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BEGINNINGS

his story begins with a quote from Greet Weatherhead: “It’s
I hard to believe that a remarkable lady named Rachelin Colby
ever made her home on this wild Benjamin Mountain, defying
all opposition and becoming a local legend in the process.”

Rachelin was my sister, the joy of our family and the pride of the
community of Ode to the River, Idaho. The story about her life began
when my creative writing teacher, Mrs. Ecklund, assigned our class
the task of creating a composition about a subject with which we were
familiar. I decided that my sister, Rachelin, would make a tantalizing
subject. About her I wrote, “She’s as wild as a malfunctioning hairspring,
but she can melt the Arctic icecaps with the heat of her charm and the
glory of her song.” Then I toyed with the idea of fashioning a real life
narrative about Rachelin, convinced that the drama and romance of her
years would lend me the material for a unique novel. There I was, in
seventh grade, launching an epistle about a sister who had all the allure
of a Circe and the voice of a wood nymph. But of course I could never
have envisioned the detour in Rachelin’s journey that would cast me into
the slough of despond and bring her lower than a fallen angel. With
unabated gusto, I started a journal, following the activities of Rachelin
and including the rest of our family in minor subjective.
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CHAPTER 1
THE FAMILY

hen my sister Rachelin gave birth to an illegitimate child,
Wthe phones screeched like a company of rusty windmills
across our Ode to the River town. When it was learned
that the babe was malformed and a victim of Down’s syndrome, tongues
wagged like the wind-blown banners over Clyde’s garage. The entire
community was distracted with various degrees of outrage and sadness.
Rachelin had been the pride of our Ode to the River village ever since
she had crooned “Vesper Bells” for the annual Christmas pageant at the
age of two. The community never needed the local tealeaf reader, Sadie
Jamison, to anticipate the time when Rachelin would be widely celebrated
in the sphere of entertainment. As a teenager, her vibrant contralto and
her finesse with the cello were already in concert demand. Her voice
could make you soar with the triumphal emergence of conquering love or
curry your empathy for the blood spittle walls of the doomed. And our
town folk fawned over her like a cat with its mewling kitten. I had long
ago decided that such respect for my older sister compensated for our
family’s social status that was as nebulous as a gray hound at dusk.
When our dad, Brent Colby, came back home from his wanderings in
the late sixties, he observed that the bulging waistline of the economy was
changing the face of our Ode to the River town in North Idaho. From all
directions, tourists were discovering our pristine village with its So Long
Tristesse Lake where kokanee and Dolly Varden eagerly snuggled up to
the dangling bait. The water was so vast you rarely encountered one of the
numerous ski boats hustling across the rocky waves or the fishing trawlers
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staggering in their wake. So deep was the Tristesse, the U.S. Navy used
a portion of it to test underwater vessels. The lake and the Clark Fork
River that ran into it, along with our town, were cradled by the Benjamin
Mountains to the north and the Marmott range south and east, all of
them wrapping their arms around us like hooded thieves ready to raid a
treasure. Some folks referred to our town as the valley of the little Alps.

Rich tourists were setting up housekeeping in the lower hills,
erecting sprawling summer homes that gave them a Technicolor vista
of the entire valley. A fellow names Jason Wills, who owned a chain of
feed stores, bought Shotgun Island and blasphemed it with a towering
pagoda structure and its offspring guesthouse. So a war erupted in our
town, many residents claiming that the building obstructed the view of
the weltered Marmotts. Attorneys were hired to force Wills to tear it all
down. Wills, in turn, brought forth the quick-witted Alf Legislator from
Boise who, it was said, could turn the Idaho law on its ear with theatrical
ploys. So the suit got tied up in court, continuing to fuel the frustrations
of the old-timers who cussed the new elite with the verve and color of
an old west movie. Meantime the megalopolis dwellings continued to
sprawl, and those, like our Colby family, could only look on wistfully,
feeling our poverty more keenly than ever.

With climbing rents, we could barely afford our shelter of many years,
a weathered sort of boxcar that embraced its front porch like a sliding bib.
Humbly it bowed its timbers between the manicured yard of Tim and
Sally Morris, who kept their stucco Cape Cod respectable under fresh
coats of paint, and the field across the fence from us where Ted Banning’s
Angus cows bawled into the night throughout their calving season.

Mama worked in the Edsel County Transportation office where her
salary was best described by what we could never afford: the down
payment on a place of our own, business college for Bella, professional
voice lessons for Rachelin and a new kitchen range to replace the old
Monarch where Mama tirelessly concocted her stew and onion pies.

Our mother was a restless sleeper. “What time did you come in?” she
would ask Rachelin. Or “Ilooked at the clock when you came in. Do you
know what time it was?” Her inquiries were made through smudged eyes
that searched my sister’s face somberly. And Rachelin, who came home at
all hours of the night from her stream of dates, would shrug a bit and look
blank, as if she had unintentionally forgotten to check her watch.

Bella muttered that Rachelin was a tramp. But Bella had this habit of
verbalizing the worst scenarios about any situation regarding Rachelin,
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and it didn’t take a psychic to observe the little green-eyed imp that clouded
any temptation for objectivity. Another reason for Mama’s fits and starts
in sleep was Bella’s contrary disposition. When Bella smiled, a dimple
showed up in her right cheek so she appeared rather winsome. And if
her dark eyes wore a brooking look, they were nonetheless remarkable.
Otherwise, her face was as plain as a paper sack. But she, too, was gifted.
She could orchestrate festal bouquets that left you stuttering for description,
they were that pretty. Working in Rene’s Rosie Shop five days a week, she
helped buy groceries and pay the light bill. When I complained about her
bad temper and sarcastic tongue, Mama asked if I would do much better,
given Bella’s struggle with asthma. To continue the list of Mama’s sleep
stealers, there was our dad, a lovable rascal you couldn’t depend on for two
sticks to make a fire in a lonesome cave. Mama fondly referred to him as
her “wandering boy”. She once told us that he had warned her before they
married that he had been born with shuffling feet. She patiently explained
that our father loved us but that he wanted to live everywhere at once
and figured he had only one life to manage it. But I always wondered if
he was trying to run away from something, himself, maybe, or us. To his
credit, he sent long letters home from his varied outposts, and they were
always tender and humorous. Finally, I should include myself in Mama’s
worry list as I was ungifted in anything but fabricating a story and an
argumentative spirit that clashed even with my best friend, Candy, who
matched me in giggles and in the ability to stick out my neck and mince
my steps in imitation of Mrs. Burr, our science teacher.

Daddy was such a rare presence in our home we referred to him as
Sometime Dad. His hobo feet followed the fishing boats from Neah Bay
to Nova Scotia, trying his hand at stock car racing, ploughboy ranching
and working mines in the northwest. “He’s as restless as a straw in a
crosswind,” Bella complained, “just a dreamer, hoping to strike a big
lode.” Her tone was both resigned and wistful.

Rachelin mulled that over. “Maybe if he had a son he'd stay home
more,” she said. “Four females might seem too much at times.”

Butif Brent Colby overbid his hand as a provider, his charm could warm
the breath of a frosty spinster and Mama adored him. His homecoming
put a shine on her face and neither of them could pass the other unless they
reached out to hug and caress. When he walked down town, he tipped his
hat at every female he met over the age of twelve, exuding the charm that
turned heads around to look again. His now and then return to us made
us all feel light and easy so that we giggled over any silly thing. If we
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bumped into each other in the narrow hall, we would laugh and thrust
out our arms and shut our eyes, groping as if we were blind. Or if Mama
burned the fish chowder, Rachelin would grab me and we would dance
around shouting, “Hallelujah, we love smoked chowder!”

Our dad admired elephants, including that symbolic emblem used
by the Republican Party, of which he was a vocal champion if not an
actual member, and he wore the elephant pin on his vest for any dress up
occasion. The only time I ever heard him and Mama argue it was over
politics. “War and greed is of the devil,” Mama would declare quietly.
And Daddy would respond, “So you'd chain us all to slave gangs to keep
a peace with tyrants? Good Lord, woman, get real!” And Mama would
grow quiet and introspective but her lips were set in a rather thin line.

I practically worshipped my sister, Rachelin. Someone said that she
was as stunning as the Borealis in November. Her eyes were violet, like
Mama'’s, and her mouth curved down a bit like a drooping bow that lent
her a sort of pouty, sensual look that drove the boys crazy. Even on a
misty day, her hair swept her shoulders like spun honey. As if her gift of
beauty wasn’t enough behest for a fairy godmother in a generous mood,
Rachelin could make you cry or dance and clap with songs she crooned,
arousing so many feelings you got the idea that you could drown yourself
with bruised starvelings and splintered rockets at the same time.

In mid-January, Rachelin would be sharing the stage in the Performing
Arts Center with a baroque band from Spokane. “The tickets cost three
dollars for kids, which goes to show how famous Rachelin is getting to
be,” I told my friend, Candy. I often bragged about my sister. My chums
admired Rachelin also, imitating her hairstyle and copying the way she
flung her sweater around her shoulders, like a shawl with lopped sleeves.
Some of them saved their chore money for guitar or cello lessons, hoping
to mesmerize the community in the same way Rachelin had managed.
Now and then one of them would tease me: “Josie, how come you didn’t
get some of Rachelin’s looks? How come you got skipped over?”

I would raise my nose snootily. “We have exactly the same blood,
so there!”

And then they would double over in exaggerated hysterics. “You and
Bella!” they would cry. “You and Bella!”

Atthose times, Iwondered why I put up with such uncouth companions.
They knew that I avoided Bella because she was so indifferent toward
my sensitive temperament and she could plot out chores for me like a lab
technician on a binge. I picked on her sometimes, telling stories to amuse
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my chums. Like the time Bella had found a couple of slivered breaks in
her old tangerine cardigan and from that minute whenever you opened the
front door a heavy charge of moth crystals vaporized your nostrils. Even
our breakfast cereal tasted like mothballs. So my chums helped me make
up a little ditty about her. “Bella has no heaven scent, to rid the world of
moths she’s bent; but you can tell she’s out on a limb, ‘cause nowhere in
sight is a trousered HIM!” Then we would break into peals of what we
described as cackling hens in heaven, taking hilarious pride in our wit.

I made my reluctant debut into this family just six years to the month
after Rachelin was born. Bella once said that the reason we called our dad
Mr. Sometime had to do with the way I impressed him during my first
few minutes of life. She vowed that after one look at me he left town on
the first freight train, coming back every Christmas to see if I'd improved
in looks and intelligence.

But Rachelin reassured me that I was so cute and cuddly in my
toddling years that even Bella devoted her time to me, curling my hair
and dressing me in the cutest outfits in my closet. (That lasted until my
fourth birthday when Bella caught me burying a doll in my pink frosted
cake. That’s when she started calling me JoBrat, a name which lacked
originality or prose but which adequately defined my personality.)

Sometimes I got wistful about my chubby, ringlet days when Rachelin
fussed over me, cuddling me and lugging me around with bated breath
above the pouch of her skinny hips, blowing sputters into my fat, Playdough
tummy. Now, as I was growing toward this freckled beanpole, she often
shunned me like I had dropped out of a wet corn-crib.

For example, there were times when I happened to pass her and her
doting friends on the street and she acted like I was invisible. And she
was especially evasive when encountering me with my alter ego, Candy
Jenkins. Of course, Candy and I were not the most respectable duo on the
town scene. We were both reputed to be - by anyone with a lick of sense
- totally lacking in enfant cheri. As we giggled at anything that hung or
moved, we were reputed to be “silly girls”. It was a tribute to our dense
lack of humility that this estimate of our worth disturbed us not one whit,
sending us into fresh peals of laughter. “They only think I'm silly, Candy,
because I chum around with you. My detractors know, deep in their
hearts, that I am beyond special.” Again, we would send forth peals of
mirth. Candy, at the age of eleven, still made wild faces, crossing her eyes
and stretching her mouth around rather protrusive teeth, convincing me
of the credibility in the theory of evolution, as did no amount of study
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on the subject. In my world of poverty and Bella bossiness, Candy was
refreshingly fascinating,.

The only way I could glean some positive recognition from Rachelin
was to play on her pity. “Candy’s cousin has this same condition I have
with my heart pounding and then skipping a beat,” I told her once. “Her
doctor said her days may be numbered.”

“Good grief, sweet thing, have you told Mama?”

I signed. “Mama has too many worries.”

“How long has this been going on?”

“Has what been going on?”

“Your heart, silly. How long has it been skipping beats? And quitshrugging
asifitdoesn’t matter. Whatails youanyhow? I'm going to make an appointment
for you with Dr. Jim.” Rachelin’s eyes flashed with determination.

I'd had just enough experience with our family doctor to learn that his
favorite healing tonic was a heavy dose of castor oil. “Golly, Rach, you're
so thoughtful. Well, I guess I've had this problem for several months. But
it's getting better, honest. Now don’t you feel bad. We can’t spend good
money on Dr. Jim.”

“We're going to have him look at you and that’s that!” Her eyes flashed
with resolution.

She made an appointment for December 7th to have me examined by
Dr. Jim Edwards, and I kept plotting ways to get out of this little mess.
Fortunately, we were immersed in a blizzard and two feet of wet snow when
my appointment came around, and Rachelin was stuck in Spokane where
she had given a concert at the high school. So I canceled my scheduled
appointment. As the weeks passed, | assured my softhearted sister that my
own heart was functioning better than ever and that I thought it was her
loving concern that had registered a positive effect on my healing.

In my seventh grade of school, I still had to share Rachelin’s bed, careful
that my bony limbs did not intrude on her side of the mattress even on the
coldest nights when I longed to press closer to her body heat. She would
invite me to rub her back until she dozed off, waking sometimes to pinch
me lightly when my adenoids forced a sonorous intrusion on her rest.

But sometimes she rubbed my back, too. And often, with a sort of
tolerant indulgence, she let me watch as she dressed for a date with a
boyfriend. I would lie on my tummy, cradling my head on my arms,
happy as a clam, while she made herself even more gorgeous.

“Is it true that I gave you your name, Rach?” I asked, wanting her to
relive those earlier years when she adored me.
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“You bet. You'd try to say Rachel Lynn, but it was too hard to get your
tongue around it, so you'd say, “Rachelin”, like it was a bag of shaking
bones.” She laughed. “So I changed the spelling and the pronunciation. I
like it this way.” She looked at me and smiled. “Sweetie, youre getting so
big,” she scolded, “you’ll soon be grown up and out of here.” A minute later
she added, “And I'll probably be singing with some sleazy orchestra.”

“You'll be famous, Rach, everyone says so. You could be a groovy
movie star. I bet if some agent got a bead on you, he'd lose his mind
getting you signed up with Metro.”

She smiled again. “I declare you're my biggest fan, sweetie.”

“Everybody’s your fan. All the kids at school, all the boys. Nobody
believes you're my sister.”

She gave me a quick look. “Well, you just tell them to talk to me
about that.” She pulled a sweater over her head. Once it was in place, she
smoothed her own hair and then mine. “You tell 'em you’re my favorite
and they’d better be nice to you. Know what I mean?”

“Yeah, thanks,” I said, feeling warm and wistful and embarrassed all
at once, glad for her concern but feeling I had manipulated her as I often
did in order to curry her sympathy.

Rachelin applied some sheen to her bottom lip. Slipping on her coat,
she took one last appraisal of her mirrored reflection before starting
toward the door where she turned and once again patted my head. “I'm
going out with Joon, in fact were going steady now. He’s beyond groovy.
I'm plumb crazy about him.” She laughed and was gone.

Joon Van Breden had come to Ode from Holland two years ago. When
his parents in his homeland had divorced, he first visited his father’s
sister in Washington state and then spent the summer with his other aunt,
Mattie Carson, who was a mover and shaker in our town, president of the
Historical Society, head of the Chamber of Commerce (where she sought
to put Ode to the River on the nation’s list of best places to vacation) and
myriad other community responsibilities. Joon fell madly in love with
Rachelin and America about the same time. He lost no time in becoming
a zealous citizen. As good looking as a prince, he and Rachelin could
have been brother and sister. If you described the features of one it
sounded pretty much the same for the other; full lips, pooled eyes, gold
hair, tawny skin and long, lean limbs. Rachelin’s cheekbones were higher
and more pronounced, her legs a bit shorter and she had our dad’s tiny
splice between her front teeth, that’s about the only difference.

All the guys mooned over Rachelin. Even the girls worked at becoming
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her friends, and her teachers, including cranky Eliza Ketchum, shed their
favor on her. The only claim I had to recognition was the fact that she was
my sister.

Autumn in 1968 was indolent with mellow gold and ecstatic with
crimson fire. The dry, crisp leaves clung to their limbs untilanembarrassed
breeze huffed by, sending them waltzing into whispering volleys that
reluctantly joined the multi-colored ground. The last half of October
was unseasonably warm, the morning frosts quickly surrendering to a
determined sun. Sometimes Rachelin would spread a blanket on the lawn
and stretch out with a book. Once I started out to join her but turned back
to the house because she had been joined by three boys I recognized from
the Panthers basketball tam and, even as I watched, a car tooled up and
stopped at the outer perimeter of our yard and three more young fellows
joined the others. When Candy called later, I told her the entire basketball
team was visiting Rachelin and they were all looking at her and talking
and laughing, vying for her attention.

Just then our dad, who had arrived home some days ago, walked into
the yard from wherever he had been and I could see he did not like all those
boys hanging around. When he reached the porch, he turned, and I could
hear him say in a controlled voice, “Rachelin, I'd like to talk with you.” He
came on into the house and I watched Rachelin rise from her reclining
position, her limbs moving like slow pistons on a cold morning, running
her hand through her hair, shaking it a little and smiling at her friends.
Then she came into the house and the boys disappeared into their cars.

“Ain’t one boy at a time enough for you to entertain?” Daddy demanded.

Rachelin shrugged as if it were of little importance. “I didn’t invite
them, they were just driving by.”

“There’s ways of inviting without using words,” he said. And when
Mama quietly suggested I leave the room, he said, “No, I want Josie to hear
this, too.” His look was stern. “It’s important you build a good reputation,
pay attention to what’s good taste, even at the sacrifice of some fun. You
have a lot going for you, young lady,” he gave Rachelin his full attention,
“and you can lose it just by being reckless.” Rachelin gave him a level sort
of look, folding her hands and waiting quietly throughout his lecture.

So our dad had only just arrived and his presence was challenging
the woof and weal of our life habits that had been developed through
the long months every year when he was off on one of his work/play
tangents. Mama was easygoing. Daddy, knowing the ways of fellows,
would protect his golden daughter while he was around. Without
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ceremony, he told Rachelin: “There’ll be no more frolicking into the wee
morning hours. You'll obey curfew like any sensible high school girl, do
your homework and go to bed at a decent hour.”

If Rachelin was annoyed about the new rules, she never showed it. I
believe our dad’s presence lent a sense of boundary and security to a girl who
was an honor student and practicing musician and so overloaded socially
that she had bare bones time for knowing herself. Irather think that is why
she settled into evenings at home - except for Saturday night dating. Not to
mention, of course, that she adored Daddy and wanted his approval.

About the middle of November the sun made its retreat, snow
whitened the surrounding hills, the corn stalks bowed their heads with
straggling sheaves, the flowers turned black in forlorn gardens. And Bella
found a steady beau!

His name was Terrel Scoby, but everyone referred to him as “Blink”
because he had such staring eyes that never seemed to shift or flutter when
he looked at you, which made folks a bit uneasy. A harmless fellow, he
exuded all the charm of a fence post. Tall, pale and ghostly thin with a
thatch of orange hair; he had good teeth and a pleasant smile. He also held
a decent job with the post office and he and Bella were uncommonly sweet
on each other. Daddy observed that they complemented each other rather
well, Bella airing her opinions as nonstop as a drowning goose and Blink
moving his head up and down in eager consent. But Dad was pleased, we
all were, that Bella had found a decent and hard-working boyfriend.

It was clear that daddy could not get back to his latest endeavor,
digging for uranium somewhere in Montana, until spring. He took a part
time job with the city of Ode, moving tons of snow, an eight-foot mound
of which straddled the center of the roads clear to the county turns and
filled the ditches almost to the rooftops of the street houses.

Winter was bitter and long that year. The lake froze deep and solid
clear to Shotgun Island. Daddy fished through a hole in the ice, making
a rough ply-board shelter around the pit so he could handle his pole
with some degree of comfort. The winter of 1969, we ate all the trout and
kokanee our appetites allowed and there was still an abundance left for
ready cash at the local cannery. Christmas was the best ever, with new
skirts and sweaters for all three of us girls and enough money to fix the
motor in Old Blue, our Ford pick-up with the cracked windshield and
broken door handle that was wasting away in our back yard.

Even as we wantonly slept late on Christmas day, the aroma of Mama’s
roasting turkey invaded our senses. One by one we roused and then lazed
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around, soaking our fruitcake and cinnamon bread in coffee. I drank a
second mug of the brew, adding whip cream and two teaspoons of sugar,
sipping at it and then pausing to stroke my new angora cardigan. It was
bright green with a matching white and green vest in a diamond motif.
My skirt was pleated from my hips to mid-thigh. Mama said Rachelin
had picked it out for me, so I treasured it even more. I would yawn as
I told Candy, “Yeah, Rachelin selected this outfit for me,” as if it were
common practice. Most of my clothes were hemmed up hand-me-downs
from Rachelin’s past, so this store purchase increased my sense of self-
esteem by several decimals.

About noon I bundled up and went outdoors. As far as I could see the
mountains and little fields were modeling a coat of white glitter under the
sun. My dad joined me in his new sweater that must have been produced by
the sons of Sweden as black figured skiers stretched across the pale chest.
“Glory be, the sun is smiling.” He grinned and drew close to me, sucking on
his pipe. “I expect Josie that you'll be showing off your pretty new outfit at
the New Years Eve dance.” Daddy’s folks had come through the front door of
America straight from Ireland, and he still spoke with a tinge of brogue.

I smiled back. “I'm hoping you and Mama will be there.”

“Well, I'll give some thought to it. I have to decide if there’s still a
“has anybody seen my gal” step in these fretting feet.” His eyes twinkled
with fun.

“I hope you mean it. I want to go and watch the old folks dance.”

“Old folks, eh?” He laughed. Well, we won't disappoint you. Anybody
your age wanting a close look at the ‘leaning to the grave crowd” should
be honored. Yes sir, I dare say we’ll set the coyotes to howling on New
Years Eve, so let there be song and frolic.”

I always hated it when the first fresh blanket of snow got messed up
by folks traipsing around in it, spoiling that fresh, shiny look, but as my
dad tracked thoughtfully around the yard, smoking his pipe and pausing
here and there to squint at the sun, I was filled to my chin with happiness.
I felt secure and proud to have him with us. His arrival always called
for celebration. On the very first night of his return, we would light the
red candles, lopsided and stained from years of Christmas evenings, and
Mama would spend the slender wad she had carefully garnered for a
lamb roast and pecans and real butter to create the recipes Daddy favored.
The next morning we would have steak and eggs for breakfast. Often in
the evenings, Rachelin would play her guitar and lead us into the old
songs, especially the Irish ballads Daddy loved, until the moon was high
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overhead. As I studied him now, the thick blond hair that waved across
his head, the intensity of his gray eyes when he looked at you, I thought
about how special he was. His quick wit and manner of greeting each
person he met as though he had lived for this moment endeared him to
folks of all ages, and right now I forgave him for being a drifter who often
forgot to send survival money to us several months in a given year.

At the dinner table, Daddy was as nimble in conversation as he was
in handling the turkey and sundry dishes. With his gift of undressing
situations with verve and color, we were enamored with the stories of his
wanderlust deference to a bit of labor under stark suns or blustery snows.

“Well sir, the summer of ‘58 when I was working a saw mill in
Washington state,” he began, “I was provided a cabin downstream from
a widow lady who had this yen for baking bread and was ever on the look
for some poor soul to eat it. She found me out and lost no time making her
appearance at my door with a tier of loaves that could compete amiably
with any reputable rubber company. Another thing, she wore sandals
exposing toe nails as long as the Yukon trail and as discolored and thick as
an anemic clam. Well sir, there was this fishpond out yonder and I'd break
sweat tearing up those loaves and feeding them to the fish. About a week
later the fish died, every last one of them. The next time the widow brought
her weight in bread; I thanked her for her kindness and told her I was going
on a diet, no starches. So, wouldn’t you know, she changed her food fare
to puddings, pumpkin (now that was a sight to behold), apple, plum, all
of them as savory looking as her bread. I'm sorry to say they wound up
competing with the odor of the outhouse I was doomed to use, and they got
the upper hand alright” A moment later, he added, “But I suspect there’ll
be stars in her crown for her good intentions and hard labor.”

He told about fighting a fire in Oregon, how he became trapped in
a circle of flame and smoke and how his teammate led him through the
one place open for escape by screaming to him so loud he could follow
his voice to safety. And once, when working a fish trawler in Neah Bay,
he had fallen into the ocean in a bad storm, nearly drowned before he
was rescued, and spent six weeks in the hospital with pneumonia. We
all got quiet then. I wanted to ask if that was the winter we had no word
from him at all and Mama was worried sick. But just then he changed the
subject. His face beamed as he turned to Mama. “Mary, youre the finest
cook in the northwest and the prettiest, too. This meal is fit for the Queen
herself. Now you've been a slave to the kitchen since early morning. The
girls and I will clean up and do the dishes.”
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“Mama knows how to season food,” Bella declared. “No matter how
little we have to make do with, it’s always a tasty dish she sets before us.”
Her look was inscrutable, but I thought Daddy might take it as a personal
reproach for his lack of provisions. And maybe he did because he eyed Bella
thoughtfully for a minute before he excused himself, pushed back his chair,
and took his coffee with him as he made his way outdoors to smoke.

Toward evening Joon joined us for desert and we gathered in the front
room where Rachelin led us into singing carols. Joon was already as familiar
to us as an old shoe, and we liked him a whole lot. Always aristocratic in
manners, he shook hands with Daddy and complimented Mama on her apple
pie and deferred kindly to Bella, asking what she thought about the City
Council’s decision to build an annex to the town hall and how was the Rosie
shop managing the Prom orders. Bella seemed pleased and a bit flushed with
his attentions, answering in a voice more precise than usual as she smiled and
nodded, coming across with a sort of rare charm. Her boyfriend, Terrel, was
spending the evening in a reunion with his mother’s folks.

It was unusual for Rachelin to have a quiet period at home without the
phone burping like a stuck record so I was almost giddy with the pleasure of
our family cluster. Mama’s face, suffused with light and smiles, had never
looked prettier. She wore her red jumper and a thin white sweater, her hair
swept up into springing bronze curls. She and Daddy shared the old leather
chair that had frayed, along with our family history, to a sort of splotchy
brown. But it was still a cozy place to curl up in. Mama’s legs were at rest
across Daddy’s lap and she snuggled into the crook of his arm.

For the Christmas of ‘67 Rachelin had composed a song that was now
my favorite sing-along. “When the wick from my lantern flickers, and
wanes with my struggling farewell, oh send the old songs along with
me, and the Christmas tree, the wild pine smell, the company of friends
and the eveningbell ...” Aswe sang it now, a hurting caress invaded my
senses. I thought of Vietnam where Candy’s brother was likely holed
up in a dark ravine and how his and the lives of other young soldiers
were running out into flickering lanterns as the evening bell tolled for
them. But Rachelin went on to merry tunes and we clapped our forks
against our cups as we joined her for “Sleigh Bells”. Daddy’s favorite
was “I'll Take You Home Again, Kathleen”, and once more I felt heavy
inside and it had something to do with his long absences and Mama’s
denial of social expression and the sense of being disenfranchised in
a town where everyone was gallivanting toward the prosperity zone,
leaving us on the poor side. Joon claimed that he could not carry a tune
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in a barrel, but his voice was true and strong as we sang “Tannenbaum”,
a carol from his homeland.

When Rachelin and Joon prepared to leave, we all donned our jackets
and watched from our sagging porch as the sun went lame, the sky joining
the lake in molten red. Even as dusk swiftly fell like a cape, coaxing a big
moon over the far hills, we were reluctant to go inside. Until the dome
above filled up with spangled bracelets, we stood close to one another,
reminiscing other Christmases, and vowing we would always cherish
this celebration above any other holiday. Daddy had been raised Catholic
and he spoke of his boyhood hard times and the sweetness of the mass
and the reality of the Christ babe. Joon and Rachelin seemed mainly
focused on each other, their eyes and hands clinging until they bid us
good night and went off together in Mattie Carson’s Chevrolet.

The holiday vacation was lovely with sleeping late and skating the
lake until my ankles turned to fire. Daddy went back to fishing through
the ice; Bella baked apple pies, Rachelin chased around with Joon and her
friends. New Years Eve would come around quickly and everyone was
anxious to celebrate.

Daddy and Mama had been invited to the Maynard’s for open house
refreshments prior to the town hall dance. Jesse and Kirsten Maynard
were the richest folks in town, maybe in the whole state. Mr. Maynard was
the great grandson of a steel magnate and his wife, tall, fine boned and
handsome, was some relation to the King of Sweden. She had also been
a champion skier. Their only daughter attended public school in Ode and
Rachelin and Katrina were good friends. Mrs. Maynard doted on Rachelin,
attending her concerts and encouraging her to bend her will and gifts
toward great success. It was Rachelin who introduced our daddy to Mrs.
Maynard and I overheard Rachelin telling her friend, Lizbeth, that Mrs.
Maynard was quite impressed by our dad, that she thought him charming
by any definition and also delightfully humorous. So I regarded my father
with an even deeper respect and boasted to Candy that my folks had been
invited to the Maynard home with other special guests.

On the fourth day after Christmas Candy and I lazed around my
place working a picture puzzle, making a snowman, and dancing to some
ragtime records. Rachelin stayed in her new satin lounging pajamas - a
gift from Joon - all afternoon, strumming her guitar. Breaking her usual
penchant for shunning Candy, she encouraged us to make up lyrics as
she strummed various chords or melodies from silly tunes she had sung
for me when I was small. “We met as little children, I carried your books
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to school . . ” she began, and |, trying to match her meter, added, “you
were sweet and funny, I the silly fool . . ” Then she lisped in a purring
sort of tone, “I cling to our love, trusting it will sail,” and I added, “My
memories of you hold me steady in the gale . . ” Which ran roughshod
over the meter, but Rachelin was able to make sense of it so it sounded a
bit lusty anyhow.

At one point, our dad came in to warm his hands and grab some
hot coffee. He was working on the old Ford in the back yard. He stood
smiling at us while we sang our ditty about “There was an old uncle who
had a carbuncle . . . of his burden he grew weary . .. so he bought a knave
to be his slave and thereafter uncle was cheery . . .”

When Daddy went back to the cold labor of repairing the truck
which we all called “Old Blue”, we made up another song: “I've a
message for you, don't waken Old Blue, a cranky starter, a sled’s a lot
smarter, through snow and muck you'll run out of luck, I've a message
for you, don’t waken Old Blue.”

As we sang and laughed, I had an impression of being air borne, like
I had joined the club for lightheaded people. I had Rachelin’s attention,
and she appeared to be enjoying my company. In January, she would be
giving a concert in the Performing Arts Center and all our family would
be together as we shared that proud event.

As children were not allowed into the observations balcony at the New
Years Eve ball without adult supervision, I begged Bella, who had a date
with Blink, to allow me to walk in with her “because Mama and Daddy will
be at the Maynard’s until who knows when, and I promise to be as quiet as
a mouse in a cat house if you'll just see me and Candy to the balcony.”

With her usualamount of subtlety, Bellareplied that under no condition
would she be responsible for JoBrat and that I'd better go celebrate in the
high school gym with all the other delinquents.

But I was determined to watch the old folks prance around, enlisting
a reluctant Candy to support alongside. “No! I want to go to the school
carnival!” she wailed.

“You can go to a carnival anytime, dummy,” I told her, “like Halloween.
Let’s see the grown ups acting classy for a change.”

“Ugh! Dullsville!” She began to gag and choke to register her contempt.

But I knew how to unmask her passion for mischief by sharing with
her my plot to sneak in. And sure enough, her adrenalin got aroused,
registering a devilish gleam in her hazel eyes.
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Around eight-thirty p.m. in the countdown of 1968,  marched through
crunching snow to Candy’s house where I would leave my pajamas as I
invited myself to stay the night, I smiled sweetly at Mrs. Winter as I
explained, “I hope it will be okay if we see the New Year in before hustling
back here to sack out. As Candy has no doubt explained, my folks and
my sisters will be there to chaperone us.” Mrs. Winter gave me her usual
sideway look into which I could have red a suspicious story but chose to
pretend she was favoring me with her appreciation of my friendship with
her difficult daughter. Although she was still thirty-something, her hair
had turned almost white and I, in later years, might wonder if Candy
and I had something to do with that, along with her concern for her boy
fighting in Vietnam.

At the town hall we hung around, knocking our boots together to
keep our toes from freezing while folks went inside by twos and fours.
Finally, a large entourage started up the steps. That was our cue. We
followed them in, ducking behind Mrs. Coates who was not only two ax-
handles across the rump but was as stately as a poplar. Then it was only a
minute of maneuvering until we were climbing the balcony stairs.

“See how easy that was?” 1 giggled to Candy.

“Yeah, it didn’t even raise a hair on my neck. Now what?”

“We just sit quiet here in the back row, and if anyone suspicious shows
up, we'll duck behind the seats, or on second thought” - my face brightened
with a sudden burst of inspiration - “we’ll just tell the truth, that my folks
are downstairs.” Ismiled proudly as I considered how safe we were after
all. In fact, we could move down closer to the front, which we did.

From the panorama below where everyone was dressed to the gills
and as happy as a bunch of calves in a milk trough, we tried to pick out
people we knew. “There’s Mrs. Applebee and her husband, oh, doesn’t
she look nice? And there’s Mr. Pollack from Kids Anonymous, wow, is
he good lookin” or what?” The ceiling was lowered with wine and white
crepe ribbons and little tables in the rear were covered with floor-length
pink cloths, the bows on their skirts matching the bigger ties on the chairs.
The hometown Glen Miller band was playing “Sunrise Serenade” and, if
I closed my eyes, I could have been listening to the original recording, it
was that good.

Training my eyes over the crowd, I whispered to Candy, “My folks
aren’t here yet, they’re visiting the Maynard’s and probably finding it
hard to pull away. I mean everybody kind of gloms on to my dad.”

“Yuh, you told me,” she said in a wooden sort of tone.
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“As you know, the Maynards do not participate in the local parties.
They dance at the Governor’s Ball, attend affairs at the State house, that
sort of thing.”

“Gee, thanks for explaining that to me.” Candy was in a nasty mood.
One would think that just once in awhile she’d like to go beyond the antics
of monkeys flying through the trees, but no such luck. So Ijust leaned back
and zipped my lips. To heck with her. When Candy and I had our spats
she often called me a lizard and I would define her as a beetle. One time
we went for two whole days without speaking except to wrinkle our noses
with contempt when we passed in the school halls. “Lissard,” she would
hiss. “Beetle,” I would respond in like hateful fashion. We never did figure
out the source of our feuds, but we fought over dumb subjects like who
was the cutest, Annette Funicello or Debbie Reynolds. Someone once said I
looked like Annette so Candy’s denial led me into a sort of identity crisis.

“Look, there’s Bella,” Candy said. And sure enough, there was my
oldest sister, squeezing Blink’s arm as if he was in danger of losing it. She
must have been wearing a good corset because she didn’t look too shabby
in a black dress I had never laid eyes on. “It appears she thought this was a
funeral,” I commented, “and Blink, from the look of him in his black tux, his
chin propped up by that stiff shirt, could be the underworld spirit come to
comfort her” We cracked up at this eloquent diversity. “On the other hand,
they're lookin” pretty good,” I concluded. And then we spied Rachelin and
Joon, their legs moving in perfect harmony as they swung around, like a
couple of rag dolls on jittery puppet strings to the band’s raucous playing of
“In The Mood”. Some of the dancers had stopped to watch them.

Candy observed that Rachelin was the star of everything wherever
she showed up. Just then, I saw Daddy and Mama waltzing smoothly
across the floor, cutting the beat in half. Mama’s head rested on Daddy’s
shoulder and his cheek brushed her hair. How handsome they were.
My mother dressed up so rarely, I was touched to see how radiant and
pretty she was tonight wearing the wedding dress that she had modified
by removing the pink brocade from the bodice and hemming it to mid-
calf. I thought of how few were her social pleasures. Once in a blue
moon she and Elsie Denton would take in a movie and that was about
the extent of her social life. She was home nearly every evening to share
dinner with us. Now the orchestra played “I've Only Got Eyes For You”
and Mama lifted her head so she and Daddy could gaze and smile at
each other. Even in his obsolete pinstripe, double-breasted gray suit my
dad looked like a young monarch. I carefully examined the rest of the
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crowed and concluded that my folks and Rachelin would get the prize
for beauty and grace.

Although alcohol was forbidden inside the Town hall, I saw couples
discreetly slipping out, no doubt getting their nips from parked cars,
and the atmosphere grew from a festive event to a sort of brouhaha with
laughter and voices spiraling upward.

When the announcer did a five second countdown to the witching
hour, Candy and I put on our coats, staying long enough to see some
of the crowd donning pointed caps, everyone kissing and shouting and
blowing little horns. Rachelin and Joon had joined my folks and they
were exchanging hugs. Daddy lifted Mama a little up from the floor in
his exuberance and they all started singing Auld Lang Sine. So it was a fit
and fairytale ending to the old year and beginning of the new.

Candy and I were both tired and sleepy. As we plunged into the
street, it was starting to snow, big fluffy pelts that melted on our faces like
wet kisses. At the end of the street, a crowd had gathered around two
women who were fighting and pulling each other’s hair and screeching
like mountain cats. Some of the bystanders were urging them on. “Atta
girl, Lou, hang her one on her chin.” They laughed and hooted. Although
Ionly had a glimpse, my heart failed like ice water spilling in my lap. We
hurried on as a deputy plowed through the circle to break up the fight.
Candy and I ran most of the way to her place. “A sad epitaph for classy
grown-ups,” I muttered.

But soon my thoughts raced back to the pleasurable time my family
had enjoyed this night. Even Bella and Blink had looked smooth dancing
together. With Daddy casting his magic spells and Rachelin conquering
all doubters, I was convinced that our family had made a debut into the
community of Ode to the River.
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CHAPTER 2
THE CONCERT

ur excitement on the night of Rachelin’s concert at the
OPerforming Arts Center was heightened by the fact that
Daddy was with us for the event. That evening our house

was a circus as we all bumped into one another in our efforts to polish our
appearances. Because the overhead light in our bedrooms cast ghastly
shadows, pulling our eyes deep into our sockets, we fought for a place at
the bathroom mirror where we could comb our hair with some measure
of confidence.

On this night of her stardom - and just about any other given occasion
- Rachelin got dibs on the bathroom and anything else that served
the purpose of her emergence later, looking as ravishing as a Camelot
princess. We all oohed and ahhed, but mostly we were wondering about
how we got related to her. She wore a floor length green velvet dress with
a shirred bodice and long, fitted sleeves. Her hair looked fresh spun from
harvest flax and her mannequin complexion, embellished with make-up,
could readily compete with Bella’s roses. While we waited for Joon, Bella
went to her room to dress and Mama coaxed me to follow suit, but [ hung
around until Joon rang the bell.

Daddy opened the door and shook Joon’s hand vigorously. “Hello,
young fella, lucky lad that you are, escorting the star of the show.”

Joon clicked his heels a bit and responded in the accent I loved so well,
“l am that, sir, lucky indeed to escort the leading lady to her debut.” Joon
did not move his gaze from Rachelin who waited, smiling and patient, for
our dad to release him.
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“Well, it’s a grand lad you are, Joon, I believe your character is worthy
of my daughter.”

“Thank you, sir, I want it to be.” I could see that Joon was impressed
with our dad, with his smile, slow in coming but then growing broad and
natural around his excellent teeth.

“We’ll be a bit snobbish in our pride tonight” Daddy winked at
Rachelin as he moved aside so Joon could take her hand and open the
door for her. She touched our father’s cheek lightly. “See y’all soon,”
she said, smiling back at us. And then they were gone and we started
scurrying around to get ourselves spruced up, wanting to look like we
were related to the star of the show.

I'wore the taffeta dress Mama had made for my sixth grade graduation
party. Either it had shrunk or I had outgrown it as the fuchsia material
made little rubbing sounds when [ walked, but Mama said I needed to get
one more wear out of it, and this was the occasion for it. Her own chiffon
party dress was a bit snug on her, too, even with the girdle she had tugged
into place, but the jade color fired up her eyes and drew a pink flush to her
delicate face. Once more, our dad appeared in the suit that looked like
it belonged to the days of Squires and fox hunting, but it was a tribute to
his lean frame that he looked excellent anyhow. Sighing through layers
of lace and ribbons, Bella brought up the rear of our entourage. In spite
of her piano legs, she looked very nice and slender, her dark hair glinting
with streaks of chestnut. As Mama'’s car was in the garage for repairs and
the cranky pick-up carried only two passengers, we all walked the six
blocks to the theater.

As we politely stepped around the growing queue at the ticket
office, we could see that it was a sell-out night. In his casual manner,
Daddy handed the front row tickets that Rachelin had produced for
us to a skinny usher who, failing to seem impressed with our over-
dressed menagerie, was as grim as a reaper when he returned our
stubs. I wanted to tell him that we were Rachelin Colby’s closest blood
kin, so how about a little respect? But of course my urge to set things
straight was only a secret rebellion to my easily intimidated nature in
the presence of adults so I satisfied my pique with pointing my nose in
the air as I passed the solemn creature.

After we were seated, I looked carefully around. The old Gum
theater had been remodeled and the walls were now covered with
Grecian frescoes that blended smoothly into the pale grays and rose
of the plaster. Two small Juliet balconies emerged downwind from
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the vaulted ceiling, just right and left of the stage, which was draped
in a satin bisque curtain. “Wow!” I whispered to Mama. She nodded,
following my enraptured gaze. “A credit to those who worked long and
hard to attract professionals to entertain us.” She patted my hand. “Our
town is becoming a second Aspen.”

Daddy was carrying on an animated monologue with Bella. He was
sensitive, I think, to her need for recognition, but she seemed distressed
and nervous anyhow. I could not help but feel sorry for her, denied, as she
was, all the breaks that came so easily to Rachelin.

The upstairs balcony was filling up fast, and I peered covertly here
and there for familiar faces. It looked as if the entire high school had
turned out, but most of the crowd in the main auditorium was comprised
of adults. Just then, I spied a few of my classmates with their folks, such
as Marion Fellow and Andrea Street. I waved at them. Marion was proud
of her blond hair and full mouth. Someone had told her she resembled
Marilyn Monroe, the idol of us bobby-soxers, and she struggled to imitate
her in various ways, going so far as to purchase an uplift bra for her
budding boobs. I had mildly considered getting one myself, to stuff with
old socks or cotton, but I never hung on to that consideration because I
knew Bella would find out and tease the living saint out of me. In spite
of my poorly endowed chest and skinny legs, I developed terrible crushes
on the best-looking boys who never reciprocated with even a glance at my
drowsy brown eyes.

The bantering voices and contagious good will built an understated
excitement that kept me fidgeting in my seat until Mrs. McCracken, president
of the Fine Arts Association, came out to stand in front of the curtains.
Her voice through the microphone called us to a respectful silence as she
commended the businesses and individuals who had sponsored tonight’s
program. Rachelin would be sharing this program with a baroque band
from Spokane, and I privately hoped they would not go on too long and tire
everyone before Rachelin could even make an appearance.

Moments later the baroque orchestra entered, part of them descending
from the stage to our level, flashing brass horns in the opening composition
that was repeated in antiphonal response by the stage players. The
musicians were dressed in tunics and fitted leggings like something out
of the Shakespearean era and they bowed to a big hand from our audience.
A half hour later, they concluded their program to generous clapping.

Following a pause that seemed to stretch on to the eternal ages,
Rex Graff, the student body president, carried Rachelin’s cello to center
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stage and everyone grew as quiet as stone. Long minutes later Rachelin
emerged to take her place by the instrument and you could hear a pin
drop, she exuded such a sense of power and composure. Then everyone
clapped and whistled. When the excitement died, her piano teacher
accompanied her while Rachelin played Schubert’s “Standchen” on the
cello, then lay it aside and stood, her clear, harpsichord voice sounding
the lyrics, Leise flehen meine lieder . . . My eyes burned with unshed tears.
Glancing at Mama I saw that she, too, was struggling with her emotions.
Rachelin concluded her classical pieces with Mozart’s Concerto No. 3 in
G - Andante - to thunderous applause. She bowed and picked up her
guitar. Moving into folk songs, she belted out “A Hard Rain’s Gonna Fall,
The Lonesome Death of Hattie Caroll, Aint No Mountain High Enough,
Love Me Do”. As she sang, I could imagine the moaning of the profligate
and then the soaring spirit of peace. The entire audience rose to a standing
ovation with stamping feet and shrill whistling as Rachelin repeated her
bows. Finally, she sang, “I'll Be Seeing You”, making three exits before the
spectators relented in their rollicking approval.

Inever quite understood how Rachelin’s soul mutated to a sort of purity
and pathos when she sang, so that those passions were communicated to
listeners. But I remembered being puzzled at times when her personality
seemed to change in the presence of some wounded traveler, like she was
crossing dimensions to be someone else. There was that day when I was
about six and we were going uptown to get the mail, sloshing through
the wet days of early spring, when Honor Lewis came along, pushing her
crippled son in a sort of tram. Boyd was older than Rachelin by several
years, but his limbs were shrunken and useless from long ago siege of
polio. As we watched that familiar scene, I felt this change in my big
sister and I peered at her even as she was staring at Boyd. Her lips were
slightly trembling and her eyes were flooded with a sort of misery. In
later years I would understand that Rachelin felt Boyd’s helpless joints,
the dullness of his daily street crossing, felt the wind raising the little pale
hairs on his twisted arms, felt the emptiness as he turned his eyes inward,
away from the girls passing by, felt his little death as he looked at the
boys playing softball in the park across the street. A pleasant, hollowed
out face, looking at joy but never being able to feel it. I know now that
Rachelin experienced it all, his heart, his pain that broke through a
trained numbness like wind-whipped cankers, that even then Rachelin
was exuding a profound pity that brought power to her music and charm
to her life. I would learn later that this grace of empathy would lead to her
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doom, but in the meantime, her ability to project emotion was, I believe,
the reason she drew bended knees to her songs.

As we made our slow, shuffling way out with the crowd, some folks
murmured words of praise to my mother and shook my daddy’s hand.
It was the time of the Colbys, I thought to myself, a time of honor for
us as Rachelin moved to conquer cities near and far and we could share
vicariously in her fame. Before I slept that night, I would cover this event
in my diary.

On the day following Rachelin’s concert I said howdy to a flu bug
that kept me sneezing and shivering under my covers and also prevented
me from enjoying my vicarious fame on the heels of Rachelin’s concert.
Mama had this way of fluttering over us whenever we were sick and now
she sat beside me into the nights, her flutters keeping tempo with my need
for ice cubes and a syrupy medicine that was supposed to make me sleep,
prevent me from coughing, and control my fever all at once. “Your daddy
is here,” she reassured me often, as if my being aware of his presence
would blow me to the healing shore. “He’s feeling badly for you.”

In between slumbers, I was comforted by the sound of his and Mama’s
voices. Daddy’s dream was to strike a healthy strain of uranium in the
mine he was working on somewhere near the Montana line. “Yes sir,”
I heard him say, “I'm getting closer, Babe. Won't be long till I can settle
my family over on High Street (an area by the river we called Millionaire
Drive). We'll sit around a fireplace in this sort of weather, roasting
chestnuts and wondering what the poor folks are doing. And you, my
darling, won’t have to sweat another tear in that damned court house.”

“I haven't minded,” Mama said softly.

“Well, I mind it. Every time I enter that gray, unfriendly place it
smells like my first grade classroom, chalk, ink and Mrs. Ryan’s mouth
spray. No, you should not have to punch a time clock. Furthermore, I
don’t approve of Sam Beechum as a roadman. The pavement around here
is full of pot holes big enough to bury us all.”

My mother’s hands were cool and tender. I kept thinking about how
kind she was, always so considerate of everyone. Whenever she praised
Rachelin, she always thought to say something commendable about Bella
and me, also. The only disturbing comment she ever said to either of us
was that we took after Gramma Colby in our looks, a remark that sent
me to re-examine the dour looking puritan who stared from a distressed
wooden frame on Mama’s bedroom wall. “Thanks,” I said peevishly,
“she’d win the old dog contest for sure!”
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“Why, Josie,” Mama countered, “She was a fine lady and your
grandfather adored her.”

“Well, how come Rachelin got all the looks, it’s not fair.”

“You have the biggest, most expressive eyes of any of us. You and
Bella were such beautiful babies and I think you are both lovely just like
you are.”

Once when I woke from my flu-sick sleep I overheard Daddy talking
to Mama about Bella. “The day she was born I never in all my life heard
such a squalling, shrieking creature. She was bright red and mad as a
hornet caught in a spider web. Born angry she was, born angry. She’ll
never be hung for her beauty, but a decent disposition might pay her dues
for a contented family someday.”

Mama quietly defended her. “There’s always hurt behind anger,
Brent,” she reminded him. “What a trial she’s had with breathing, enough
to frustrate and enrage anyone. All spring and summer bronchitis is her
constant companion, poor dear.”

“So that’s an excuse for her mean spirit? I see the way she treats her
sisters, especially Rachelin, looks at her with sheer hostility.”

“Nonsense,” Mama said. “I think she’s afraid to show her true feelings
for Rachelin for fear she’ll be rejected by her. Rachelin’s so involved, she
doesn’t have enough time for her family.”

“Well, I hope you're right, Mary, I do feel sorry for her. Without the
grace God gave a turkey, | worry about what'll become of her. She’s as
independent as a hog on ice. A moment later he added, “Maybe she and
Terrell will get along, tie the knot.”

“Why, Brent, I'm surprised at you, the way youre putting her down.
She has a good heart, helps me keep the house tidy and she’s generous to
a fault. Nobody can top her wonderful way with floral arrangements,”
Mama’s voice was hurt and defensive, “which shows there’s sensitivity
and grace in her, more than meets the eye. Rene said he could never
manage the Rosie shop without her.”

I pretended to be asleep, but I thought about what they had said
about Bella. I think she did resent Rachelin for living on the gilded edge,
resented her for all the high school boys and collegians who kept our
phone line humming through the evening hours, and for the excursions
of later hours that swept her into adoring arms. I could understand her
jealousy of Rachelin who upstaged her all the way. Actually I, too, felt
sorry for Bella.

As soon as I regained my strength, I went ice-skating with friends.
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We skated on the frozen So Long Tristesse and sent our sleds racing down
the hospital hill, reluctant to turn home until our toes were mummified
and our faces as stiff as leather in the long, cold snows. On some days the
visibility was so gray you couldn’t tell whether the snow was falling from
the sky or rising up in gusty swirls from the ground.

Dusk was settling in on the last day of February when I called good-
by to my chums and slung my skates over my aching shoulders, and
headed for home. Leaving the last street where family dwellings gave off
a sort of security, I took a short cut through a field that was being reserved
for a housing development. As I headed toward a dip in the snow, I was
abruptly stopped by two boys, a bit older than I, who called out, “Hiya
there, Josie, what’s your hurry? Freezing up are you?”

I recognized one of them as Henry, the school janitor’s son. “Oh no,
I'm as snug as a pot in a tea cozy,” I said with my usual flippant charm.

“So sad,” Henry said, as both of them drew closer to me. “We thought
you might help us out with this experiment we’re supposed to do for
General Science, see how cold a body can get without freezing.”

“Yeah, or frost bitten even,” his big, obtuse companion added. And
right then they pushed me into a snowdrift, holding me there while the cold
seeped through my coat and leggings. I had always imagined that these
boys were benign if not downright friendly, but just now their mood had
left the playing ground, becoming as sullen as the grim sky. I struggled
to get away, threatening them with all sorts of dire consequences. The
strain from hours of skating had exhausted me. Lacking the energy to get
into a furious rage, I felt helpless and bewildered, and suddenly fearful.

“You'll stay right here until we decide to let you go and that won't be
till the sun goes down, unless you freeze solid before then.”

Ilooked hopefully to the right and left of me for someone to come to my
rescue, but not a living soul to reassure me that help was near. “I'm cold,”
I complained, my teeth vibrating along with the rhythm of my shivers. “I
just got over being sick, and if I catch a cold you’ll be in trouble big time.”

“Oh, youTre making us cry,” the pudgy boy said. Just then, I
remembered his name. It was Dean Prouse, the son of the local cobbler.
Although I was a grade behind him, I had observed that he shuffled
around the edge of the popular crowd, trying to inch his way in but never
making it. After a moment he added, “On the other hand, if you beg we
might let you up, eh, Henry?”

“Right” Henry looked very serious. “Say ‘please, your royal,
honorable highnesses” and we'll consider it.”
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“I won't.”

“Then stay here and turn into an icicle.”

Slowly the minutes passed. After the sun fell, dark came quickly to our
mountain village and already the far trees were growing dim. My heart
nearly gave way as I considered how mean these louts were. “I can’t believe
you're doing this!” Iraved. “You'll end up in the reform school if I lose my
toes. Mark my words! Mark my words! You'll be behind bars! You'll see!”
Right then I spied someone coming toward us over the hill. Straining my
vision to make sure it wasn’t a mirage, I suddenly realized it was Rachelin
carrying her music satchel. As she grew closer, she apparently concluded
that the snowbound victim was none other than her sister and that I was
hostage and not a perpetrator in one of my usual stupid antics.

“What are you doing to my sister?” she raged, increasing the tempo
of her steps until she was almost running to my rescue. Already the boys
had released me, gaping in confusion. “Uh, we were just foolin” around,
just playin,” Henry said, his face red with embarrassment. “C'mon,
Dean, we're late for dinner.” They took off like bullets from a restless
gun. “Sorry, Josie,” they called back over their shoulders.

Rachelin helped me to my feet, brushed the snow from my coat and
leggings and ordered me to accompany her to Miss Beasley’s home where
I could warm up while she took her piano instruction. “I want the names
of those hoodlums!” she seethed, “I'll see them in jail!” Torn between guilt
and triumph and in spite of my shivering body, I walked placidly beside
Rachelin, her arm encircling my shoulder. In considering the miracle of
Rachelin’s appearance on the scene of my torment, I would forever remember
that, despite her popularity and self-centeredness, she was ever a courtesan
of mercy and justice, making her queenly presence count for the weak and
powerless, especially for the kid sis she sometimes ignored in public.

While we removed our snow boots, Rachelin explained to Miss
Beasley why I was a guest at her lesson this evening. “I never saw
anything meaner,” she declared, “those boys were holding Josie in the
snow, refusing to let her go. Freezing her to death!”

Miss Beasley smiled at me with due empathy from a head bowed low
under the burden of her stooped back. When I was eight, I had asked my
mother if Miss Beasley was a hunchback. “No, not really,” Mama had
explained. “She has osteoporosis, a disease of the bone that causes the
spine to thin and curve.”

“You don't say,” I had mused, disappointed that Miss Beasley had
nothing in common with the bell-tower creature at Notre Dame.
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Now Miss Beasley was hugging a sheet of music and looking very
wise. “Tch, tch,” she said. “It’s good we make music, isn't it, child? What
would the world be without music?” She sighed, as if such a world was too
heavy a burden to contemplate. Positioning the sheet music at the piano,
she turned her full attention to Rachelin. “I have something special here,
Rachelin, you could work on it and use it for your recital in the spring.”

Rachelin set aside her own books, sat down and scrutinized the piece,
fingering here and there at the keyboard. Finally, she smiled brightly. “Yes,
Ilike it. Will you play it through with me?” So Miss Beasley joined her on
the bench, attacking the bass while Rachelin followed the melody. It was a
jaunty, mellow tune thus far and I quietly moved on to the large armchair
from where I could study the gold-framed painting above the mantel. It was
a picture of a ship of many sails, splaying through white, blistered waves,
coming right at me. Near the bookcase, a patina bust of a sightless man on a
wooden pedestal caught my fancy and I ran my hands over it. AsIcontinued
to gaze around and lap up the warmth, I decided I would compliment Miss
Beasley on her charming house when Rachelin and I took our leave.

When we reached our own home, the moon was peeping over the
Benjamin and the Milky Way was spreading her skirts in deference to
the growing nebula beyond. Rachelin told Mama about my dramatic
experience, adding, “I'm going to report this to Sheriff Pettigrew.”

“What did you do to anger them, JoBrat?” Bella inquired suspiciously.

“I'm as innocent as a lamb,” I sniffed, proudly lifting my head.

“Ha!” Bella scoffed.

“Bella, please,” Mama scolded. “Josie has been through a bad ordeal.
She’s endured quite enough.”

“So there,” 1 said, but I was uneasy about incurring publicity from
the Sheriff’s office, and there was no doubt in my mind that the boys in
question were now sweating blood, given Rachelin’s power of influence.
“Honestly, I think they’ll never trouble me again, I'd just as soon close the
door on this mess if you don’t mind. But I'm sure thankful you happened
along, Rach. Why, I might be dead in a snow grave by now.” With a
grateful smile I escaped from the room as Rachelin’s voice followed me.
“Just be careful you don’t get pneumonia!”
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CHAPTER 3
THE LOSS

nMarch, a lowering sun began its struggle to melt the surface snow,
Ileaving a glaze that would freeze up again in the evening so that
the roads were in constant need of sand and ice melting panacea
in order to be safe for traffic. Spring was breaking and soon Daddy would
take to the road again. Already I was observing that soft inertia in Mama'’s
eyes when she looked at him. On a Friday afternoon my dad used Old Blue
to escort Mama home from work. The pick-up had been overhauled and
sported a new windshield and a door handle to replace the broken one.
My folks were coming across the bridge of the Camptown Slough heading
home when the rig skidded on a patch of ice and flew out of control, hitting
the concrete rampart, killing Mama instantly. Daddy died nearly four
hours later.

In those days following the accident, I felt I was lost in a hypnotic
nightmare. [ knew the dream couldn’t be real, but I was powerless to turn it
off. Atthe family private time provided by the Sunset Memorial mortuary,
I took one look at Mama in her casket, her jaw appearing enlarged, as if
swollen by a toothache and at Daddy, his mouth turned up a trifle at the
corners, giving you the impression he might break into one of his slow
smiles, and I found an alley for tears down my face into my neck and over
my dress that was getting wetter as I stood there struggling to say, “Mama”,
but sobbing so convulsively I could not get her name out. I turned away.
Rachelin and Bella were also weeping. After time had lost dimension we
stayed on, clinging to the casket handles, grieving like lost orphans.

The Memorial service was held in River Community church where Blink
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had learned his religious etiquette as a boy. Bella, Blink, Rachelin, Joon and
I sat in the first row, the place reserved for family. I was vaguely aware of
the large crowd in attendance, many of them Rachelin’s school friends.

It had been three days since Mama and Daddy had been killed, and I
was still in a state of shock. Part of me focused on the participants in the
service while another part was as wooden as a statue. A solemn, clean-faced
lady in her mid years joined the pianist to sing “Rock of Ages”. A portion of
the song penetrated my cloudy senses: “While I draw this fleeting breath,
when my eyes shall close in death, when I fly to worlds unknown . ..” It
gave me this impression of Daddy and Mama holding hands and flying
into space to ricochet off other planets on their way to whatever destination
folks called heaven. Beyond that, my thoughts moved sluggishly to the
soloist’s bulging tummy and great bosom, both of which conspired to lose
her tiny waist between them. I had always been inclined to poke fun at
unfavorable qualities in someone’s appearance or personality, but all of a
sudden I recalled what Mama had said to me when I was being a smart
mouth, imitating my math teacher, Mr. Shield, whose throat nubbin moved
up and down like a jumping bean when he swallowed his food. “Remember
it could be you in that body,” she cautioned me. “Bodies come and go, but
the real person is inside and that person has to live all this life in a vessel it
had no choice in selecting. It could happen to any of us, so take care” So
in the following days I started editing my appraisal of Bella, making her a
bit more comely to my friends in an effort to appease whatever forces might
be lurking around, plotting to cast me into an obese body with a sullen
disposition somewhere in another world.

The preacher was a kindly looking man who seemed very caring as
he spoke about “grace”, a word I kept connecting with my auntie Grace
in Peoria, our dad’s sister who had talked at length to each of us on the
telephone, but was too sickly to come to the funeral. Idid hear the preacher
say that grace was a virtue of God and He visited all of us with it every day
and everywhere. But for some reason when I thought of God right then, I
had an impression of a King Kong sort of gorilla, moving his feet very slowly
above all the stars as he directed his frustrations toward us earthlings.

Once I had asked Rachelin if she believed in God. “Well, there must
be something behind everything, Josie. Most folks believe there’s a God
so I guess there is.”

“Do you think he’s a good God?”

“She sighed impatiently. “Well, he’s probably a split personality, part
good and part bad, the way life is.”





