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Part 1


Aunt Marge’s Farm
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Chapter 1
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The Best of Times

1944

“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times...” That’s the trick Dickens used to time-frame his work on the French Revolution. I didn’t know about Charles Dickens then, back when I was living with Mom and her widowed older sister on a quarter section of southeastern Idaho farmland. I knew about corn, pinto beans, potatoes, chickens, and milking shorthorns. And the irrigation ditch that ran across the front of the property next to the gravel road, and how Mom and Aunt Marge said that ditch was off limits. And the coyote-skin rug lying on the hearth—its soft fur, the head with yellow glass eyes and sharp, white teeth that gleamed from lit logs in the fireplace. And fairy tales and storybooks. And short, snowy winter days, when Mom, Aunt Marge and I parceled out dried corn and chicken mash to starving pheasants huddled in snow-bound harbors of dead corn and beans—the same pheasants that scant weeks earlier patrolled the fields during long twilight summer days.

These were the forties—the 1940s. These were my best of times. The rest of the world? The rest of the world wept. They were in their worst of times.

I don’t remember living anywhere before Aunt Marge’s farm. I learned from Mom we came here to live when my dad, like most dads in these worst of times, went to war. I vaguely remembered him, but I think I connected more to the pictures in Mom’s bedroom—one on the night stand next to her bed, him in his army uniform, and the other on her dresser, him in a suit and Mom in a wedding dress.

Mom said we came here because we needed a place to stay while Dad was away, and Aunt Marge was lonely.

I never knew my Uncle Henry. He died just a little while before we came to live with Aunt Marge. I remember thinking I knew him, but maybe not. Maybe it was all the mementos around the house—pictures of Uncle Henry, the Barnaby Briar pipe leaning up against the unopened tin of Sir Walter Raleigh tobacco on the mantle above the fireplace, and stories Aunt Marge told.

Mom missed Dad a lot. I could tell by the way she talked about him with Aunt Marge, and the way she hung onto his letters, all of them, after we shared them as soon as the mailman dropped them in the box out on the road. They came in tissue paper envelopes. Victory letters, Mom called them. There was no letter, just words written on the insides and backs of the envelopes.

In September, after my sixth birthday in March, I went to the first grade. I loved school—the kids my age, new stories in class, and games at recess. And I loved after school—helping Aunt Marge feed the chickens or cows or tossing rocks at crows out in the bean fields, and after dinner story time with Mom or playing Go Fish or Chinese Checkers with Aunt Marge.

Then, in the week of carving Jack-O-Lanterns, we got the word about Dad.

When I came through the front door from school, Aunt Marge was sitting at the dining room table across from Mom. This time of day Aunt Marge was usually out in the barn getting ready to milk. Mom had her back to me, but I could tell by the look on Aunt Marge’s face something wasn’t right.

Mom turned when I closed the door. I could see the wet on her cheeks and the sadness in her face, even though she smiled at me. “Come here, Ricky. We have some news.”

I came into the dining room and set my lunch pail on the table. Mom opened her arms and pulled me in to her. For long seconds, the room was quiet, the only sound was her heart thumping on my eardrum. In time, she sighed, lifted her head, and pushed me back so we could see each other’s eyes.

“Your daddy’s been hurt. He’s been hurt but he’s going to be okay.”

She forced a smile. Tears pooled and spilled down her cheeks.

“Don’t cry, Mama,” I remember saying between sobs of my own.

She wiped her eyes, pulled me back into her, kissed me on both cheeks, hugged me and rested her chin on my head.

“My tears are coming for your daddy. Sad tears because he’s hurt. Happy tears because he’s going to be okay and will be coming home to us soon.” She kissed the top of my head and held me closer.

I stood, wrapped in my mother’s arms, my head pillowed on her soft bosom, her beating heart once more echoing in my head. Aunt Marge slid her chair back, and her booted footsteps moved across the carpet. I felt her nearness to Mom and me. Her finger tips brushed my shoulder.

The time came, after Mom read me yet another letter from Dad, that I asked her about how he was hurt. She laid the letter on the kitchen table. Her fingers tarried on the edge of the writing. She placed her hands in her lap and looked at me.

“Your daddy was hurt in several ways. He had cuts. An arm and a leg were broken. It takes time for those things to heal, especially the leg. He’s in a hospital, across the ocean in a place called Scotland. When he’s healed, when he’s out of danger...” She stopped talking, took in a deep breath and let it out. “...When he’s healed, he will come home. I promise you, it’s only a little while longer.”

We looked at each other for a long moment. I knew there was more. Mom was like that, always taking her time. I waited, but about the time I felt too fidgety to remain quiet, she reached over and tousled the lock of hair that fell over my forehead.

“One injury...” She stopped talking. Her eyes pooled up. “One of Daddy’s eyes was hurt. They can’t make that well. He’s coming home with only one eye.”

“What happened to his eye?”

“What happened to it? Well, it was injured when Daddy’s plane crashed.”

“Where’d it go? Is it still in the airplane?”

“I...don’t know. Why would you...why does that matter?”

“If it’s still in his head, then he’s coming home with two eyes. He just can’t see out of one of them.”

I’ve not forgotten the look on Mom’s face, nor will I ever. When she got over the shock and caught her breath, she laughed, reached over and pulled me in to her. I felt her breath on my hair and a soft kiss. “Oh, my silly boy.” Her words when they came blew strands of hair about, like when I faced the wind coming off the bean fields ahead of a summer storm.

“Your daddy’s eye is gone. So, when you see him, he will have a patch over the spot where his eye used to be. Your daddy’s going to be fine. He just has a patch on his eye.”

“Will it be black? Like a pirate’s? Is that why pirates have patches on their eye? ‘Cause their eye’s not there anymore?”

“Yes, that’s why. I don’t know what color it will be. What’s important is he can’t see out of one eye, but he can see out of the other one, and he’s anxious to see you.”

So, we waited for Dad to come home, Mom and Aunt Marge and I, in the farmhouse outside of Rupert, along with grandparents in Boise and Pocatello and assorted aunts and uncles scattered across Idaho, Oregon and Nevada.

The big world news that came on Easter Sunday was the invasion of Okinawa by a half million American soldiers, marines and sailors. The big news for me was the Easter basket behind the magazine rack and Mom’s announcement that Dad was coming home! Mom received a telegram Friday afternoon, and held onto it until Sunday so Easter of that year would always be special for us.

We met him at Mountain Home, where he’d been flown to the airbase there. We drove down from Rupert the day before and stayed in Boise at my grandparents’ house.

When we got to the airbase, an army chaplain met us and a handful of other wives and parents.

Snow clung to the ground under the north-side eaves of buildings, but the sun was up and shining—a blue-sky spring day. We waited in winter coats, stood on the tarmac and watched the Army transport taxi off the runway and come to a stop.

The big plane’s propellers ceased their whirring. Grandma, Grandpa and Aunt Marge moved behind Mom and me. Mom held onto my hand. Before long, my dad was standing at the door of the airplane. At first, I wasn’t sure it was him, but I heard Grandma’s gasp and felt Mom squeeze my hand. From a distance, he didn’t look like the pictures. His uniform seemed way too big.

The nurse who helped him down the steps let go of him, stepped back and saluted. He returned her salute, and proceeded to limp towards us, placing his crutches before him with each cautious step. His head was down until he stopped about halfway between the plane and us. When he looked up, I knew for sure it was him because of the patch over his eye.

“Oh, there’s my boy,” Grandma said.

Mom wiped her cheeks with the fingertips of one hand and squeezed my hand so hard with her other that I winced. She took a cautious step forward, and then another. She pulled me along for a few more quick steps, then let go of my hand and ran to Dad.

He stopped, dropped one crutch and stood. Only the toes of his shoe on the side held up by the crutch touched the ground. People passed by me. I was barely aware of them, like grasshoppers on a hot summer day, when their flights are announced by whirring sounds before you see them.

Mom stopped scant feet from Dad. I saw his smile and his lips form words. A second, two—Mom dropped her purse on the tarmac and stepped into the fold of his one-arm embrace.

Pairs of people, women and their wounded warrior men, walked past me to their waiting families. Mom and Dad hadn’t moved. Her head was buried into his chest. His head lowered to kiss both her cheeks. Mom tipped her head and they kissed, embraced, and kissed again. She looked into Dad’s face. Another embrace...another kiss... I stood at that spot where Mom had left me, feeling the separation, but somehow knowing her need to be alone with Dad these first moments on the tarmac at Mountain Home Army Airfield.

Dad looked at me. Even from afar, I could see his smile. Mom stooped and picked up his fallen crutch and handed it to him. Side by side, they made their way to where I stood.

I could see that Mom wanted to touch Dad while they walked, but his crutches held her at bay. So they walked, and occasionally she risked a quick pat on his shoulders or the small of his back. Dad stopped and took a deep breath. His face was flushed and he struggled for breath. After a few seconds, he looked at me and smiled. His words came out as quick bursts between attempts to inhale and exhale.

“Hello, Son... I can see you’re all grown up...Your mom’s taken good care of you.”

The sun had barely begun its climb to midday. The sky was blue, except for the tiny clouds in the distance, lonely balls of cotton that hung in the air and sent spotted, oblique shadows to the snow-patched landscape. Behind my dad, I was vaguely aware of a big, four-engine bomber coming to ground on a distant runway. My mind honed in on that word my dad used for me—Son.

In all my life, I couldn’t remember being called Son. Even Mom, who had every right to do so, never called me Son. Mostly I was Ricky, or if I was in a little trouble it was Rick. Richard Gary Edwards was saved for when I was in big trouble. But here, this day, with that big bomber behind Dad, its flaps and wheels down but not quite touching the runway, I had a new name, one reserved just for me. Son.

“Come here, Son,” he said. “Come.” He handed a crutch to Mom. Leaning on the other, the toe of his shoe barely touching the ground, he smiled and waited.

I moved to him. He was taller than Mom. The top of my head barely reached above his stomach. With his one free arm, he held me next to him.

“Time,” he said. “We’ve got some time to make up.” He let me go, took the crutch from Mom and placed the wide, support end under his arm. “Let’s say hello to your grandparents.” He stood straight and inhaled. “After that, we’re going home.”

Mom took my hand and the three of us moved towards Aunt Marge, Grandpa and Grandma.

Behind me I heard an engine roar. I looked over my shoulder. Yet another big bomber was roaring down a runway. I watched it rise into the air and launch itself towards the horizon where those scattered puffs of white floated in the sky. Mom’s hand pulled on mine. I turned and walked with her and Dad on his crutches to where Grandpa, Grandma, and Aunt Marge waited. Before we reached them, I shot a backward glance towards that bomber, which was now a lumbering, airborne giant headed who knows where, but away from us.
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Mending

1945

In the great scheme of things, the world held its breath through all of April, hoping, praying that the Nazi war machine would quit behaving like a rabid dog whose death is certain, but nevertheless attacking anything that moved.

For me, after the first few days of Dad being home, it seemed like the world’s war and wanting to be with Mom were more important to him than being with me.

All I knew about the war was it had taken away my dad and hurt him, and nobody liked the Krauts, the Japs, and the Italians. According to the cartoon pictures of their leaders in the newspapers and billboards, all three wore soldier uniforms with knee-high leather boots, and I could tell one from the others by either his funny little mustache, thick glasses with squinty eyes and buck teeth, or a big belly.

All of us kids learned to hate their names—Hitler, Tojo and Mussolini. Us boys made up a song about them which we sang to the tune of the Seven Dwarfs’ “Whistle While You Work.” Of course, we only sang it out on the playground when the girls or the teachers weren’t around. 

Whistle while you work

Hitler is a jerk

Mussolini bit his weenie, now it doesn’t work.

Great fun—when I was six, when my dad came home with a patch and a limp.

The playground chatter about funny men in high boots didn’t connect in my mind with the lost years, my dad nothing more than a two-dimensional photograph on Mom’s dresser, him not coming home until he healed in a hospital in Scotland, wherever across the ocean that was.

Now? Now I wanted his attention—all of it.

He rarely used the crutches after that first week home. By the end of April, his cane was reserved for outdoors, where the uneven ground made his limp seem even worse than normal. I felt like one eye shouldn’t keep him from spending more time with me, reading stories maybe, or, now that his leg was fine, letting me show him where last summer I’d seen a badger poking his nose out of a big hole on the far side of the bean field. More often than not he would cut off our time together in favor of helping Mom with the dishes, or walking with just her on those ever more frequent days when the sun drove off the cold and melted the dwindling snow.

Mom, Aunt Marge, and Dad planted themselves in front of the radio every morning. After dinner, Red Ryder or the Lone Ranger were upstaged by the latest updates on the war, especially the one in Europe where, I learned later in ninth-grade history class, the Third Reich was on the verge of collapse. If there wasn’t anything of note across the Atlantic, there was always the Pacific where, I heard Dad say one day “...the Japs were giving measure for measure on Okinawa.” I didn’t know what “measure for measure” meant. I knew Europe and Okinawa seemed more important to Mom and Dad than what was going on right here on Aunt Marge’s farm.

I hated the radio, and I resented the time Mom and Dad spent together.

I didn’t know the terms that defined my condition, that I was jealous and how the sages called jealousy a cruel taskmaster, one that made its subjects self-absorbed, irritable, petty and unlikeable. Looking back, I see now how I suffered from all four of those maladies.

Aunt Marge, Mom and Dad didn’t say anything, but I could feel the tension building. My behavior was causing it. I liked the effect, even if I was miserable. Any attention was better than no attention.

Aunt Marge straightened me out. She waited until Saturday’s lunch was out of the way, and Mom had gone into the bedroom to join Dad in his afternoon nap, which for him had become a regular event ever since he came home. I sat sulking at the kitchen table.

Aunt Marge turned from the sink and looked my way. “I can’t finish the dishes until you drink your milk. Finish it up. When it’s gone, come help me dry these dishes. Then we can go outside. It’s going to be planting time soon. You can help me figure out what we’re going to grow. You like watermelon?”

I nodded my head.

“Good. Your mamma tells me your daddy likes watermelon too. We’ll plant watermelon. After we figure out what and where to plant, I’m thinking we need to check out the brood house, where the baby chicks are going to go. We’re going to raise us some chickens so next winter, like this winter, we’ll have fryers in the freeze locker in town.” She smiled. “Maybe, if we get to raising them, we can have fried chicken for July Fourth.”

All this exciting stuff made it near impossible to stay sour for long. I perked up. “And watermelon too?”

Aunt Marge cocked her head and looked at the ceiling, then at me. “Maybe, maybe not. All depends on when this ground gets unfroze enough to allow for plowing and planting. None of it, neither fried chicken nor watermelon by July Fourth if you don’t down that milk and help with the drying.”

I took care of the milk and drying soon enough, and before long we were outside planning our planting and chicken raising.

For the next several days, when Dad and Mom got distracted with each other, or too tired, or couldn’t get their ears out from in front of the Philco, Aunt Marge grabbed hold of me and we found things to do outside, unless it was raining, which wasn’t too often anymore.

My big day came one afternoon after school. Looking out the window of the school bus, I saw Mom and Dad walking hand in hand down the gravel road. Dad had his cane with him. Just in case, I think, because he hardly ever used it anymore.

Aunt Marge wasn’t in the house, so as soon as I dropped off my lunch pail and grabbed one of Mom’s sugar cookies out of the cookie jar, I headed out to see what Aunt Marge was doing. I found her in the barn setting up the milking machines. It wouldn’t be long before Bert, the middle-aged man Aunt Marge hired, would show up to help with the milking.

Aunt Marge looked up from her work. “How was school today?”

I swallowed down some cookie. “Fine. Well, okay. We had a substitute teacher.”

“Really?” Aunt Marge stopped talking while she fiddled with the hoses on the last machine. She stood up and looked at me. “Where was Miss Robinson?”

“Sick, I guess. We had a substitute. An old lady named Missus Griswold. She was kind of mean.”

“Well, I know Missus Griswold. She seems pretty nice. I expect substitutes sometimes seem mean just because they’re working hard to keep all you youngsters in line. What do you think?”

I was chewing on more cookie, so I just shrugged my shoulders.

“I’m glad you got home in time to help me,” she said. “Bert called on the phone, and he’s going to be a mite late. I figured you could help me drive the cows into the barn and get them set up to feed and milk.”

Aunt Marge never let me into the barn to help with the feeding until after the cows were locked in their stanchions so they couldn’t back out while the milking went on. But this day...This day was special. She was going to let me help bring them in.

We went into the pasture. She called up the neighbor’s dog, a shepherd-mutt mix who helped her and Bert bring in the cows morning and night. The dog, Aunt Marge and I herded those cows into the barn. As Aunt Marge locked each cow into a stanchion, I forked hay into the manger. We had barely started dropping in the scoops of grain when Bert showed up.

What great fun, especially herding the cows, which I’d never been allowed to do before.

We didn’t come into the house until dinner time. We no sooner washed up, sat down and joined in the blessing than Aunt Marge started talking about how I’d taken to herding cows like it was in my blood. “Manhood’s just around the corner, I’m thinking,” she said.

The conversation around dinner that night was all about me and my cow herding, and how Aunt Marge, Mom, and Dad were so proud of me. I chimed in and put the finishing touches on Aunt Marge’s story. I was beginning to be likeable.

Later, I lay in bed and listened to Aunt Marge and my parents conversing, which was strange, since Aunt Marge usually went to bed about the same time I did. Every once in a while, their voices would raise. More than once I heard things, like “good boy” and “wants attention.” I dozed off knowing they were talking about me.

It was a few days later that Aunt Marge let me get close enough to the ring-in-the-nose bull to throw some grain into his feed box. She kept him busy on the far side of the corral by tempting him with a pitchfork loaded with hay poked through the fence. I scooped the grain into his feed box by placing the scoop under the electric fence, being careful not to touch the wire.

At the dinner table she didn’t have a chance to tell about my adventure. I spilled out the news of feeding the bull before we’d even sat down. Aunt Marge confirmed my news. She followed it by repeating to my parents the admonition she gave me: The bull and his corral were off limits unless someone was there to supervise.

Dad looked at me with his one eye, then at Mom, then Aunt Marge, then back to me. “Bulls are full of meanness. They are caught up with showing everyone they are the local king. You never tease him. Do you understand? Not ever!”

I nodded my head. “Aunt Marge already told me. Aunt Marge says they have short tempers.”

“That’s right,” Dad said. “I tell you what, why don’t you and I take over the bull feeding chores for a while. We’ll do it together. Of course, if that’s all right with Aunt Marge.”

“Sounds good to me,” Aunt Marge said. “It’s just one more thing I don’t have to worry about. Besides, I’ve sold two more cows. I’m down to eight, which is a sight less than the twenty-four Henry and I had. That bull? He’s the next to go. I need me a bull for eight cows. It’s cheaper to rent one than to own one.”

I wanted to ask how she knew when she needed a bull, but Mom spoke up.

“You don’t go around the bull without your dad. And while we’re talking about things you don’t do, don’t forget the ditch rule. Stay away from it unless an adult is with you.”

“That’s right,” Dad said. “I didn’t know about the ditch rule, but it’s a good one, at least until you know how to swim. It’s deep enough and fast enough to get you in trouble.” He smiled at me. “So it’s a deal. You and I will take care of the bull until Aunt Marge sells him, and you’re going to stay away from the ditch until I teach you something about swimming this summer.” He held out his hand. “Deal?”

I hesitated, not sure what I was supposed to do.

“Well, go on! Take my hand. Grab hold of it and give it a squeeze before you shake it. That’s how I know I’m dealing with a man of honor, a man of his word, one who will honor it, no matter what.”

I grabbed his hand, squeezing as hard as I could. He shook our joined hands up, then down, then grimaced. “Ow!” He pulled his hand away. I let go. “Boy! You really are turning out to be a man.” He reached out and messed up my hair. “When you shake a man’s hand, let him know you’re a force to be reckoned with, but don’t squeeze so hard you hurt him. Otherwise, he takes it as a challenge. Got it?”

“Got it.”

That Get-it/Got-it exchange, I was to learn, would be the conversation finale whenever Dad was in a ‘give advice’ mode.

I felt so good. Mom, Aunt Marge and I never had these man-kind of discussions. I couldn’t wait for more of the same from Dad, and I couldn’t wait until tomorrow when we would feed the bull together.

Mom cut tonight short. “If you’re going to feed a bull in the morning, you’re going to get up earlier. So, now it’s off to your bath, and then bed.”

I looked at Dad. He shrugged his shoulders. I glanced at Aunt Marge sitting across the table from me.

“Don’t look at me,” she said. “Your mom, and now your dad, set the rules for you. I’m just the hired help.”

I knew I was whipped, for tonight at least. I pushed back my chair, stood up, and headed for the bathroom. 

Mom’s words followed me out of the room. “I’ll put your pajamas inside the bathroom. Don’t forget to come back and hug us goodnight.”

I played in the tub for a long time. The small wooden boat, the one Bert carved for me out of a piece of soft pine, floated aimlessly in the water while my mind wandered over the last few days. Things were going better, and I knew Aunt Marge had something to do with it. My eyes followed the lopsided boat as it bobbed around the tub. I pushed it under the water and watched it come back to the surface. I did it again, and again. I decided I really loved Aunt Marge. Not as much as Mom, maybe, but a lot.

Visions of my dad popped into my head—talking about the bull and showing me how men shake hands. The notion he and Aunt Marge were on equal terms crept into my mind, but I quickly pushed it out. Something in me said seeing Aunt Marge and Dad as equals wasn’t right, that dads and moms were equals, not dads and aunts.

I recalled Aunt Marge’s words at dinner: “I’m just the hired hand.”

She was more than that, I reasoned.

The boat bobbed and floated. I recalled how Mom said Aunt Marge and Uncle Henry didn’t have any children of their own, and that’s why Aunt Marge loved me and her other nephews and nieces especially hard. I concluded it was probably okay if I ranked her barely behind Mom and Dad in my hierarchy of favorite old people.

Mom stuck her head in the door.

“You’re going to dissolve if you don’t get out of there. Get dried and dressed, and come out and say goodnight. You have school and an animal to feed tomorrow.” To make sure I did as she asked, she walked in and pulled the plug on the tub drain. “Out! Now!”

Bath time was over.

I lay curled in my bed and pulled the blankets tight around my shoulders. Things were going to be better. Aunt Marge straightened us out—me and Dad and Mom. Tomorrow, I decided, was going to be a good day. So, too, would my tomorrows to follow. Visions of summer and swimming with my dad filled my mind.

In the morning, Dad and I went out and fed the bull. After that, I showed him where the garden was going to go and where the baby chicks would be kept. Then, it was breakfast and off to school.

When I got home, my parents and Aunt Marge were gathered around the Philco. The big news: Mussolini
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