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Thursday, October 20, 1949 5:40 p.m. Chicago, Illinois

William Parlor hustled through the unfamiliar city. He turned left instead of right on Ashland Avenue, recovered, and dashed across Vernon Park. He ended up on the wrong side of South Loomis Street, three blocks down from Milo’s Deli which closed at 6 p.m. Traffic was thick. Will checked his watch and hurried along the sidewalk, scanning for a place to zigzag through the rush hour to the other side of the street.

But he stopped and stood straight. Across South Loomis, between the parked cars, he saw a familiar stride, a silhouette that disappeared, then appeared, disappeared, then appeared, sparking a thirty-two-year-old memory, still fresh. 

Holding up his left hand to stop traffic, Will stepped into the street and darted across South Loomis to another lifetime, to the summer of 1917.

Friday, April 6, 1917 11:10 a.m. Peoria, Illinois
A work wagon pulled by a single horse eased to the curb outside Block & Khul’s department store in downtown Peoria Illinois, Helgeveld Farm painted on the side. That name drew six boys to the curb.

The wagon driver looked down at the assembled group. “You the boys headin’ to Helgeveld Farm?” asked Alwin Helgeveld, a mild Dutch accent surrounding his words. The six of them nodded.

Jumping off the wagon, Alwin faced the boys on the sidewalk. At twenty-three, Alwin was the oldest of the eight Helgeveld children and made the frequent trips to Peoria to collect the latest group of summer farm workers.

The boys formed a crooked row. They were strangers to each other, but all had managed to be on time outside of Block & Khul’s, heading for a summer of long days and hard work. Alwin gave the group a quick scan and then pulled a folded piece of paper from his back pocket to check the names. He read the list not waiting for answers. “Owen Whitcomb, William Parlor, Isaiah Butler, Moses Butler, Roy March, and Elmer Duggan. You all here?” Each nodded or replied, “Yes, sir,” except one, who leaned against the wagon and stared at Alwin.

Alwin took stock of the outlier and walked over to him. “You must be Roy March. I got a letter about you, Roy. You Roy?” 

The boy pulled up his shirt and blew his nose into it. Then he stared at Alwin. “Yeah, I’m Roy.” Roy was a skinny kid, about average height, with pants that were dirt stained and too big. His brown hair stuck out beneath an oily hat and Alwin saw that his shoes didn’t match. 

Alwin stood in front of Roy. “Well, Roy, someone from a state school out there in Pennsylvania, a Mrs. Atwell, asked that we give you a chance over the summer to pull yourself together and figure things out. You ready for some work?”

Roy stayed silent, but bit off a fingernail, looked at it, and flicked it across the sidewalk.

“Okay, Roy,” Alwin said. “You remember this. It’s gonna be an easy summer or a tough summer for you. Your choice.” 

Helgeveld Farm had taken in boys from state programs before and most worked out. But in 1915, Gerard Malloy from Cincinnati got sent back for constantly spitting in the food trays. And last year, Gregory Dunkin was sent back to Des Moines for jumping on other workers when they were asleep. Alwin wondered if Roy was this summer’s Malloy or Dunkin.

Alwin stepped back and addressed the group. “Looks like you’re all here. I’m Alwin Helgeveld. It’s my father who owns Helgeveld Farm and you boys signed up for a summer of farm work. But it’s good work.” Alwin nodded toward the wagon. “Climb on up there and wait for a bit. I’m heading into the store to get some things for the farm. Might be half an hour or so.” 

“I gotta sit with them?” said Roy, nodding toward two colored workers.

“No, Roy,” said Alwin. “You don’t have to sit with them. You can take yourself over to the train station and go back to Philadelphia. How does that sound?”

Roy glared at Alwin, but followed the other boys who scrambled into the wagon. After getting settled, they sat in silence hoping that someone would be the first to speak. It didn’t take long.

“Where y’all from?” asked Owen Whitcomb, the largest of the group. Owen was just plain big, a half-head taller than everyone else in the wagon. He had short blond hair, and although his blue-checkered shirt covered his arms, the sleeves bulged enough to suggest he could likely lift the wagon they were all sitting in. Owen bent forward, elbows on his knees, hands clasped. He’d never described himself to others and wasn’t sure what to say. “Me, I’m Owen. Owen Whitcomb. From Chesterfield Township, out near Cleveland, Ohio. Worked on the family farm my whole life. Probably always will. It’s called the M&W farm. That’s from my father and uncle, Martin and William. But folks in town said the letters stood for Moonshine and Whiskey farm.” Owen smiled at his joke, then said, “My father wanted me to see another farm over the summer, see how it worked. Guess the only difference working here is that I’ll make my own money. And I gotta admit, I ain’t never really been away from home before.”

The confession surprised everyone, but it encouraged the others who, with a nod or a grunt, admitted that it was their first time away from home, too. Other than Roy, each boy nodded their welcome to Owen and he leaned back, glad his introduction was over.

After a time, a tall, lanky colored teen sitting next to Owen spoke next. He slightly rocked in his seat, realizing this was the first time he’d introduced himself to a group of boys, white boys. “I’m Isaiah Butler. Me and my brother Moses right there, we live with my Granddaddy and my Gramma down in Alabama. They took us in when momma died.” Isaiah nodded toward his brother Moses, who sat next to him. “They sent us up here, up north. Said we might get a better deal.” Isaiah had an easy manner but looked down as he spoke. His pants appeared almost new and his shirt was worn but clean. He wore shoes that had some shine and looked a little big for him.

Elmer and Will nodded at Isaiah’s story and this encouraged him. “Me and Moses, we got a little schooling. First in our family that can read and write. Learned some math cipherin’, too.” Motioning to his brother, Isaiah continued, “Moses’ story ‘bout the same as mine. You wanna say anything else, Moses? Whaddya think? Good summer up here?” Isaiah turned to the others. “Moses, he usually got something to say about things.”

Moses sat up and smiled, all teeth showing. “You told the story, Isaiah. Mighty good to see a new place like this. And yeah, gonna be a good summer here. A good summer. I can feel it.” Moses was a year younger and half-a-head shorter than his brother, and although Isaiah was older and spoke first, Moses spoke sure and confident. Truth was, Isaiah was proud of his younger brother, fondly jealous that Moses could somehow walk and talk past so many barriers put in their way. His hair curled tight against his scalp and a faded scar above his right eyebrow gave a hint of past mischief. Moses had the same clean clothes as his brother, except for an added pair of suspenders that crossed in back of a dark green shirt and attached to his pants in front. 

Will and Elmer nodded a greeting, but Owen leaned over, looking at the floor of the wagon. Back home, Owen’s father and uncle would never hire a Negro to work on the farm. Owen’s father told him, “They’re different from us and you can’t trust ‘em. Best we keep our distance.” Yet over time, Owen noticed that each story his father told about Negroes, he nudged the facts this way or that. But he was still his father, and Owen wasn’t sure about working with Isaiah and Moses.

It was Will’s turn. Will had sandy brown hair that curled slightly over his ears and gray-blue eyes that squinted when he smiled. He was taller than everyone except Owen, and he might have looked a little older than his seventeen years, but two deep dimples seemed to keep him there. In school, he was teased about them, but Will’s size kept the teasing at a distance. His attitude toward his dimples changed in eighth grade when Molly Cunningham turned around in English class and told him she thought they were cute.

“My name’s Will Parlor. Came here from Pittsburgh, Pennsyl-vania. First real time away from home for me, too. My father said it was time for me to do some hard work on a farm. That’s what he did when he was my age. Got a brother and a younger sister. I work in my father’s feed and supply store after school.” Will thought he’d have more to say but couldn’t think of anything else right then. After a pause, the other boys nodded at Will’s story. Everyone but Roy said it was good to meet him.

The only boy left to tell his story, besides Roy, was Elmer Duggan. Elmer was thin with a nervous grin that came and went. He wore a new outfit: collared shirt, cuffed work pants, and high-rise work shoes for his summer of hard labor. His sandy hair was slicked back, almost reaching his shirt collar. Elmer knew he’d have to tell his story but he dreaded it, dreaded saying anything about himself. He leaned forward in his seat, his left hand cupped over his right, but the boys had long seen that Elmer Duggan had just a thumb and first finger on his right hand.

“My name’s Elmer Duggan,” Elmer said, rocking slightly. “He went silent and the others wondered if that was Elmer’s whole story. However, he continued. “Lived in Milwaukee, Wisconsin my whole life and never worked on a farm before. Just went to school and worked in my uncle’s hardware shop. Last year, he told me there’s more to life than city living, so here I am. I got....”

“Hey, Elmer!” Roy interrupted. “Show us that blasted hand! I almost retched when I saw it back in Peoria. Rats chew them fingers off? Or maybe you lost ‘em down the privy?”

Everyone sat straighter, but Elmer kept his head mostly down. He uncupped his hand for everyone to see, but kept his finger slightly bent to lessen the shock. “Nope,” said Elmer, “I was born this way. And I suppose you’ll see at some point. Only got three toes on my right foot.”

“Three toes?!?” Roy laughed hysterically. “I swear, you’re a whole circus side-show, you are!”

Owen inched up on his seat, leaned over and stared past Elmer to Roy. “You keep that up this summer and there’s gonna be a problem.”

Roy sat back and stared out the back of the wagon, trading his out-loud laughing for a silent, body-shaking snicker. No one expected Roy to share his story.

The tension in the wagon brought silence, but introductions had been made, and as people do, they considered each other, wondering how they’d fit together over the summer.

After another ten minutes or so, Alwin returned to the wagon, a large parcel nestled under his arm. He swung it into the front of the wagon, hopped onto the driver’s seat, and gave a quick look at each boy, a little extra time looking at Roy. Alwin took the reins, looking back at the approaching wagons and motorcars, searching for a space to pull from the curb into Main Street.

The sound of a shovel turned Alwin toward the sidewalk and he saw the divide between past and future, wagon and auto. At the request of motorcar owners, Peoria had hired a team of street cleaners whose sole job was to clean up after horses, keeping the streets, and the new automobiles, clean. Alwin saw the approaching man and he glanced down at the street between his horse, Lily, and the wagon. There he saw the pile of work that called the street cleaner over. Alwin tipped his hat to the city worker who readied his shovel and brush. He’d be sure to tell his brothers about this new trend in town.

After the clean-up, Alwin breathed deep and again faced the traffic chaos. He struggled to pull the wagon into Main Street until a draft horse and carriage let him go in front. Alwin nodded his thanks and shook the reins. “Heya! Come on, Lily,” and the wagon slid into traffic as smooth as a Model T. They traveled through several intersections, some with a police officer directing motorcars and occasionally pushing horses forward to keep traffic moving. The horse vs. motorcar turmoil was apparent, and the divide between them was a chance for auto drivers to blast their air horns over and over at a past that was quickly vanishing.

The wagon moved through and past the downtown commotion. Lily trotted between rows of stores that gave way to large homes, then smaller homes, then farms and fields, ready for the spring seeding. Alwin breathed deep, took off his hat and wiped his brow. Saying mostly to himself, “Gettin’ in and out of Peoria is harder than tamin’ a horse that can’t be tamed.” He turned to the group of boys in the back. “’Bout a 25-mile trip to the farm. It’ll take a few hours. I’ll make sure there’s some lunch for you when we get there.”

Alwin could relax in a wagon surrounded by farmland. There was a 1916 Dodge 30 Roadster back at the farm, but Alwin wanted no part of it. His father, Joren, had ordered it in mid-1915. At $795, it was quite a bit more expensive than the popular Model T Ford Town Car, but the Dodge promised better reliability. That never happened. Any trip to Peoria in that shiny black Dodge was a gamble. Generally, it would start and immediately stop. Then it wouldn’t start at all. Several weeks ago it stopped for good, and two draft horses dragged it behind the back barn for now, crumpling the front fender on the way. For Alwin, and most of the farmers in the area, the wagon was still faster and more efficient.

The group of workers bounced and swerved over the poorly maintained road, cutting past fields that were brown and bare. There were small farms, an occasional draft horse and plow, dirt roads that wandered to the horizon, and flocks of crows feasting on any leftovers from last year’s harvest. Will had never seen land so vast and thought that it would take everyone in America to plant and pick the nation’s food with open spaces like this.

After about half an hour, the left rear wagon wheel squealed and shook, causing Alwin to slow down, jump from the seat, and look under the back of the wagon. Isaiah glanced at his brother Moses who leaned over the side for a better look. “That don’t sound too good,” Moses said.

Alwin shook his head but hopped back into the seat, moving Lily forward at half speed. Less than a minute later, the back spring, along with the axle, began to break and push up through the wagon floor. At the same time, the left rear wheel bounced up, then down, shattering the spokes, and destroying the wheel. The wagon listed left and Isaiah looked back over the side. “We better jump on outta this wagon or that other wheel’s fixin’ to bust off, too.”

The boys and Alwin hopped out of the wagon and examined the predicament. There was no repairing this, at least not here. “That axle’s been complainin’ for some time,” said Alwin. “Thought we could make one last trip before workin’ on it. Guess not.” Alwin took off his hat and ran his hand across his head. “Not even halfway to the farm. I’ll lead Lily and pull the wagon on the three wheels. Looks like you all have to walk from here. Won’t likely be anyone along this road to pick us up.”

While Alwin was figuring, Isaiah crouched under the wagon and eyed the rear axle and leaf spring. He crawled out and walked over to Alwin. He scratched his head and looked toward the ground. “Mr. Alwin, sah. No disrespect, but it looks like they’s put the wrong size spring underneath the wagon, not by much, but by enough. It’s just too small. The weights is wrong and that put too much pressure on the bottom of the wagon and on the axle. Some rot under there, too. Might have worked for a quick fix, but I ain’t surprised it didn’t last.” Isaiah looked up at Alwin then quickly back down toward the ground.

Alwin put on his hat and looked at Isaiah. “How’d you know that, son?”

“That’s what me and my Granddaddy do. Moses too. Fix things in town. Almost anything, but mostly busted wagons, plows, farm stuff that folks bring in. Moses and Granddaddy even work on engines and motorcars.” Isaiah looked toward the wagon, nervous to speak up to his new boss, a white man he’d known for barely an hour. “Seen this happen all sorts of times. People, they put the wrong sizes of everything on to keep their wagons goin’.”

Alwin took a deep breath and looked off toward the horizon. “Not that surprised, I guess. Took it into Peoria a time back and went with the low price on a used spring. Looks like I got taken.” He turned back toward Isaiah. “What’s your name again?”

“Isaiah, sah.” Isaiah looked toward the ground but was proud of having spoken up. 

Alwin nodded and turned toward the rest of the boys. “Alright, I’ll lead Lily best I can. If the other wheel breaks off, maybe we’ll drag it.” Alwin breathed deep, looked up at the road and shook his head. There would be no helping his father prepare the seed today.

Isaiah spoke up again, surprised at his boldness. “Mr. Alwin. We run into this same thing a few times back home. I believe we can balance this out if we wedge some of the broken wheel parts between the axle and the solid bottom part of the wagon. That should level it so the right rear wheel rolls clean and we can run on three wheels. Maybe a couple of us might could ride up front in the wagon to get the weights right, keep it balanced. Horse’d probably like it too, wagon not pullin’ on that leaning rear wheel.” Isaiah turned toward his brother, Moses. “You remember old lady Morgan’s wagon?”

Moses laughed. “Sure do. We got that wagon rollin’ on three wheels and she rode it like that for most of the summer.” Moses, glad to be involved in the process, pointed to the broken wheel pieces strewn in the road. “Between that metal and the busted spokes, I believe I could jam it up under there and strap it together just like with old lady Morgan.”

Alwin looked under the wagon, considering Isaiah and Moses’ plan. “Worth a try. We’ll see how your plan works, Isaiah, Moses.”

“Okay,” said Isaiah. “Just needs all of us to lift the wagon on this side to level the axle out.” The boys put their backs against the side of the wagon and their shoulders pushed it level.

Alwin and Moses picked up some broken wheel pieces and Moses crawled under the rear of the wagon. He wedged several wooden spokes between the axle and wagon floor, bracing them with fragments of the broken iron rim from the wagon wheel. He secured it all with rope that Alwin provided. Alwin gave the axle-fix a shake and Moses pulled himself from underneath. They all stood back and the wagon rolled a few feet and stayed stable. Alwin shot Moses, then Isaiah, a smile and a nod.

Pointing to Will who was standing next to Isaiah, Alwin said, “Isaiah, you and this fellow, Will is it? Grab your travel bags and scramble up front in the wagon. We’ll see what happens.”

Alwin strolled to the side of the road, happy that they might make dinner after all. He picked up a brittle piece of hay, snapped it to size and nestled it into the right side of his mouth. He hopped into the wagon and turned to the two boys behind him and the four still on foot. “Okay, boys. Hang on.” Alwin looked back at the other four boys. “We’ll switch you around in a while so you all get to ride some.”

The wagon made steady progress with Alwin weaving Lily to the smoothest parts of the road and the other boys hurrying alongside.

Nothing was said at first, but everyone was content with this outcome. Will turned toward Isaiah sitting next to him in the wagon. “That was all right.” 

Isaiah nodded, feeling an honor he seldom felt back home. 

Will continued, “When’d you get to Peoria? I got there three days early. My father gave me $5 so I stayed in the Lud Hotel. Fifty cents a night. I think I saw you and Moses while I was walking around the town.”

“Yeah,” Isaiah replied, “Granddaddy, he sent us early. Got to Peoria six days back and walked around the town some. Nights, we stayed down near a river or a lake, next to piles of junk. Moses and me slept in one of the busted-up cars there. That way didn’t have to spend no money for a hotel.” Isaiah shrugged his shoulders. “Didn’t imagine there was no hotel that would let us stay anyways.” Isaiah reached into his left pocket and pulled out a $1 bill. He opened the folded bill and showed it to Will. “But I got this dollar left just in case. Granddaddy gave me two $1 bills for me and Moses. Said to make ‘em last. We used the other dollar to buy some food.” Isaiah carefully folded the remaining bill and slid it back into his pocket.

Then Isaiah reached into his right pants pocket and pulled out three pennies. “Here, looka these.” Isaiah held them out for Will to consider. “These is the new one-cent pieces with President Abraham Lincoln on them. Granddaddy went down to the bank and got us three with some shine on them.” Isaiah picked up each penny for a closer look. “Got one here from 1916.” He held up another. “This here one is from 1912.” Then he held up the last one for Will to see. “Lookee here. This one’s from 1909. Tha’s the first year they’s made. Granddaddy said don’t spend these for nothin’ since Abraham Lincoln’s on ‘em. He’s the president that changed things and got freedom for my Granddaddy.”

Isaiah put the 1909 penny in Will’s hand and he examined the date and President Lincoln. “Yeah, looks just like him.” Then Will pointed above Lincoln’s head. “And there, right there, says In God We Trust.” Guess the government agrees he’s pretty important, Isaiah.”

Will handed the penny back to Isaiah who sat a little taller and nodded. “Yes, indeed. Granddaddy said keep ‘em close. Said if the Lord above can’t bring you good fortune, who can?”

Isaiah turned and looked out the back of the wagon at his brother, Moses, who was hustling to keep pace. “Granddaddy and Gramma says I’m supposed to look after Moses the whole time I’m here, but he’s gettin’ old enough to look after hisself.”

Since settling behind the wagon, Moses had been skipping, hopping, and singing a little loud. “Moses!” Isaiah lifted himself up and yelled to his brother. “Whatchu doin’? Whatchu singin’ now?” Moses looked up, smiled back at his brother, cupped his hands around his mouth and kept singing.

The fare is cheap and all can go

The rich and poor are there

No second class aboard this train

No difference in the fare

Isaiah nodded at his brother and then turned toward Will. “Moses, he’s a little noisy, always singing songs my Granddaddy sings from before the Civil War. Moses, he remembers all the words.”

Isaiah’s mood changed and he continued. “I know it’s tough for Granddaddy, us being away and all. And Gramma’s not doing too good. Something wrong with her breathin’. Granddaddy’s got to keep fixin’ things and takin’ care of her by hisself.”

“But he still wanted to send you up here?” Will asked.

“Sure did,” Isaiah said, “All his life been given to others. First, raisin’ a family on the plantation, then takin’ in Moses and me. Now, he’s takin’ care of Gramma and doin’ everything to give us all a good life.” Isaiah paused and nodded to himself. “Before we left he told me and Moses, ‘We got our freedom now, but it ain’t everywhere. Bunch of colored families from Selma headed north last year lookin’ for some of it. Make me mighty proud if you two boys go off and try to find some, too.’”

The farmland kept passing by and there was an anxious optimism that the three-wheeled wagon might make it back to the farm. After a time, Will and Isaiah hopped out of the wagon and Owen and Elmer jumped into the empty seats, keeping the un-wheeled back corner almost level. They were off again.

Will wandered to the side of the road and picked up a couple of hay stems leftover from last year. 

He offered one to Isaiah. They snapped the stems to size and eased them between their teeth and cheek. The boys and the stems bounced up and down along the road to Helgeveld Farm.

~  ~
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Coming to Helgeveld Farm had been six months in the making for Will. An ad in the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette in late 1916 was looking for summer workers on a 1,500-acre farm outside of Peoria, Illinois. Robert and Sarah Parlor decided that their eldest son, Will, would benefit from a summer of hard work.

His mother told him, “it would be good for you to meet other people, Will. See someplace other than Pittsburgh.”

“Best thing I ever did as a young man,” Will’s father said. “Those summers in 1895 and ’96 when I worked on that farm down near Cincinnati. That’s what got us to where we are now.”

Will’s father had done well. After those summers at the farm, Robert Parlor turned a part-time job into Pittsburgh’s largest feed and supply store, using the direct farm-to-store strategies he learned those summers outside Cincinnati. Now, Robert owned two stores in Pittsburgh and, in another few years, was planning another store in Chicago to be run by Clive, Robert’s younger brother. Robert assumed that his children, Will, James, and perhaps even Annie, would continue on with the business.

***
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The wagon rolled on and Will hustled up alongside Alwin as he continued to maneuver the wagon around the ruts and holes that threatened their uneasy journey.

“When do we reach the farm?” Will asked.

Alwin pointed to both sides of the road. “This is it.” He paused so Will could take it all in. “We’ll reach the house in a little short of an hour at this pace.”

“Farm’s pretty big,” Will said. “Heard it’s the biggest in Illinois.” 

“Not the biggest, I don’t think. There are a couple between here and Chicago gettin’ close onto 2,000 acres. One near Springfield well over 2,000, I heard. We’re right around 1,500 acres. We lease out about 400 acres and farm 900. There’s another 200 or so acres behind the farmhouse that haven’t been farmed for years. The whole farm, takes the good part of a morning to circle it all on horseback.” 

Alwin paused and gave a quick glance over his shoulder to see how the wagon was holding up. Turning back, he continued. “The original family farm, about fifty acres, was a little south of here, but that got broken up and sold ten or fifteen years ago. My grandfather bought this land here in 1869.” 

The wagon rolled on and Will kept up the pace. “All of this is part of our leased land,” Alwin said pointing to the tilled ground on the right. “Another half mile or so, we get to the land you’ll all be working.” 

The plowed earth on Will’s right went to the horizon. He looked to the left where there were waves of green. “What’s that?” he asked Alwin.

“Mint. Peppermint,” said Alwin, keeping his eyes forward, finding the safest path. 

“Peppermint?” asked Will. “My mother does some veterinarian and nursing,” he said. “She talks about peppermint sometimes and gives it to the sheep, horses, cows, even people. She says it’s good for your stomach.”

“Yup. That’s it,” said Alwin. “A few farmers are trying it out. It’s pretty popular out East. California too. Smells good. Might be medicine, like you say. Good for desserts, cookies, cakes and such. My father and I looked into it, but it seems a risky crop. No planting’ mint for you. We plant corn, and over the last few years, added in some soybeans. That’s where we think the money might be.” 

Will was settling in, happy to hear Alwin talk about the farm. 

“Next year,” Alwin continued, “the Department of Agriculture is sendin’ a few farmers around here something they call ‘hybrid corn.’ Want us to try it out. They say it’s a new combination of two types of corn in one seed. Supposed to help against drought and corn borers.” Alwin kept looking forward, but shook his head. “Different corn in one seed. What’ll they come up with next?” 

Alwin was tall and blond and he wore working clothes, clean and ironed. The reins wrapped around his index finger and he moved the wagon left or right with a slight tug. While Alwin spoke strong, it wasn’t hostile. Will liked him.

The one good rear wheel dragged into a rut. “Whoa, Lily.” Alwin jumped off the wagon and examined the wheel and the pothole. He hopped back into the seat and eased the wagon to the right, back to flat road

Will looked to both sides of the road. “Where are the poles? You have electric lights at the farm?”

Alwin laughed. “Too far out of town to run electricity wires. Can’t see how we’ll ever get them way out here. There was some talk about running poles for telephone lines. Most farmers say they’d rather have a telephone than electric lights.”

Another wagon approached pulled by a single horse. Alwin waved, the other driver returning the greeting and slowing his wagon. There were several milk churns behind him in the wagon, full and sloshing.

“Whatcha got here, Alwin?” the driver said, pointing to the three-wheeled mystery wagon.

“As you see it, Matt. She ain’t that fast, but I think we’ll make it home.”

“Seems like there’s one thing after another breakin’ down on this road to Peoria,” said Matt. “Auto, wagon, doesn’t matter. Sometimes feels like it’d be quicker to walk.” He turned and looked at his cargo and wagon. “I’ve been lucky with this setup. Other than that broken wheel last month, she gets to town and back every day.”

“Right about that, Matt. See you later on,” Alwin said.

Alwin waited and let Matt’s wagon pass. “That’s Matt Gorman. He runs the dairy business at the farm...come on, Lily. Over there!” Alwin continued. “We got fifty head of dairy cows and we get ‘em milked twice daily. Matt brings near onto 150 gallons to Peoria every day. They pasteurize it and it’s into stores the next day. Heard they’re even makin’ ice cream with some of it. Everything’s goin’ modern.” 

Will nodded, stopped, and let Alwin pass by. He walked across the road, picked a few leaves of mint and rolled them into a bright, wet, green swirl. He sniffed it, then pushed it inside his cheek alongside the hay stem. It was fresh and sweet and he kept it there. 

Will eased back next to Isaiah who was keeping up just behind the wagon. They kept their heads down and scuffed at the dirt and stones in the road. “Where’s home for you, Isaiah?” Will asked.

“Me and Moses, we’s from Florence, Alabama.” Isaiah answered slowly, but more confident after the wagon fix that he and Moses had provided. “That’s up north in the state, right along the Tennessee River. Mamma died when I was little, but I remember her. She had a problem with her heart and one night they took her to the colored hospital, but there wasn’t no doctor there. Then, they took her over to the white hospital, but no doctor would see her. She died in my Granddaddy’s wagon. My two sisters and a brother went to live with my Aunt Myrtle down near Tuscaloosa. Moses and me, Gramma and Granddaddy took us in.” Isaiah paused and breathed deep. “I don’t remember my daddy. But I think somethin’ bad happened to him and two of his friends. Granddaddy won’t tell us.”  

“You been away from home before?” asked Will.

“Not like this,” Isaiah said shaking his head. “Not where I don’t know nobody. And I got to tell you, I’m a little...scared. Don’t know what’s gonna happen. Don’t know what people will think about workin’ with me and Moses.” Isaiah chuckled and nodded. “But things already feel a little different up here.” Isaiah pointed his thumb back over his shoulder. “Back there on the road when we was talkin’ about the wagon, I looked Mr. Alwin straight in the eye by accident and he didn’t say nothin’. Didn’t seem to care. Never had that happen before.” 

They walked with an easy silence, staring across a landscape that had no end. This was their home until the crops were harvested and the farm was buttoned down for the season.

Roy March walked behind everyone. Will’s impression of Roy wasn’t a good one, but they’d be working together all summer, so Will slowed and let Roy catch up.

“What you want?” Roy asked as Will got a little closer.

“Nothin’, really. Just to know where you’re from, Roy.” 

“None of your business. Why don’t you go back up there and talk with the other ladies.” Then Roy laughed out loud and said, “And when you get to the farm, be sure to wash some of that colored off ya.”

Will stopped and looked at Roy. “Really, Roy? Not that surprised, I guess.”

Will had grown up hearing that talk float through the neighbor-hoods of Pittsburgh. But Will knew several colored farm workers who’d come into his father’s store and order supplies. Each month, he’d look for one of them, Ezekiel Williams, who’d come in and ask Will, “Why did the chicken cross the road?” Will would guess and each month Ezekiel would say, “Nope, that’s not it,” and he’d have a different answer to the joke. Will still laughed when he remembered Ezekiel responding to him one month, “Nope, that’s not it. Was to egg-scape the chicken coop.” 

Will walked back up alongside Isaiah.

A while later, Alwin slowed the wagon and turned around in his seat. “At this pace, I reckon the farm’s about a half hour away. Might as well get the last two of you up in the wagon.” Owen and Elmer leaped over the sides of the wagon and Roy climbed in to take his turn. Moses remained well behind the wagon, still singing, and apparently not hearing that it was his turn.

Isaiah didn’t turn around but yelled straight ahead. “Moses! Git up here! Git youself into the wagon. Now!”

With that, Moses ran toward them, dashed around Isaiah, and jumped into the tilted wagon. He scrambled toward his seat but turned and wagged his finger at his brother with a laugh. “You’s just the dickens, you’s is, Isaiah!”

Moses plopped himself in the seat, his shoulder banging into Roy, who pushed him aside. “Get away from me! Don’t touch me again. You get it?” he barked at Moses. Moses scooched to the side and started humming.

Alwin turned to the two boys seated just behind him. “Hey, Roy. Not gettin’ along is one of the main reasons we send people home. The way you’re startin’ out, you’ll be headin’ home tomorrow morning. You understand?” 

Roy just stared out into the fields. 

Alwin shook the reins and the wagon set off for the last few miles to Helgeveld Farm. Two or three workers appeared along the road or in the fields, turning toward Alwin with a wave or a yell. 

“Almost there,” Alwin said to the boys. Off to the left was a red barn and fenced pasture surrounding black dairy cows, bigger and bulkier than the boys had ever seen, each circled by a wide white stripe.

“Never seen cows that look like that,” Elmer said out loud. 

Up ahead was the farmhouse.
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The main farmhouse sat on a rise, bright, white, and at attention, wrapped by sycamores, poplars, and white oaks. As the boys got closer, they saw wagons, both empty and full, alongside people walking and working. Out-buildings, silos, fenced-in hogs and sheep, and chickens everywhere. The day shifted from wondering to seeing, and it caught their breaths.

Rolling to the front of the house on three wheels, the wagon drew over two of Alwin’s younger brothers who were loading a pull-cart near the house.

“Now, that’s some trick, Alwin. Can’t you go to town without one thing or another happenin’?” said Gerwin Helgeveld, his arms folded in front of him as he examined the three-wheeled wagon.

“Bet those Peoria ladies took a second look at that,” Jakob Helgeveld added.

Alwin turned around to look at the barely together transport and joined in. “Tough enough getting Peoria ladies’ attention without a motorcar these days. Lucky for me, it happened on the way back.” Alwin turned to the six summer workers in the wagon but said to his brothers, “I’m gonna get these boys some lunch, then drop them at their bunkhouse. Then I’ll leave this wagon at the back barn and head up to the house after that.”

Alwin eased the wagon along the path to the right side of the main farmhouse, pulling on the reins and stopping the wagon near the rear kitchen door. “Ya’ll wait here. I’ll be right back.” Alwin jumped from the wagon and met a tall, young blonde lady who’d come out of the kitchen. From her laugh, Alwin knew she had already heard about the three-wheeled wagon.

“Don’t you start, Vlinder,” said Alwin. “Gerwin and Jakob already had a go at me about the wagon, and besides, we made it from Peoria like this. Seems like a good trip.”

Vlinder Helgeveld held in a laugh. “Gerwin told me to come out back if I wanted to see a sight.” Still smiling, she bent around Alwin to view the wagon. “That there, that’s a sight. Not sure if father’s gonna be mad or proud, you makin’ it from Peoria on three wheels.”

“Laugh all you want,” Alwin answered. “At least I never mixed up the soap and lard when I was cookin’ eggs. But you go ahead, go check it out,” he said pointing at the wagon. They shared a laugh, and Alwin turned and headed into the kitchen.

Will stood behind the wagon, next to Isaiah, and watched the young lady walk toward them. She was a startling copy of Alwin and his brothers, just a different size with different curves. She wore work jeans and work shoes and had a tucked-in checkered shirt. Her blonde hair fell and bounced out of place from a day of work. This had to be Alwin’s sister.

Vlinder reached the wagon and walked to the back, putting a hand on her hip and shaking her head. “Now, I gotta say, it’s been a while since I’ve seen anything like that.” She got down on one knee, looked underneath, shook the axle, and poked a finger up through the floorboard. “That’s a mess, that is. No wonder the spring and axle went out. Mostly rot under there. Doesn’t seem worth saving.” She stood up and clapped the dirt off her hands. “Welcome to the farm, boys.” She gave the group a welcoming smile and headed back along the short path and into the farmhouse.

Will watched Vlinder Helgeveld disappear into the white farmhouse. He breathed deeply through his nose, shaking at how everything had just changed. Women in Pittsburgh didn’t wear pants and they didn’t get down on one knee to figure out problems with a wagon. 

But mostly, Will Parlor knew that there was no woman in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, or anywhere else, as pretty as Vlinder Helgeveld. 

~  ~
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Will wasn’t sure how long he stared at the door after Vlinder Helgeveld walked back into the farmhouse, but at some point, Alwin came through that same door with pieces of bread and chunks of ham. He handed them out to the boys. “Lunch was all cleaned up, but I found this in the ice box. Should hold you ‘til dinner.” Alwin hopped into the wagon and the boys scoffed down the welcome, late lunch. “Let’s get you boys settled.” Roy and Moses stayed up in the wagon, keeping the three remaining wheels balanced for the rest of the journey. The others walked behind.

Alwin finessed the wagon away from the farmhouse and down between two clean, white rectangular bunkhouses and then to another one at the back. There was a small porch out front with two benches, one on each side of the screen door. Alwin stopped the wagon and jumped off. “This is home for you boys. Bunkhouse 3,” he said and motioned for the group to follow him inside. He turned to Will and Isaiah. “You two hop back up in the wagon. I need to take it down to the back barn where I can use your help. Then we’ll head back here.” 

Elmer, Owen, Moses, and Roy followed Alwin into the bunkhouse where the beds were lined up, ten on a side. The boys who had arrived earlier in the month had taken the beds at the far end of the bunkhouse, and, as Alwin told them, were now repairing fences. Roy pushed Elmer aside and grabbed the first bed next to the door on the right. Elmer put his bundle of clothes on the next bed and Moses took the third. Owen claimed the first bed on the left, saving the other two beds next to him for Will and Isaiah. 

“I’ll be back in a bit and tell you the rules for the summer,” Alwin said. “Get yourselves settled. There’s a privy out back when you need it. Bucket of water over there if you need a drink.”

Alwin returned to the wagon, jumped into the seat, and pulled out his pocket watch. He sighed at how much of the day was gone and then shook the reins. Will and Isaiah twisted their heads in the wagon, taking in the farm, the barns, the fields, the cows, the sheep, and the land. When they passed it, Will kept his stare to the back door of the main house. 

Isaiah noticed Will’s gaze and said, “You won’t likely see her again the rest of the summer.”

Will was more surprised than embarrassed at Isaiah’s comment and he smiled back at him, both boys settling into the ride.

The back barn wasn’t far off, but the short path to it was weed-covered. It was the only building without a fresh coat of paint, and it was missing several side boards. Alwin whoa’d Lily to a stop at the front barn door and hopped off the wagon. 

“Come on, boys,” said Alwin. “This wagon’s got to be repaired or scrapped. We’ll leave it here for now, but we need to make some space for it inside the barn. Too much other junk outside already.” Will and Isaiah jumped out of their seats and onto the path. Alwin went in front, unstrapped the reins, and led Lily forward, taking time to knuckle-rub her between her eyes. Lily was a family favorite, smart, willing, and steady, with a bit of Morgan in her. “You don’t ever complain about anything, do ya girl?” He bent in and put the side of his head against her snout. “Let’s get you fed and rested up. Mother wants to take you to the Van der Beek farm tomorrow.” He turned to Will and Isaiah and said, “I’ll be right back.”

While Alwin took Lily to the stable, Will and Isaiah stared at a jumble of dented or split plows, wagon axles, wheels, table tops, chairs, and sinks, all spread outside the barn. When Alwin returned from the stable and yanked the barn door open, Will and Isaiah stared at a further shebang of broken wagons, grain binders, cultivators, pipes, chains, windows, cabinets, random boards, yokes, and even more plows. 

Alwin bent down and lifted up one end of a plow in front, then nodded toward another. “If we toss these two plows over against the wall and somehow push that wagon to the side, seems to me we can finagle our wagon over on the other side.” Isaiah and Will nodded and picked up the sides of a plow, took it over, and laid it next to the barn wall.

Isaiah stood back and scanned the wreckage. “I has to declare, Mr. Alwin. My Granddaddy woulda thought he died and went to heaven above if he saw all of this stuff that needs fixin’.” 

“Well, Isaiah,” Alwin said, “I think most of this stuff won’t get fixed. Some of it’s rotted and others, we can’t get parts. Mostly though, we just don’t have time to fix it all. We even got a busted down Dodge we hauled behind the barn for now. None of us can bear to look at it anymore.” Alwin paused and nodded. “This used to be the main barn I was told, but that was long before I was born. Nowadays, we just try to keep my brothers and sisters from playin’ in here. Seems each summer, someone of ‘em sprains an ankle or something playin’ around all this junk.”

The three of them tossed the other broken plow to the side and then lifted a long metal counter onto the top of a cast iron sink. They still needed to push a collapsed Murphy wagon two or three feet to the right to make room. Using a few boards, they lifted and slid that wagon more than enough. A few minutes later, the three-wheeled wagon was backed into its spot, perhaps for the last time. “We got more stuff around the farm that should go in here, but this’ll do for now.” 

Alwin and Will walked toward the door, but Isaiah lingered in the barn, examining a broken plow and a split axle. “You don’t got a welding tool, do you, Mr. Alwin?”

Alwin turned and stared at Isaiah and then at the menagerie of scrap. He looked back at Isaiah and paused. “No, no we don’t.” 

Alwin closed up the barn and the three walked down the path. “Let’s get you boys back to the bunkhouse.” 

It took no more than three minutes to walk to their new summer home, and once there, Alwin followed Will and Isaiah inside. Owen, Elmer, and Roy had claimed their spots and were lying on their beds, but Moses was nowhere to be seen. Alwin looked around. “Who’s missing? Is it Moses? Where’s Moses?”

Isaiah stood looking down the bunkhouse. “I think I know,” he said. With that, Isaiah got on his knees, bent down, and looked under the beds. “There he is.” Isaiah stayed on his knees but looked up at Alwin. “Don’t know what to say, Mr. Alwin, but Moses don’t sleep in no bed. Sleeps right on the floor. Back home, Gramma and Granddaddy would pull him out sound asleep from underneath. They’d put him in his bed, but at some point, he’d just crawl right back under. Finally, they just gave up.” Isaiah stood up and hollered, “Moses! Get yo’self up outta there!” With that, Moses crawled out between two beds and popped to his knees with a face-wide grin. 

“That true, Moses?” asked Alwin, “You gonna sleep on the floor, under the bed all the while you’re here?”

Moses stood to his feet. “If you don’t mind, Mr. Alwin. Slept on the floor my whole life. Just need the pillow,” his grin never ending. 

“Well,” said Alwin trying to keep his smile to himself, “Haven’t had anybody sleep on the floor when they’re here, but can’t see it doing any harm. Alright, Moses. You go ahead and sleep on the floor.” 

Roy lay on his bed, legs crossed, and hat pulled down over his eyes. “Pretty stupid if you ask me, sleepin’ on the floor.”

“Well, you don’t have to worry, Roy,” said Alwin, “‘cause the way you’re starting out, nobody’s gonna ask you anything all summer.” Alwin turned to Will and Isaiah and pointed to the two beds just across from Elmer and Moses. “Looks like those beds are yours.” 
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Alwin waited until Will and Isaiah got to their spots and then addressed all six boys. He’d repeated these words more than a dozen times this spring and he was glad this would be the last. “Alright, this is how it’ll work this summer. There’s altogether twenty of you in here. The other two bunkhouses aren’t quite full, but this one is.

“This is Bunkhouse 3. Remember that. Sometimes we give you your daily work by the bunkhouse number. 

“There’s a privy for two people just behind the bunkhouse. It’s up to you to keep it clean. There’s a bucket hangin’ on the side and you can get water from the well if you need to splash anything down. Be a good idea to wash yourselves a few times a week, too. Had some fellas come here and never wash themselves all summer.” 

Everyone was looking at Alwin except Roy who was lying on his bed, hat over his eyes, and his legs crossed over each other. Alwin shook his head at seeing him and continued. 

“We ring the morning bell at 5:45. That gets you up and ready for 6:15 breakfast. The wagons head out to the fields at 7 a.m. sharp. If you miss them, you miss a day’s pay.

Alwin looked over at Roy. “I’m just sayin’ this once, so you all better get it.” Roy didn’t move and Alwin continued. “At lunch time, my brothers, sisters, and some kitchen workers bring lunch out to the road next to the fields. It’s hard to say what time that will be. Depends on where your field is.” 

“Everyone gettin’ this?” Alwin asked. All the boys nodded except Roy. “Wagons will bring you back at the end of the day unless you’re close enough to walk. We ring the bell for dinner at 6:15. There’s always plenty to eat. And we got dessert every night, too. Cookies, apples, sometimes pie. “We get you back a little earlier on Saturdays. That’s tomorrow. It’s washing day so you can wash your clothes for church and for the next week.”

Alwin took a deep breath and continued. “After dinner, your time is your own up until nine o’clock. Then someone comes around to turn off the lamps. There’s a flashlight on the shelf at the front of each bunkhouse for emergencies. After the lamps are out, it’s quiet ‘til morning. We got rules, but they’re mostly common sense. Each summer, there’s always a few who get sent home for one thing or another. Usually it’s for being lazy, noisy, not gettin’ along, or not listenin’.” Alwin glanced over at Roy. “Already seen a coupla fellas who might not make it through the summer.” 

Roy stayed silent, still lying on his bed. He bit one of his fingernails, lifted his hat slightly to view it, then flicked it onto the floor.

“Day off is Sunday,” Alwin said. “There’s a pastor comes out to the Van der Beek Farm for church services. We passed it on our trip from town today. Most everyone goes and we leave just after breakfast. We’re back before lunch and the afternoon is free. Free time. That’s usually when people get into trouble. That’s the day after tomorrow.” Alwin, and the group of boys all glanced over at Roy, wondering how long he’d last. Alwin walked over and stood in front of Roy’s bed. “Roy, you getting’ all of this?”

“Maybe,” said Roy.

“Well, you’re lyin’ there with your hat over your eyes so it doesn’t look like you’re paying attention,” Alwin said.

“Don’t need my eyes. Just my ears,” Roy said.

“Here’s something for your ears, Roy,” Alwin said. “Like I said, each Saturday there’s hot water and soap for washin’ clothes. It’s beside the chow hall and there’s a dryin’ line by the bunkhouse. From the smell and look of those clothes, you best consider washin’ those. Does that sound good, Roy?”

“Nope.”

“And why’s that Roy?”

“Ain’t got no other clothes,” Roy answered.

Alwin moved down along Roy’s bed, kneeled down and put his head about six inches from him. “You listen with those ears, Roy. I’m gonna fix that for you. Tomorrow, I’ll bring a clean pair of pants and a clean shirt and put em’ on your bed. We got some extra work boots in the house, too. I’ll bring those down. Then, if you want dinner, these clothes you’re wearing will be washed and hanging’ on the dryin’ line tomorrow afternoon. That way you’ll have something clean to wear for church
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