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To my grandparents 
Elvera and Norm, 
Who made us believe 
In love at first sight, 
Who showed us young folks 
How to dance a soft shoe, 
Who taught us that 
True love lasts a lifetime, 
And beyond. . . .




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

 

 

 

 

 

 

On any journey, it is the unplanned happenings that make the trip unique. The past year since the publication of Tending Roses has been a jump completely off the map. I have so many times been helped along by the grace of friends, the kindness of strangers, and the guidance of those who knew the world of book publishing much better than I did. I could write a volume about the good deeds and happenstances that have led to the publication of this second book,  Good Hope Road. But that is another story, so I will settle for this quick list of wonderful people to whom I am indebted for many reasons.

My thoughts, prayers, thanks, and gratitude go out to the many readers of Tending Roses who took the time to write letters and e-mails, to share emotions, struggles, prayers, encouragement, and to share the book with others. There are no words to express what your letters meant and what your recommendations meant to the success of the book. I am honored beyond measure, and truly blessed.

My heartfelt thanks go out to friends who helped with the research and editing of Good Hope Road—in particular Amanda Carter, for incredible proofreading; to Dr. Phil Webb and Pam Slagle, for invaluable medical consultation, and for not slapping me when I confessed that, what I know about emergency medical treatment, I learned from watching soap operas. Thank you also to my treasured friend and favorite computer girl, Mandy Koger, for using your talent and expertise to create the Web site, www.LisaWingate.com.

My gratitude once again goes out to my wonderful agents, past and present, Lisa Hagan of Paraview, and Claudia Cross of Sterling Lord (Literistic). Thank you for holding my hand, yanking it when needed, and guiding me through the strange and awesome publishing process. Thank you also to the fantastic staff at New American Library, and especially to my editor, Ellen Edwards.

Thank you to all the booksellers, librarians, and book clubs who have so graciously invited me for book signings and speeches for  Tending Roses. My gratitude also to all of the newspaper and television personnel who gave coverage to the book and to the story behind it. You have made this year everything I hoped for, and more than I ever dreamed. Special thanks to those booksellers who devotedly recommended and shelved Tending Roses, including Michelle, Lavone, Verna, Sharon, and many more, but especially Christopher Cleveland, for being the first bookseller to read a premarket copy of  Tending Roses and telling me there was a big audience out there for the book. What an incredible kindness that was.

Last, thank you to my family, to my aunts, uncles, brothers, parents, and grandparents on both sides for helping to drum up publicity, for housing me when I came for book signings and speeches, and for each buying at least one copy of the book. Sometimes it helps to come from a big family!

My love and thanks also, and as always, to my husband and my two sons. You are my heartbeat, the three of you, the answer to my prayers, the thing I treasure most. How blessed we are to have each other.




 CHAPTER 1

 JENILEE LANE

 

 

There is a moth in a cocoon outside the window. It has been there for months, twisted by the wind, dampened by the rain, a reminder that the windowframes should have been cleaned and painted last fall. It is spring, and there is a tiny hole in the end of the cocoon, a small probe pushing through, sawing back and forth, struggling to free the creature inside.

The moth has labored for hours, and only now has it pushed two legs through the hole. Inside in the darkness, does it know why it must struggle? Somewhere in the mass of cells and neurons that make up its tiny body, is it aware that the struggle is God’s way of pumping fluid into its wings? If not for the struggle, it would come into the world with a swollen body and flightless wings. It would be a creature without strength, unable to fulfill its purpose.

I wonder if it can sense the warmth of my hand on the other side of the glass as night falls and another spring storm blows in.

On nights like this, I do not sleep. I sit awake and listen as the storms howl through the valley. Like the moth, I have emerged in a place that was once beyond my imagining.

Outside, I hear a gust of wind, and I remember. I remember  where I have come from, and it is as if every blessing in my life has been showered anew around me.

I fall to my knees, and I thank God for everything. Even for the wind. For the fragments of my life that survived it, and the fragments that didn’t, and the things that were changed forever. . . .

 

On the afternoon of July 29, the entire town of Poetry, Missouri, was cast to the wind. The town rained down around me for what seemed like an eternity as the tornado receded into the sky and disappeared, spitting out what was left of Poetry.

I stood watching, thinking it was the most horrible, awesome sight I had ever seen, unlike anything I had experienced in my twenty-one years of living. If Daddy had been home he would have yelled at me for not having sense enough to go to the cellar. But once you start watching something so enormous and so vile, it pulls you in just as surely as if you were caught in the vortex itself. I don’t know what it is that makes people want to look into the face of evil. . . .

“Oh, my God. Oh, my God,” I remember saying. My mind couldn’t comprehend what was happening. Only a few minutes before, I had been fixing dinner for Daddy and my younger brother, Nate, listening to an old Bob Wills record, and wondering if the coming storm would bring rain. I was thinking about leaving again—having that fantasy where I packed Mama’s old suitcase and went . . . somewhere. The dream always came wrapped in a tissue-paper layer of guilt, so that I couldn’t see the contents clearly. Perhaps that was a merciful thing, because I knew Daddy and Nate couldn’t get by without me.

I heard branches slapping against the house as if the oak tree knew about the dream and was angry. Outside the window, a car sped by, a black Mercedes going too fast on the gravel, like it was running from something. It fishtailed back and forth on the curve, throwing rocks against the yard fence before it straightened and rushed onward.

Probably one of those doctors or lawyers leaving the resort on the  lake, I thought. Probably doesn’t want his high-dollar car to get wet.  They should stick to the paved roads where they belong.

The car disappeared down Good Hope Road, and the wind came up, roaring like a freight train. Hail pounded the roof, and debris whipped through the air, crashing into the house and barn.

When I ran to the screen door, the sky was swirling like a giant black cauldron. I watched as the cone of the tornado slowly separated from the ground and disappeared into the sky. Not a half mile away, a wall of rain was falling, but at our house the hail stopped suddenly. The roar faded, and destruction lay everywhere—pieces of wood and metal, tree branches, shredded furniture, torn clothing, shards of glass glittering like diamonds in the afternoon sunlight.

Bits of paper floated from the churning clouds, drifting, swirling, dancing, as if they had all the time in the world. They filled the sky like snow.

The air was so quiet I could hear the papers falling, rustling slightly against an eerie silence, like a battlefield after the battle, when only the corpses remain. I wondered where so much paper could have come from, and if it had been blown all the way from Poetry, three miles across the low hills.

The big oak tree in the yard moaned, its limbs heavy with a crusty coating of fresh hail. I stared at the ice, then turned around in disbelief, looking at our single-story brick house and seeing everything as it had always been—the peeling paint, the overgrown bushes, the torn window screen where Nate sneaked out of his bedroom at night.

A piece of paper fell lightly on the screen and hung there, fluttering against the window like a bird trying to break free.

I remember thinking, Why not us? Why not our house? Why is everything the same as it was yesterday, last week, last month, last year, ten minutes ago? Why wasn’t anything destroyed, or changed, or carried away . . . ?

I had the strangest sense of wishing that it had been. Then I realized how crazy that was. I should have been thanking God I was alive.

Turning around, I gazed at the wall of rain, now moving away toward the east, revealing the footprint of the beast—an enormous path of stripped earth and strewn debris, ending in a narrow swath of twisted trees just past Daddy’s wheat field. From there, it carved a jagged scar toward the horizon, toward Poetry. Where farms had been, there was nothing.

I wondered how God could let something so terrible happen at all.

A mile down the valley, the pecan orchard that had hidden old lady Gibson’s farmhouse stood splintered, the limbs hanging like broken bones. Near the road, a geyser of water sprayed into the air, mixing with the falling rain.

I realized the tornado had passed across the Gibson farm. Gasping the gritty air, I ran down the porch steps and across the yard. At the sound of the yard gate opening, Daddy’s bird dog rushed from under the house and slammed against my legs, sending me sprawling into the litter on the grass.

“Get away, Bo!” I hollered, grabbing his collar as he tried to bulldoze his way through the gate. “Get back in the yard, you big, stupid dog!” Daddy’s dogs were always big and stupid, and always trying to escape.

I held on as Bo plowed a furrow into the long, scrappy grass outside the gate and pounced on a bit of paper blowing by. Scrambling to my feet, I dragged him into the yard and struggled to hook him to his chain while he cavorted with the paper, grabbing it, then dropping it and pouncing on it again. I caught a quick glimpse of a face. A photograph. A baby. A birth announcement.

Securing the chain, I snatched the photograph away, dried it on my jeans, then looked at it with the same horrible fascination that had forced me to stare at the tornado.

Somebody’s baby. Just newborn. A girl. Seven pounds, six ounces. The space where the name would have been was torn away.

A coldness came over me, as if all of the blood in my body were draining to my feet and disappearing into the grass. For a moment I stood frozen. I didn’t want to move, or think, or be. I didn’t want to know what reality waited outside the yard fence, or who the baby  was, or what might have happened to her. It was too awful to comprehend.

Come on, Jenilee. Come on. Get your head on straight. . . .

The voice in my mind sounded like Mama’s. At least the way I remembered her sounding. I slipped the photograph into my pocket and ran across the yard, leaving Bo yapping at the end of his chain.

Come on, Jenilee, hurry up, the voice reverberated as I rushed to the shed to get the pickup, then realized that Daddy and Nate had taken the pickup to Kansas City that morning. There was nothing left but the tractor. I climbed on and started the engine.

No time to be afraid, just back it out of the shed and drive down to Mrs. Gibson’s house. It’s not the first time you’ve driven a tractor.  Mama’s voice sounded insistently in my head. But I wondered: If she were really there, would she worry about what Daddy would say? Daddy didn’t let the tractor off the property, and he hadn’t liked Mrs. Gibson since her goats got in his pasture, and he shot them thinking they were deer, and she called the sheriff and had Daddy thrown in jail. After that, we didn’t have much to do with the Gibsons. We didn’t have much to do with anybody. Daddy had pretty well driven off all of the neighbors.

“Come on, Jenilee,” I muttered, wondering how my mind could still be thinking all the normal things when nothing around me was normal. Everything had been changed in an instant. I could see the destruction, yet I wanted to deny that it had happened.

The tractor squealed an ear-piercing complaint as I stopped on the road and tried to put it into forward gear. It jerked into motion, the rumble of the diesel engine seeming to shake the hushed earth as I steered through the debris on the road. The wind blew damp strands of blond hair across my face, pasting them against the film of perspiration on my cheeks. Tiny drops of rain cooled my skin as I brushed the hair away and stared at the furrow cut by the tornado, watching it grow larger and more surreal as I sped closer. Overhead the clouds parted, and muted afternoon sunshine streamed through the hole, seeming out of place against the dark clouds and ravaged earth.

Ruined trees and stripped earth surrounded me as I reached the  Gibson place. The air smelled of dust and plaster, electrical burn, wet dirt, freshly cut wood, and rain. It was an unnatural scent, like nothing I could remember.

The rain slowed, the sky seeming to hold its breath as I passed what remained of the Gibsons’ orchard. Mangled sheets of rusty galvanized metal lay wrapped around shattered tree trunks and cracked fence posts. The farm was unrecognizable—the earth bare, the trees sheared off, nothing remaining but twisted trunks and broken branches dangling without leaves.

Breath caught in my throat. The foundation of Mrs. Gibson’s farmhouse had been stripped clean. Beside the ruined barn lay a pile of splintered boards, a battered refrigerator, what was left of the farmhouse roof.

I ground the tractor to a halt in front of the overturned well house and killed the engine. I called out Mrs. Gibson’s name, then listened for an answer, afraid to breathe.

Nothing but the drumming of the last drops of rain on the hood of the tractor and the hiss-hiss of water hitting the warm engine. Near the well, the spray from the pipes died to a weary, noiseless gurgle.

“Mrs. Gibson?” I hollered, jumping down, my tennis shoes sinking into the mud. “Mrs. Gibson . . . Is anybody here? Hello . . .” I climbed clumsily over a pile of broken boards that may have once been part of the yard fence.

I stopped again to listen. Nothing but the click-click of the tractor engine settling and the throb of blood in my ears. I swallowed hard, my mind racing.

“Mrs. Gibson?”

I could see the taillights of her car beneath the collapsed garage.

“Mrs. Gibson?” The tractor engine coughed, as if it might come to life again, and I jerked sideways, stumbling over a section of picket fence rammed into the dirt like spears. “Is anybody here? It’s Jenilee Lane. . . .”

Something sharp clawed my knee as I pushed to my feet. I touched the trickle of blood that ran down my leg and disappeared into my sneaker, tracing a warm trail against the cold dampness on  my skin. I pulled my hand away, looked absently at the watery red liquid on my fingers, listened again.

Silence. Nothing.

Closing my eyes, I let out a long breath. Maybe she isn’t home.

A noise whispered through the darkness in my mind. A sound almost too faint to hear. A baby crying. Maybe Mrs. Gibson was home, and maybe one of her grandbabies was with her. . . .

I stumbled toward the sound. “I’m coming! I’m coming!” I screamed. “Who’s there? Is anybody there?” I scrambled over a section of the house wall, rushing to the backyard. “Hello . . . anybody . . .”

The sound came again, close by. Not a baby. “A cat,” I whispered, slapping my hand over my heart, catching my breath. “Just a cat.” The sound was muffled, as if the cat might be trapped underneath something. “Here, kitty, kitty. Where are you, kitty?”

The cat mewed again, leading me toward a pile of rubble.

“Here, kitty.” I stepped closer. “Here, kitty.”

“Hello?” The sound of a voice came so suddenly, I jumped backward. “Hello! Help us!” It was the desperate call of a child’s voice.

I stumbled closer, seeing the opening of a storm cellar beneath the tangle of twisted barn siding and the remains of a pecan tree. Overhead, a huge tree limb dangled perilously from a power line that I hoped wasn’t still live.

“Are you down there?” I pulled at the debris covering the door. The old boards slumped inward, buckling under the weight of the fallen tree. Dirt fell through the cracks around the edges as I struggled to move the larger limbs. I knelt beside the ventilation grille, my hands clearing away the damp, silty mixture of mud and last year’s leaves. “Is someone down there?”

“Yes! Help us!” A tiny hand pressed against the ventilation grille. “Hurry! Granny fell down and ain’t wakin’ up. The flashlight’s burned out. It’s dark!”

“Hang on,” I cried. Tears filled my eyes as in vain I pulled on the trunk of the fallen tree. Oh, please. Please . . . Letting go in despair, I sank against the pile as the child’s hands beat against the grille.

“Get us out, please!”

“I will. I will,” I promised, reaching through the branches and touching the hand on the screen. In the dim recesses below, I could see a little girl’s face, black with dust, her gray eyes wide, terrified. “Wait here. I’ve got to use the tractor to move this tree. Don’t be afraid. I’ll be right back.”

I heard her call after me and start to cry as I made my way back to the tractor, grabbed the winch line, then slowly returned to the cellar, dragging the hook. The door groaned and sank farther inward as I looped the line around the tree trunk and struggled to secure the hook with cold, trembling hands.

“Move away from the door!” I shouted. “I’m going to pull this branch off now. Hang on! You’re almost out. You’re almost out.” Almost out. Almost out. Almost out . . . I stumbled to the tractor and turned on the winch. The winch pulled tight, then strained, dragging the tractor down in the front, making a low grinding sound. I closed my eyes, hoping. . . .

Then the tractor lifted, and the tree trunk tumbled free of the root cellar. The little girl inside pounded on the door again, trying to force it open.

“Hold on, I’m coming! Get away from the door!” I rushed clumsily through the maze of debris, imagining the heavy door crashing through the opening, or the branch overhead falling from the power line. Wrapping both hands around the cool metal of the cellar door handle, I threw my weight against it and opened the door halfway, as far as the mangled hinges would allow.

A cat hissed and dashed through the opening into the sunlight, then disappeared. Propping the door with my knee, I reached into the cellar. Tiny hands clasped mine, and the girl scrambled through the narrow passage. She threw her arms around my waist and clung to me.

“Where’s your grandma?” I held her away and looked into her silt-covered face as the door shifted against my knee. Tears fell from her white-rimmed eyes, turning the silt to mud, drawing lines toward her mouth as she struggled to form words.

“In-inside.” She motioned to the cellar. “She fell down when . . . when the door blowed shut. She won’t talk. Sh-sh-she don’t wake  up.” The cellar door shifted noisily on its hinges, and she jumped, screaming and grabbing handfuls of my T-shirt.

“Get that board over there,” I said, pushing her away from me. “Come on now, we have to get your grandma out. Get me that board so I can brace the door. It’s all right.” But I wondered if it would be.

She moved finally, tripping, then scrambling through the mud on her hands and knees, whimpering as she brought the board back. Overhead, the power line groaned, and she screamed, jerking her hands up to cover her ears.

“It’s all right. It’s not going to fall,” I said, sounding stern. The cellar door creaked and shifted in the wind as I braced it and started down the steps. “You hold this door,” I ordered, taking her hands from her head and placing them against the door. “You hold right here, but if that tree limb moves overhead, you get out of here. You understand?”

She stood motionless, staring into the darkness below me, not hearing.

I smoothed her dark, mud-streaked hair away from her face, making her look at me. “What’s your name?”

“L-Lacy,” she answered, her eyes vacant, as if her mind had gone somewhere to hide.

“O.K., Lacy,” I said, trying to sound calm. “You hold this door. If it blows shut, or anything happens, you run down the road and get some help. Go about a mile and a half that way to the Millers’ place, you understand?”

She nodded, but I wondered if she heard. I wondered if she was capable of finding help if the worst happened. She didn’t look more than six or seven years old.

She braced her hands against the door, sobbing as I descended through the thin sliver of light into the darkness below.

The air, thick with dust and mildew, caught in my throat as I stared into the void. “Mrs. Gibson?” I whispered like a miner entering an unstable shaft. “Mrs. Gibson?”

A groan came from somewhere below.

I followed the sound, feeling my way down the uneven rock  stairway as pieces of mortar fell from above and clattered downward, then landed in water. I barely heard them against the pounding of my own heart, so loud it seemed it would bring down the ceiling and bury us alive.

“Mrs. Gibson?”

Another groan. I reached the bottom of the stairs and my tennis shoes sank into water that smelled of dirt and old grease. Bending down, I crawled through the cool inky liquid, feeling my way along the slimy ooze on the floor, knowing she was close now. “Mrs. Gibson. It’s Jenilee Lane. I’m here to help. Can you hear me?”

“Mmmm . . .”

I heard her moving nearby. Reaching out, I felt her arm. I held on, inching closer, hearing the water ripple as she shifted her body. I felt her try to rise, then sink against the floor again. Overhead, the door creaked dangerously, and I glanced at the shuddering sliver of light on the stairway.

“Watch the tree limb, Lacy,” I called, trying to sound calm. My mind whirled at the idea of being trapped in the watery darkness. “Mrs. Gibson?” Gripping her shoulders with both hands, I shook her with a new sense of urgency. “We have to get out of here. The door is hanging by a thread up there.”

She answered with a weary moan and muttered something I couldn’t understand, and then said, “. . . angels,” as she tried to shrug my hands away from her shoulders.

“No, now, come on,” I said, amazed by the force of my voice. “Lacy is waiting up there, and she needs her grandma. You wake up and come on with me. We’re going up these stairs.”

Her words were only partially audible. “. . . wait for Ivy . . . to come back . . .”

“We have to go now! There’s no help coming! We have to go now!” My voice boomed against the confines of the cellar. I wrapped my arms around her chest as far as they would go, trying to raise her by sheer force of will, but she only slumped against me, knocking me against the wall. I shook her hard, trying to think of anything that would convince her to get up. “There’s a tree limb hanging over Lacy’s head, and it’s going to fall on her! We have to go!”

“Lacy?” she muttered, coming to life again. “W-where’s Lacy?”

“She’s upstairs,” I said, encircling her with my arms again. “Come on, we’ve got to go now. Can you stand up if I help you?”

“I th-think . . .” Her voice sounded clearer and she slid her arm around my shoulders, swallowing a whimper of pain. Slowly, carefully, we climbed to our feet and moved toward the stairway, toward the light.

Overhead, I could see Lacy’s face in the doorway. The door broke free from one hinge and bits of mortar clattered downward. Lacy drew back, then leaned inward.

“Move back, Lacy,” I called. “Stand back out of the way and hold the door handle, all right? Your grandma’s fine. We’re coming.”

Beside me, Mrs. Gibson groaned and slumped forward, her weight shoving me into the wall beside the steps. My head crashed against the uneven rocks, and a sound like thunder rattled through my brain. “Come . . . come on, Mrs. Gibson.” I shook my head as my vision dimmed around a swirl of sparks. “We’re almost there. We’re almost out.”

She straightened again, and we struggled upward, one step at a time, her feet dragging behind mine, my legs buckling under her weight until we reached the doorway. Bracing my back against it, I pushed it upward as far as I could, then helped Mrs. Gibson squeeze through.

“Move out of the way now, Lacy.” I coughed, choking on the last breath of musty air as I climbed into the sunlight, and we crawled away from the cellar, then fell into the wet grass, gulping in the fresh air. Numbness spread over me and the edges of my vision dimmed again. The rushing sound in my head grew louder.

Beside me, Lacy scooted into the hollow space between the exposed roots of a partially collapsed tree, and pulled her legs to her chest, hugging herself and shivering. “M-Mr.Whiskers,” I heard her say, her voice an uncertain whisper.

“All this for that . . . darned . . . cat.” Mrs. Gibson’s words seemed far away. “I should have stayed in the cellar instead of going up to get him. Darned cat.”

From the road I heard a siren. A volunteer fireman’s pickup  squealed into the driveway as blackness slowly circled my vision. The blue-gray afternoon sky faded like a kaleidoscope closing. I felt Mrs. Gibson’s fingers over mine, cool and trembling.

“You’re a brave girl, Jenilee Lane,” she said, but in my mind the voice was Mama’s. Mama used to say that to me, but she was wrong.

I had never done a brave thing until that day. And I thought I never would again.




 CHAPTER 2

 

 

 

 

 

 

Light pressed at the center of my vision like the headlamp of a train rushing into a tunnel. A single bright light, burning. I tried to close my eyes to make it go away.

“Jenilee. Come on, Jenilee.” A voice drifted through the whirling noise in my head. “I need you to wake up and talk to me.” The light shined in my eyes again, and I felt someone’s fingers prying open my eyelids.

Confused, I raised my arm and shoved the hand away. “I’m . . .” The word scratched against my throat like sandpaper. A hand touched my face again, and I pulled back, trying to remember where I was and what was happening. “I’m . . . I’m all right.” I blinked hard, my vision still blurry, clouding the wreckage of Mrs. Gibson’s farm. Even through the fog, the awful reality of what had happened was impossible to ignore.

I tried to focus on the face that hovered over me, partially hidden beneath a Hindsville Volunteer Fire Department ball cap. The voice was familiar, but he had a thick white beard that made him look like . . .

He smiled. “Yeah, I know,” he said. “I look like Santa Claus. I’ve got to get this beard shaved off.”

“Doc Howard?” I started to laugh, but the movement made my head whirl. I rubbed the ache, feeling a swelling where I’d hit the  wall. “I thought you closed down the vet clinic and went fishing for the rest of the month. Aren’t you supposed to be resting after that heart surgery?”

Doc shrugged off my concern, leaning over to examine the bump on my head. “Naw, I’m fine now. I heard about the tornado on my weather radio, and I headed for town. I figure, I may be a horse doc, but I’m better than nothin’.” He touched the lump on my head, and white-hot spears shot past my eyes. “You do have a nasty lump here. Something hit you in the head? Do you think you can sit up?” The words rumbled from somewhere deep in his barrel chest, taking me back to the days when the vet clinic was a haven for me, a place apart from Mama and Daddy where I felt protected from the mess at home. For just an instant, my mind settled on the idea that it was three years ago, before Mama died, before I left Doc Howard’s to get a real job that would pay the bills at home.

I blinked hard, and the illusion went away. “Uhhhh.” A groan rattled past my lips as he helped me sit up. My head reeled and white sparks zipped through the air in front of me. I stared dizzily at Mrs. Gibson, who was resting against a tree with a compress on her head. Lacy was curled in the hollow of the roots, watching me with a distant expression. I wondered what she was thinking.

Doc Howard took a compress from his bag. “This cold pack’s for horses, but it’ll do.” He tried to put it on my head.

“I’m O.K.,” I told him. “I just bumped my head.”

Beside me, Mrs. Gibson nodded. “We’ll be all right. You’d best get on to Poetry.”

“Yes, ma’am.” His voice turned grave. For the first time I heard the emergency radio in his truck—frantic voices, a constant stream of cries for doctors, ambulances, rescue dogs, and bulldozers.

“Is it bad?” I whispered as Doc leaned close, gathering his medical supplies.

He seemed not to hear, or he didn’t want to answer. “You two ladies look after each other,” he said, loudly enough for Mrs. Gibson to hear. “Neither of you needs to go to sleep. Go to sleep after a whack on the head, and you might not wake up, understand?”

I nodded.

Mrs. Gibson answered, “Yes.”

He closed his vet bag. “Stay off the road. You may see more emergency vehicles coming from Hindsville. They’ve called in all available personnel from the surrounding towns. This is one of the few roads that isn’t blocked with downed lines or flooded at the low-water crossings.”

Mrs. Gibson laid her hand on his arm. “Have you heard anything about Weldon and Janet? Weldon would just be closing up the pharmacy, and Janet would be finishing up at the school for the day. They’d be picking up my grandbabies from the after-school care—Toby, Cheyenne, Christi, and Anna? Can you check on them? Will you send back word that they’re all right? Oh, my Lord, they have to be. . . .”

Doc Howard patted her hand sympathetically. “I’ll try, Mrs. Gibson.” But the tone of his voice said more than the words. His eyes met mine for just an instant, and his expression went to the pit of my stomach like a razor. In all the years I’d worked with him at the vet clinic, I’d never seen him look so afraid.

Beside me, Mrs. Gibson put her hands over her face and began to cry.

Pulling my knees to my chest, I watched Doc Howard hurry to his pickup. The truck squealed from the driveway and disappeared over the hill. I stared at the spot where he had vanished, wondering what he would find. . . .

I don’t know how long we sat there. Finally Mrs. Gibson stopped crying. Nearby, Lacy curled into the tree roots and fell asleep. Mrs. Gibson prayed quietly, asking God to protect her son, Weldon, and her daughter-in-law, Janet, and their four kids, telling Him she couldn’t bear another death in her family. I supposed she was talking about fifteen years ago, when her husband had a heart attack on the tractor and died right there in the field.

I didn’t remember much about it, just lots of cars parked up the road and people dressed in dark clothes gathered on the Gibsons’ lawn. Daddy caught us watching and sent us inside, saying it was none of our business. Mama was crying on the sofa, because both of  my grandparents had been buried just before that, and all of that death was more than she could bear.

Mrs. Gibson stopped praying and looked at me. I wondered if she was making sure I was awake, or if she thought I should be praying, too.

I didn’t bother to tell her that praying wouldn’t do me any good. God and I always seemed to have different ideas about how things should be. And God always got His way.

I met her eyes, deep and moist and violet, narrowed by folds of wrinkled skin, red from weariness and tears. I realized that I’d never been close enough to really see her face.

I had the feeling she was thinking the same thing about me. “You look like your mama,” she said. “Your mama and my daughter, Elaine, were friends growing up. Your mama was such a pretty girl—big brown eyes and long hair all the way down to her waist, red, not blond like your hair, but you’ve got her eyes.”

I shook my head. Mama never talked much about what the farm was like when she was growing up. I think she was afraid to point out that our farm was once the finest in the county, that neighbors came to share dinners and buy cattle. After my daddy took over, the farm went to ruin and Daddy started selling it off piece by piece to pay the bills. After that, neighbors didn’t want much to do with us.

“Back when my Elaine was young, they had a path worn between your grandparents’ old house and this one.” Mrs. Gibson looked down the road toward the abandoned farmhouse where my grandparents had once lived. “Oh, Lord. Looks like the storm got that old house, and the hay barn, too.”

I followed her gaze, looking at the decaying remains of the house. The front had collapsed in the storm, leaving only the two bedrooms behind the kitchen still standing. Out back, the ancient barn that had sheltered the first cutting of hay looked like a pile of match-sticks. The heavy bales of hay were gone as if they had never existed at all. I wondered how we would survive the loss of the hay, but I didn’t want Mrs. Gibson to know that.

“Daddy just kept junk stored in that old house, anyway,” I said.  The words sounded hard, like something Daddy would say. “It needed to be dozed.”

Mrs. Gibson gave me a hurt look, and I wondered why I had said it. I wondered why I felt the need to make her believe the old house meant nothing to me.

“I suppose you don’t remember your grandparents living there.”

I looked at the house, recalling an Easter Sunday, my blue Easter dress, my feet in tiny white Mary Janes, Grandpa’s hands clasping mine as we pitched horseshoes into a pit. I heard him laughing and Grandma fussing about getting the dress dirty. Mother lit four candles on a birthday cake while my brothers and I ran on the lawn popping soap bubbles that seemed to float forever on the breeze. I remembered a soft gray kitten in my lap, purring as I fell asleep on the porch swing just as dusk was falling. . . .

“No, I don’t remember,” I said. Those memories were too quiet and warm and gentle to think about. It was like opening the door to a room full of beautiful things and knowing you could never go inside.

Mrs. Gibson sighed. “That’s a shame. Your grandparents were good people. Your grandma and I were distant cousins somewheres down the line. She sure loved you and your mama.” Mrs. Gibson didn’t mention Daddy, of course. Everyone knew my grandparents never liked my father.

A pickup with a camper shell pulled into the driveway, and my train of thought slipped away.

“Mother!” Mrs. Gibson’s son and daughter-in-law rushed from the cab.

Beside me, Mrs. Gibson raised her arms, hollering, “Weldon! Janet! Praise God!” The hatch on the camper shell opened, and Weldon’s kids scampered out, four of them, their ages from twelve to five, all calling her name and crying at once.

They crowded around Mrs. Gibson, helping her to her feet. Lacy awakened and stood against the tree with her arms wrapped around her stomach, like she didn’t belong with the rest of them.

I rose unsteadily, feeling as if I shouldn’t be there either.

Mrs. Gibson stumbled backward, pushed off balance by the knot of grandchildren wiggling around her.

Weldon caught her from behind, making a quick, nervous laugh in his throat. “All right, now, all of you. You’re going to knock Granny into the mud.” He leaned around her shoulder and touched the compress on her forehead. “Mama, are you all right? What happened to your head? We tried to come quicker, but the low-water crossing was flooded, so we had to come around the long way.”

Mrs. Gibson twisted clumsily to look at him, dragging the children with her. “I’m all right. Got a little bump on my head in the cellar. Tree fell on the old door, and Jenilee Lane come down with her tractor and pulled us out.”

Weldon and Janet looked over their shoulders at me, and I could see in their eyes what they were thinking: Jenilee Lane came and pulled you out?

Mrs. Gibson laid her hands on each of the grandchildren, taking a head count. “The children are all here. Praise be!”

Weldon’s wife tried to wipe the soot off Mrs. Gibson’s face with a rag. “We had just picked them up from the after-school care before the storm hit. We were on the way home when the warning came over the weather radio. We stopped on the side of the road and hid under a cow crossing, but the tornado turned and didn’t come our way.”

Tears rimmed Mrs. Gibson’s eyes. She wrapped her arms around the grandchildren and squeezed them so hard they squirmed like puppies with their heads caught in the fence. “Granny!” the boy, Toby, protested, his voice muffled by the overhang of her breasts. “I can’t breathe under here.”

Mrs. Gibson hung on and gave the back of his head a knuckle-rub that looked like it might have made a bald spot. “You hush up, Toby Ray. I’m praisin’ the Lord and ringing the bells of heaven here, and I’ll quit when I’m darned well ready.”

Anna, the oldest, wiggled loose from the circle of Mrs. Gibson’s fleshy arms, releasing the rest of the children. They scattered, looking for air. Only the littlest girl, Cheyenne, stayed with her arms around her grandma.

Mrs. Gibson reached down and picked her up. “Oh, that’s my little girl.” She held on tight as Cheyenne wrapped her arms and legs around as far as she could, which wasn’t nearly all the way. There was plenty of Mrs. Gibson to hug.

“My little precious girl.” Mrs. Gibson closed her eyes. She didn’t see Weldon, Janet, and the rest of them turn to look at the house. She didn’t notice their expressions of disbelief as they realized there was nothing left but rubble.

They straightened their faces and wiped their eyes quickly as Mrs. Gibson set Cheyenne down and cleared her throat. “How bad are things around at the neighbor places?”

Weldon gave Janet a guarded look. “It’s bad, Mama,” he admitted finally. “The radio said there were twelve tornadoes reported so far, all over the tristate area, some almost a mile wide, and on the ground for nearly an hour. The state’s never seen anything like it. The one that hit Poetry came from Kansas City, halfway across the state.”

I didn’t hear what Mrs. Gibson said next, some kind of prayer, I think. From Kansas City, halfway across the state, repeated in my mind. Daddy took Nate out of school this morning, and they were headed to the cattle auction in Kansas City. . . .

My head reeled. I felt Weldon Gibson grab my arm. “Jenilee, are you all right?” He looked at me with the same concern he had always shown when I came into the pharmacy to fill Mama’s prescriptions. Jenilee, are you all right? he’d say, and he’d look right at me, like he knew things at home were anything but all right.

“Weldon . . . I . . .” I clawed a hand against my forehead as my vision dimmed. “I’ve . . . got to get home. Daddy took Nate to Kansas City this morning to the cattle auction. They might be”—in trouble, hurt, dead—“trying to call.” I pulled from Weldon’s grasp, shaking my head to clear the darkening images. “I’ve got to get home.” It was my voice, but it felt as if someone else were saying the words, as if I were standing outside somewhere, watching a movie too horrible to be true.

Weldon came after me with his hands out, like I was going to fall and he was going to catch me. “Jenilee, wait.”

“I’m all right,” I said, unhooking the winch line from the fallen tree and climbing blindly toward the tractor. “I’ve got to go home to wait for Daddy and Nate. If you hear anything, will you let me know?”

Weldon nodded, regarding me with a mixture of pity and concern. “I’ll let the sheriff know about your father and brother, and if I hear anything, I’ll come tell you. The phone lines are down from St. Louis all the way to Kansas City, into Kansas and Oklahoma.”

I pulled the choke on the tractor.

“Thanks for saving Mother and Lacy, Jenilee.” Weldon shifted from one foot to the other, like he thought he ought to say something more.

I nodded, but I wanted to tell him I hadn’t saved her, just helped her out of the cellar, and I couldn’t even do that without knocking myself out cold. “She hit her head pretty bad,” I told him as I watched Mrs. Gibson being helped into the car by her daughter-in-law. Lacy was standing beside the car, staring across the ruined field through glassy silver eyes. “I don’t think Lacy’s hurt, but she hasn’t said much since we got out of the cellar.”

“We’re trying to call her mother in Tulsa,” Weldon replied, glancing at Lacy as if there were more to it than that. “Don’t worry. We’ll take care of them. You let me know if you hear from your family.”

“I will. The tornado didn’t hit Springfield, did it? I think my brother, Drew, is still working there.”

Weldon shook his head. “I haven’t heard about any damage down that way, but the news is still real sketchy.”

Strangely, I didn’t feel relief, just numbness. “Oh,” I heard myself say; then I started the tractor and backed it slowly onto the road. My head spun dizzily. I gripped the steering wheel hard to make my hands stop shaking as the tractor lurched toward home.

An impractical hope kindled inside me as I came closer. I pictured Daddy’s truck in the driveway, he and Nate surveying the damage to the hay barn and discussing how they would get some fat government check to keep us afloat next winter.

By the time I cleared the grove of trees and the house came into view, I had almost convinced myself that they were home. But, of course, they weren’t. The driveway was empty, the one-story brick  house growing dim in the waning afternoon sun. No yard light, which meant the power was out.

Bo sat motionless at the base of the tree, looking down the road in an eerie silence, as if he knew something.

A coldness came over me as I parked the tractor in the shed. The engine died before I could kill it. Out of gas. Daddy had taken the can to refill on the way back from Kansas City.

Climbing down, I stepped into the faded light as a gust of wind blew by, stroking the grass, rustling the papers that littered the lawn and covered the yard fence. Slowly, numbly, I picked up a scrap of paper, and another, and another.

Scraps of other people’s lives slowly filled my arms—a newspaper clipping, a kid’s math homework half-done, a wedding photograph in black-and-white, a torn page of photos from someone’s scrapbook. The Grand Canyon it said in some kid’s handwriting, next to pictures of a family standing on the edge.

I moved methodically through the yard, trying to bring some order to the world. In the back of my mind, I knew more papers would blow in. More pictures . . . more scraps . . .

The sound of a vehicle coming stopped my thoughts, and I looked into the distance, squinting against the twilight. A diesel engine, like Daddy’s truck. I waited for the rattle of the cattle trailer behind it. I could almost hear it. . . .

The truck came around the bend in the road. Red, not white like Daddy’s. A Hindsville Fire Department truck racing away from Poetry with people in the back.

I leaned against the fence as it passed, clutched the armful of papers to my chest, and sank into the grass, suddenly exhausted. Something inside me started to crack. Closing my eyes, I hugged the bundle of papers and cried.

Evening dimmed the light around me, and the breeze stilled as high clouds flushed crimson and amber in the sunset—just as if it were any other evening, any normal evening. Just as if today were no different from any other day.

A vehicle came around the bend from Hindsville. A gas engine, not a diesel. Not Daddy’s truck.

The car sped closer, then passed without slowing down. Bits of debris danced in its wake, spiraling like ghosts in the twilight. A torn paper brushed against my leg, and I laid my hand over it, looking at the even lines of handwriting—neat, careful cursive like my English teacher used to write, a poem or a song. I didn’t try to read the words. They didn’t matter now.

A police car passed with sirens wailing. After that, there was nothing. Nothing for as long as I sat there. Not a sound, not a voice, not a vehicle passing, or a light from a nearby farm. I heard the faint sound of Bo baying somewhere out in the pasture, telling me he had escaped his chain again, slipped under the yard fence, and run off.

The sound jolted me to life. I stood up and walked to the house, laid the pile of papers on the coffee table, lit a candle against the gathering darkness, tried the phone, cleaned the mess from the dinner that had never gotten eaten, walked from room to room looking at the pictures on the walls. Everything was just where it had been, just where it belonged.

How can there be such destruction less than a mile down the road while we still have pictures on our walls?

It seemed as if everything normal should cease to be.

I sank onto the sofa, staring at the torn papers and soiled photographs on the coffee table. Taking the picture of the newborn baby girl from my back pocket, I propped it near the candle. I stared into her cloudy blue eyes, wondering who she was and if she was all right. The candle burned lower, flickering as it drowned in a pool of melted wax. I closed my eyes, drifting.

Nate’s voice awakened me. “Hey, Jenilee, are you sleepin’? Good God, girl, you don’t do nothin’ but sleep.” I opened my eyes to see him standing in the doorway, his big grin beneath overgrown sandy blond hair, his Poetry Pirates ball cap pulled low in front, the brim curled. Nate was always smiling. When he smiled like that, he looked more like twelve than sixteen, like a little boy full of mischief. “Hey, Jenilee . . . hey, Jenilee . . .”

I laughed and felt my body jerk fitfully. Nate vanished like a puff of smoke, and I searched the flickering orb of light from the candle,  hoping to find him in the melting shadows. The room smelled of burning wax and rain somewhere far away.

“Nate?” My voice crackled into the air like static on a radio. “Nate?”

Nate wasn’t there. I was dreaming.

The events of the past day flooded my mind as I sat looking through the window at the empty driveway, knowing that if nothing were wrong, Daddy and Nate would have been home hours ago. My heart ripped down the middle, half hope, half dread, a thin, dark line in between.

I leaned closer to the candle, staring at the picture of the baby. Beside it lay the sheet of paper with the flawless cursive handwriting. I picked it up and started to read.

The top was torn away, so that only the lower part remained. The paper was old and yellowed, water-stained on one corner. The torn edge was white, like a fresh wound.

Touching it, I read the words.

... I do not know how to imagine my world, because I cannot imagine a world without you close to me. This terrible separation has been more than I can bear. I sometimes wonder if I can go on, rise and dress each day, cook, eat, work, when you are in a place beyond my imagining. Somewhere half a world away, cold or lost or hungry.

Yet love has no weight, or size, or substance. It does not know the barriers of time or space or distance, of life and death. Love travels on the wind. Love is greater than the trials and the suffering of this world. Love endures all things.

I imagine traveling on the wind like a puff of smoke, seeking you. I imagine floating around you, encircling you. You are not lost or cold or hungry. You are in my arms, and I in yours. We can never be far from one another.

Close your eyes, love.

Imagine.

You are home.

 

Tenth, November, 1944



I closed my eyes and imagined my little brother, laughing, teasing, driving a little too fast along the county road toward home. I listened to the ring of his laughter until I could believe that what was in my mind was real. I pictured him coming home, as if wanting could make it so.

I could not imagine the world any other way.
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