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  Displaced 

Claire
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As the stranger’s sedan rolled through the snowy, alien landscape, Claire wondered if she might be homeless. She had not yet considered homelessness, that state of losing a house to foreclosure, a family to death or estrangement, or, worse, that pitiable state of losing a past to demons no one else can see. 
The frigid air had begun its assault the night before, the skin of her face stiffening at its touch, so unlike the summer swelter of home that enveloped and caressed. The cold had driven the heat of her life’s blood deep into her core, leaving the rest of her in a desperate huddle and shake trying to find it again. 
Cold air eddied around her ankles, passing through the thin fabric of her slacks.
“Sorry the heater don’t work,” the man driving the car said around the unlit pipe clenched between his teeth. He had told her his name back in Enosburg Falls, but she couldn’t remember it now. He had the oddest-looking hat on his head. 
“I keep meaning to take the car into Jim Tatro to get the heater fixed, but I ain’t got around to it yet. Jim takes forever. He’ll keep a vehicle for weeks; you know what I mean?”
Claire shook her head.
“Nice feller and the best mechanic you’re ever gonna find—but between you, me, and the lamppost, he’s got a drinking problem. I never had to arrest him for it, mind, but still—”
The car turned onto a narrow road surrounded by snow-covered fields flowing from a wooded hillside. 
“I got people up there.” The driver—Claire still couldn’t remember his name—pointed to a hillside, headstones nearly buried in snow. She quickly looked away, grateful he didn’t tell her who his people were or how long they had been up there on that hillside, frozen in their graves beneath the snow.
“This here’s Sheldon,” he announced. 
A trestle bridge, a faded brick church with faded stained glass, a small cluster of weather-beaten houses.
Before long, he turned onto an even narrower road, its surface covered in packed snow, dirt sprinkled haphazardly down the center. The car slipped, and Claire grabbed the armrest. 
“Don’t worry,” the driver said cheerfully. “I got sandbags in the trunk.”
Claire didn’t loosen her grip on the armrest.
Trees lining the narrow, winding road advanced and retreated, their branches laden with snow. They might have been pines once. More snow-covered fields, dried brown skeletons of summer flowers poking through, here and there a derelict barn. They crossed a single-lane iron bridge over a snow-covered river—or a river-shaped field covered in snow. Claire could not be sure.
The car jolted and bumped. 
“Sorry about that. Frost heaves. This stretch of road is terrible for ’em. I probably should get Jim to replace the shocks when he does the heater. When I get around to it.” 
They pulled into the driveway of a small, white house with a bell tower on top and a shed of some sort off to one side. The driver gently pumped the brakes to bring the car to a stop. 
“Here we are.” He turned off the engine. “This was the schoolhouse up till the ’40s. The village had no use for it after they built the new school, so I got it for a song; you know what I mean?”
This time, Claire didn’t bother shaking her head. 
Despite the heater not working, the car was getting even colder with the engine turned off. Claire wasn’t sure whether she should get out of the car on her own or wait for the man to open the door for her—or whether he meant for her to get out of the car at all.
“You sit tight, and I’ll get the door for you.” He walked around the car and opened the door. “You better take my arm. The driveway’s slick, and your feet ain’t dressed for it.”
As they gingerly made their way down the driveway, a woman in a bulky sweater appeared in the doorway of the house. She pushed open the storm door and hollered, “Johnny, Dwight Demers called here after you. He said you’re looking for him.”
Johnny. That was his name, easy enough to remember. Deceptively so. 
“Figures,” Johnny said. “Now, we’re gonna have to turn around and go back. Master of timing, that one. He’ll be late to his own funeral. Well, come in the house while I call him back, and the wife will make you something hot to drink.”
Johnny held the door open, and Claire stepped into what appeared to be the main living area of the house. She stood hesitantly on the mat, unsure what she should do. Large windows on either side of the room looked out over the snowy landscape. The room smelled strongly of wood smoke and pipe tobacco. 
“Have a seat on the couch here,” Johnny’s wife said, “and I’ll get the kettle on.”
Claire was about to do as she was told when Johnny hollered from the kitchen, “Ain’t time for the kettle! There’s coffee in the pot.”
Johnny’s wife shook her head and gestured toward the couch. “First time I ever seen that one in a hurry. How do you take your coffee? Cream and sugar?”
Claire nodded. She heard the telephone dial spin as Johnny’s wife proceeded to the kitchen to fetch her coffee. Claire didn’t bother straining to hear what Johnny was saying about her. Hearing it wouldn’t change anything. Hearing it could only serve to make the situation she found herself in even more surreal, sitting on this worn plaid couch in a country schoolhouse, about to face down a cup of coffee she didn’t want. It was bound to be bitter. 
“Here’s your coffee,” Johnny’s wife said. 
As Claire took the cup from her, Johnny entered the room. “We best be going before Dwight changes his mind. You know how he is.”
Out the door, up the frozen driveway, back in the ungainly sedan with the broken heater, the cold air eddying around her ankles.
The ride back to Enosburg Falls was even colder than the ride over, the skeletal flowers more forlorn, the derelict barns about to collapse beneath the weight of snow and regret.






  
  A New Arrival

Hazel
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The cold winter sun hung low on the horizon, casting long shadows through the trees where once had stood clear meadow. Looking out the kitchen window as she peeled potatoes for supper, Hazel regretted the loss of the meadow—but when a meadow lost its usefulness, the forest would have its way and reclaim it. 
The shadows lengthened. Hard winter had set in, a time of concern for the animals in the unheated barn and worry for her husband crossing the frozen dooryard in the dark to tend to them. Keeping up with the farm wore on him, now that he was in his sixties and there were no able-bodied men left with the wits needed to help him with the milking and the fields. Like it or not, Paul was showing his age. 
As Hazel cut a bad spot from a potato, she thought she saw the bump and flash of headlights from a vehicle slowly making its way up the icy driveway. Looking more closely, she was surprised to see the Enosburg town constable’s LTD. 
By 1968, new arrivals at the Sheldon Poor Farm were rare, just the occasional pitiful soul too infirm or senile for their families to bother with anymore. Even the derelicts no longer appeared at their door seeking a fresh start, only to drift into drink once more after a decent meal and a good delousing.
Hazel and Paul had seen so many of those old rounders come and go over the years. Buried a few, too, in the farm’s cemetery down the road. Each time Paul looked into an open grave, he pronounced its intended occupant a “poor bastard,” while Hazel murmured, “No mother’s son should come to such an end as this.” 
The only constant as the years had gone by was Philo Roy, catching a freight train south at the first sign of snow, returning with the robins in the spring. Every spring, Hazel wondered if he would be back or if he had met his preordained fate under those crushing steel wheels. 
As the LTD pulled into the dooryard, she was surprised to see that the passenger huddled in the back seat didn’t appear elderly. Hazel wondered what could be wrong with her. 
The LTD eased to a stop, and the front doors opened. Two men got out, each in his official capacity, Dwight Demers as Overseer of the Poor for Enosburg, and Johnny Clough as Enosburg Town Constable. Such as he was. 
Dwight would be expecting coffee, and Hazel got a fresh pot going on the stove as a matter of course. 
Johnny opened the rear door of the car and leaned down to help the woman out. Before she could stand to her full height, her feet slid out from under her, and she went down. 
Hazel rushed from the kitchen, yanked open the front door, and stepped onto the porch, holding the door open as Dwight and Johnny walked the woman to the house, the snow squeaking under their boots with each step. On either side of her, the two men struggled to hold her up as her feet slithered and slipped on the packed snow. Their breath steamed from their mouths in shallow bursts.  
Paul emerged from his office across the hall. “What the hell, Dwight?  You’re bringing us another one?”
Hazel reached for the woman and helped her to the kitchen, easing her onto a chair at the table. “Never mind about that, Paul. Get me a blanket.”
“I got the milking to do.”
“Never mind. Get me a blanket!”
Hazel sat in the chair next to the new arrival and took her hands to warm them. The woman’s dirt-smudged face was so pinched from the cold, Hazel couldn’t tell how old she was or if her face held any expression. Even her eyes seemed frozen in her face, as if mere minutes ago she had witnessed a horrific event, a fatal car accident or a house fire too far gone for those trapped inside screaming to be rescued. She wore a grubby trench coat, no hat, nothing on her hands, her hair a dark, tangled mess. 
Hazel could not recall ever seeing anyone look so cold, as if the marrow of her bones had seized, and she were freezing from the inside out. Her face was drained of color, and her lips were blue. 
“Paul, a blanket!” 
Paul’s footsteps trudged down the hall as Johnny and Dwight deposited their coats on the hall tree before entering the kitchen.
“What happened to her, Johnny? Was she in some kind of accident?”
“Couldn’t tell you. I got a call from Norman Lapierre’s cousin over to Orchard Street. Said he had a trespasser, and she refused to leave. When I got over there, I found her in the garage, half-froze sitting on the floor under a tarp.”
“Norman Lapierre’s cousin on Orchard Street?” Hazel said. “Which one is that?”
“Couldn’t tell you. I can’t keep them Lapierres straight. Too damn many of ’em.”
“Roland Lapierre,” Dwight interjected. “He’s not from around here.”
Paul returned to the kitchen, and Hazel stood up to take the blanket from him. He’d brought the handmade quilt from the footboard of their own bed. Maybe he sensed something different about this new arrival. Or maybe not. He’d probably just grabbed the closest thing to hand. 
Hazel arranged the quilt around the new arrival as she would for an invalid, gently so as not to pressure aching joints and tender skin. The woman’s deep-set eyes might have registered a flicker of thanks. Hazel could not be sure, just as the woman’s hazel eyes seemed unsure what color they wanted to be.
“What happened?” Paul said. “Where did she come from? I thought we weren’t taking new inmates.”
Hazel winced. After twenty years, would he never learn? “Residents, Paul.” 
Johnny took his pipe from his mouth and a packet of tobacco from his pocket, the precursor to a meandering response. Hazel pulled a face and shook her head at him. The last thing the poor woman needed was pipe smoke blown in her face, not when they didn’t know what was wrong with her. She could very well be ill.
“Be quick about it, Johnny,” Paul said. “I got the milking to do.”
“We don’t know. Like I said before, I got a call from Norman Lapierre’s cousin over to Orchard Street. Said he had a trespasser, and she refused to leave. I found her in the garage. When I asked her who she was, she said she was Roland Lapierre’s wife.”
“If she’s Roland Lapierre’s wife, what was she doing in the garage?” Paul said. “Did he throw her out of the house? Did they have some kind of fight? We don’t need no more trouble.”
“Dunno. She clammed up when I asked her.”
Hazel looked closely at the new arrival’s face, wondering if bruises would rise to the surface when the skin finally warmed. The poor thing did look fragile, huddled in the quilt with her pale, pinched face and frozen eyes. She couldn’t weigh much more than a hundred pounds.
“That’s the peculiar thing,” Johnny said. “When I took her to the house, that Lapierre feller denied even knowing her. He refused to let us in the house. Left the two of us standing on the porch, me trying to talk to him through the storm door like a damn fool.”    
“She didn’t have ID?” Paul said. “We don’t need no more trouble.” 
Johnny shook his head and swiped a bead of sweat from his forehead. Hazel didn’t bother informing him it was his monstrosity of a trapper hat making him sweat. Come the first snowfall, that thing went on his head, and on his head it would remain until ice-out. 
“What about her pocketbook?” Hazel said.
“No pocketbook, just a suitcase.”
Hazel looked into the new arrival’s frozen eyes to offer encouragement, even nodding a little—but the poor, pinched face gave no indication she knew where she was or why she was there.  
Dwight had removed himself to the stove, hovering over the percolator as if one of the elderly women watching the four o’clock movie in the living room were going to swoop in, snatch the percolator off the stove, and go running out the door with it into the frozen twilight. “How about I serve this coffee, Hazel?” 
Hazel rose from the table. “I’ll get it, Dwight.” 
If Dwight served the coffee, he would be sure to seek out doughnuts to go with it, and there were only enough doughnuts left in the pantry for breakfast in the morning. While she didn’t want to appear inhospitable, there wasn’t a penny to spare in the poor farm’s food budget. Dwight should know that. Since becoming treasurer of the Sheldon Home Association, it was his budget.
After Hazel served the two officials their coffee, she positioned a cup and spoon in front of the new arrival, who reached her hand from under the quilt and turned the cup upside down. 
“Oh!” Hazel said. Never before had a new arrival to the farm refused a cup of coffee. “What’s the matter? Is your stomach upset? I could make you some weak tea. Would that be better?”
The new arrival shook her head, then, as if thinking better of it, whispered in a cold, pinched voice, “No, thank you all the same.”
Johnny indicated with two raps of his spoon against his cup that he was ready to resume his story. “So, there I was on the side porch playing is-not/is-so through the storm door and getting nowhere fast, with this poor woman standing next to me half-froze to death. I finally give up and drove her over to Doc Wetherbee to get her checked out.”
“What did he say?” Hazel asked.
Johnny took a sip of his coffee, made a face, and added sugar. “Doc said she didn’t appear to be hurt or sick or mental or nothing. She could name the year and the president of the United States, so he sent us on our way. I didn’t know what to do with her, so I called Dwight. I weren’t about to take her to St. Albans jail for sitting in Roland Lapierre’s garage. Even if she did claim to be his wife when she ain’t.”
Dwight picked up his cup, then set it back on the table. “That puts me in a bind, approval-wise. It’s obvious she’s not from the county. But if we don’t know where she’s from, I don’t know what authorities to contact.” He drank from his cup and nodded gravely, agreeing with himself.  
Paul’s chair creaked as his leg jiggled under the table. “What did Norman Lapierre say?” 
“I didn’t talk to him. He weren’t there.” 
“Well, did you call him and ask? Wouldn’t Norman know who his cousin’s wife is?”
“Mebbe no, mebbe so,” Johnny said. “There’s so many of them damn Lapierres I seriously doubt they can keep themselves straight.”
Hazel could see from the set of his jaw that Paul was losing patience with Dwight and Johnny in their official capacities. 
Before Paul could interject that the two officials needed to be on their way and take the troublesome woman with them, Hazel said, “You were right to bring her here. She can stay with us as long as she needs to. It’s not like we don’t have the room.” 
“That’s not the point,” Dwight said. “I can only authorize people from Enosburg to be provided for here.” 
“Hazel knows that,” Paul said.
“Maybe I should go back up to Orchard Street and see if I can get him to talk.” Johnny tried again to go for his tobacco. “Although them Lapierres are awful stubborn.”
“There’s no call for that,” Dwight said. “I know we can’t turn her out in the cold with no place to go. Why do you think I agreed to bring her here in the first place?” He turned to Paul. “I can give you two weeks to get her straightened out with a job.”
Before Paul could respond, Hazel said, “It’s not that simple, Dwight, and you know it. What kind of job is she supposed to get in Sheldon in the dead of winter with no transportation?”
“You can’t expect a woman to work at the pulp mill,” Johnny said, “even if somebody could give her a ride.”
Hazel looked at the new arrival’s face again. If she was aware that the three men, all in their official capacities, were talking about what to do with her and the problem she presented, neither her face nor her eyes gave any indication of it. Even so, it wasn’t right to go on talking about her as if she weren’t even there.
Hazel rose from the table, collected the two officials’ cups and spoons, and set them in the sink. 
Dwight and Johnny looked at each other. “I guess we best be going,” said Johnny.


      [image: image-placeholder]As the sound of Johnny Clough’s LTD receded into the frozen twilight, Hazel resumed her place at the table next to their new arrival. In the twenty-odd years she and Paul had been managing the Sheldon Poor Farm, she could not recall any new arrivals who had come without their story—either already well-known or immediately relayed by an overseer of the poor in all its sorry detail. 
The poor woman’s teeth were chattering. She needed some food in her stomach, a hot bath, and a warm bed.
“When was the last time you ate?” Hazel said. 
“I don’t know.” Again, that cold, barely audible whisper.
The late afternoon sounds of the living room drifted into the kitchen. The ebb and flow of voices from the television, an eddy of laughter, Lisa Thibodeau’s loud splashes of disgust. Such a sad case, Lisa Thibodeau. 
Reminded of her responsibility to the twelve permanent residents, Hazel reluctantly rose from the table. “Supper won’t be for a while. Can I get you something to tide you over till then, maybe some toast?” 
“Don’t trouble yourself. Thank you all the same.”
What a strange response from someone so obviously in need of help. Maybe Dwight and Johnny hadn’t told her where they were taking her when they’d loaded her into the back of Johnny’s LTD and set off for the poor farm. In this day and age, who would expect to be taken to the poor farm? 
At the same time, Hazel didn’t want to blurt out, “Do you know where you are?” as if the woman weren’t in her right mind. Maybe the poor thing thought she’d been taken to Paul and Hazel’s farmhouse, Paul and Hazel being a neighborly sort of couple who were willing to extend their kindness to strangers. 
The smell of meatloaf cooking leaked from the oven. Hazel had to get to those potatoes.
“How about that coffee now?” Hazel turned over the new arrival’s cup and picked up the percolator. “Cream and sugar are right here on the table.”
The new arrival’s forehead pinched. “I need to use the restroom.” She fumbled with the quilt as she rose from her chair. 
“Here, let me help you.” Hazel draped the quilt on the back of the chair. “The bathroom is down the hall, second door on your left. Do you want me to take your coat?”  But the new arrival was already out the door. Hazel hurried to the stove to get the potato water going, then back to the sink to peel the remaining potatoes as quickly as she could.
A few minutes later, the toilet flushed, and the hot water faucet squealed. Hazel gouged an eye out of the last potato. If she’d told Paul once to take care of that faucet, she’d told him a thousand times.  
The new arrival reentered the kitchen with her trench coat still buttoned and belted. She resumed her seat at the table, pulling the quilt over her shoulders. The color had not yet returned to her face, although it did look a little less pinched. As warm as the kitchen was, with the oven on and the radiator gurgling and hissing steam, by now her face should have had a bright spot of pink high on each cheek. 
Imagining her with rosy cheeks, Hazel could see that she appeared to be forty or so, attractive and ordinary, most likely a housewife or maybe a secretary. Her hands were curled around her coffee cup, perhaps to warm them, perhaps to stop them from shaking. Her left hand wore a wedding ring and a diamond, quite nice ones, from the look of them. 
“Goodness!” Hazel said. “I didn’t introduce myself. I’m Hazel Morgan. My husband Paul and I run this place.”  
The new arrival did not respond, staring into her coffee as if she expected something foul to rise to the surface.
Hazel hesitated. “What should I call you?” 
The new arrival shook her head. “Nothing.” 
“Nothing?” Hazel paused to give her time to respond, but she remained silent. 
“Well, that’s all right. You can tell me when you’re ready. You’ll let me know if you need anything.” This last a statement, not a question.
Going back and forth between the kitchen and the dining room to set the table, Hazel had doubts whether the new arrival would be able to manage eating with the others. To an outsider, meals in the dining room must appear pretty chaotic, what with Joey repeatedly asking Edna if her food was good, Elsie’s crackling old voice asking when her daughter was coming, and Lisa’s shrill voice flitting from insult to insult like some demonic pixie. And Homer. Sweet, gentle Homer, looking like a ferocious mountain man with his bushy, grizzled beard as his father patiently helped him with his food. 
No, this woman was in a fragile state, the only saving grace being that Johnny Clough had sense enough to bring her here and not cart her off to St. Albans jail. Hazel had to give him credit for that.
When she returned to the kitchen, she found the new arrival slumped over with her arms on the table cradling her head. She hadn’t touched her coffee. Hazel wondered if she should check for a pulse. Over the years, this was generally how she had found each female resident who had died: slumped in a chair, gone from this life with no fuss and little fanfare when she made the final, jolting journey to the cemetery down the road. The new arrival stirred, and Hazel let out the breath she didn’t realize she had been holding. There was no way she was going to ask the poor woman to join the others in the dining room. 
When the potatoes were almost ready, footsteps sounded on the porch. Paul back from the barn, right on time. After removing his barn boots, he went straight to the bathroom to wash. The faucet squealed, and a pipe thudded. How many times did she have to tell him he had promised to take care of that faucet? 
Instead of going into his office to work on his reports, Paul came into the kitchen, the last thing Hazel needed.  
“What’s with her? She better not be passed out.”
“She’s not passed out; she’s exhausted. I’m going to get a room ready for her and get her into bed.”
Paul opened the oven door. “What about supper?”
“Get away from that oven, Paul. Supper’s almost ready. I’ll serve it after I get her settled.”
“Dwight can’t tell me one day to be thinking about other placements for the inmates we have and the next day bring us another one. And you didn’t help none.” 
Hazel didn’t bother to respond as Paul left the kitchen in a huff. She laid her hand gently on the new arrival’s shoulder. “I’m going upstairs to get a room ready for you. I won’t be long.” 
As she climbed the stairs, Hazel decided she had no choice but to put the new arrival on the unused third floor. There were several free sleeping rooms on the first floor, but most of the residents didn’t sleep through the night, wandering the hall in search of the bathroom in a different house or moaning with ailments more easily endured in daylight. Poor Emmett still had night terrors when something on the television upset him.
Lisa Thibodeau was so unpredictable, she had the sleeping room next to the manager’s suite. Beatrice and Carl were on the second floor, Beatrice on the women’s side, Carl on the men’s side, a locked door between them. The less said about those two, the better. Room 25, of course, was out of the question.
On the third floor, Hazel retrieved bedding, towels, and washcloths from the musty linen closet and hurried to Room 31. The room was chilly, as were all the rooms on the third floor in winter, the farthest away from the boiler in the basement. And, of course, in summer they were the hottest. But she didn’t expect the new arrival to be with them that long. 
Hazel quickly made up the bed and dusted the battered dresser and cigarette-scarred nightstand. The room wasn’t much, but it would do for a short stay. 
Returning to the kitchen, Hazel found that the new arrival hadn’t moved. She spoke in a low voice, so as not to startle her. “Wake up, dear. I’ve made up your room.”
The new arrival roused herself slowly, blinking as she raised her head. “I must have fallen asleep. I’m sorry.”
“No need to apologize. Let’s get you up to bed. I have you on the third floor. It’s going to be chilly, I’m afraid.”
The new arrival gave no response. As they left the kitchen, she looked so wobbly Hazel wondered whether she should try to help her up the stairs. Would she recoil at the touch of a strong arm around her shoulders or a firm hand at her elbow? Sometimes it was hard to tell which wound went deeper, bruised limbs or bruised dignity. 
When they reached the third floor, Hazel opened the door to Room 31, watching the new arrival’s face for a reaction, but there was none. 
“That dresser is yours to use. You didn’t bring any clothes?”
“In my suitcase.”
“I didn’t see a suitcase when you got here. Johnny must have forgotten about it and left it in the car.”
The poor woman looked about to keel over. Dr. Wetherbee should have spent more time checking her over. Walking into his office under her own power and knowing that Lyndon Johnson was president of the United States didn’t make her all right. He should have spent more time with her. 
Hazel put her arm around her and led her to the bed. “Here, sit on the bed, and I’ll get you a nightgown and robe. They’ll be too big for you, but they should do until I can get Johnny to bring over your suitcase tomorrow.”
After first scrubbing out a bathtub and running a bath, Hazel hurried down the stairs to the first floor, returning to Room 31 with one of her own flannel nightgowns, a winter robe, a new toothbrush, and an unopened tube of toothpaste. 
After taking the new arrival to the bathroom, Hazel waited in the hall, knocking on the door and calling out every few minutes to make sure she hadn’t slipped under the water. When she emerged from the bathroom, her face had regained some of its color. Hazel walked her back to Room 31. “Will you need anything else? I’m sorry the room is so cold.”
“No, thank you. You’ve been very kind.”
Still, Hazel hesitated on the threshold to the room, knowing full well that kindness would not be enough. “Well, good night, then.”
As she descended the stairs, she couldn’t help but wonder what would have happened to the nameless arrival if there had been no poor farm for Dwight and Johnny to bring her to. Johnny was right. She certainly didn’t belong in jail, and she’d passed Dr. Wetherbee’s psych evaluation. Such as it was. People in trouble with nowhere to live needed a place they could stay safe, warm, and fed while they took the time they needed to get back on their feet. They needed a safe haven right away, not when the government offices opened and the forms had been filled out. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Twilight had slipped into nightfall by the time Hazel got supper on the table. When she carried in the meatloaf, Paul and the residents had already taken their places in the dining room, all staring down at their empty plates in disbelief that the food was missing. 
Setting the meatloaf on the table, Hazel said, “Beatrice, Carl, don’t sit so close. Sit in your chairs properly, or I’m going to separate you.”
She returned to the kitchen before either of them could answer her back. 
When all the food was on the table, Hazel served the residents first, then Paul, last herself. “Who would like to say grace tonight?”
Joey’s hand shot up. “Me, me, pick me!”
“You said grace last night. Let’s give someone else a chance.”
Joey pointed. “Pick Charlie!”
“Would you—”
“God-is-great-God-is-good-and-we-thank-him-for-our-food-Amen!”
“Hallelujah!” proclaimed Carmi, slamming both hands on the table.
“Praise the Lord, and pass the ammunition!” crowed Emmett, not to be outdone.
Cutting Flossie’s meatloaf into small pieces, Hazel felt a measure of comfort that she had been right not to subject the new arrival to supper in the dining room—but only a small measure. 
After wheeling Flossie into her room and getting her ready for bed, Hazel stole up the stairs to the third floor, pushing open the door to Room 31 as quietly as she could. She found the new arrival curled into the fetal position. “I’m so cold.” 
Hazel carefully covered her with an extra blanket, wondering what she could say to her that would ease the freezing at the heart of her, but she had nothing to offer. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Hours later, as Hazel lay in bed waiting for sleep that wouldn’t come, she couldn’t get the new arrival out of her mind. It had never occurred to her before—because it had never happened before—that if someone came to the Sheldon Poor Farm without her story, she and Paul couldn’t help her. They could feed her and shelter her from the cold, yes, but they couldn’t help her—and at the Sheldon Poor Farm she would remain. 
And what if the State made good on its threat to close them down? What then? Without the new arrival’s story, the State would not be able to help her either. There would be forms filled out with spaces left blank, boxes unchecked.






  
  In a Room Where No Music Plays

Claire
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Claire awoke longing to hear music—but none played. Something felt different, and it took her several moments to realize what it was. Although she could feel the room’s chill on her face, she was no longer cold. After denying it to her for the past two days, her core had released its heat at last. She wasn’t sure if this was a good sign or not. 
Her body felt oddly hollow, as if it had been drained of life from sobbing all night. But she hadn’t sobbed all night. She had slept all night, a begrudging sleep of constant motion, receding horizons, and no destination.
She strained to hear music. Any music would do. It didn’t have to be the music she had once believed in. Any music would do, the wind singing through a live oak, the Doppler chords of a train whistle, the percussive rattling of palmetto fronds. Any music would do. Any music that would take her out of the person she had become. 
The room was deathly still.
She opened her eyes to a windowed sky devoid of color, as if the world had somehow been siphoned away during the night, leaving not a trace, not a shadow of itself behind.
Distant footsteps ascended a staircase; a faint knock came at the door. After a pause, the handle turned. Claire closed her eyes and pretended to be asleep. It would be better this way.
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Having confirmed that their new arrival was still breathing, Hazel went back downstairs to make breakfast with the last of the farm fresh eggs until the hens started laying again in the spring. 
Although Paul had initially objected, they now took all their meals with the remaining residents in the first-floor dining room, like a family—albeit a family with more than its fair share of infirm members and those not right in the head—as Paul constantly reminded her. 
When she had all the food on the dining room table, including Joey’s ketchup, she asked Elsie to help Flossie with her food, said grace, and turned to leave the room.
“Where are you going?” Paul said from his place at the head of the table. “Ain’t you going to serve?”
“Upstairs. I need to tell the new woman breakfast is ready.”
“Sit down, Hazel. We ain’t running a hotel here. Joey, put down that damn ketchup. You’re making a mess. Hazel, these people don’t need ketchup on their eggs. My hens lay perfectly good eggs. Don’t insult them with ketchup.”
“You shouldn’t baby us, Hazel,” Joey proclaimed. “That’s what Paul says.”
Hazel removed the ketchup bottle from Joey’s hand, set it directly in front of her husband, and left the room. 
Up on the third floor, the new arrival hadn’t moved since Hazel checked on her earlier, and Hazel didn’t have the heart to wake her. It would be easy enough to make up a tray and take it to her when Paul went back to the barn to do his morning chores. 
Returning to the dining room, Hazel noted Paul’s empty chair at the head of the table. Probably for the best, the mood he was in. She scraped some scrambled eggs onto her plate and secured the last piece of toast. 
Beatrice and Carl had pushed their chairs together and were whispering to each other, their foreheads touching in the manner of conspirators or lovers—neither of which bore thinking about.
Hazel put down her fork and clapped her hands. “Hey, now! Cut that out. What have we told you about sitting too close?”
“Shut up,” Beatrice said. “I can talk to my boyfriend. We’re getting married.”
“Hah!” screeched Lisa. “When pigs fly out of my butt!”
“Language, Lisa.” Hazel’s fork had made it halfway to her mouth.
Carmi slammed his hand on the table. “This profanity will not stand! It will not stand, I tell you!”
“Blood pressure, Carmi.”
“There oughta be a law,” Emmett said.
Hazel sent up a silent prayer for patience to any saint who might be available. “Anyone finished with their breakfast is excused from the table.” 
Lisa wasn’t finished. “Nobody’s gonna let you two retards get married and have litters and litters of little retards.”
“That’s enough, Lisa. We do not call other people names in this house.” Obviously, the saints were all otherwise engaged.
Joey put up his hand. “Lisa’s being mean to Beatrice.” He had ketchup smeared on his face, and Hazel gestured toward her own face. “Napkin, Joey.”
Charlie sang out, “Ketchup face, ketchup face, Joey is a ketchup face!” 
Joey scrubbed his entire face with his napkin. “Am not! See? See?”
Once again, Hazel halted the arduous journey of scrambled egg to her mouth. “Joey, have you finished your breakfast? Charlie? You’re both excused from the table. Go on, now.”
The two child-men pushed back their chairs with much scraping and scuffling of feet and chair legs. They left the room, Charlie still chanting, “Ketchup face, ketchup face,” while Joey pounded him on the arm.
Lisa still wasn’t finished. “So, who is this new woman who showed up here last night? What’s her name? Who sent her? Did my mother send her? What does she want? You can’t hide her from me. I know she’s here.”
“She’s someone who needs help, Lisa. Your mother didn’t send her.” 
Lisa sent her chair crashing to the floor and left the room, making no attempt to lower her voice. “You’re lying, you’re lying, I know you’re all lying.” 
Hazel didn’t have much of an appetite left for her cold scrambled eggs and soggy toast. She had to admit, Lisa was becoming harder to handle these days. She had been at the farm nearly four years, arriving mere days after she turned eighteen. Lisa was, her mother had asserted then, incorrigible—impossible to control, but not mentally ill. After Lisa’s half-hearted suicide attempt, her mother had begged Dr. Wetherbee, begged him, not to pursue a judge’s order to commit her to the State Hospital in Waterbury. 
And who could blame her? The Sheldon Poor Farm was a working farm, and Lisa was young and able-bodied. Who wouldn’t want their daughter to work outside in the fresh air and sunshine, rather than waste away in an institution? But of course poor Lisa was far from sane and far from fresh air and sunshine, confined to the house for her own safety and the safety of others.






  
  Give Her a Tonic

Hazel
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The following day, Johnny Clough showed up as Hazel was browning onions and hamburg for sloppy joes for the noon meal. He stamped snow from his boots on the mat before entering the kitchen. 
“Sorry I didn’t get this suitcase to you yesterday. The wife didn’t give me your message till this morning. You want me to take it upstairs?”
The wife’s fault. Of course. 
Hazel didn’t turn around from the stove. “Thank you for bringing it, Johnny. Just set it somewhere no one will trip over it.”
Johnny did as he was told, but instead of leaving and going about his business, he hovered near the stove, his parka and oversized headgear oozing cold air. 
“Whatcha making there, Hazel?”
“Sloppy joes.” She pushed past him to take cans of tomato sauce from the cupboard, but he made no move to leave. 
“How’s our little stranger this morning? She tell you her name yet? Sure is a peculiar thing, ain’t it, showing up like that claiming to be a Lapierre?”   
Hazel clamped the can opener on the first can of tomato sauce. “No, after you left, I put her to bed.”
“Where is she?” Johnny pointed. “Living room?”
“No, she’s still asleep.” Hazel dumped the tomato sauce into the pot.
“Still asleep, you say?”
Hazel opened another can of tomato sauce. She tried a prayer for patience, but the saints must have been tending to other matters.
“Was there something else you wanted, Johnny? I’ve got mouths to feed.”
“Nope, not that I can think of. I best be going. That village ain’t gonna patrol itself.” He continued to talk as he exited the building, as bad as Lisa in that regard, but at least he was harmless.
When the sloppy joes were ready and the table set for the noon meal, Hazel went back upstairs to Room 31. Again, the new arrival didn’t respond to a light knock on her door. Hazel knocked a little harder; it was getting on to noon, after all. 
She pushed the door open. The new arrival lay on her side facing the wall. As Hazel debated whether she should enter the room, she heard footsteps and sensed someone behind her. Joey, trying his best to peer around her into the room.
“What’s the matter with the lady?”
“Go downstairs, Joey. You know you’re not supposed to be on the third floor.”
“Is the lady sick?”
“No, Joey. Go downstairs.” Hazel put her finger to her lips. “Quietly.”
Joey wasn’t budging. “Is the lady sad?” 
Hazel eased the door closed and put her hand on Joey’s back. “Go downstairs, now. You know you’re not supposed to be on the third floor.”
“Read to her, Hazel. Read her a story. You want me to get my book?”
“No, Joey. I don’t want you to get your book.” The last thing the poor woman needed was a perfect stranger perched at the foot of her bed reading aloud from Joey’s mangled copy of  The Wind in the Willows. No one wants to be confronted with talking rodents when she’s feeling unwell.
As if reading Hazel’s mind, Joey said, “I know! Give her a tonic.”
Hazel applied gentle pressure on Joey’s back to move him down the hall. “It’s dinnertime. Let’s go downstairs and eat.”
“What about the lady?”
“I’ll take care of the lady after dinner. I promise.”
“Okay, Hazel.” Joey trotted obediently down the hall. All it took was a promise.


      [image: image-placeholder]As Hazel scraped the dishes from the noon meal, Paul entered the kitchen. “You seen my reading glasses? I need to order more sanitizer for the bulk tank.” 
Hazel answered without turning around. “No, did you check your office?”
“I just come from my office. Hey, what’s that suitcase doing over there?”
This time Hazel turned to face him. “Johnny brought it over this morning.”
“The Lapierre woman’s?”
“You don’t need to bother with it. I’ll take it up to her when—what are you doing?” Hazel hastily wiped her hands on her apron.
Paul heaved the suitcase onto the table. Before Hazel could stop him, he snapped the latches. She grabbed his arm as he went to flip open the lid. “Don’t! You can’t go into her suitcase without her permission.”
Paul wrenched his arm from Hazel’s grasp and flipped back the suitcase lid. A black leather pocketbook lay on top of the expected crumple of clothes.
“No!” Hazel said, grabbing for his arm again. “You can’t invade her privacy!” 
“Then she should have had sense enough to lock the damn thing. If that fool Johnny Clough won’t do his job, I’ll do it for him.” He lifted the pocketbook out of the suitcase and undid the clasp. Peering inside, he retrieved a matching wallet and flipped it open. “Now, we’re getting somewhere.”
“Put that back, Paul!” Hazel tried to grab the wallet, but he held it above his head and took a few steps back.  
“Well, she’s a Lapierre, all right. According to her driver’s license, anyhow. First name’s Claire. Date of birth January fifth, nineteen twenty-six. She’s from Vinton, Louisiana. Figures.” 
“What’s that supposed to mean, ‘figures’?” 
“Just what I said. There ain’t no hidden meaning. I told Johnny and Dwight yesterday we can’t have no more trouble.” 
Paul’s shoulders slumped, and Hazel took that moment to snatch the wallet from his hand. She returned the wallet to its rightful place, snapped the suitcase latches, and headed for the stairs, Paul right behind her. “Where do you think you’re going with that suitcase? I ain’t done with it.”
“Oh, yes, you are.” Hazel climbed the stairs as quickly as she could, Paul lagging behind her. 
She knocked on the door of Room 31. No answer. She eased the door partway open. The new arrival—Claire—lay huddled on the bed under the blankets. Hazel set the suitcase inside the room and closed the door.
“Step aside, Hazel. I need to talk to her and find out what the hell she’s running from.”
Hazel positioned herself in front of the door with her hands on either side of the casing. “No, you’re not. I’ll stand here all afternoon if I have to. We don’t know that she’s running from anything, and even if she is, I’m sure she has a good reason. She’ll tell us her story when she’s ready.”
“All right, Hazel, you stand there all afternoon. I got that sanitizer to order.” Paul trudged off down the hall mumbling something about damn fool women.
As Hazel descended the stairs to the kitchen, one of the more obscure saints answered her prayer for patience. “Don’t fight him,” the pious voice proclaimed. “Therein lies the root of your problem.” 






  
  The Usual Misgivings

Claire
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Frost traced lacy patterns on the window glass, but, oh, the room was cold. Frost wasn’t meant for windows. It was meant to jewel the grass briefly, then melt away like morning dew. It couldn’t still be morning, could it? No, it couldn’t still be morning. The room was just cold. 
Someone had set her suitcase by the door. Yes, it was her suitcase, a blue Samsonite, obviously meant for family vacations. Had it been there yesterday? Was she supposed to unpack now, was that it, fold her wholly inadequate clothes neatly into the displaced dresser in the corner as if they belonged there? As if she belonged here, in this place?
How strange to end up back in a boarding house. But with wallpaper. Someone had once gone to a lot of trouble to hang that wallpaper in the shabby little room she now found herself in.
Huddled under the blankets, her body still felt hollow, still missing something important inside, some vital organ she mustn’t do without. She supposed she was hungry, but that wasn’t it. She had no need to eat. There would be no point to it, in the end.

      [image: image-placeholder]Sometime later, Claire was startled by a loud knock on the door and even more startled when it opened without her inviting whomever it was to come in. An elderly man carrying a black medical bag strolled into the room, followed by the woman who had been so kind to her when she’d arrived. 
“Now, now, what is this, my girl? Still abed at three in the afternoon?”
She remembered now. He was the doctor that the man with the odd hat had taken her to when he didn’t know what to do with her. The doctor who had seemed unduly elated when she told him Lyndon Johnson was the president of the United States. 
The doctor perched on the edge of the bed, his weight sagging the mattress and the springs beneath it. “Can you sit up so I can talk to you? Hazel here tends to fret, and we need to put her mind at ease.”
Hazel. That was her name.
Hazel looked apologetic. “You’re not eating. I called Dr. Wetherbee to come and check you out in case you’re ill or hurt.”
Dr. Wetherbee. That was his name. There were too many new names of people she had no desire to know. 
“All right, now, Claire—Hazel tells me your name is Claire—who is the current president of the United States?”
“She told you that before,” Hazel said.
Claire made no attempt to sit up. Why was he asking her about the president again? He had seemed so pleased when she’d given him the answer. “Lyndon Johnson.”
Dr. Wetherbee beamed. “Very good! Now, can you tell me what year it is?”
“She told you that before,” Hazel said. “That’s not why I called you. I called you because she’s not eating. She must be ill or hurt. You’re the doctor, not me.” 
“Quite so,” Dr. Wetherbee said. “When was the last time you ate, Claire?”
Claire was surprised to realize that she didn’t know the answer to his question. Even more troubling, she didn’t know what day it was—but she couldn’t muster the strength to lie. “I’m sorry. I don’t remember.” 
Dr. Wetherbee frowned. “Are you sure you don’t remember?”
Claire nodded.
“Well, now, we can’t have that, can we?” He opened his bag and took out a blood pressure monitor and stethoscope. “Your arm, please.”
When he put the blood pressure cuff around her arm and pushed up the sleeve of her nightgown for the stethoscope end, he scowled as if he were even more displeased with her. “You don’t have much meat on your bones. How much do you weigh?”
“I don’t know.” This, too, was the truth. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d weighed herself.
“I told you she’s not eating.” Hazel moved closer to the bed.
Dr. Wetherbee’s two fingers pushed cold spots into Claire’s wrist. “Pulse is a little fast.”
That was odd. How could her pulse be fast when her heart was missing?
“While you’re lying down, I’ll go ahead and check your belly.” He flipped back the covers. “Lie straight for me now. Any nausea, vomiting, diarrhea?”
Claire shook her head to all three as he proceeded to poke and prod and ask if the places he poked and prodded hurt. He used the stethoscope to listen to the places he had poked and prodded. “Well, your belly’s talking to me loud and clear. Hazel, can you help her sit on the edge of the bed so I can have a listen to her heart and lungs?”
Hazel helped her up, and Dr. Wetherbee went through the motions of listening to a heart that wasn’t there and lungs that must have been breathing for someone else. 
“You can get back under the covers now. It’s chilly in here.” Dr. Wetherbee returned the stethoscope and blood pressure monitor to his bag. “Looks to me like she’s suffering from nervous exhaustion. She hasn’t told you where she came from or how she got here?”
Hazel tucked the covers around Claire’s shoulders. “No, she hasn’t.”
“Let’s put her on a soft diet to get her used to eating again, say, some soup to start off with. Tomorrow, oatmeal, applesauce, chicken, that sort of thing, nothing heavy, plenty of milk.”
Dr. Wetherbee directed his next comment to Claire. “That should have you back on your feet in no time, my girl!”
Hazel patted the blankets covering Claire’s shoulder. “I’m going to walk Dr. Wetherbee out, but I’ll be right back.” She left the room with Dr. Wetherbee, leaving the door open.
Claire got out of bed, put on her borrowed bathrobe, and dug a pair of socks out of her suitcase. Once she heard footsteps descending the stairs, she tiptoed down the hall to the bathroom and shut herself in one of the stalls to wait for nightfall.
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Dr. Wetherbee set down his bag and removed his hat from the hall tree. As he settled the hat securely on his head, Hazel said, “Are you sure Claire isn’t ill? You didn’t take very long with her.” 
Dr. Wetherbee smiled  “Ah, Hazel, you do like to fret over your people. You would have made a good—” 
Hazel’s breath quickened. She knew very well what Dr. Wetherbee had been about to say before he thought better of it. 
Dr. Wetherbee put on his overcoat. “I didn’t see any evidence of injury. No sign of illness, physical or mental.” He pulled on his gloves. “Get some food into her and give her another day to rest up. She’ll be fine. You’ll see.” With that, Dr. Wetherbee was out the door.
Hazel hurried into the kitchen, taking a quick check of her watch. Already past four. She hadn’t even begun preparations for the evening meal, and Claire needed to be fed right away. She was in no shape to come in at the tail end of the line—but at the same time, there was no denying that the residents needed their meals on time, too, the most elderly of them so terribly frail.
After dumping a can of emergency chicken noodle soup into a saucepan, she grabbed potatoes from the bin, then put them back. The shepherd’s pie was simply not going to work. She yanked open the refrigerator door and poked the packages of thawing hamburg with her finger. Close enough. She could make a big pot of hamburg gravy, maybe enough for two meals if she threw in canned vegetables to stretch it. She could serve it with biscuits, dropped not rolled. She had no time to fool with rolled biscuits.

      [image: image-placeholder]When Hazel returned to Room 31 with Claire’s soup, the door was open, but the room was empty. Hazel set the tray on the dresser and, feeling only a little silly, checked under the bed. Claire must have gone to the bathroom. 
Several minutes went by, and Claire did not return to the room. Hazel walked down the hall to the bathroom, calling Claire’s name. When she got no response, she bent down and checked under each stall door. In the stall farthest from the door, two stockinged feet rested on the floor. “Claire?” No response. Hazel knocked on the stall door. “Claire, are you all right in there? Are you ill? Do you need help?” Still no response. Hazel knocked harder. “Claire. It’s Hazel. Please answer me. Are you all right?” 
Her mind’s eye flashed the image of a slender woman in baggy, borrowed nightclothes sitting slumped on the toilet, the life in her body forever stilled by a fatal cardiac arrest. Hazel knelt down and reached her arm under the stall door, stretching as far up as her arm would go, but she was unable to reach the lock to slide the bolt. 
She got to her feet. “Claire, if you don’t come out of there, or at least answer me, I’ll have to get Paul up here to take the hinges off the door.” There was a faint intake of breath, followed by the bolt sliding back. Hazel stepped away from the door.
Claire’s face looked as frozen and pinched as when Johnny and Dwight had brought her to the farm. She seemed steady enough on her feet, but Hazel put her arm around her shoulders anyway and led her back to her room. 
Hazel settled Claire on the bed and retrieved the tray from the dresser. “Eat up, now. Your soup is cold, I’m afraid, but you need to eat.” She set the tray on Claire’s lap. “Doctor’s orders.”
Claire looked at the bowl of soup, then at Hazel, her expression unchanging. “You shouldn’t have gone to the trouble.” 
Hazel needed to get back to the kitchen. She’d been gone too long already. The residents needed their supper. Flossie would choke if Hazel didn’t break her biscuit into small pieces. “Please, Claire.”
Claire ate a spoonful of broth and set the spoon back in the bowl. Before hurrying down the stairs to feed the others, Hazel waited to leave the room until Claire had taken a spoonful with chicken, chewed, and swallowed.

      [image: image-placeholder]For the second night in a row, supper was late getting to the table. 
“What is this?” Paul said, pointing to the soup tureen Hazel had brought to the table as if it were a chamber pot. “Don’t we usually have shepherd’s pie on Monday?”
Joey clapped his hands. “Oh, goody. I like shepherd’s pie.”
Charlie countered. “I like it more.”
“You do not—”
Paul pointed a warning finger at them. “Don’t—”  
“But I like shepherd’s pie,” Joey said.
“Praise God from whom all blessings flow!” Carmi sang out, which sent him sputtering into a coughing fit. 
“Easy, now,” Homer said, patting Carmi on the back. “Don’t excite yourself. It ain’t good for a man your age.”
Paul got  up from his chair to his full height. “Hazel, serve me whatever this stuff is. I’ll eat in the kitchen.”
Hazel said grace and served her husband his hamburg gravy and biscuits. He left the room, muttering about peace and rights and indigestion.
When supper was over, Hazel wheeled Flossie into her room and got her ready for bed, Flossie chirping all the while about how tired Hazel looked, how hard she worked, and could a tonic be in order?
In the kitchen, Paul sat at the table looking his age, his shoulders slumped, the darns in the elbows of his baggy sweater pulling away from the surrounding yarn, his lined face as worn as his faded overalls. “Where have you been, Hazel?” 
Hazel ran water into the percolator. “I was getting Flossie ready for bed.”
“It don’t take you that long. What were you doing? You was upstairs with that Claire. You need to quit babying these people, Hazel. How many times do I have to tell you?”
Hazel dumped fresh coffee grounds in the percolator basket. If he kept it up, she was going to start buying instant Nescafé in a jar.
“Was that Doc Wetherbee’s car in the dooryard? Did you call him for somebody? Is one of the inmates sick?”
Hazel banged the percolator on the stove and turned on the burner. “I called him for Claire. She hasn’t been eating, and he didn’t check her properly before.”
“Christ Almighty, Hazel. What did I tell you about not babying the inmates? And she ain’t even one of our own.”
As if the day couldn’t get any worse, Beatrice wandered into the room. “Have you seen my boyfriend? I can’t find my boyfriend.”
“No,” Paul said. “You ain’t got a boyfriend. Get back to the living room.”
Beatrice stamped her foot. “No! I want my boyfriend!”
Hazel adjusted the flame under the percolator and prayed for strength. “Let’s get you back to the living room, Beatrice.” She looked at her watch. “You don’t want to miss your show.” 
“Where’s my
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