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Foreword

LATE IN LIFE, out of luck and fashion, Henry James predicted a day when all of his neglected novels would kick off their headstones, one after another. As the twentieth century came to an end, the works of Dawn Powell managed the same magnificent task.

When Powell died in 1965, virtually all of her books were out of print. Not a single historical survey of American literature mentioned her, even in passing. And so she slept, seemingly destined to be forgotten—or, to put it more exactly, never to be remembered.

How things have changed! In the past dozen years, twelve of Powell’s novels have been reissued, along with editions of her plays, diaries, letters, and short stories. She has joined the Library of America, admitted to the illustrious company of Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry Adams, Frederick Douglass, and Edith Wharton. She is both taught in the colleges and read with delight on vacation. For the contemporary poet and novelist Lisa Zeidner, writing in the New York Times Book Review, Powell “is wittier than Dorothy Parker, dissects the rich better than F. Scott Fitzgerald, is more plaintive than Willa Cather in her evocation of the heartland, and has a more supple control of satirical voice than Evelyn Waugh.” For his part, Gore Vidal offered a simple reason for Powell’s sudden popularity: “We are catching up to her.”

My Home Is Far Away, first published in 1944, has a special place in the Powell canon. Most of the author’s work is on some level autobiographical, but it is especially difficult to draw any sure line between fact and fiction in My Home Is Far Away. Like Marcia Willard, the book’s indomitable heroine, Dawn Powell was the second of three sisters, all of whom would seem to have had personalities and sibling relationships much as the ones presented in the novel. (Indeed, the beloved, eternally tearful baby sister, Florrie, was so closely copied from Powell’s own younger sister, Phyllis, that Powell called her character “Fuffy”—Phyllis’s lifelong nickname—throughout early sketches and drafts.) Hattie Sherman Powell, Dawn’s mother, died at roughly the same time as the fictional Daisy Willard, while Harry Willard, the well-meaning but footloose and improvident traveling salesman, was clearly modeled after Roy Powell, the author’s father. Idah Hawkins Willard is a devastating but, according to surviving family members, fundamentally accurate portrait of Sabra Powell, Dawn’s stepmother (indeed, if anything, Powell seems to have played down her savagery). And the character of Aunt Lois was based on Orpha May Sherman Steinbrueck, Hattie Powell’s sister, who raised both Dawn Powell and her favorite cousin, Jack F. Sherman (to whom the book is dedicated), from their teenage years in Shelby, Ohio.

Published ten years after The Story of a Country Boy (1934), this was the last of Powell’s six Ohio novels, and it must have come as something of a shock to her admirers for, in the interim, she had attained a modest but enthusiastic following as a comic novelist with Turn, Magic Wheel (1936), The Happy Island (1938), Angels on Toast (1940), and A Time To Be Born (1942). Such rural books as The Bride’s House (1929) and Dance Night (1930) were long out of print, not to reappear for more than half a century. By 1941, when Powell set to work on My Home Is Far Away, she was better known for the smart, boozy, bawdy, hilarious send-ups of Manhattan high and low life she had discovered since becoming what she called a “permanent visitor” to the city. She had begun to attain a reputation for high sophistication (“Miss Powell is one of the wittiest women around and our best answer to the familiar question, ‘Who really says the funny things for which Dorothy Parker gets credit?’ ” Diana Trilling wrote in 1942) and nothing could be less “sophisticated”—in the glittering, all-knowing, furiously present-tense, big-city manner Powell had perfected—than My Home Is Far Away.


This was the month of cherries and peaches, of green apples beyond the grape arbor, of little dandelion ghosts in the grass, of sour grass and four-leaf clovers, of still dry heat holding the smell of nasturtiums and dying lilacs. This was the best month of all and the best day. It was not birthday, Easter, Christmas, or picnic, but all these things and something else, something wonderful, something utterly unknown. The two little girls in embroidered white Sunday dresses knew no way to express their secret joy but by whirling each other dizzily over the lawn crying, “We’re moving, we’re moving! We’re moving to London Junction!”



Powell started My Home Is Far Away in the early morning of January 27, 1941, while suffering from a fever that brought back so many childhood memories that such a novel seemed “imperative.” “At the beginning, it is written as for a child—words, images, etc., are on the table level of their eyes,” Powell noted in her diary. “Everyone is good to the three sisters, their pleasures are simple, their parents good. As they grow, the manner of writing changes—the knowledge of cruelty, divorce, disillusionment, betrayal …” In fact, My Home Is Far Away is one of the very few examples of a book written for adults, with an adult command of the language, that maintains the vantage point of a hungry, serious child throughout. It might be likened to a memoir that has been penned not with the usual tranquility of distance but rather with the sense that everything happening to the characters is happening right now, without any promise of eventual escape, without any assurance that childhood, too, shall pass away.

I have found that reactions to My Home Is Far Away—and, indeed, to most of Powell’s Ohio novels—vary enormously. Well aware that I am generalizing, I should say that the strongest responses to this book usually come from women readers; from readers—male and female—who know (and feel) the landscapes of the American Midwest; and—especially—from readers who have survived frustrating childhoods, in part by creating for themselves imaginary lives just over the horizon. (Is there another book that so vividly conveys that sense, common among gifted children, that they are human arrows, pulled back for years and years, then finally let fly to find their targets?) This is not to limit or disparage “My Home Is Far Away” but merely to point out that it is not a “typical” Powell novel by any means and that readers who have picked this up looking for riotous wit may be disappointed.

There are many compensations, however—the lush, lyrical writing about a remembered countryside; the reacquaintance Powell provides us with our own youthful secrets and yearnings; the rare sense of a creative artist working in dangerous proximity to her raw material, to those very crises that helped determine the course of her life and artistry. The understated but excruciating way in which Powell described the death of Daisy Willard was admired by no less a critic than Van Wyck Brooks, while the portrayal of Sabra Powell/Idah Hawkins can only be called a magnificent act of vengeance. (Sabra was still alive when My Home Is Far Away was published; her reaction to the book, if any, is not recorded.)

Powell apparently found this mixture of fiction and autobiography difficult to sustain and she was never entirely sure exactly what she had wrought. “Although I set out to do a complete job on my family, I colored it and, even worse, diluted it through a fear of embarrassing my fonder relatives,” she wrote in her diary during a moment of frustration. Immediately after publication, she reread the book: “My first feeling was one of queasiness over the initial establishment of a distinctly autobiographical flavor, but after a while the characters become wholly fictional, increasingly round and with the full reality that only created characters have. Certainly few facts are here.” And yet only four days later she was horrified when an unfriendly reviewer objected to her “pathetic, good-for-nothing people”: “I hate to bring myself out so openly for censure, also to expose the family. It made me cringe.”

Matters were not helped by the inane publicity campaign Scribner’s mounted for My Home Is Far Away, which stressed a wholesome, homespun quality in the book which, while undoubtedly present, is far from the whole truth. The text for one ad is almost farcical in its misperception:


The scene is Ohio in the early 1900s; the main characters are the members of the happy-go-lucky Willard family—always on the move, always seeking the home that is always far away. You’ll laugh with the Willards and sympathize with them in their moments of tragedy. They’re a family you’ll like—especially Marcia, the “middle one.” Meet them today. You’ll be glad you did.[[end extract]]



Happy-go-lucky? A dying mother, a delinquent father, neglected children, a stepmother with a silver whip—can this publicist have read the book? Cornball hype aside, My Home Is Far Away initially sold about four thousand copies—fairly well, by Powell’s sorry standards—and it was respectfully, if sparsely reviewed; in 1953, it was published in Great Britain by W.H. Allen. Powell planned a sequel—to be entitled simply, “Marcia”—and worked on it intermittently for the rest of her life, finishing at least eighty double-spaced typewritten pages. What remains of “Marcia” carried the central figure on to a new life in Cleveland, and brought back the lecturer Thorburne Putney and Aunt Lois for further complications.

It is probably best that Powell let My Home Is Far Away stand on its own. And so Marcia Willard is forever young, alert, battered but unbowed, ready to begin her real life, at long last riding that train that will take her far away from home and to a home that is far away:


She was still scared, but she felt light-headed and gay, the way Papa did when he was going away from home. She thought she must be like Papa, the kind of person who was always glad going away instead of coming home. She looked out the window, feeling the other self inside her, the self that had no feelings and could never be hurt, coming out stronger and stronger, looking at the fringe of London Junction and the beginnings of Milltown with calm, almost without remembrance.



Without remembrance? On the contrary—Powell remembered everything. Eugene O’Neill called his Long Day’s Journey Into Night a “play of old sorrow, written in tears and blood”: a similar claim might be made for My Home Is Far Away.

The critic Matthew Josephson, who was responsible for the first posthumous study of Powell’s work (published in the Spring 1973 issue of Southern Review) wrote to Jack Sherman in August 1972 for information about Powell’s early life. “I thought her novels wonderfully witty but unfinished,” he confessed by way of introduction. “Now I like them about as they are. My Home Is Far Away is not for fun, and it is a masterpiece.”

Tim Page   
1995/2004



PART ONE

The Man in the Balloon




1

THIS WAS THE MONTH of cherries and peaches, of green apples beyond the grape arbor, of little dandelion ghosts in the grass, of sour grass and four-leaf clovers, of still dry heat holding the smell of nasturtiums and dying lilacs. This was the best month of all and the best day. It was not birthday, Easter, Christmas, or picnic, but all these things and something else, something wonderful, something utterly unknown. The two little girls in embroidered white Sunday dresses knew no way to express their secret joy but by whirling each other dizzily over the lawn crying, “We’re moving, we’re moving! We’re moving to London Junction!”

Down the cinder driveway between the Willard house and Dr. Bird’s box hedge rumbled the hay wagon, laden with the Willard furniture. The sudden picture of their home, everything that was theirs, yanked out of its familiar roots like baby teeth and stacked up on wheels, made the children stand still, staring, uncertain. There was their little pine bed standing on end, the baby’s high chair hanging by a rope from the corner pole, the big walnut dresser with its front bulging out like a funny-paper policeman’s; there were the two big parlor chairs, wide rockers curved in perpetual grins, wonderful for scooting games; there was the couch bought with coupons—bright yellow fuzzy stuff with red and green caterpillars wiggling circles over it so that it always seemed alive and dangerous; there was the pine kitchen cupboard tied on its back to the dining table as if it had left its little corner only when overpowered by force. Yes, there went their little yellow house itself, for without these things warming its insides, the little yellow house was nothing but empty doors and windows. They watched the wagon wheels roll relentlessly over the pansy border and leave deep ruts in the soft new grass, but it didn’t matter because they didn’t live here any more. Like their furniture, now being brushed by the overhanging branches of Peach Street, they were suspended in space between the little yellow cottage, Number Twenty-Three, and the unknown towers of London Junction. This must be the reason that time, too, was suspended, for no matter how often they ran to ask their mother the time, it was always nine o’clock, a little before, a little after, but not quite starting time. So round and round they swung each other over the grass, as if this example of speed would whip up the minutes.

“We’re moving, we’re moving, we’re moving to London Junction!” they chanted shrilly. This time they whirled through the gap in the hedge into Dr. Bird’s front yard. This was a hushed space, shaded with sleek-leafed bushes, wide-spreading locust trees that dripped feathery green over fern beds below. The sun never came here or into the shuttered, vine-covered house; it was an old people’s yard with a cool cemetery smell, suitable for an old man and old lady who never came out further than the plaster old man and lady in the tiny weather-house. Old Dr. Bird sat behind the porch vines, shelling peas into a tin saucepan.

“Hold on there! What’s all this?” he called out in a high trembling voice.

“We’re moving!” Lena answered. “We’re moving to London Junction.”

“Here,” said the old man. “Here you are, girls. Here’s a penny apiece.”

They flew to his side.

“Dr. Bird,” asked Marcia earnestly, “who will hold the string for you to tie up bundles when I go to London Junction?”

“Nobody,” said Dr. Bird. “I’ll have to do it myself.”

“I’m sorry,” said Marcia. “I liked putting a finger on the string. I don’t see how you’ll get along.”

“Never mind, here’s your penny,” said the old man. “Run along or your folks’ll drive off without you.”

“Say goodbye to Dr. Bird,” their mother called from the surrey now pausing in the driveway. “Well, here we go, Dr. Bird.”

“Glad, eh?”

“Indeed I am,” their mother answered happily. “You see, I’ll be there with Ma and Lois, and besides it’s a better place for Harry.”

“London Junction, London Junction, London Junction!” sang the two girls and whirled each other round and round across the lawn, down the dusty path till they fell in the geranium bed laughing. Their father, a slight, jaunty figure with a little sandy moustache, in a neat brown-checked suit, came out of the little yellow house carrying the baby in one arm and the red telescope in the other. The red telescope was the very thing in which Dr. Bird had first brought the baby. The two girls had looked in it carefully every morning for over a year to see if any other babies had arrived, but so far none had followed Florrie.

“Get in, get in!” shouted their father. “Do you want to go to London Junction or do you want to stay here?”

They scrambled over the wheels into the back seat of the surrey. The horse and surrey were borrowed from the Busby Hotel where their father had clerked until today. It was a handsome outfit, the shining black surrey with tan fringe twinkling along its top, and the gleaming black horse that Papa himself had “broke” in the field behind the hotel. There were leather storm curtains rolled up to be let down in case of rain, and a silver-trimmed whip in a silver-trimmed socket. This elegance so impressed Marcia and Lena that they sat still, proudly stretching their feet in the new Mary Jane black patent-leather slippers. Dr. Bird limped along the box hedge to the gate and watched them.

“Say hello to Lois for me,” he called out. “Bring her over if you come down to Reunion.”

“Of course we’ll come to Reunion,” their mother called back. “Ma never misses it, you know that.”

She gathered her skirts carefully about her away from the wheel, and leaned over to take the baby from their father’s arms.

“Let us hold her!” begged Lena.

Their mother stood up and lifted the baby over the backseat to them. They sat her up between them on the tufted tan cushion. In their excitement they clutched her arms so tightly that her big blue eyes welled with indignant tears.

“Don’t pinch,” admonished their mother, then called out, “Hurry, Harry, or we’ll never get there before dark.”

Their father went back to the house and to the barn again, then to the toolshed for no reason at all, except perhaps to say good-bye, just as the sunflowers beside the old playhouse seemed to be nodding good-bye. In this moment before leaving, the clouds stood still and seemed very low, as if they might even be stroked if one stood on the treetop and reached high. Above the clouds somewhere was London Junction, beyond the far-off pine fringe that rimmed this world was London Junction, on the other side of the West Woods, sunset boundary of the world, lay London Junction. The children’s eyes widened as the whip cracked and the voyage began.

“Good-bye, Dr. Bird. Good-bye, Mrs. Busby,” called their mother, waving her handkerchief. A skinny brown hand waved from the lace curtains of the big gray Busby house. Their mother kept waving her handkerchief all the way down Peach Street, as certain as were the children that the whole world was watching their departure. Sure enough, hands waved to them from windows, and passing the marketplace Mr. Charles, the butcher, waved his white apron, and Mr. Finney, the druggist, lifted his straw hat, and the delivery boy from the grocery store put down his basket to salute them like a soldier.

“Where are the kittens?” Lena suddenly asked.

“In the barn, all right,” said their father. “In the barn” sounded ominous to the two little girls who exchanged suspicious glances.

“Where’s Towser?” demanded Marcia. “Isn’t Towser going to London Junction? We’ve got to go back and get Towser.”

“Poor Towser!” sighed their mother. “Oh, Harry!”

“What’s happened to Towser?” wailed the girls, and then Florrie began to roar in the alarmingly efficient way she had, at two years old, perfected, so that the horse pricked up its ears and started to gallop, their mother reached back hastily to steady the baby, and Papa swore, pulling on the reins.

“Forget about Towser, damn it!” he shouted above the clatter of hoofs and wheels on the brick pavement. “We’ll get another dog in London Junction.”

“CITY LIMITS” their mother read out to them from a sign.

“Thirty miles now to London Junction,” said their father.

Now they really were past the sunset woods on the edge of the world, and their mother began to sing. They all sang with her. They sang, “There was an old sailor and he had a wooden leg,” and “Hark, hark the dogs do bark, the beggars are coming to town,” and “A frog he would a woo-ing go.” The baby stopped crying. Papa kept the whip out and the horse trotted along at a fine clip. They waved to farmhouses and shouted merry greetings to loads of hay; they waved to children perched on ladders picking cherries and to women at barnyard pumps rounding up geese, for they knew everyone. Mother had been brought up on a farm along here, her brothers’ families were strewn all around, and Papa, though he came from another county, knew everyone through managing the hotel and meeting the farmers who hitched every Saturday in the hotel square. But after awhile they did not know the farms; people in fields stared back at them instead of waving. Papa and their mother fell silent.

“I wonder if we’ll like London Junction,” she said and her voice sounded small. “We don’t know anyone but Ma and Lois and the family.”

“We’ll know plenty,” boasted their father. “More people to know, have a better time and have more to do with. They’ve got asphalt streets in London Junction, and an opera house, and a baseball park.”

“But it’s so much bigger than Elmville,” said their mother. The children, ever watchful, saw that she had taken out her handkerchief. “Of course, I want to be with my own folks, but think of all the people we’re leaving. We’ve known them all our lives. Dr. Bird—”

“Dr. Bird won’t have anybody to hold string when he wraps bundles,” said Marcia. “Nobody.”

Lena was holding Florrie on her lap, squeezing her so tight that now she roared again. The mighty roar that came from this Humpty-Dumpty baby made their father laugh, so they all laughed. Papa leaned over and kissed their mother and for some reason this made the girls laugh all the louder.

“Here,” said their father, and handed their mother the reins. “By George, you handle a horse better than any man. Better than me, even.”

“Oh no, Harry, not better than you!” their mother protested, quite shocked. “Nobody is as good with a horse as you, Harry—nobody.”

Nobody could do anything as well as Harry and that was the truth. The children knew it, their mother knew it, and naturally Harry knew it.

“Well, I like horses,” admitted Harry. “And they like me.

That’s all.”

The next village was Oakville, the county seat, and here they stopped to say hello to papa’s father, Grandpa Willard, at the Soldiers’ Home. The old soldiers sat on benches around the grounds in wheelchairs, either talking to each other or reading, just waiting for gongs to summon them to meals, chapel, or bed. Grandpa Willard was all dressed up in his uniform with the new cork leg his children had given him, and was sitting on a bench busily whittling a whistle out of a stick.

“I been expecting you folks to stop in the last couple weeks,” he said. “I made a whistle for each of the kids.”

“Getting lonesome for us?” asked Mama.

Grandpa thoughtfully shifted his tobacco to the other cheek, where it made a fascinating egglike protuberance.

“No time to get lonesome here,” he said. “Up early and reading a book or sitting out here figuring, or walking around spotting birds. Seen a couple of partridge back by the creek yesterday. Had a pest of starlings till they let us shoot some. No sirree, they’s always plenty to take up your mind without getting lonesome for your folks.”

Papa gave him some tobacco, and then mother gave him a new white handkerchief with his initials, R. J. W., which pleased him so much he folded it up carefully in its tissue paper, declaring that it was too fine to use and would have to be put away with his “personal belongings.” He called to one of the attendants passing by, to introduce them all proudly, and asked that the event of his son’s family calling be written up in an item in the Home Weekly.

“By cracky, other folks’ families get written up when they visit. I don’t see why mine can’t,” he said with a firm nod of the head.

Papa asked him if there was anything he’d like to have before they drove on, and Grandpa looked rather wistfully at the horse and carriage.

“I sure would like to handle them reins for about ten minutes,” he said. “I haven’t laid hands on the reins since I been here. Good trotter?”

Papa boasted of the horse’s speed, mouth, coat, and general virtues, but then everything that was in any way connected with Papa automatically became superior to all other things of the kind. This horse, he said, was the finest horse in the county, possibly the state. He declared if he had this horse under his care for, say, four weeks he could make her the finest racing nag in the country and Grandpa gravely agreed that this was possible. They examined the points of the animal together and Papa was a little annoyed when Grandpa found a mark on the left hind leg, so Grandpa hastily said the flaw would very likely pass away in a day or two.

“Tell you what, Harry,” he said. “You might send me a picture postcard from London Junction. Some of the fellows have quite a collection.”

This promise having been given, the old gentleman looked meditatively down at the children and stroked his white moustache. The children beamed back, pleased with his having only one eye and only one leg from the Civil War.

“Harry, maybe you could spare me a little change so as to give the kids something. I don’t get my pension till next week.”

Their father reached in his pocket and gave him some pennies and a nickel. The old man promptly presented a penny apiece to the two older girls and a nickel to the baby. Marcia and Lena watched their mother pocket the latter.

“Florrie always gets the most,” said Marcia.

They regarded their baby sister speculatively.

“Babies got to have money for chewing tobacco,” their grandfather said, winking his one eye.

“Thank you so much, Father,” said their mother earnestly. “I’ve started a bank account for the baby, and would you believe it, she already has nearly fourteen dollars in it?”

They climbed back in the surrey, while Grandpa made a hurried survey of the grounds to find Captain Somebody who was in charge and a very fine man it would be a pleasure for them to meet. Disappointed in this, he followed them a few yards, calling out last messages.

“Don’t bother about the picture postcards if it’s going to be too much trouble, Harry,” he said. “It ain’t a matter of life and death. And say—if they print a piece about you visiting me in the Home Weekly next week, I’ll send it to you. There’s a lot of reading matter in it, so it’s worth having anyway. I always save it in my personal belongings.”

They thanked him and drove away, leaving him cutting off a chew of tobacco with his penknife.

“I’d like a bank account,” said Lena firmly, but her parents paid no heed.

Marcia, too, had been doing some reflecting.

“When I was the baby, I never got any nickels,” she stated accusingly. “I would have remembered it if I had.”

Marcia’s odd and quite useless talent for remembering was a source of astonishment and amusement to her parents. Sometimes in the night her father would pick her out of bed and take her downstairs to entertain the company with her recollections. The company laughed and gasped, but the uncanniness of her memory was not an endearing trait; invariably the guests drew away respectfully from the little freak and warmed all the more to the pretty, unaffected normalcy of little Lena.

“When I was a baby,” reflected Marcia gloomily in a louder voice, “Lena got all the nickels because she was the oldest. I only got the pennies.”

Lena giggled. Their parents, if they heard, paid no heed but were silent till after they had left Oakville. Then their mother said hesitatingly, “Harry, I felt sorry for Father. None of his own people around. All of you boys, and yet none of you will let him make a home with you. I really think we ought to let him live with us in London Junction when we get settled.”

“That’s it—when,” retorted their father irritably. “No, sir, he’s too big a care. He’d drink up his pension and sit around the room all day chewing tobacco. That’s all he’d do.”

“I get along all right with Father,” said their mother. “Don’t be hard on him, Harry. Half-blind and only one leg, poor old soul.”

The tone of their mother’s voice made Marcia and Lena sorry for their grandfather. The things that made him seem wonderful before—the one eye, the cork leg, the charming companions with equally curious characteristics—all these were changed from wonders to sad misfortunes merely by the pity in their mother’s voice. Poor, poor Grandpa! And they had forgotten to sing a song for him, and to thank him for the pennies!

“Whoa, Bess!” their father called out abruptly.

They had come to a crossroads, where a grimy two-story house flaunted a sign, “Four Corners House.” The sign was nailed to a dead maple tree, with a rusty pail and tin sap tube still attached to the trunk. A stone watering trough and pump were by the hitching post, and a watchdog was tied outside his kennel, growling fearfully at them. The drab exterior of the house was brightened by gay advertisements pinned to the screen door, and by a clothesline hung with red tablecloths. Their father twisted the reins around the post ring and helped their mother to the ground. Perhaps this was to be a visit, too, with even more pennies in the offing. Their father blighted these hopes by motioning them to sit still.

“You kids stay here. We’ll take the baby inside with us.”

Their mother jumped into their father’s arms, laughing secretly. Her new brown sailor hat fell off and the curly brown bangs blew merrily over her white forehead until she had pinned on her hat once more. From the way Papa picked up Florrie and then hurried their mother into the side door of the building, the children guessed some fun was in the air that was only for grown-ups.

“I know what they’re having,” said Lena calmly. “They’re having beer.”

Marcia looked at her six-year-old sister, envious of this superior sophistication.

“Whenever they go in the side door instead of the front door of any place, it means they’re having beer to drink,” Lena enlarged obligingly. “Like in papa’s hotel.”

The little treat was plainly not a success, for Florrie’s indignant bellow was heard from the moment the screen door closed on them. A few moments later she emerged triumphantly in her mother’s arms, round face red with rage, fists in mouth. She was only moderately soothed by being jiggled up and down.

“Spoiled,” said their father.

“No, dear, it’s just that she wants to keep on riding,” explained their mother. True enough, as soon as the carriage started again, Florrie fell blissfully asleep in their mother’s arms. They did not stop again till they had come to Venice Corners, halfway to London Junction. Venice Corners was a pretty little village with a white frame church on one side of the main street and a fine brick church on the other. In these towns the brick churches were always the Methodist and the smaller wooden ones were Episcopal or Baptist. When they got to London Junction the children had been promised a brick Sunday school, even though they had been baptized in one of the wooden faiths.

Venice Corners had no purring flour mill like Elmville, and no little lake with rowboats like Oakville, but it countered these charms by being placed on top of a hill so that on either side the little houses marched down step by step, each with its hedge moustache, and a red chimney for a hat. It was after the noon hour now and they were all hungry.

“If we’re going to see Chris and Isobel we’d better eat first,” said their mother. “We mustn’t be any bother to Isobel.”

Chris was their mother’s cousin.

They drew up under a shade tree on the Methodist Church lawn. Their mother took out the lunch basket and passed out hardboiled eggs, chicken drumsticks, and bread and jam. She wiped off their faces with paper napkins. She fed Florrie from her own lunch, and their father petted the horse, making jokes about keeping horse and carriage instead of returning them to the Busbys. Their mother put the baby in the clothes basket to nap, and began to tidy herself for the visit to Chris and Isobel. She fussed with her jabot, a ripple of white lace fastened with her garnet crescent pin over her brown-and-white checked taffeta waist. Papa tweaked her bangs as fast as she pinned them in place, until she begged, “Oh, darling, please!” She straightened the girls’ hair ribbons and smoothed out their mussed sashes of blue silk. Lena had a new blue bonnet with baby-blue forget-me-nots and velvet streamers. This was because she was the oldest and the prettiest and their father liked to have her look like the little girl on the Singer Sewing Machine Calendar, the one where the rosy little girl is bending over a baby’s cradle. Marcia wore Lena’s outgrown embroidered dress with her last year’s faded straw hat, but she was not disturbed because at least she was permitted to wear her birthday locket and besides her feet were the biggest. Florrie, except for a brand-new blue bonnet with lace ruffled edge, wore the freshly starched but faded dregs of her sisters’ outgrown wardrobes, and presently justified this economy by throwing up over her embroidered white bib.

“The raspberry jam,” said her mother, fixing the damage.

“She always does,” said Marcia critically, “even without jam.”

Papa watched their mother fussing over all of them, and he frowned.

“You all look all right; what’s all this fuss about?” he snapped. “Godamighty, you don’t think Isobel has any more than you do, do you? Where’s your watch? Why don’t you pin it up a little higher? Nothing to be ashamed of. Thirty-dollar watch, by God. Pin her up higher where somebody can see it.”

Papa was always reminding their mother of her watch, which he and Aunt Lois and their grandmother had bought last Christmas, though in showing it off to strangers he never mentioned his cosponsors. He had indeed forgotten about them so completely that on Aunt Lois’s last visit he had boasted right to her face about the fine present he had given Daisy. Aunt Lois, pink and blond, and wonderfully perfumed, had smiled.

“Yes, it is a lovely watch, Harry,” she softly agreed. “But mother and I are still waiting for your share of it to be paid.”

For some reason this made their mother cry and their father swear, and the watch was seldom worn after that except when father insisted. Mother obediently pinned it up higher on her waist now, and the girls studied it with earnest admiration again, knowing that to grow up meant this dainty prize, a blue enameled fleur-de-lis pin holding a blue enameled locket of a watch to beat right over your own heart.

“I guess you look a damn sight better than Isobel ever did in her life,” said father proudly, patting their mother.

“Well, my stars alive!” was what Isobel said when the party walked in the front gate of this relation’s home. “If it isn’t Harry and Daisy and the girls! Chris! Come on out and see who’s here!”

Isobel was just going to pay a call on the minister’s wife. She looked so pretty that Marcia secretly wished she was their mother. For instance, Isobel’s skin and eyes and hair seemed all of one dusty gold color like a toasted angel’s. Then she had pale tan shoes with pretty curved Cuban heels, and she had a rolled-up brown umbrella with a wolf’s head handle made of ivory with little emerald eyes; her small feather toque dropped a beautiful veil over her face, so that forever after Marcia thought beauty consisted of long pale lashes on a creamy oval face delicately marked into tiny octagonal shadows by a brown veil. Even more marvellous was the fact that Isobel could talk—very fast, too—through this veil and kiss through it, too. While the parents talked with Isobel and Chris, Marcia invented a game, much to Lena’s delight and admiration, called “Isobel.” This was merely kissing each other through their handkerchiefs and then, on a better inspiration, through the screen door.

The Wallises lived in a house almost as small as a playhouse at the very bottom of the hill. You stepped down two stone steps from the sidewalk into the tiny yard bordered with conch shells and red geraniums. The cottage had forgotten what color it had ever been painted and was rain-gray, with a narrow porch decorated with green Chinese shades and a green swing. Unluckily, the grown-ups at once appropriated this swing, so the girls went inside to look around. They saw at once that if Isobel were their mother and this their home there would be very little room for play, since a big brass bed took up most of the space in the parlor. It bore a snow-white spread and pillow shams embroidered in red; on one sham was worked “I slept and dreamed that Life was Beauty” with a lady embroidered by way of illustration watering a rosebush, and on the other “I woke and found that Life was Duty” with the same lady holding a broom. This was exactly the same as in Dr. Bird’s spare bedroom and you did not need to know how to read to recognize the thought even if you did not understand it. The bay window was filled with ferns in mottled green jardinieres, two rubber plants as tall as Lena, and a tiny table of china knickknacks: a milk-glass setting hen, a little fisher-boy in colored china holding two brown warty fish, a go-way-back-and-sit-down rug, and other souvenirs of Cedar Point, Put-in Bay, and Puritan Springs, so that nobody could possibly play train here in rocking chairs without knocking things over. The kitchen was twice the size of the parlor-bedroom. It had measle wallpaper—or at least the colored specks looked like measles, Marcia remarked to Lena—and red-checked curtains and a red-checked tablecloth over the big dining table, and a big stove with a dishpan on it of what appeared to be salt-rising dough, from a finger’s taste. One good thing about this kitchen was a large headless wire woman in the corner, with some red plaid gingham pinned around her and a tape measure hanging from her neck. Lena and Marcia were admiringly silent before this fine thing, but Lena finally claimed it by saying, “When I grow up I’m going to be a dressmaker and have a Form in my kitchen, too.”

“I’m going to be a fireman like Chris,” Marcia retorted coldly. “I’ll be riding on a train mostly.”

This crushed Lena, for Marcia always knew better things to want than she did. They found a stack of Butterick Pattern Books and sat on the floor to examine them, wishing ardently that they could cut out the figures for paper dolls. Presently Chris came back to make some lemonade for everybody. He was a lean, tall, dark, squint-eyed young man with thick tousled black hair and white teeth. He made you laugh when he winked at you.

“Chris is my favorite relation,” Lena said frankly.

“I’m going to marry him when I grow up,” Marcia said, and Lena pouted again. But it was really Lena he held on his lap and when he gave them candy he gave Lena the biggest piece. Lena shot a triumphant glance from violet eyes at Marcia, but Marcia again foiled her by turning her head away proudly.

“Keep the candy, Chris,” she said tensely, wanting it terribly. “I guess other people like it better than I do.”

She marched out on the porch, and without her jealousy Lena found it no fun sitting on Chris’s lap so she came out, too. Mama and Isobel were talking in whispers and giggles in the swing, and their father was telling them jokes while he passed the lemonade glasses.

“Come and see us when we get settled in London Junction,” said their mother. “I only hope we can get as nice a place as you have. Ma says everything’s awfully dear there, so we’re staying with her at Lois’s till we find the right place.”

“We’ll probably take the old Furness home on the hill,” said their father. “Plenty of room for company there.”

“Oh, Harry! We could never afford it!”

“Look here, now, Daisy, we couldn’t make do with a little house like this here! What’s the sense in moving if we don’t improve ourselves. Isn’t that right, Chris?”

“The Furness place is pretty big,” Chris said slowly. “Biggest house in the Junction.”

“We could never afford that much rent,” said their mother. “Harry is fooling.”

“The hell I am!” shouted their father. “You always seem to think we’re not as good as anybody else in London Junction! I’ll get the biggest goddamn place in town before I’m through. Bigger’n Lois’s place, you can take it from me!”

“Costs money, Harry,” Chris said.

“I’ll get money, don’t you worry about me!” their father said, getting madder. “I can go on the road and make plenty any time I say the word.”

“Oh, Harry, you won’t go on the road!” breathed their mother, wide-eyed with fear. “You promised!”

“I’ll do whatever pays me the most, by cracky!” said their father, not looking at her. “Maybe in the factory, and maybe on the road. I’m not going to sit on my patootie, though, and let the other fellas make all the money. I ain’t built that way.”

There was a quiet, while their mother stared at him, lips trembling, but he would not look back at her. Chris and Isobel swung back and forth in the swing, pretending not to notice how mad their guests were getting. Suddenly the children saw their father jump up from the porch railing and point upward.

“Look at the sky!” he exclaimed. “It’s coming up rain and we’ve got to get going. Come on, kids.”

Their mother and Isobel hung behind whispering, while the girls ran ahead and Chris followed along with their father.

“Did you hear about the man in the balloon?” Chris asked. “He took off from the County Fairgrounds this morning in a balloon and they tell me he claimed he’d land in London Junction this afternoon.”

A man in a balloon! Lena and Marcia stared from one face to another eagerly.

“Can’t tell, we may have to pick up the pieces on our way,” said their father. “We had a fellow in a balloon at Elmville last summer. Went up two hundred feet from the courthouse, then came down in Morton’s cow pasture.”

“I do hope we see him this time!” said Marcia. “Maybe he’ll fall.”

“This one never wants to miss anything,” laughed their mother, tweaking Marcia’s ear.

As soon as they were back in the surrey, Florrie still sleeping, Papa picked up the whip and they started off very fast. No one said anything, for their father’s anger had spread around them like a frost. Something had happened that they did not understand and it was somehow Mama’s fault. Presently they were in the country again, with the sweet, dull smell of hay, then the damp mossy breeze from the deep woods and hidden frog ponds. Their father put his arm around their mother. She began to laugh, rubbing her head against his cheek.

“Oh, Harry, you kill me!” she chuckled. “The Furness house! Why not Buckingham Palace?”

“All right, Buckingham Palace,” agreed their father, laughing reluctantly. “You don’t think I mean what I say, Daisy. It makes me mad when you won’t believe me. You never think I can do the things I say, but you wait.”

“But you won’t go on the road, darling,” pleaded their mother. “You said you’d take any other job rather than leave me.”

“I said I wouldn’t go on the road,” their father shouted. “All right, if I said I wouldn’t, then I won’t. That’s all there is to that.”

Above, the skies darkened suddenly as if a lantern had blown out. A wind blew up, rattling the storm curtains warningly. Clouds as black as midnight rode over the horizon and the baby began to cry loudly. They stopped to put up the storm curtains, but the wind whipped them into their father’s face as fast as he buttoned them. Lightning flashed and the horse whinnied in terror. Both the girls were scared but their mother told them to hush. She held the baby tight but it still wept lustily; the horse threw up its head and galloped wildly down the road into the gathering storm. It was barely three o’clock but the earth was drenched in darkness. As they dashed by the farms, horses whinnied, dogs barked, cocks crowed, bells rang in the wind, voices cried out in the fields.

“We can make the edge of town, I think,” shouted their father.

“Look!” cried their mother.

When they looked they saw a dark object drifting across the sky like a bat across the ceiling.

“The balloon! The man in the balloon!” exclaimed their mother.

Marcia and Lena, arms tight around each other, looked upward, frightened and fascinated while the balloon drifted slowly downward, barely missing a barn cupola. They could see a dark figure outlined in the ship, a fairy-tale monster, omen of thunder and darkness and nightmares to come. The lightning sprang behind it like hellfire from the Bible pictures, and the horse reared. It was like that picture in their old dining room of three horses and night lightning. The children stared helplessly, filled with sick loneliness and fear, as if the creature flying up there had brought the clouds and lightning and the blight to their perfect day, and no one, not even a father and mother, could stop his wicked vengeance.

“I wouldn’t want to be up there in his shoes, by God!” yelled their father. Fearfully, they twisted their necks to look back at the balloon which was being driven back by the wind in a circle, though when the lightning flashed again they could see the balloon-man’s upraised arms as if he were calling on dark spirits for more terror. Looking back as the galloping horse bore them to the city pavements, they saw the man in the balloon lost in black clouds, sailing higher and higher, roaring prophecies in thunder until he was lost in black sky.

“We’ll make it!” their mother called out, for the London Junction signs could be seen as the first big drops began to fall. A railroad ran down the middle of the main street like a streetcar track, and they had to pass a switching yard filled with snorting engines and freight cars which frightened their horse even more. They drove down a wide pavement and dashed in a driveway just as the torrent came. They drove straight into the barn and their father lifted them out on the straw-covered floor.

“Run right in the back door—quick!”

They had no time to look at Aunt Lois’s house beyond their fleeting pride in its bigness, but scurried under the grape arbor, through the woodshed and in the kitchen door, which welcomed them with the smell of frying chicken and cake-baking and lights as bright as a church. Aunt Lois came running from the front of the house in a white muslin dress, looking so much like a good angel that they ran to her desperately. She hugged them and they began to cry simultaneously into her lap.

“Why, you poor babies! The storm scared you, didn’t it?” Aunt Lois soothed them, drying their tears with her apron.

“No, it wasn’t the storm, it was the man in the balloon,” whimpered Marcia, still shivering. She buried her moist face in her aunt’s soft neck. “Don’t let the man in the balloon get us! Please! Please!”
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