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Chapter 1



The summer I turned eleven, my daddy, Earl Leon Wisher, took a gun and robbed the Henderson County Bank in Millerstown, Indiana.

He did it in broad daylight with his older brother, Warren, and from what I heard, they never even bothered to disguise themselves. All they did was tie checkered bandannas over their mouths, so of course they were recognized right off.

“Morons.” That’s what Mama said the day we heard the news. “Dumb as doorknobs—both of them.”

I didn’t say anything at the time, but I figured Daddy wasn’t as dumb as she claimed, because word had it him and Uncle Warren tore out of Millerstown that day with more than ten thousand dollars. And nobody had a clue where they ran off to, either. Nobody except me, that is, and I sure didn’t have any plans to squeal on my own daddy. I’d already lost him once, back when I was in third grade and he took off for California, leaving both us girls with Mama. I wasn’t ready to lose him a second time.

 

I heard about the bank robbery on a Wednesday in June, right before my eleventh birthday.

The day started out normal enough. I’d been out riding bikes around our town of Myron, Indiana, with my best friend, Ernestine, and my cousin, Tommy—he’s Uncle Warren’s boy. We decided to stop and play a round of double dare on South Street Hill. For riding bikes, South Street was the best—smooth and steep.

It was my turn to make up the dare, so I gripped the middle of my handlebars, balanced my feet on the back fender, then wove from one side of the road to the other all the way down the hill. The faster I got going, the more my eyes bugged out with excitement. When I hit bottom, I jumped off my bike and sent it spinning to the grass. I lay panting on the side of the street, waiting for Tommy and Ernestine to follow my dare. But neither of them moved. They just stood at the top of the hill, like they were glued to the pavement.


“I ain’t doing it,” Tommy hollered. “My chain’s too rusty. It might come off.”

“Liar,” I yelled back. “You’re a sissy.”

I knew that would get him. Tommy acted tough, but when it came down to it, he never worked up the nerve to do half the stuff I did. Not that I’m bragging or anything. Mama always said I was reckless, that I didn’t act like I had the sense God gave a chicken.

“It’ll be a miracle if you don’t kill yourself with one of those daredevil stunts,” she’d told me.

I glanced up to see Ernestine whizzing straight down the middle of the street, her tangled red hair blowing around her face, her mouth working furiously on a wad of gum. She skidded for several feet before stopping. A pang of envy stung me when I looked at her new red bike with its padded seat and slick chrome fenders. Her rich aunt Myrtle from Washington, D. C., had just bought it for her.

“Chicken,” I said when she stopped.

“Am not.”

“Are too. You didn’t even ride the fender.”

Ernestine spit on her handlebars and wiped them to a shine with the bottom of her blouse. “That’s because my bike ain’t broke in good enough yet. I can’t take any chances on it. My aunt Myrtle made me promise.”

“Can I ride it?” I’d been eyeing that bike for a whole week, but so far she hadn’t let me or Tommy so much as sit on it. She claimed we might dent the fenders.

“Myrtle says no, not till I’ve had it a month.” She fidgeted with the red, white, and blue streamers hanging from her handlebars.

“Well, it doesn’t matter anyway,” I said, acting like I didn’t care. “Daddy’s getting me a new bike for my birthday. He says I can pick out whatever one I want.”

Ernestine’s eyes widened big as Tootsie Roll Pops. “For real? I thought he didn’t have any money.”

I guess I could understand why she’d think that, seeing as how Daddy hadn’t ever bought us kids anything except for a piece of candy now and then. Mama said he didn’t have money because he couldn’t hold a job. But ever since he’d come back three months ago, Daddy had been working steady at Ray’s Auto Parts over in Millerstown. Plus, he’d told me about the good job he’d had out in California and how they still owed him a bunch of money. He said he’d be getting it any day.


“What do you want, baby?” Daddy had asked me a few days ago, when I’d reminded him my birthday was coming up. “You want one of those big Kimmy dolls they got in the window at Clarksons’?”

“Daddy, I don’t want a doll. I want a new bike, one that has streamers coming out of the handlebars—like Ernestine’s. Only I want a blue one.”

“No problem. You want a bike; you’ll get a bike,” he’d promised. “Soon as I get the money owed me. I’ll buy the Kimmy doll for your sister’s birthday.”

That would make Carla happy, for sure. She was only five, and she’d been begging for a Kimmy doll ever since we first saw them at Clarksons’ Five and Dime in downtown Myron. I couldn’t have cared less about the stupid thing. Mama said I’d always been a tomboy—which is why she called me Billie instead of Billieanne—and that I’d never played with dolls, even when I was little. All I knew was that Ernestine and I had lots more fun tromping along the railroad tracks or playing dodgeball with Tommy than we did brushing some doll’s hair. I didn’t blame Daddy for not knowing any of this, though. He’d been gone almost three years, and I figured he’d just forgotten the things I liked to do.


My thoughts were interrupted by a “Whoop!” Tommy came flying down the street straight at us, both arms high above his head, his front tire wobbling like it wanted to fall off. He did some kind of tricky fishtail, bumped over the curb, then ended up smack in the middle of Mirabelle Hudson’s flower bed.

I cringed. He couldn’t have picked a worse place to crash. I happened to know those purple gladiolas were Mirabelle’s personal favorites. She did all the flower arrangements at our Myron Methodist Church, which sat right next door to her house, and I’d heard her tell the preacher’s wife how she always saved the purple gladiolas for special occasions like weddings and church banquets.

I also knew firsthand about Mirabelle’s fiery temper, seeing as how she’d baby-sat us kids so much. We’d only quit going to her house a few weeks ago, after Mama married my stepdad, Joe Hughes. He’d said there wasn’t any need for Mirabelle anymore since he usually worked second or third shift and was home to watch us kids during the summer days. If it had been up to me, I wouldn’t have had any baby-sitter, and that’s exactly what I’d told Mama.


“I don’t like the way he watches over me like a hawk,” I’d said. “He makes me come home a hundred times a day to check in. And he makes us eat stupid stuff for lunch, like tuna fish salad with celery, before we get dessert. It’s not fair. Tommy doesn’t have to have a baby-sitter anymore. Besides, I’m old enough to take care of Carla by myself.”

“Is that all?” Mama had said, after she’d stopped laughing.

“No.” I was on a roll by then. “He’s been hogging my chair ever since he moved in here, he always gets both drumsticks when you fry chicken, and he hardly ever says a word to me except ‘Where are you going?’ and ‘You need to be home in half an hour.’ Besides that, he likes Carla better than he likes me.”

Of course, Mama stood right up for him. “That’s not true, Billie. Joe’s a good, fair man. He cares for you both, and he’s doing his best to watch out for you. Just give him a chance.”

I’d decided she could talk him up until she was blue in the face, but it still didn’t mean I had to like him. And I didn’t like the way she had me and Carla call him Daddy Joe, either. Mama said it showed him respect, but so far the only thing I cared to show Joe Hughes was the door.

Tommy hopped up from the flower bed and brushed himself off. “Dang! I told you my chain was rusted. It came off when I tried to brake. The darn handlebars are loose, too. I couldn’t even steer.” He stared at his mangled bike lying in the middle of the flower bed.

The Hudsons’ screen door flew open, and Mirabelle blew outside like a wicked storm cloud. She pointed her big beak of a nose in our direction.

“Uh-oh!” Ernestine scrambled behind me. She squashed herself up against my back, hissing in my ear. “Ohmygosh! She’s going to kill us. I know it. She’s going to kill us.”

Mirabelle clutched the front of her tattered house robe and huffed and puffed her short, squat body to where we stood by the flower bed. Once she got a good look at the damage, her face swelled way up and turned the color of a beet.

“We’re real sorry, Mirabelle,” I said as fast as the words would spill out. “Tommy’s chain came off, just like that.” I snapped my fingers for emphasis. “It was an accident, wasn’t it, Tommy?”


He stood speechless, his face pale as cream, his skinny legs quivering. I figured he must’ve been thinking about Mirabelle’s five-pound paddle, which hung on a hook by her front door. Him and I had been at the wrong end of it plenty.

“Wasn’t it an accident, Tommy?” I said louder, kicking his ankle.

“Uh…yeah…my darn chain slipped and then I got going up around thirty or so and I couldn’t steer no more ’cause my handlebars came loose and I—I—”

Mirabelle snorted. “An accident? That weren’t no accident, boy! That there was vandalism. I’ve a good mind to git my paddle. Look here what you kids have done. Them’s my best bunch of glads.”

She lunged forward, swatting at us with her hand. “Git! Git, now. Git on home. And don’t you think I ain’t tellin’ your daddy Joe about this mess, young lady. He’ll take a paddle to all of you.”

We grabbed our bikes and pushed them down the sidewalk, since Tommy’s wasn’t fit to ride anymore. Once we rounded the church corner I peered over my shoulder, relieved to see that Mirabelle wasn’t following us. I knew we hadn’t heard the last of this gladiola incident, though. Mirabelle was sure to tell her husband, Whitey, who was also our Sunday school teacher and Daddy Joe’s uncle. Whitey would see to it we got some kind of punishment—probably a month of daily Bible study with him as the teacher.

I wished Daddy wasn’t living in Millerstown with Tommy’s dad, Uncle Warren. It was five miles away. If only I could get to him quick and explain what’d happened, he’d smooth things over with Whitey. Daddy always had been a good talker; even Mama admitted that.

We stopped in front of the church. Tommy turned his bike upside down on its handlebars, and the three of us were hovered over it, working to fit the chain back on, when Ernestine sucked in her breath so hard I thought she’d swallowed her gum.

She grabbed my elbow. “Psst! Ohmygosh, Billie! Don’t look now, but here comes your stepdad. For real. We’re going to be in big trouble if he sees Mirabelle.”

Shoot! My stomach rumbled with dread as Daddy Joe’s station wagon eased up the road toward us. What did he want anyway? Was I in trouble for not reporting home on time? Maybe he’d already seen Mirabelle and believed her story of how we’d vandalized the flower bed. He might even have her paddle.

I kept my head down like I was busy studying the bike chain, but I watched from the corner of my eye as the car rolled to a stop. Daddy Joe cut the engine and sat there for a moment, looking at us from the open car window. I held my breath, wishing he’d sing out something bright and cheery to break the silence, something my real daddy would’ve yelled, like “Hey! It’s mighty hot. You kids want to go downtown for an ice-cream cone?” Daddy Joe didn’t, though. He just sat there, his mouth set in a frown, studying the three of us like we were pieces to some tricky jigsaw puzzle he couldn’t figure out.

“Oh, man. He looks mad. We’re in for it now,” Tommy muttered.

I busied myself with the chain again. “He can go jump in a lake for all I care,” I said as the car door opened.











Chapter 2



“Billie.”

Daddy Joe’s deep, gruff voice froze my lungs so tight I could hardly catch my breath.

I don’t know why he shook me up like that; he’d never laid a hand on me or Carla. He’d never even yelled that much, except to tell us to hush up when he was trying to sleep. In fact, Daddy Joe was so quiet I could never tell what was on his mind or if he was having a good time.

Maybe that was the problem. My real daddy liked to goof off and joke around with me and Carla, even on the mornings when he was too tired to get up. He’d let us jump on the bed and throw pillows at him, until he’d finally bury himself under the blankets and say, “I give! You girls go get your breakfast now, so I can catch a couple more winks here.”

Those mornings with Daddy always seemed to make Mama mad, especially the time Carla threw her pillow so hard it knocked a bottle of gardenia perfume off the dresser.

Mama had already yelled three times that morning for Daddy to get up. She’d come back to the bedroom to yell at him for the fourth time, I guess, right as the bottle crashed to the floor and spilled.

“Phew!” Daddy said, disappearing under the blankets. “That’s some mighty powerful perfume. Somebody better clean that mess up before your mama sees it.”

“I’m looking at it now,” she’d said in a tight voice from the bedroom door. “I also see you’re still in bed, which means you’re going to be late for work the second time this week. How long do you think they’re going to put up with that?”

“Aw, come on, Wanda,” Daddy said from under the blankets. “Lighten up. It’s no big deal. I’ll stay later this afternoon to make up the time. Besides, I’m spending time with the kids, like you’re always after me to do. We’re having a good time, ain’t that right, girls?”

I’d had to agree with him. And since Daddy said he’d make up the work time, I didn’t see why Mama raised such a stink about his getting up a few minutes late.


She’d stormed back down the hall, yelling over her shoulder, “If you’d get home at a decent hour, we wouldn’t have this problem in the mornings.”

Daddy popped his head out from under the covers and grinned at us. “Your mama could use a better sense of humor. You think I should run down to Clarksons’ today and buy her one?” He’d started tickling me and Carla then, until both of us were howling with laughter.

But Daddy Joe never tried to make us laugh. He wasn’t a jokester, that’s for sure. His idea of a good time was tinkering inside a broken toaster, or reading about ancient Egyptian pyramids in the National Geographic, or talking to Mama about all the boring news going on around the world. And whenever he had to get up in the morning, he’d set the alarm clock and hop right out of bed, no nonsense. Mama never once yelled at him to “Get out of bed and get to work,” like she did my real daddy.

Daddy Joe pushed the car door the rest of the way open and swung his long legs out to the ground. I guess he was the tallest man I’d ever seen, way over six feet, and his hands were the size of Ping-Pong paddles. He looked at his watch. “You know the rules. You were supposed to check in an hour ago.”


Ernestine stuffed a string of gum back in her mouth, then hopped up and snatched her bike from where she’d rested it against a tree. “Uh…I’d better get home now. I’ve got to help clean the house.” She looked at me and rolled her eyes back at Daddy Joe. My chest tightened as I watched her sail down the street, her shiny fenders glittering in the sunlight.

Daddy Joe ambled over to us. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you, Billie. Your mom wants you at the diner. You go with her, Tommy. Better get on down there pretty quick now, both of you.”

“What for?” From where we squatted on the ground he towered over us taller than a telephone pole. I barely worked up the nerve to look at him. “We’re trying to fix Tommy’s bike. The chain came off. Besides, I ain’t supposed to work today—I worked yesterday.”

Daddy Joe stared forever at me through his dark, deep-set eyes. I wondered how he could go so long without blinking.

“Never mind that. Just do as I say, please.” He reached over and picked up Tommy’s bike like it didn’t weigh any more than a twig. “I’ll get the chain back on this later today. Looks like the handlebars need to be tightened, too.” Tommy and I watched in silence as he wedged the bike into the back of the station wagon. He gave us one last look over his shoulder before pulling away.

Once the car turned the corner I got up and spit after it. “Dumb turd! I hate his stupid guts. Ever since Mama married him, he’s been telling me what to do. He ain’t even my real dad.”

“Yeah. He acts like he’s big stuff, like he’s the boss of me, too,” Tommy said.

I yanked my bike up from the sidewalk, wondering why Mama had ever married that guy. It’s not like she had any trouble getting men to notice her. In fact, it seemed like every man who came into the diner tried to flirt with her, so why did she have to go and pick the very worst one? If I’d had my way about the whole thing, she wouldn’t have chosen any of them. Mama never bothered to check with me, though. She’d just up and married Joe Hughes two months ago, right after my real daddy came back from California.

“What do you think your mom wants? You think we’re in trouble?” Tommy said as we headed across the street.


I shrugged my shoulders like I didn’t care, but little seeds of worry sprung up in my mind. Had Mirabelle already called her about the gladiolas?

Since neither of us was in a rush to find ourselves in trouble, we decided to take the long way and follow the railroad tracks downtown to Wanda’s Diner—that’s Mama’s restaurant. She’d worked there ever since I could remember; then, right after she married Daddy Joe, he surprised her and bought the place.

It’s not that Daddy Joe was rich; he was just a supervisor at the Firestone tire plant in Millerstown. But Mama always bragged about how smart he was with money, how he’d worked hard and saved over the years—“Unlike some people I know, who blow through cash like it’s dish suds,” she’d told Tommy’s mom, my aunt Charlene.

After Daddy Joe bought the diner, the very first thing he did was tear down the old MYRON RESTAURANT sign and hang a new one that said WANDA’S DINER. That sealed the deal for him as far as Mama was concerned. She started acting like he was the neatest thing since instant mashed potatoes, and all her attention went to him and the diner. She hardly had any time left for me or Carla.


Once, after my real daddy had come back from California and Mama was complaining about him being irresponsible, I’d said, “At least he comes around to see if Carla and I want to do something fun every once in a while. That’s more than you do. All you ever care about is that dumb—”

“Go to your room right now, young lady,” Mama had said. “And you can stay there for an hour. I hear any more sass like that from you, you’ll stay back there for the rest of the day.”

I’d just opened my mouth to tell her I was sorry when Daddy Joe cut right in and said, “I’d appreciate you not talking to your mother like that. Enough said.”

“What business is it of yours?” I’d muttered on my way down the hallway. “You’re not even a part of this family.”

I was still fuming about Joe Hughes as I shoved my bike over the loose railroad rocks. Tommy raced on down the tracks, but I followed the sweet scent of honeysuckle into some nearby bushes. I stopped to pick raspberries, stuffing handfuls of the plump, juicy berries in my mouth. As my eyes followed the tracks into the horizon, I thought about all the times we kids had sat by the railroad watching the train rumble by, waiting for the man in the caboose to stick his head out the window and toss us some candy.

For as long as I could remember those train tracks had been a big part of my life. Tommy, Ernestine, and I had explored them so many times we knew every inch of railroad from downtown Myron all the way to the deserted glass factory about a half mile out of town. At night I’d lie in bed and listen to the lonely whistle of the train, imagining I was on it, heading out to California, where Daddy had moved.

Once I got my fill of berries, I picked my bike up and started back over the tracks. By now Tommy had sped way ahead of me. I saw him stooped over the ground, sorting through a mound of stones.

“Look,” he said when I caught up to him. “This here’s a genuine arrowhead.” He showed me a small gray rock with a sharp point on one end.

I turned it over in my hand. “What else you got?”

He pulled a couple more stones out of his pocket. One of them was rust-colored and sparkly. “This one here looks valuable. I might be able to sell it.”

I nodded in agreement, but I didn’t really know anything about rocks. Tommy did, though. He was an expert. He had books about them and a whole collection of rocks on the floor of his room, all stacked in piles marked “valuable,” “medium-priced,” and “cheap.” He’d been selling railroad rocks door to door ever since we were little kids. I figured he was trying to make extra money because Aunt Charlene and him were so poor. Mama said they had even less money than we did, which I knew wasn’t much. My uncle Warren had left them several years ago and moved to Millerstown; he hardly ever came around to help out anymore. And even when he did show up, it’s not like he gave them money or anything. All he did was yell and stomp around and fight with Aunt Charlene.

Tommy stuffed the rocks back in his pocket and ran his hand through his short, sandy hair. When he grinned at me, it struck me I could’ve been looking in a mirror. We were the same age, the same size, and with our blue eyes and freckled faces, we looked so much alike some people thought we must be twins. We even had the same gap between our two front teeth.

I pushed my bike away from the tracks onto Main Street. “Come on. I’ll give you a ride,” I said.


He climbed onto my handlebars, and we headed downtown, swerving around the few cars parked along the street. There wasn’t much to Myron: a grain elevator, the Polar Meat Locker, Dick’s Grocery, the Myron Funeral Parlor, and Clarksons’ Five and Dime. If you wanted fun, you had to go to Millerstown, where Daddy lived with Uncle Warren. That’s where all the good stuff was, like the Millers Park swimming pool and Rocky’s Roller Rink.

“Stop!” Tommy yelled when we got to Clarksons’. “Let’s go in. I got ten cents.” I’d started to worry a little more about what Mama wanted, but the thought of candy led me to follow Tommy right through Clarksons’ door. Mrs. Clarkson was fussing with something in the dry goods section, while Mr. Clarkson had himself planted up front behind the candy counter. He watched us like a buzzard, acting all worried we’d stick something in our pockets without paying for it. I’d never swiped anything in my whole life, but Mr. Clarkson wouldn’t have believed me, even if I told him. He didn’t trust any of us Wisher kids, and he didn’t mind saying so.

“You kids got money? This here candy ain’t free.”

Tommy pulled out his dime and showed Mr. Clarkson. We picked out two Turkish taffy sticks, paid him, then left the store sucking on our candy. After crossing Main Street, we passed a row of gray-haired men sitting on the bench outside Fuzzy’s Tavern and Pool Hall, right next door to Mama’s diner.

“Your daddy Joe find you?” Fuzzy Hilton asked when Tommy and I walked by. I glanced back at him. I didn’t know Fuzzy’s age, but I figured he had to be somewhere close to a hundred. His face looked as wrinkled as a dried-up prune. A stubble of rough gray hair outlined his mouth, and his watery eyes were pinched half closed behind a pair of scummy glasses. He spit a wad of chewing tobacco way out in the street.

“He’s been out looking for you’uns a long while now,” Fuzzy said. He jerked his head toward the diner. “Your moms is both fit to be tied. You two best git on in there.”

Tommy and I gave each other a worried look. Something inside my head warned me to run, to follow the railroad tracks out past the cornfields and the old Myron glass factory, on into the next county. Instead, I rested my bike against the side of the building and pushed the door open.


My jaw dropped as soon as we stepped inside. The diner was full of people, mostly Wishers. Some of Daddy’s brothers were hunched over a table, smoking cigarettes and playing euchre. A bunch of my Wisher cousins were piled into a corner booth, and it looked like every single one of them had a giant root beer float.

“Jeez! What’s going on? What’re they doing here?” Tommy pointed to our sheriff, Bud Castor, and his deputy, Denny, who stood behind the counter with Mama and Aunt Charlene.

Tommy and I had always made fun of Bud and Denny, calling them Castor Oil and Deputy Chipmunk Cheeks behind their backs. Today, though, the sight of Denny’s fat, rosy cheeks didn’t make me want to laugh. And Castor Oil had a look on his face that made me want to slink back out the door.

“Hey! You guys!” yelled my little sister, Carla, waving wildly from her perch on top of Mama’s counter. “Guess what? Guess what happened?” She pulled a sucker from her mouth, jumped off the counter, then raced over to us. “Our daddies just robbed a bank!”
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