite well, but she never learned to
read many of the foreign words. She yearned to know what her friend
had written. Annie took the letter and hurried down the sidewalk,
jumping up the steps at Tony’s house. She knocked on the door.
Frankie answered it.

“Hi, Aunt Annie. How are you?” he was very
cordial this time.

“I’m doing fine, Frankie. How are you?”

The boy nodded and stepped out onto the
porch. “Not too bad. I just got me a job at the market… Tone’s old
job sweeping floors. I only work in the afternoons.”

“Good for you. Now it looks like everyone’s
working.” Annie pulled out the letter. “Could you read this for
me?”

Frankie took the note and started, “It says…
‘Dear Annie, Sorry I haven’t written before now. I am staying with
my son until my foot is healed. I fell down some icy steps back in
March and I am taking my time healing. The swelling is finally
going down and I will return home soon. My son wants me to stay
with him and sell the house, but I like my independence too much
for that nonsense. I will talk to you later when I return. Your
friend, Millie.’” He handed the note back to Annie. “Is that the
old lady that lives next door to you?”

Annie nodded. “Yes. She’s a good friend.
Thanks for reading that for me.” She looked around the boy and
stared at the front door. “Frankie, are you boys keeping up with
the housework and all the chores?”

The ten year old looked down at the porch.
He shrugged. “We’re doing okay.”

“Your dad will be home soon, do you think
he’ll like the condition of the place?”

Frankie hesitated and shook his head.
“Probably not.”

“When Joe talked to Tone a few weeks ago,
your brother said he didn’t want any help from us. But we can…”

Frankie cut her off. “If Tone doesn’t want
any help, we’re not taking any. He’s in charge now.”

Annie stood back, somewhat insulted at his
abrupt response. She licked her lips and looked around. “If you
change your mind, you know where to find us.” She hopped down the
steps and hurried home. Hopefully Tony wouldn’t be upset with Joe
for not helping his boys with the house. As Annie passed the front
of their duplex, she noticed a new sign in front of Manny’s front
step.

“Man for hire,” it read.

The words were simple enough to sound out.
Annie then noticed some wild flowers had been recently planted in
front of his porch. It appeared Manny was beginning to get the
knack of gardening. As she reached her side of the residence, she
spotted him coming around from the back, with another bunch of
flowers.

“Hi, Mrs. Bondi.” Manny tipped his head as
he addressed her. “I dug up some wildflowers from the field behind
my garden and thought you might like some planted out front.”

“They look real nice. I’d appreciate that,
thank you.” Annie smiled at the man.

“I’ll line them along the porch, like mine,
if that’s okay?”

Annie nodded. “That’d be great. Thank you.”
The woman watched as Manny knelt down and began planting the wild
daisies along the porch line. The front lawn was coming in nicely
and her garden was fully planted. It was nice having a man help her
around the house.

Just as Annie turned to leave, Manny called
out to her. “By the way… I finished up a painting job yesterday at
the Johnson’s house and I’ve got a little paint left over. Is it
okay if I use it on my front room?”

Annie stopped and considered the proposal.
“What color is it?”

“White.”

The woman nodded and smiled. “Sure. Go
ahead.” It was also nice to see Manny take an interest in other
types of work, other than what he was used to. She headed to the
backyard and began raking out the goat’s pen. It was easier to
allow the goats to roam freely in the backyard, but with her new
garden in, this was now impossible. She checked their food barrel
and was reminded that she was getting low on grain. Shaking her
head, she wondered if she should attempt to pick up a bag by
herself or wait until Joe returned home. She could ask Manny for
help, but then again, he was busy.

Both girls were down playing with the
neighbors and wouldn’t be home until later, so Annie decided to try
the task by herself. She rolled the old wheelbarrow from around the
side of the garage and proceeded down the sidewalk. Over the
railroad tracks and down the street to the granary she strolled,
stopping intermittently to pick up some item or another off the
street. Joe had gotten her into the habit of “street seeking” and
she had to admit, they found almost everything they needed by just
keeping their eyes open. Their garage was being filled with all
sorts of strange items… from panel doors, to wheels, springs and
gadgets, to furniture legs and two-by-fours. Their nail and screw
collection was complete with every size and dimension you could
ever want or need. Boxes and cans were filled with whatever item
might fall off a car or buggy, or slip from a hole in someone’s
pocket. Joe took pains trying to organize the garbage, knowing that
if you couldn’t find what you needed, it was just as bad as not
having it.

When Annie reached the warehouse, she looked
over their prices. The yellow corn was less expensive than the
white corn and the goats preferred its taste. She pointed to the
bushel bag.

“That’ll be $1.47,” the man told her.

Annie counted out her money and handed it to
the clerk.

The clerk hoisted the 56 pound bag onto her
wheelbarrow and looked around. “Where’s your help?” he asked.

Annie smiled. “I take it.”

The man shook his head. “It’s heavy,
ma’am.”

Annie just smiled. “I
know.” (Grain prices reached their peak during the war years, but
when the demand fell, prices did too. By 1921, corn would sell for
50¢/bushel, less money than it cost to produce it.)

Annie lifted the handles of the wheelbarrow
and began pushing it out the door. It was much heavier than she
anticipated. She groaned as she forced the front wheel through the
gravel and over the mud-dried trenches. When she reached the
railroad tracks, she was exhausted. Getting the wheelbarrow up and
over each track might possibly take more effort than she could
muster.

Annie sat and rested, hoping for a miracle
to come along. Her heartbeat thumped hard in her temples. As a cool
breeze drifted by, she felt revived and lifted the handles for
another try. Leaning into the cart, she pushed with all her might,
forcing the tire over one of the tracks.

Annie smiled and brushed her hands together
for another go at it. Pushing again, hard as she could, she got the
tire over the second track. It landed on the ground with a
substantial thump. There was a good ten feet before the next set of
tracks and Annie rolled the wheel barrow towards it. She noticed
the next several sets of tracks were placed much closer together.
Their spacing was tighter, with barely enough room for trains to
pass each other.

Looking right and then left, she made sure
no trains were approaching. She then pushed hard against the
wheelbarrow. Again it jumped up and over the first track, landing
with a solid bump on the opposite side. She rolled it up against
the second track and began pushing as hard as she could, waging her
body weight against the handles. Try as she might, she simply could
not get it over the second track. Taking a deep breath, Annie
rested.

Suddenly, the blaring scream of a horn
blasted through her brain. Her heart leapt into her throat as she
jumped back off the tracks, deserting the grain and old carrying
device. Annie covered her ears, searching up and down the tracks,
trying to find where the noise had originated.

Eight feet behind her wheeled a massive
freight train, rolling along at less than five miles an hour. It
crept up so slowly, so silently, that Annie had not heard its
approach. She trembled at its size and closeness. It frightened her
like nothing else ever had. What if another train was to come along
on the line she was stuck in and hit her load? It would surely be
destroyed. And if she also happened to be on the track… what
then?

Annie quickly checked her own track for
signs of movement. Feeling a sudden urgency, she heaved at the
handles as hard as she could.

The grain still did not move.

Annie stopped and thought. She had to devise
a new plan of attack. If she lifted the handles and tipped the
grain sack out, it would land on the opposite side of the rail. She
could then lift the front tire of the wheelbarrow over the track
and simply put the grain sack back in.

Again she checked the tracks for movement.
She began lifting the long handles of the wheelbarrow high into the
air.

The bag of corn slid down the chute and
flipped out onto the ground… like a dead body.

Annie smiled. So far, so good. She then
rounded the cart and lifted the front tire over the second track,
resting it next to the bag of grain. Returning for the back half of
the barrow, she quickly grabbed the handles and lifted them away
from the tracks as well.

“Good,” Annie thought out loud. Both the
wheelbarrow and the bag were off the railroad tracks, far enough
away that a train could not run them over. Annie decided to rest a
bit longer. She leaned back and looked up.

The sun was lower in the sky than she
thought it should have been. It had been a mistake to undertake
such a difficult excursion. She wouldn’t try it again.

Annie took a deep breath and grabbed two
corners of the large bag of grain. She could lift it about a foot
off the ground, but that was hardly high enough to get the
wheelbarrow under it. Dropping the bag, she believed she might be
able to push it onto the cart.

Groaning against the burlap, Annie strained
to make it move… but the bag wasn’t going anywhere.

Annie sat down on top of the bag and tried
to think of another plan. Before she knew it, tears were running
down her cheeks and she felt like a miserable failure. She wasn’t
going to have dinner ready when Joe got home and the girls wouldn’t
know where she was. If she left the grain here, someone would
certainly steal it. What was she going to do?

Wiping her eyes, Annie heard a funny little
tune off in the distance. She looked up and saw three men walking
down the road towards the crossing. She was too far away to see
their faces, but when she heard the familiar music, she believed
one of them might be Joe. Jumping up, Annie began waving to the
men. “Hey. Over here.”

The three men stopped and looked out over
the tracks. Then, they started walking towards the small woman.

Annie swallowed hard. She spoke softly to
herself, “Hope one of them is Joe.” Her nerves began to tremble and
her hands began to shake, as their faces revealed they were not
faces she had seen before. They were dark skinned people like
herself and this put her mind at ease, if only slightly.

The three men approached. One spoke, “Ma’am.
Is there a problem?” He spoke Italian.

Annie nodded feverishly and looked down at
her grain.

The man smiled. “Let’s help the little lady
out.” He nudged his friends and the three of them lifted the grain
bag back into the cart. “There. Nothing to it.” He turned back
towards his friends. “I wonder what that was worth… saving a lady
that’s left all alone on the tracks?”

The second man grinned and nodded. He raised
his eyebrows and glanced at the third man.

The last man scowled at the first two.
“Leave her alone. There’s other women in town for that.”

The first man objected, “Yeah, but she’s
right here… and she’s all alone.” He looked Annie over, up and
down, touching Annie’s hair.

The third man stepped between Annie and his
friend. “She’s not your type, Jonny. Leave her alone.” He leaned
into the first man and reached up, taking hold of his shirt.

Jonny looked over at the second man and then
back to his assailant. “Okay, okay. Take your hands off me. Shit, I
was only joking.” He slapped his friend’s hand away and started to
leave, calling back over his shoulder, “I don’t understand you,
Nick. You’re an ass.”

The second man followed Jonny, walking back
over the tracks to the roadway. They mumbled to each other as they
left.

Nick turned towards Annie. “You okay?”

Annie nodded and walked around the
wheelbarrow towards its handles.

“How far you going?” the man asked.

Annie pointed towards home. “A few
blocks.”

Nick jumped in front of the woman and took
the handles of the barrow before she could. He began pushing it
over the rest of the tracks. “This way?”

Annie smiled. “Yes. Thank you.”

“Where I come from, you don’t treat a lady
like that.” Nick groaned as the tire got stuck on the last track.
Pushing with all his might, he still could not get it over the
steel rail. Noticing a short piece of 2x4 in the wheelbarrow, he
laid the board next to the track, forming a short runway. He rolled
the tire up and over the track. Finally, they reached a paved
road.

Annie followed closely behind the man. “And
where do you come from?” she finally asked.

“I’m the proud product of the Island of
Sicily.”

Annie stopped and smiled. “Me too. I grew up
in Bisacquino.”

Nick turned and stared at her. “No kidding.”
He set the cart handles down. “Me too.” Reaching out his hand, he
accepted Annie’s and shook it. “Nicoli Tomasino. I moved out here
in 1903 when I was twenty five years old.” He looked at the woman
closely. “And what’s your name?”

“Annie. Annie Venezia. I’m married to Joe, I
mean, Giuseppe Bondi.”

Nick’s mouth dropped open. “No. Tony’s
little brother? You’re kidding.” He shook his head and looked
around. Grabbing the handles of the cart, he began pushing again.
“Small world, isn’t it.”

Annie walked behind the man as he insisted
on taking the grain the entire way.

When they reached the house, Nick loaded the
grain into the garage and into the feed barrel. He brushed his
hands together. “There you go. All done.”

Annie smiled. “Can you stay for dinner? Joe
would love to meet you.”

“Sorry, I can’t. Not unless I ask my wife
first. Maybe another time?”

“What about Sunday? Could you and your
family come then?”

Nick nodded. “Sure, why not.”

“Good.” Annie walked him down the driveway.
“Thanks again for helping me out.”

Nick shrugged. “It really wasn’t that much
out of my way. I just live over there a couple of blocks.” He
pointed down the road. Taking a deep breath, he looked down at the
ground, then back at Annie. “Don’t judge Jonny too harshly, he’s
not really like that. I don’t know what got into him.” The man
shook his head. “He was just playing around.”

“Well, it wasn’t funny.” Annie became
rigid.

“Oh, no, I agree. But he would never have
done anything, you understand. He was only teasing.”

“Okay, if you say so.” Annie reached to
shake his hand once again. “Well, it was nice meeting… you.”

Nick smiled. “We’ll see you on Sunday.” The
man turned and left.

Annie headed inside to start dinner.

That Sunday, Nick and his family came to
dinner. His wife and two teenage girls were quite pleasant.

“This is my wife, Maria, and our daughters,
Gina and Luisa.”

“Pleased,” Annie greeted them cordially,
kissing each woman on both cheeks.

Joe introduced himself and his family.

As dinner ended, the four girls went out
back to see the goats. Joe handed Nick the letter he had received
from the state and asked, “Could you read this for me? I’ve tried
and I can’t make heads nor tails of it.”

Nick reluctantly took the letter and
unfolded it. “It looks legal.” He read a few of the lines to
himself and his eyebrows came together in distress. As he read
through it a second time, he spoke aloud, “…a part of lot one, in
block eighty four, Plat “C”, Salt Lake City survey; commencing at
the point two and one half rods east from the southwest corner……”
He looked up at the others who were watching him closely. “I don’t
know what this is.” He scanned the letter for any information he
might understand. “Okay wait. Here it says ‘final notice’… and down
here it talks about ‘delinquent taxes’…. There’s a court date.” He
turned to Joe and handed back the letter. “I understand why you
couldn’t read this… it’s a bunch of nonsense. But I think it’s
important and you need to take care of it. There’s another person
that knows more about this legal stuff than I do and he doesn’t
live too far from here. His name is Sartorio Pipitone. He’s a good
man and he’ll help you out.”

Annie looked up. She had heard this man’s
name before… somewhere.

Joe tucked the letter into his pocket.
“Where does he live?”

Nick looked up. “Let’s see. Head down the road to the crossing and
go south. The second road down, go west a few houses.” The man
pointed his directions and then thought a moment. “He’s got a real
big tree in his front yard… and a white gate up by the house.
That’s what you should look for, the white gate.” Nick smiled at
his excellent memory.

Maria laid her hand on her husband’s arm and
smiled.

Nick slid his chair out. “That was a lovely
dinner and it was so good to meet you Joe. Next time you see Tony,
tell him ‘hi’ from me. Have him look me up. I love seeing people
from the homeland and now that they’ve put on more immigration
restrictions, it looks like not too many more will be coming over.”
He shook his head. “It’s too bad. I’ve still got a lot of family
over there.” Nick chuckled. (New immigration restrictions in 1917
stated that foreigners must not only read, but write their own
language, before being admitted into the States.)

Joe stood and shook the man’s hand. “Thank
you for standing up for my wife.” He glanced over towards Annie. “I
very much appreciate that.” He then turned towards Maria. “And it
was nice meeting you and the girls. Glad you could make it.”

The guests gathered their children and left
for home.

After work the following day, Joe stopped in
on the legal expert… Sartorio Pipitone.

Annie knew her husband would be late, but
she didn’t realize just how late. Joe didn’t arrive home until
eight that night.

“I’ve fed the girls. They’re getting ready
for bed.” Annie came up and kissed her husband. “So, what did he
say?”

“The letter said our property taxes were
never paid last year. We’re in ‘default’… which means the state
could take the house and sell it, if we don’t hurry and pay.”

Annie stood silent a moment and then sat
down. “They can take our house?”

Joe nodded. “He says I better make sure I
have the money and pay it off at that court hearing.”

“How much is it?”

“Twelve dollars.”

Annie’s mouth dropped. “We don’t have that
much.” She jumped up and ran to the kitchen cupboard, pulling out
the metal baking powder can and opening the lid. Reaching in, she
pulled out a wad of bills and counted them, “… six, seven, eight.”
She looked up. “We’ve only got eight dollars. Where are we going to
get the other four?”

Joe looked around. “I don’t get paid until
the end of the month. That’s still two weeks away and the court
date is this Friday.” He scratched his head, as a worried look came
over him.

Annie asked, “What about Tony’s boys? Do you
think they’d have any money we could borrow?”

Joe looked up and the color left his face.
“I bet Tony got the same letter. Who would have paid his taxes? He
was gone.”

Annie felt an anxiety attack coming on and
licked her dry lips. “I don’t have any goat’s milk or eggs to sell.
What are we going to do?” She came close to Joe and took his hands
in hers. “I guess I could try and sell Clove or Muffin. They’d
bring in some money.”

Joe stood and turned towards the door. “I’ve
got to go down and see if the boys got a letter like this one. I
can’t let them lose my brother’s house. I’ll be back in a few
minutes.” The man hurried out the door and jumped down the
steps.

Annie finished the dishes and ate a crust of
bread, hoping to soak up the acid in her throat. Her hands trembled
as she thought about the prospects of losing their home. Perhaps
the state would take some of the money and let them pay the rest at
a later date? That would help.

As the woman finished washing up, Joe came
in.

“Tone told me they had received a letter,
but he tossed it out. He didn’t know it was important.” Joe shook
his head. “He says they have a little saved, but only about two
dollars.”

“Maybe they’ll be compassionate and won’t
make us pay.”

Joe came close and held Annie tight. “That’s
not going to happen. That isn’t how the business world works.”

The next few days were torture for the
couple. They needed another fourteen dollars to pay both fines.
Fourteen dollars they did not have.

Annie put the sign back up to sell the
goats, but so far, no one had inquired.

Friday arrived and Joe took what money he
had to the hearing. Annie stood beside him, as the judge asked
about the tardiness of his payment.

“We were gone… to Sicily… to work. Could not
return… ports closed. We thought it got… paid.”

“You thought your taxes were paid? By whom?”
the judge asked.

“My brother, Tony. His wife… died from flu.
He come home to Sicily… to grieve. His boys… did not know… to
pay.”

The judge looked over the paperwork on his
desk. “In lieu of your statements, I wave all interest and late
fees, and order only the tax itself be paid. That will be ten
dollars. Pay the clerk.” He slammed down his gavel and the bailiff
called for the next case.

Joe walked to the back of the courtroom and
handed the clerk eight of the ten dollars he owed.

“Thank you, sir.” The woman handed Joe a
receipt. “Get the rest in as soon as you can.”

Joe leaned forward and asked, “My brother,
Tony Bond… can you see… his bill? How much… due?”

The woman questioned his request with a
strange look and then glanced down at her book. She thumbed through
the roster and ran her finger down the pages. “His hearing is at
four o’clock today. That’s two hours from now. What was your
question?”

“How much… he pay?”

“Oh, let’s see. He owes twelve dollars.”

“Can we pay… some now and… more later?”

She nodded. “Sure. There’ll be additional
late fees, but you can do that.”

“I pay two dollars now.” Joe held out the
boy’s money.

“Will you be representing your brother in
court?”

Joe nodded. “Yes.”

“Then you’ll need to talk to the judge
first, before you pay anything. So don’t leave the building.”

Annie took Joe’s hand and they sat on the
cold wooden bench in the hall, until Tony’s hearing was called.

Joe stood once again in front of the same
judge.

“We’ve met before?” The judge looked over
his bifocals.

Joe nodded.

“Who’s taxes are you standing for now? Your
brother’s?”

Joe again nodded.

The judge took a deep breath. “Your brother
lost his wife in the epidemic, you told me. I lost my wife as
well.” The judge looked down at the papers before him and cleared
his throat. He hesitated a moment and then declared in a loud
voice, “In lieu of the circumstances, the state will forgo the
property taxes levied upon this residence for the year 1918. Case
dismissed.” Slamming down his gavel, the robed man stood and turned
to leave.

The bailiff called out. “Twenty minute
recess.”

Everyone in the court jumped up, as the
judge stepped away from his chair.

Joe looked at Annie and whispered, “What did
he say?”

Annie watched the judge carefully. “I think
he said Tony didn’t need to pay. His debt was forgiven.”

Joe looked back, as the chamber door closed.
A surprised, delighted look came over him. Again he looked at
Annie. “I can’t believe it. That’s not how things work.”

Annie grinned and nodded. “I guess it can
here. This is a great country.”

Joe glanced down at the last two dollars in
his hand. “Let’s pay off our debt now and I’ll repay Tone his money
when I get paid.”

They went to the back of the room and
received another receipt for their final payment. Joe double
checked with the clerk on the fines his brother owed, just to make
sure they understood the verdict correctly.

---

The early court system in Utah was
authorized to manage all of the county’s business and property
dealings. It controlled water privileges, timber, mill and grazing
rights, it controlled election boundaries, road and school
districts, along with the say-so of building sites. It provided for
the needs of the poor, the insane and all abandoned children. It
levied taxes, as well as controlling liquor, butcher and business
licenses.

In 1896, when Utah became a state, a board
of county commissioners was installed and the probate judge was
dismissed. The group of men served the county, being able to adjust
property taxes… particularly in the 1920s. Individual circumstances
were taken into account and allowances were often made. When
circumstances were deemed unavoidable, relief was sometimes allowed
by use of a pauper fund.

---

Joe and Annie walked home energized. Even
though Joe had lost a day of work, they had taken care of some
necessary financial matters. They decided they’d both go down after
dinner and explain the situation to the boys, so that it wouldn’t
happen again.

After Tressa finished the dishes, they were
ready to go. They made their way down a block and rapped upon the
brother’s door.

Tone opened it. “What did you find out?”

Joe smiled and placed his hand on the boy’s
shoulder. “Let’s talk about it.” He made a move to step inside the
house.

Tone blocked him. “Can’t we talk out
here?”

Angel looked up at the young man. “Is
Frankie home? Can he play?”

Tone rolled his eyes and shook his head.
“Okay, come in. But it’s not very clean.”

Angel ran past her parents into the house.
Before she got five steps, she stopped.

Joe and Annie stepped inside and looked
around. The drapes were closed and the air reeked with the smell of
young teenage boys… infused with sweat. It was obvious the place
hadn’t been ventilated for a long time.

Annie started gagging and decided to breathe
through her mouth to dull the affect of the contaminated air. She
couldn’t stay in the room much longer.

Angel looked up at her mother and ran back
out front where Tressa waited. “Tell Frankie to come out here if he
wants to play,” she yelled at her cousin.

Annie looked over towards Tone. “It’s so
dark in here.”

The boy shrugged. “Didn’t see the point of
opening the drapes. We’re not home much in the day and we don’t
need a bunch of peepers looking in.”

Joe quietly stated, “We had to use your two
dollars to pay some of our taxes. I’ll repay you at the end of the
month.”

Tone stood back. “What about our taxes?”

Annie smiled at Joe and placed her hand on
his arm.

Joe looked at her and then at the boy,
answering him, “The judge forgave it… the whole thing. He’s not
going to make you pay the property tax for last year.”

Tone sat on the sofa and looked up at his
uncle. “Why not?”

Joe shrugged. “I guess he had compassion for
your situation.”

Tone looked at the floor for a minute. “You
don’t need to pay us back. Rightfully that money is yours.”

Joe feigned innocence. “Oh, why is
that?”

Tone pinched his brows together. “The rents.
You know… dad was collecting the rents off your place. He had quite
a bit of money for you.”

“Oh, yeah… the rent money. Whatever happened
to that?” Joe tilted his head.

Tone stood and faced his uncle. “I know how
much there was in that can. I’ll pay you back every penny as soon
as dad gets home. But right now, we need all the money we can get.”
He looked at his uncle with determination on his face.

Joe lifted his hand. “Forget it, Tone. I’m
not taking your money. That rent money was used to sustain you boys
in your time of need, just like your dad sustained us in our time
of need. Let’s call it even.”

Tone’s mouth fell open.

Sam was watching from the doorway. He walked
up to Joe and hugged him warmly.

Tone took his turn when Sam finished. The
boys said nothing, but in their faces Joe knew they were
grateful.

“Okay. Now let’s have a look at this place.”
Joe squinted through the darkened living room. “Annie, could you
open those drapes?”

“I’d be happy to.” Annie pulled the drapes
open, bringing in a flood of light.

“Tone, open the windows and let in some
fresh air,” Annie directed him.

Tone snapped his fingers and pointed to the
windows. Sam and Frankie jumped into gear, following their
brother’s orders.

Annie noticed the control the oldest boy had
over the others. Had he obtained it through fear or was it simply
from pure respect? She believed it was probably the second reason
and she smiled at the love they had for their eldest brother.

Even with the drapes open wide, the room
still held onto its gloomy feeling. Mice and insects scurried out
of sight, as a ray of sun lit upon them. There were dirty rags and
papers all over the floor, forgotten as they fell. It was similar
to how they found their own place earlier that spring, except that
their plumbing pipes hadn’t frozen and burst.

Annie couldn’t help but think what Jennie
would have thought of the place. Suddenly, an overwhelming feeling
of deep sadness gripped her heart and she fought to hold back her
tears. To hide her feelings, Annie tenaciously stated, “I think I
could probably wash all these rags and clothes in a few days, if
you boys would trade me matching hours, doing other work for me.”
Annie stood strong, hoping her feelings of sorrow hadn’t been
exposed in her statement. She tried to think of something else.

“We can do that.” As Tone spoke the words,
Sam and Frankie began collecting the scattered clothes and rags
from the floor. As they picked up each piece, they’d smell it,
making sure the article indeed needed washing. They tossed the
soiled clothes into a heap in the corner of the room. Already the
place was showing improvement and the horrific smell was finally
subsiding.

Joe turned to Tone. “If it’s alright with
you, we’ve got a neighbor who still owes us a little work. Could he
come down here and paint this room, and any others that might need
it?”

Tone looked around. “Does it need
paint?”

Joe nodded and pointed to the west wall by
the ceiling. A stained water mark revealed that the roof also
needed repair.

Tone nodded. “I guess it does.”

Joe smiled. “I’ve got an idea. Let’s get a
paper and write down everything that needs to be fixed or cleaned.
We’ll go through it, item by item, until the place looks like it
did when your mother was alive. She’d like that.”

Annie’s tears could not hold back any
longer. They began rolling down her face and she tried to hide them
by turning away.

The men stopped their prognosis of the place
and they all turned towards the woman. A heavy silence filled the
room.

Tone walked up behind Annie and hugged her.
He whispered, “Mom always told us how much she loved her Annie. You
were the best friend she ever had.”

Annie turned and hugged the boy, Jennie’s
eldest. “You’ve taken care of these boys just like a grown man,
Tone. Your mother would be very proud.”

Tone smiled and nodded.

Suddenly Angel came running through the
front door. “Your goat’s out!” she screamed.

The boys turned and ran out the door, almost
falling over each other, as they hopped down the steps and ran
after their pet goat, Ash.

The goat saw them approaching and took off
at a gallop, evading capture.

Annie and Joe watched the band of boys and
the two girls run down the road.

“They’ll sleep well tonight,” Joe stated,
happy to change the subject. “Let’s go home.” He wrapped his arm
around Annie and they strolled back to their duplex. A lot of
issues had been resolved that day and it felt good to put things
behind them.

The following Sunday, as Annie pulled the
dry clothes from the line, Joe came up behind her.

“How many hours does Manny have left before
he’s all paid up?”

Annie stopped and thought. “I believe he has
about six hours left. Something like that.” She turned towards the
house. “The little booklet is in the kitchen cupboard next to the
baking powder tin.” She pointed directions to where he’d find
it.

Manny had helped around their house for the
exact hours he was behind on his rent. Since the beginning of
summer, he found work as a handyman around the neighborhood… fixing
pipes, painting houses and putting in gardens. He was earning
almost as much as he had with the railroad and had paid his rent in
cash for the last two months.

“I’ll check on his hours, but I think that
ought to be plenty of time for him to paint a few of the rooms over
at Tony’s.” Joe turned and went back inside.

Annie took in the clothes and folded them
nicely, stacking them into piles on the living room floor. She was
keenly aware which pants belonged to the boys and which were her
husband’s. The shirts would have to wait a few more days before
being returned, so she could iron them. For now, she would take
back only the pants.

Annie lifted the stacks of clean clothes and
slid them into two pillowcases. She then grabbed the open ends of
the cases and lifted them onto her back, resembling the infamous
figure of Old Father Christmas. Lugging the pants down the street,
she knocked on Tony’s door.

Joe surprised her by opening it. “Hi. Fancy
meeting you down here.” He then noticed Annie’s burden. “I should
have helped you carry those.” He reached out and took the two bags
from his wife.

“Yes, I’ll say.” Annie straightened and
stepped inside. The place looked like it was in a state of
transition. All the furniture had been moved into the center of the
room and was covered with an old sheet. The trash had been
completely removed and the walls and floors had been scrubbed.

Joe set the bags down and called out, “Annie
brought back your wash.”

Sam ran up to him. “I’ll take them. Thanks.”
He carried the pillow cases into the bedroom, which had also been
cleaned.

Joe turned to Annie. “We
spent almost 50¢
on paint. Manny’s coming over tomorrow to get as
much done as he can. With the walls already washed and prepared, I
bet he might be able to get all three rooms painted. Maybe even the
bathroom.”

Annie smiled. “Wow. What a difference a
little soap and water makes.” She turned towards Sam. “Your dad
will be so impressed.”

Sam beamed with pride. “Tone went down to
borrow a ladder from a friend we know. Frankie is out scrounging up
dinner.”

“That just leaves Joe Joe. Where’s he?” Joe
asked.

Sam shook his head. “He’s out with his
manager. Ya know he’s a boxer now and spends a lot of time on the
road, traveling around.”

“Really. Where to?” Joe questioned him
further.

“San Francisco, Seattle, you name it. They
go where the money is.” Sam’s attention was stolen by a movement on
the floor. He hurried over to it, stomping on a large bug that had
joined them. He then added, “It was okay with dad. We already asked
him.”

Annie approached the boy. “You said Frankie
was out getting dinner. What does he usually find?” Annie was
afraid of what she might hear.

Sam lifted his arms. “Well, you never know.
Sometimes he finds nothing but vegetables and other times he gets a
good price on a piece of meat. It all depends on what he can get
for the money we give him.”

Annie relaxed and smiled. “So, he buys food
from the store?”

“Or from the neighbors. He has different
places he looks. He usually brings home some type of meat from the
butcher on Saturday. Frankie works at the market you know.”

Annie nodded. “If you put in a garden and
kept a few chickens, they would supply you with a lot of the foods
you’d eat over the year. You might consider that for next
spring.”

Sam shook his head. “No… we already tried
that. The garden dried up before we got anything out of it and the
chickens stopped laying eggs the winter after mom died.” He
shrugged. “We don’t have the knack for that type of stuff.”

Annie looked at the lad. “I guess there is a
certain ‘knack’ to it and it certainly does take a lot of
work.”

Tone came up the walk with a six foot wooden
ladder.

Sam ran to the door and opened it for him.
“Alright!”

They set the ladder up in the living room.
“Okay. Now your Mr. Manny can come over and paint as much as he
wants.”

Joe smiled. “He’ll be over tomorrow morning,
so if you leave, keep the back door unlocked.”

Tone looked around the room and turned
towards Annie. “It’s getting done. Pretty soon it will look real
nice and dad will be impressed.”

Annie nodded and hugged her nephews. “You’re
good boys. Your mother would be proud of all of you.”

“We better get going. I’ve got work
tomorrow.” Joe motioned for his wife to follow and together they
headed for the door. Just as they were going out, Frankie was
coming in.

“Hi,” he said simply as he passed them,
carrying two dead chickens by their feet.

Annie looked at the fowl and turned sharply
at Joe.

“Let it go,” Joe warned, “or we’ll be here
all night.”

The work Manny accomplished the following
day literally transformed the place. The walls brightened and the
odors subsided. The boys dragged the rugs out and beat them until
the dirt was gone. They then hosed them off and laid them over the
fence to dry. The house was looking new again.

Joe inspected Manny’s hard work and nodded.
“Thanks for painting the main rooms. They look great.” Joe handed
Manny the book that his hours were kept in and had him sign off.
His debt was completely paid.

Manny grinned and nodded. “Thank you for
seeing us through our difficult times. I think we’ll be fine now.
I’m saving almost half of what I make, so we can live through the
winter when the work slows down.”

“You’re a wise man, Manny, and a good
friend. Thank you.” Joe shook his neighbor’s hand and patted his
arm.

The man left with his assortment of brushes,
as Joe walked from room to room.

Tone arrived home from work and looked at
the job that had been accomplished. “I don’t remember it looking
any better than this. It looks really good. Thanks Uncle Joe.” He
offered his hand for a customary handshake, but Joe pulled him in
close and hugged him.

“You’re a fine man, Tone. A fine young man.”
Joe nodded and added, “It’s up to you boys to keep it clean now.”
Joe glanced around once more and finally headed for home.

As he approached his duplex, he noticed
someone sitting on their porch. It was Annie’s old friend,
Millie.

 



CHAPTER 3

 Millie

 


“Hey, stranger. Good to see… again.” Joe
approached the woman. He jumped up the cement steps and reached out
his hand to shake hers.

Millie hung her head and turned away. Her
voice rattled when she spoke, “I wish I had better news.”

Joe laid his hand on the old woman’s back
and looked intently into her face. “What’s wrong?”

“My foot has finally healed, but my son
insists that I stay with him anyways. He’s forcing me to sell my
home, to live with him and his wife.” She turned towards the front
screen. “Where’s Annie? She’s not answering.”

Joe opened the front door and led the woman
inside. He walked her through the living room and into the kitchen.
“Wait here. I will look.” He ducked his head into the bathroom and
the bedroom, then hurried out back, calling out her name.

Within minutes, Annie came running up the
back steps, bursting through the kitchen door. “Millie. You’re
home.” She warmly embraced the elderly woman.

Millie finally pulled back. “My son won’t
let me stay. He’s going to sell my house.” She broke down, weeping
openly.

Annie held her hand to her mouth and thought
for a moment. “Why?” she asked.

Millie shook her head. “He says I can’t take
care of myself any longer, says I’m a frail old woman. He’s afraid
I’ll hurt myself again and not get help in time.”

“That’s crazy. You… a strong woman.” Annie
looked over her old friend and was surprised to see that the woman
had withered over the last three years. She wasn’t as robust as
Annie remembered.

Millie sat in the chair and rubbed her
temple. “He makes me so angry.”

Tressa and Angel opened the back door and
stepped inside. Tressa looked at the two women for a moment, before
silently taking her sister into the bedroom.

Annie declared, “We must make him see… he is
wrong… to take you away.”

Millie looked up and took a deep breath.
“What do you have in mind?”

Annie walked to the sink and washed her
hands. She waited there while she tried to think of a plan. What
could the woman do to show her son she was able to live on her own?
In the old country, the eldest son would move in with his parents
and make sure they were properly taken care of. Why should it be
any different here?

Finally, Annie spoke. “Your house is nice.
Have him live… with you.”

Millie chuckled. “No, he won’t do that. He
lives up on the hill in the Marmalade District (the new elite area
of Salt Lake, behind the Capitol Building). His house is much nicer
than mine and closer to town. He would never move back into this
one.”

Annie sat beside her friend and set her hand
on the old woman’s arm. She shook her head, for she could not think
of a way to dissuade Millie’s son from taking her.

The woman finally looked up. “I couldn’t
think of anything either. But thanks for trying.” The old woman’s
voice cracked as she contained herself and sniffed back her tears.
Wiping her eyes, she added, “He’s going to hold an auction and sell
off all my mother’s furniture, completely stripping me of my
dignity.”

Annie turned as Joe entered the room,
holding a straggly black cat.

“I found… an old friend… outside,” he
said.

Millie’s eyes opened wide. “Midnight?”

Joe looked at Annie and said in Italian, “I
sure hope so.” He carried the cat closer to the old woman.

Millie stroked the black feline and
scratched behind his ear.

A loud rumbling poured forth from the cat’s
throat, as he pulled away from Joe and climbed onto the old woman’s
lap, stretching up to lick her chin. He bumped his head against her
jaw.

Millie started in on another story,
“Midnight ran away from my son’s place the first night I was there.
I thought by now, he was dead.” She continued to caress her pet,
holding him close to her chest.

A knock sounded on the front door, causing
Millie, and the cat, to jump.

Tressa called back, “Dad, someone is here
for you.”

Joe excused himself and walked into the
living room. He returned a few moments later with a man.

“Mother. I thought I would find you here,”
the man said, directing his statement towards the old woman.

Millie looked down and continued stroking
her cat.

The man turned to Joe. “She went missing
this morning. She must have walked all the way here.” He turned
back to his mother and asked in a gentle tone, “Is that
Midnight?”

Annie studied the man. He was a nice looking
gentleman, older than herself, possibly in his late forties or
early fifties. She had no idea Millie’s son would be this… old.
Millie, herself, had to be much older than Annie ever realized.

The man smiled at Annie. “Mom’s been in some
dangerous situations over the past few years. That Christmas a few
years back, when she locked herself outside in a blizzard. Then the
time when she helped you fight off that thief with her umbrella and
the time she contracted and almost died from the flu. And now her
broken foot.” He looked back at his mother and shook his head.
“Mom’s not getting any younger. I don’t believe she should stay by
herself any longer.”

“It’s my life and I should be able to live
where I want.” Millie stiffened her chin, as she defiantly stood
her ground.

“But mom… I’m responsible for your well
being. You should come live with us.” He glanced towards Annie for
help.

Millie interjected, “I don’t have any
friends up there. Even my cat doesn’t want to live there.”

Annie stood. “What if someone… stayed with
her… down here?” she asked.

The man looked over. “I don’t know anyone
who would want to.”

“I can… watch her,” Annie offered. “Check on
her… morning and evening. Help out… when needed.”

Millie sat up straight in her chair and
smiled. “And she’s got two little girls that could fetch for me.
Annie could help me with my meals and I’d do just fine.” She leaned
closer to her son. “Please don’t make me leave. This is my home.”
Her teary eyes pleaded for his understanding.

The man looked at Annie, then back at Joe.
He shook his head. “No, Mother. You’re coming home with me. That’s
final.” He reached for his mother’s arm and lifted her, pulling her
to her feet.

Midnight jumped away from the man and pushed
his way out the screen door.

Millie hung her head and allowed her son to
lead her to the front of the house. As they exited the porch, she
turned towards Annie who had followed them out. “I’ll write you.
Please write me back.”

Annie nodded. “I’ll visit, too. Send me new
address.”

Millie and her son walked out to a black
car. Millie’s son closed her door behind her and walked around to
the driver’s side. They drove away slowly.

Annie and Joe watched as the car turned at
the corner, pulling out of sight.

“That’s not right. Millie should be able to
live where she wants.” Annie hissed and stomped back into the
house.

Joe waited a few additional minutes on the
porch. The sun was setting and the heat of the day was beginning to
lessen. He glanced over towards Millie’s house and noticed the once
manicured lawn was dead, having received no additional water since
spring. However, the weeds it contained… seemed to be thriving.

Many weeks passed and as summer came to an
end, public schools began for the 1919-1920 school year. Both
Tressa and Angel were expected to attend.

---

Schools in Utah evolved into federal
mandated free public schools in 1890 when the Free Public School
Act was passed. Up until this time, schools were taken care of by
the different religions in the area. The Mormon Church centered
their schools in their Ward Houses. Between 1867-1900, there were
also over 100 local private schools, some being run by the
Congregational Church, the Presbyterian Church and the Methodist
Church. The Episcopal Church completed St. Mark’s in 1867, while
the Catholic Church ran St. Mary’s Academy between 1875-1926. It
then turned into St. Mary’s of the Wasatch between 1926-1970. Judge
Memorial High School was created in 1921 and Ogden’s St. Joseph’s
High School in 1929.

A 1916 compulsory education law insisted
that all children between 8-14 years of age attend public schools
for 60 days, whether they could speak English or not. In 1917 they
had to attend for 80 days and in 1918, 100 days. Parents who did
not comply with this law were fined. Later, laws required children
to stay in school through the eleventh grade, but could be released
to work after the eighth grade if the family was in desperate
need.

---

“Tressa, hurry and get to school. It’s the
first day and you don’t want to be late.” Annie handed her a lunch
bucket filled with an apple and sandwich. “Angel, are you ready
yet?”

The six year old girl came stomping into the
kitchen. “I don’t want to go.”

“That doesn’t matter. You go and learn. When
you’re smart, you can stop.” Annie handed her a lunch bucket as
well.

Tressa was entering the fourth grade and
Angel the first. The two stepped out through the back door and
headed down the drive.

“Go straight there and don’t dawdle, or
you’ll be late,” Annie called after them. She watched as they
headed down the sidewalk, proud that they were embarking on a new
phase of their lives.

When Annie returned to the kitchen, she
wondered how they would like school… the teachers, the other
students, the homework. Everything was new to Angel. Hopefully she
would do okay.

Annie picked up her egg basket and walked
out to the chicken coop. Out of the ten fertilized eggs she
purchased back in the spring, only six chickens had survived to
maturity and two of those were roosters. A third rogue rooster had
been visiting her coop, fighting with her own younger males. The
four hens were maturing and just beginning to give eggs. Annie
decided she would not let the hens keep any of their fertilized
eggs this late in the season, for young chicks had a difficult time
surviving when the weather turned cold.

Annie collected three eggs and stopped by
the garden to check on her vegetables. Several more tomatoes were
ripe and there were two more zucchinis. The corn was tall and
silky, while the butternut squash was yellowing. She plucked
several more radishes and carrots from their beds, setting them
alongside the eggs. A fistful of spinach and a handful of green
beans suggested that the dinner that night would be a nice
vegetable casserole or perhaps a quiche, along with a salad. Annie
gathered the larger garden fare into her apron and headed back to
the house.

Manny passed her and nodded, as he strode
back to check on the growth of his own garden. He had spent a
considerable amount of time learning the art of gardening and was
proud to call himself a farmer. His garden was producing almost as
much as Annie’s.

Annie set her produce and eggs on the
counter and went back out to tend to the goats. They hadn’t given
milk all summer, but she intended on breeding them in a few weeks,
which would start up their milk production in the spring. How she
missed the homemade cheeses and curds that came with the abundance
of goat milk.

Tressa brought cow’s milk home from her
friend’s house and although it was very good, it wasn’t quite the
same. It lacked the texture and the robust flavor of goat’s milk.
It was all a matter of what one got used to.

As Annie finished raking the pen, she
noticed a large truck pull up out front. She walked slowly up the
drive.

Several men began loading Millie’s furniture
onto the truck. Her couch, tables and lamps, along with boxes of
pictures, vases and knick-knacks were all lifted up and tied down.
A pile of soft articles began growing near the fence line, as
sheets, towels, clothes, bedspreads and small rugs were tossed on.
Another pile of articles began taking shape up by her front bushes.
These items were not so soft in nature, things like bowls and pans,
plates and bottles, all recklessly tossed, some shattering into
pieces.

Annie looked over the men to see if she
recognized Millie’s son among them. She did not. Hopefully these
men were not robbing her poor friend. Hopefully they had been hired
by Millie’s son.

As one truck was filled, it would leave and
another truck would take its place. When it was all over, the two
piles of discarded items were both quite large. There were also a
number of broken furniture pieces set aside… a mahogany end table
with a dangling fourth leg, a delicately padded dark red Victorian
chair with an arm missing and an old oak cabinet with one of its
doors ajar and a broken mirror. The last workman jumped onto the
truck and it pulled away.

Just then, a familiar black car approached
and Millie’s son stepped out. He nodded towards Annie, as he
approached his mother’s house.

Annie watched him enter the house. He seemed
unaware of the mess sitting in the front yard. He returned moments
later, locking the door behind him. Turning, he stepped down the
front steps and approached Annie’s fence.

“Mom passed away the other night. She went
peacefully in her sleep.” He nodded thoughtfully. “She spoke warmly
of you and your family.” He looked back over the yard. “If there’s
anything here that you’d like, feel free to take it. It’ll be
hauled away in the morning.” He avoided looking at Annie directly,
as he fidgeted with his keys.

Annie thought something might have happened.
Millie hadn’t written since that day she last visited, several
weeks ago. Perhaps her son wasn’t allowing her letters go out or
perhaps he wanted her to cut ties with this immigrant family next
door. Who knew what had happened? All Annie knew was that her dear
friend would not be returning home again. She stared silently at
the man. In her eyes, she had little respect for the man who had so
harshly demanded his mother obey him.

He cleared his throat and turned to leave,
looking around one last time. He then hopped into his car and
started the engine.

Tears crept into Annie’s eyes, as she
realized her old friend was indeed gone forever. Millie’s stuff had
been hauled away and soon her house would be up for sale. Millie
had lived a long life, perhaps into her seventies and that fact
alone brought some relief to the pain she felt. Annie thought about
the good times they spent together and knew she would always
remember her dear friend, always keep her in her heart.

Annie reminisced for a moment, then looked
over the fence towards the piles of debris. Slowly, she turned and
walked around the side of the garage to retrieve the wheel barrow.
She wheeled it around front and loaded it with Millie’s belongings,
the items her son decided he could not sell. Annie placed the
sheets and pillows, the blankets and quilts, the towels and rags
onto the cart, and wheeled everything back home, setting the stuff
on the living room floor to be sorted. She returned again and
again, until all of Millie’s stuff was gone from the yard. All of
it ended up at Annie’s house… some in the living room, some still
out in the driveway.

As the afternoon wore on, Annie folded.
Sheet after sheet, blankets and quilts, towels and washcloths. She
laid out dresses and skirts, blouses and slips, everything onto the
couch. Her friend’s dead husband’s clothes were among the deserted
items and Annie laid them out as well. Shoes of different colors
and styles were placed on the floor. Perhaps these clothes might
fit her or someone she knew and if not, she could always alter them
or cut them up, giving the girls a few more clothes to wear.

Tressa and Angel entered the room, as Annie
was finishing her inventory.

“Mom, what’s all this?”
Tressa asked, lifting up a fancy white blouse.

Annie looked up. “My friend Millie passed
away the other night and her son gave me some of her stuff to go
through.” Annie’s voice cracked as she spoke.

Tressa looked at Angel. She turned back and
whispered, “Sorry, mom. She was quite old though.”

Annie stood and came to the girls. She
hugged them closely. “Yes, she was old.” She knelt before the two
students and cleared her throat. She then asked them, “So, how was
your first day of school?”

Tressa smiled. “Great. There’s lots of girls
in my class and I’ve got a real nice teacher, Mrs. Anderson. She
wants us to practice speaking English everywhere we go, even in our
homes.”

Annie smiled and nodded, then turned towards
Angel. “And you? How was your day?”

Angel sneered and shrugged. “Okay, I guess.
They have a little white rabbit in a cage. His name is Fred.”

“That’s good, but what about some little
girls to play with?”

Angel wrinkled her nose. “There are some,
but they won’t play with me.”

Annie studied her daughter’s face. “And why
not? Is it because your parents are Italian?” (Remember that Angel
was born in the United States.)

Angel shook her head slowly. “No. It’s
because I’m a ‘cat-lick.’”

Annie glanced at Tressa, then back at Angel.
“A what?”

Tressa lowered her eyes and whispered, “A
Catholic. The kids say it’s the church of the devil.”

Angel nodded and glanced back towards
Tressa.

Annie pinched her brows together. “They
won’t play with you because of your religion?” She was stunned.

Angel nodded again.

Tressa continued, “There’s a few girls my
age that told me the same thing mom. But there’s quite a few other
girls of different nationalities in my grade level, so I just play
with them.”

Annie turned back to Angel. “We’ll have to
see if we can find you some nice friends around here, Angel. Now,
go wash up and I’ll start dinner.”

Angel looked up hastily. “We’re not having
spaghetti are we? My teacher says spaghetti is not an American food
and I shouldn’t be eating it,” Angel repeated matter-of-factly.

Annie looked at her daughter and grimaced.
“Go wash up.”

The girls dashed into the bathroom, as Annie
thought about what her youngest had said. What kind of place was
this that not only discriminated against your skin color and
homeland, but also your religion and even the food you ate? She
hadn’t expected so much hostility aimed against them, especially
directed at her children. This place they had decided to call home
had many, many benefits… but now she knew, it also had a few
shortcomings.

---

After WWI, some states were overly concerned
with the influence the immigrants brought into their communities.
The state governments turned to the school systems to curb this
influence, passing laws designed to promote common ‘American’
values. This entailed the enforcement of the English language,
insisting nothing else be spoken during school hours, under the
punishment of having your mouth washed out with soap. In addition,
during classroom lessons, no foreign figures were credited with any
advancements or discoveries, except Christopher Columbus.

Foreign traditions… ranging from the foods
they ate, to the dances they danced and the stories they told, were
frowned upon. Foreign cultures were deemed inferior to the American
one. The children were told that it wasn’t fitting for them to
continue with these foreign traditions, now that they lived in
America. They should look down on anyone who indulged in them,
including their own parents. Children were often ashamed, not only
that they had come from another country, but that they had
immigrant parents who had. In Oregon, Protestant leaders tried
(unsuccessfully) to shut down the Catholic Parochial Schools,
citing that the children could not be fully assimilated if they
attended a school that taught the Catholic religion.

---

Annie turned her attention back to the
living room, scanning the items scattered across her couch. It was
interesting… what one man found to be only worthless garbage, Annie
found to be a source of invaluable treasures. She picked up a
folded load of sheets and blankets, and carried them into the
bedroom where she placed them onto a closet shelf. They still held
Millie’s scent and Annie appreciated that. She silently thanked the
woman for giving her such useful items.

When dinner was almost prepared, Joe opened
the back door.

“Where did we get all that furniture and
stuff out in the driveway?”

Annie sliced the quiche and began loosening
it from the pan. “They moved everything out of Millie’s house
today. She passed away the other night and her son is selling her
stuff.” Her chin quivered at the suggestion of her friend’s
passing.

Joe approached his wife and held her. “I’m
sorry.” He pulled her close and whispered, “She lived to be a ripe
old age and she had a wonderful friend that loved her dearly. What
more can anyone ask for?”

Annie smiled and nodded. “I will miss
her.”

Joe agreed and slowly pulled away. “I know
you will. I’ll go wash up.”

A “for sale” sign went up the following day,
but it took several weeks before there was any real action at the
house next door. That’s when new furniture arrived and was loaded
inside.

An older man with a cane made his way around
Millie’s yard, looking over the remains of a season of neglect. He
examined the fruit trees scattered throughout the back yard and
poked at the spoiled fruit that had fallen to the ground. Yellow
jacket hornets buzzed on the rotten pears, more interested in the
fruit’s sweet nectar than in the man’s probing staff.

Annie watched from across the fence, as his
sour expression turned from one area of the yard to the next. He
looked up, noticing her standing there and with disgust, turned
away, heading back inside.

Annie knew she would have a problem with
this man if they ever met. She took a deep breath and resumed her
harvesting. Her grapevines had multiplied while the family was away
in Sicily, covering not only the fence line, but growing high up
into the surrounding trees. She already pulled the vines out of her
own trees in the spring, but they still climbed through Millie’s
trees, tangling through the branches, weaving in and out of the
limbs. It was a shame that Annie hadn’t been given permission to
harvest Millie’s fruits. The trees had been loaded with an
assortment of sweet delights which regretfully, fell to the ground
and rotted.

Tone allowed Annie to “borrow” his mother’s
canning jars, with the condition that she would share some of the
bottled fruit with them. After his dad returned, they’d probably
want the jars back. But for now, Annie had over a hundred bottles
of fruit sitting on wooden shelves in the cold, cement walled
basement. She also had open boxes of fresh fruit down there as
well, hoping they would be eaten as quickly as possible before they
over ripened.

As Annie finished picking her grapes, she
loaded the boxes back to her driveway. Manny came around the side
of the house on route to his garden.

“Thanks again for the nice box of fruit… the
peaches, apples and pears. Tell me, how long will they last if we
store them in the basement?” he quizzed her.

“Only a few weeks. Check on them daily and
eat them as soon as possible. The apples should last longer, well
into winter, but don’t neglect them… or they’ll spoil.”

Manny looked down at her latest harvest.
“What are you going to do with those?”

Annie smiled. “I don’t know. It’s illegal to
make wine, unless it’s used for medicinal purposes.” She grinned
and placed her hand on her forehead.. “I think I might be getting
sick… homesick, for some wine.” She laughed at the double meaning
of her joke. (The Eighteenth Amendment only prohibited alcohol for
‘beverage purposes.’ At this time, medicinal alcohol was still
quite legal.)

Manny nodded and chuckled. “I’ll help, if
you’ll let me. I know how to make a wonderful white
Chardonnay.”

Annie shrugged, for she preferred the darker
red Merlots. “I wish I could get into Millie’s yard. She’s got a
bunch over there.”

“Just jump the fence and pick them. No one’s
living there.”

Annie turned towards the fence. “A man just
moved in. He’s a sour old man, not the friendly type.”

Manny studied the house. “Today? Someone
moved in today?”

Annie nodded.

“Maybe I’ll go over and introduce myself.
See if he needs any work done.” Manny tipped his hat and hurried
back up the drive, on his way to the new neighbor’s house.

Annie watched, as Manny disappeared around
the corner. He was much braver than she was, insisting on meeting a
man who obviously hated their kind. She moved the boxes of grapes
into her garage, removing a bunch for eating before closing the
large door. She took the handful of grapes into the kitchen and
washed them, setting them on a plate for dinner.

Grapes complemented the fish meal she
planned on serving that evening. The family could also eat all the
fruit they wanted. A bowl of peaches, pears and apples sat on the
counter.

When Joe finished dinner, he and Annie
stepped back to the garage to see the amount of grapes that had
been provided to them from the Lord above.

“How many pounds do you think we have here?”
Joe asked.

Annie thought about it. “I’d guess there’s
between fifteen to twenty pounds per box, and there’s four boxes…
so between sixty and eighty pounds.”

Joe counted on his fingers. “That would make
between twenty, twenty five bottles.” He turned to Annie. “Could we
drink that much wine over the next year?”

Annie punched him and shook her head. “Two
bottles a month? I think we can handle that.” She looked over
towards Millie’s grapes. “Too bad someone’s already moved in. I
should have gone over the other night, before he sold the
place.”

“Someone moved in? Into Millie’s house?” Joe
strained to see someone in the yard. “Have you met them yet?”

“Just through the fence.” She shook her
head. “He looks like a mean, ornery old man.”

Joe’s eyebrows raised. “Too bad. We could
have traded him something for his grapes.”

Annie looked at Joe quizzically and paused.
“Maybe we still can.” She rummaged through the garage until she
came upon Millie’s broken end table. “Do you think he’d want this
table… if it wasn’t broken?”

Joe shrugged.

Annie planned it out. “Tomorrow’s Saturday
and I’ll be busy doing the wash. Do you think you could look at the
broken furniture pieces on Sunday and get them put back together?
Maybe if he saw something he liked, he may come over and make us an
offer. Then I could counteroffer with a trade for his grapes.”

Joe committed to the work and headed back
inside.

Annie remained behind a moment to
contemplate everything that had happened in the last few weeks. It
was difficult believing that her friend had really died. A
sorrowful mood enveloped the woman as she stood motionless at the
back door. In the distance, Annie heard a dog begin to howl. She
listened carefully to its mournful cry. Folklore stated that when a
dog howls, some forlorn soul had lost its way. Hopefully, it wasn’t
Millie’s soul. Annie said a short prayer for her friend and went
inside.

That Sunday, after Joe finished fixing the
furniture Millie’s son tossed out, he set them out on the front
lawn with a “for sale” sign leaning up against them. Joe then
waited on the porch.

Manny walked by and saw the nice display of
furniture. He pointed to the fine looking Victorian chair. “How
much?” he asked.

Joe shrugged. “The chair’s not for sale. I’m
waiting for our new neighbor to come over and make an offer.”

“So you won’t sell it to me?” Manny
frowned.

Joe shook his head. “Not today. We’re going
to see if the other neighbor wants them first.”

Manny pinched his eyebrows together and
stepped up onto his porch. “My misses would like a chair like that,
all fancy and such. What do you hope the guy offers you?”

“Annie wants to pick his grapes. She wants
to trade something for them.” Joe leaned forward and glared at the
house on their eastern edge.

Manny straightened his back. “Well then, I
guess you might be wanting to talk to me after all. The man just
hired me to clean out his yard. He wants all the vines in the back
torn down and the trees pruned.” The tall Italian leaned back and
grinned. “I’ll let you have all the grapes and any fruit that’s
still on the trees, if you give me that little red velvety
chair.”

Joe waited a moment, like any true salesman
would, and agreed, “Fine. You’ve got yourself a deal.” He reached
out and shook his neighbor’s hand. “When can we pick them?”

“Let me put my chair inside and we can go
right now.” He stepped off the porch, retrieved the fancy chair and
set it inside his front door.

While Manny was busy doing this, Joe found
Annie and they gathered some additional boxes to put Millie’s
grapes in.

“There’s Manny now,” Joe stated, as he
pointed up the drive. The couple hurried with their boxes and
cutters, and the three made their way around the back of Millie’s
old house. Within two hours, the grapes were picked and the vines
pulled down. Manny cut the vines into small three foot sections and
bundled them together.

Annie pointed to the bundled branches. “You
tossing those out?”

Manny shook his head. “No, ma’am. I’m going
to plant them and grow my own grapes,” the man quickly added, “if
that’s okay with you.”

Annie smiled. “Back in your garden
area?”

Manny nodded. “Along the back fence. They’ll
grow won’t they?”

“Sure, if you give them water.”

Manny smiled and continued to bind up the
woody sticks.

Annie and Joe carried the crates of grapes
back home and set them next to the garage. They gathered enough of
the dark purple fruits to fill another three boxes.

The fruit on Millie’s trees was all but
gone. Very few edible pieces were present on the overgrown trees,
but those that were there, Annie picked and added to the boxes of
grapes.

The following day was Monday and Annie got
busy with the wine making process. She scrubbed a big ceramic
barrel that they brought down from Tony’s house and some long
wooden spoons. She carried the large container into the garage, for
the temperature there stayed a warm 83 degrees, even in the
evenings. She washed all the grapes and plucked them from their
stems, filling several large bowls. Then, walking them back to the
garage, she tossed the purple orbs into the washed barrel. Over and
over she did this, until all the grapes were washed and waiting.
Annie then began smashing the fruits with her long handled wooden
mallet, also previously washed, squeezing out the grape’s
juices.

Since she was planning on making a rich
flavored Merlot, she left the skins and seeds in the brew to
ferment along with the grapes. Had she wanted a white Chardonnay
like Manny preferred, she would have had to remove the skins and
pulp almost immediately, using only the grape’s clear liquid. But
Annie and Joe enjoyed the fuller flavor of the deep, red wine. It
reminded them of home.

After the grapes had been fully mashed,
Annie sprinkled in a pinch of her baking yeast to help break down
the sugars in the grapes. This helped in the fermentation process
and prevented the natural yeasts that covered the grapes, from
taking over. The barrel’s lid had a small hole in it to allow the
building vapors to escape the fermenting liquid below. Annie then
stuck in a cork with a metal tube sticking out of it. The tube was
shaped like the letter “s” laying on its side. She had already
filled the small tube with water. The fumes would rise up into the
tube and pass through the water trap, before escaping into the
outside air. This airlock also prevented any outside air from
flowing back into the vat and contaminating it. Now all Annie
needed to do was to be patient and wait.

Several times over the next few days, Annie
returned to her vat and “punched down” the skins that had floated
to the top of the mixture. Within two weeks, the wine finished
fermenting and the dead yeast was allowed to settle to the bottom
of the barrel. This created a nice clear drink and Annie was
careful not to stir the vat again.

---

Grape’s sugars ferment into alcohol at a 60%
rate. It was common for wine to have 22% sugars, which turned into
about 14% alcohol content. If Annie had wanted to clarify the wine
even further, she could have added a mixture of egg whites and
water, whipped together. This mixture would help force the
settlement out, but it also detracted from the wine’s bold flavor.
Thus, not everyone opted to do this final step.

---

It was now time to bottle the brew. The
bottles themselves had to be purchased from a mail order catalog
and Joe had taken care of this months ago. Some states could still
legally sell wine, even though Utah had gone dry back in 1917. Joe
ordered twelve dozen bottles, just in case they had a bountiful
year. It was alright with Joe if they didn’t use all the bottles he
bought. Perhaps one or two might even break.

Taking a metal tube, Joe siphoned the wine
from the top of the vat, allowing the liquid to flow into the clean
wine bottles, leaving behind the sediment deposits that had
separated and fallen to the bottom of the vat. One by one, he
filled the tall bottles and set them aside for Annie to wipe off
and cork, pushing the plug down into the throat of the bottle with
a “cork pusher” tool that came with the set of bottles.

The girls then helped carry the stash into
the basement under the cover of night, where the cool air would
allow the wine to rest and mature in flavor. The whole family was
well aware of the danger they were in if anyone discovered them.
The smell of wine rose into the cool night air, giving off a fruity
bouquet of sweetness.

---

Prohibition was ratified on January 29, 1919
but didn’t become a national law until a year later on January 29,
1920. This lag time permitted determined citizens to acquire for
themselves any necessary brewing equipment. People also stocked up
on their favorite liquors and it wasn’t until their secret stash
was depleted, that the nation rose up and turned to organized crime
for their drink.

---

The next morning, Annie washed the vat of
its crystallized sediments, dumping them onto the edge of the
garden to provide nourishment to the vegetables that would grow
there the following year. For now, her garden was in all its glory,
providing most of the food for their table. Tomatoes in particular
had come in with a passion this year, affirming just how hot the
summer had been. Annie watered the garden with well water, which
was free for the taking. The woman then picked a full basket of an
assortment of vegetables and carried them into the house.

Looking over her selection, she removed the
vegetables that had any type of defect, either a bruise or a bug
infestation, and placed those on her counter. She then washed the
rest and set them out to dry. Taking a flat, wooden crate that was
almost four inches deep, she loaded it with the clean vegetables
that they had an abundance of and carried it door to door, offering
to sell them to her neighbors. She had no way of storing so many
vegetables and didn’t want to see them go to waste.

Annie rapped on the first door and a woman
she knew answered.

“Hi Annie. What have you got for me
today?”

“I have these.” Annie pointed to the
tomatoes, peppers, beets, carrots, cucumbers and beans. Then over
to the large ears of corn.

The woman looked over the selection and
chose several ears of corn, some beans and three carrots. She
handed Annie a few coins and smiled. “Thank you, Annie.”

Annie nodded and walked to the next house.
Sometimes the resident wasn’t interested in her produce, but Annie
kept walking, staying out until all the vegetables were gone.

As she was returning home, she noticed the
mailman had just stepped off her porch. She hopped up the steps and
looked into her mailbox that was attached to the side of her house,
next to her front door.

Smiling, Annie pulled out an envelope that
had traveled from California. She only knew one person from that
state and she was anxious to rip the letter open. Sitting on the
outside padded chair, she ripped the edge of the envelope with her
finger and pulled out the note.

 


Dear Annie and Joe,

My darling Patricia is with child again and
our little Salvatore is excited on finally becoming a big brother.
We plan on traveling through Salt Lake next spring and would very
much love to see you all. I’ve told her so much about you and your
family that she feels like she already knows you. Giorgio is
getting married in a few months to a wonderful girl from Comiso.
Poor Pasquale hasn’t yet found the perfect woman.

As you know, come this January, the entire
nation will be as dry as it is now in California, and I’m not
discussing the weather. We’ve talked with other farmers in the area
and have come up with a plan. We intend to conform with their new
law and sell only grape juice, but we’re going to call it
“Vine-Glo”. We’ve printed up some literature to go with our product
instructing our customers to be careful and not do certain things
with it, or in sixty days, it could turn into wine… which would be
illegal. I believe we are within the law to sell grape juice.

It appears we can grow almost 3 tons of
grapes per acre and with our 40 acres, that’s 120 tons of grapes
annually. We sold over 30,000 bottles last year and we think we can
push that number up to 80,000 bottles in no time and yet still have
a market for it. We’ve got our order in now for some additional
crates of bottles. We’ve also decided to hire more Mexican
immigrants to pick our produce. They are good, steady workers and
will work for less than the local citizenry. Without them, I fear a
lot of our grapes will go to waste. This Prohibition Law might be
the best thing that could have happened to us. Glad to hear your
home wasn’t in too much disrepair on your return. I’m sure by now,
you’ve got it just the way you want it.

Take care and we’ll write again, soon as the
baby comes.

Love to all,

Alfonso and Patricia

---

Vineyards can produce between 1500-2000
bottles of wine off a single acre of land. In 1919, 97,000 acres in
California were grown in grapes. But by 1926, the acreage had
increased to 681,000 acres and in 1929, the federal government
loaned grape growers money to expand their operations, noting the
vast increase of sales revenue in their industry.

---

Annie smiled at her friend’s good fortune.
She folded the letter and slid it back into the envelope. Joe would
want to read it later that evening.

As Annie stood to go inside, a familiar
black car pulled into her driveway. Millie’s son opened the door
and stepped out.

He smiled up at Annie and opened the back
door of his car. As he reached in to retrieve something, he
hesitated. Turning around, he walked across the lawn and looked up
to Annie, who was still standing on the porch.

“Good afternoon, Annie. There were a few
things my mother had that my wife decided she didn’t want. I
thought, before I threw them out, I would ask you if you’d like
them.” The man was searching for the right words.

Annie thought his tact left something to be
desired, but she refrained from saying so. She stepped down the
steps and followed him back to the car. Inside the vehicle were
many boxes.

“I’ve got a second load at my house, so if
you’d like these, I’ll bring the rest of them over.” He reached in
and took hold of one of the boxes. With a grunt, he lifted the
crate and set it on the grass. Lifting off the newspaper that
covered the contents, he revealed a selection of Kerr canning
bottles, still dusty from being stored.

Annie’s eyes grew wide with delight, her
face lit up like it was Christmas. She touched the tops of the
bottles and nodded. “Yes. I love to have Millie’s jars. Thank
you.”

The man nodded. “Good. I’m glad you can use
them. My wife doesn’t have the time to put up fruit. Says she’s too
busy going to ‘functions’.” He turned back to get another box.

Soon, the car was empty and the yard was
cluttered with Millie’s belongings.

“I’ll go get the other load.” The man seemed
sad as he climbed back into his car. He started the engine and
hesitated a second time. Then he finally pulled away, chugging down
the street.

Annie hurried and carried the wooden crates
to her back door, intent on washing the bottles that very hour. She
had borrowed Jennie’s fruit jars to bottle her own fruits that
season, but she would have to return them to Tony the following
year. These jars were hers to keep.

Delighted with her luck, she removed the
newspapers from all the crates. One crate did not contain canning
bottles, but instead held picture frames. Annie flipped through the
pictures one by one, noticing the faces of the subjects they held.
She lifted one particular picture and stared at the family within
its frame. A man, a child and a woman that looked like Millie in
her younger days. The boy was nine or ten… probably the same boy,
now a man, that had delivered the crates just moments before. They
looked like a happy family. Why wouldn’t he want to keep this
picture? Perhaps he had given it away by accident? Annie set it
aside.

As she finished her inventory, the car
pulled up into her driveway a second time. The man stepped out and
began removing boxes, as he had done before.

Annie carried the picture over to him. “This
was there… with others.” She held it out to the man.

He glanced down at the picture and nodded.
“You can toss out the picture and put your own in, if you’d like. I
thought you might want the frame.”

“I do… but… you don’t want picture?” Annie
held it out again, so he could see which picture it was.

The man stood straight and looked carefully
at the picture. A hint of a smile crossed his face. He looked up at
the house that sat across the fence, the same house that was behind
the people in the picture. “My dad died when I was twelve. Mom’s
family was quite wealthy and provided us with everything we needed,
including a college education for me. Mom didn’t need to work as
hard as she did.” He handed Annie the picture. “Take it and do what
you want with it. I don’t have room for nostalgia.”

Annie took the picture and held it to her
chest. How sad for a man to have everything, only to have nothing.
He was indeed, a very sad man. Annie stepped aside, as he finished
unloading the items from his vehicle.

When he finished, he swept his hands
together and patted off his pants. “There. That’s all her bottles
and her bottling pan. And that big, heavy pan over there is a
pressure canner, in case you want to process your chicken meat,
carrots, vegetables or… anything like that. Mom didn’t use that pan
very often.” He silently looked over the many boxes and then back
at his old house, reminiscing again for a moment, as he stared off
into space. “We had all these fruit trees in the backyard and she
insisted on putting up as much fruit as she could, every year.
Hated to see anything go to waste.” The man shook his head and
smiled. “Those sure were good peaches though. Not like the kind you
get from the store.” He took a deep breath and slammed the car’s
rear door. “If you find anything in those crates that you don’t
want, just get rid of it.” He hesitated and looked around again.
“Mom would be happy that you were the one that got all this. She
always liked you and your family.” Smiling, he nodded and climbed
back into the front seat. He started the engine and leaned out the
window one last time. He spoke softly to Annie, “Thanks for looking
after my mom that night, during that blizzard. I would have lost
her then, had you not taken her in. Thank you.” His chin began to
tremble. He quickly nodded and backed out of the driveway.

Annie knew that the man was just now
realizing how much he loved his mother. It often took the death of
a loved one, to truly appreciate what one had. Annie held the
picture out and stared at it again. If the child was ten in the
picture, she figured the picture must be at least forty years old.
She had no idea the house next door was that age. It was
undoubtedly a brand new house when the couple first moved in.

Annie set the frame onto a covered crate and
loaded it back with the others. She carried the rest of the boxes
back and then uncovered them. Most were filled with bottles upon
bottles, but there was a second crate containing strange,
miscellaneous items. Annie sat down beside this box and began
lifting out a variety of items. There was a jar of used buttons,
mostly white shelled ones, containing all different sizes. There
was a jar filled with an assortment of jewelry pieces, probably
inexpensive, costume jewelry that the son’s wife thought was
beneath her to wear. Another jar contained a selection of pins and
tacks, paperclips and short pieces of twine. Annie smiled at the
thriftiness of this friend of hers.

Before long, Annie had an
assortment of jars, each containing a special item. Needles and
threads, beads and hooks, tatting shuttles (a flat, steel tool used
in making lace) and the beginnings of new craft projects. There was
a small box that held crochet hooks and another with knitting
needles. In the bottom of the wooden crate was an assortment of
books. There was one from the writer Mark Twain, which she
remembered was Alfonso’s favorite author. There were also books by
the names of Pride and Prejudice
by Jane Austen (1813), A
Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens
(1843), The Secret Garden
by Frances Hodgson Burnett (1911),
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
by Lewis Carroll (1865) and The Three Musketeers by Alexander
Dumas Sr. (1844-45). Annie looked over the assortment of books and
smiled. Perhaps Tressa would enjoy practicing her English by
reading these stories to her sister. She stacked the books on the
back step and carried the bottles inside to wash.

As the afternoon progressed, Tressa and
Angel walked up the drive and noticed the books on the step.

“Mom, where did you get these books?” Tressa
asked.

Annie turned around and saw that her eldest
daughter was interested in the new books. “Millie’s son gave them
to us.”

Tressa looked over the covers. “I’m supposed
to read out loud to practice my English. Can I take one of
these?”

Annie nodded. “Sure. Pick one.”

Tressa examined each cover
and flipped through the pages for any pictures. Finally, she pulled
one close and started reading the first chapter to herself. After a
few minutes, she lifted her head and smiled. “I’ll take this one. I
think I can read it.” She had chosen a book featuring a young girl
in a red coat, putting a key into a vine covered wall. It was
titled The Secret
Garden.

Angel was also looking
through the books. She selected a different one. “I’m going to read
this book.” She held up the book Alice’s
Adventure In Wonderland. It boasted
magnificent pictures depicting a young girl with all types of
characters, even woodland animals that were the size of the girl
herself.

Annie smiled. Angel was only six and hadn’t
learned to read yet, so she didn’t expect too much from this. She
turned to Tressa. “Why don’t you practice reading out loud to your
sister? That way she can practice listening to the new language and
it will help her as well.”

Tressa smiled and nudged her younger sister.
“Let’s go change and I’ll read the first chapter to you before
dinner.”

Angel’s eyes brightened. She loved stories,
especially when someone else was telling them.

The two girls hurried into the bedroom and
changed into play clothes. They then scurried out onto the couch in
the living room, where Tressa opened the book and began to
read.

Annie was happy the girls were so excited to
read. Someday, she too planned on reading every one of these books
Millie had given her.
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