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 A Crystalliferous Journey

 


At tax time when they sat at the old maple
table reviewing figures for the accountant, her husband Blair used
to say, “Ruth, we aren’t rich even though the farm is worth more
than two million dollars. We have to die to make our fortune.”

Ruth had simply nodded at Blair, not
contradicting him openly, trying hard to keep a sly smile from
forming. Blair liked to look at the debit sheet not the asset list,
though they took both to the accountant. Blair talked about the
farm equipment loan he always hoped to pay off next cropping
season, the mortgage on the hundred acres they’d added to the farm
ten years ago when it still seemed possible one of the children
would follow in their footsteps, the capital improvement loan to
add more grain storage on the farm.

Ruth economized and that made Blair happy.
They ate most of their meals at home, grew a huge garden even
though it was just the two of them now, and she made all their
clothes except jeans and underwear. Blair let her upgrade the house
every five years or so, buy a new piece of furniture, remodel a
bathroom, install new carpeting, and so she thought she had it
nice. They owned land; they owed little; and they were healthy and
could farm forever, living the good life as Blair called it.

She buried him last year. Heart attack. She
collected the life insurance, enough to pay off the debt, held an
auction and sold all the equipment and tools he had so carefully
accumulated. She resisted selling the farm. She needed some time,
she told those who asked, to figure out what lay ahead of her.

It looked like fortune was smiling on her.
Yesterday she finished negotiating a contract with a farmer who
rented out as much land as he could get his hands on. Her four
hundred acre farm was going to bring her more money than she and
her husband ever cleared by both of them working long hours during
cropping season to grow corn and soybeans. No longer would she have
to apply for a crop loan, worry about the harvest, and then watch
most of the money go to pay back the loan that covered production
costs.

She still hadn’t decided if she wanted to
sell the farm but she had decided that she was still young enough
to enjoy herself. She would turn sixty this week. It would be some
time before old age took over. Now she found herself in an
interesting position. Eligible men all over the township were
knocking at her door. “Evidently they believe,” she thought to
herself, “I am rich and quite a catch.”

For too long she had known nothing but long
hours, hard work, and little appreciation for her intelligence and
skills. She attributed her present good fortune to her skills and
intelligence. Her husband would have scoffed at the idea of a
contract. He’d have told her she’d never see the money. But she had
checked out the land renter carefully, calling references, his
banker, and the other landlords. She had a signed contract that
would stand up in court. In front of her sat a check with her name
on it made out for more than she had ever had. It was the first
half of the annual contract. The other half was due at harvest.

She had plans to splurge, spending a good
hunk on herself. She was going to see just what she could make
herself into now that she was no longer a poor farmer’s wife. For
weeks she had been planning what she would do when this check
arrived. Tomorrow she planned to get up early, catch a bus, then
board a train, and pull into downtown Chicago mid-afternoon. She
had booked a reservation for herself in one of the finest hotels on
the “Magnificent Mile” for five nights and six days, and when she
returned to her little farming community, she planned to look like
a different person. She knew enough about farmers to know that
would put them off for months, and that was fine with her. The last
thing she wanted right now was to hook up with another farmer.

Blair would be surprised if he could see what
she was doing, maybe even appalled. She always did exactly what he
wanted her to do. Not that she minded, but she had sometimes felt,
maybe on a Saturday night when the work’s week was done, that life
could be celebrated a little more than Blair believed. She would
quietly suggest a dinner at the local supper club, a nice steak, a
side of hash browns, a crisp green salad with romaine lettuce and
blue cheese dressing. But Blair was usually tired. “Let’s stay home
and watch television; we can go next week,” he’d say. So, she would
fry up some chicken, bake potatoes, and make a salad for them to
eat quietly, under the glow of the Tiffany-style lamp that hung
over the maple table. Blair would eat silently, and when he
finished, look at her with a smile on his face as he wiped his lips
with a napkin, “Good meal, hon. I’ll go read the paper while you
clean up the kitchen.”

Still she missed their Saturday nights
together but she had mourned enough, she decided. It was time to
make some changes, figure out what Ruth wanted to do. And so she
concocted her plan.

She needed to do something with herself
between now and morning so that she could at least look like
someone who had something. The fine merchants in downtown Chicago
would take one look at her graying hair, faded blue jeans, flannel
shirt that was fraying at the cuffs, and turn the other way.

She went into the bathroom. She found the box
of hair dye she had bought for this occasion on the top shelf. It
was an auburn shade that closely approximated the color of her hair
before it had become so peppered with gray. Her oldest daughter had
advised her on the purchase so she had some confidence it would
work.

An hour later when she emerged from the
bathroom, she was pleased. Her hair hung in silky soft waves,
glistening with red highlights, accenting her hazel eyes and creamy
clear complexion. She looked ten years younger. She considered
running to the local convenience store on the pretext of needing
milk to gauge her neighbor’s reaction to this change, but she had
no time to waste. She still needed clothes for the trip.

Next she pulled her old Singer sewing machine
out of the closet and set it up at one end of the dining room
table. Her husband had always said she could sew a burlap bag into
a ball gown. She wasn’t going to go that far, but she did think a
straight black skirt out of gabardine, and a blouse out of silky
polyester would look quite nice on her. She was slim and trim and
shapely. She set to work, making the machine purr like a contented
cat. It was close to midnight when she looked up from her machine.
She had finished the skirt first and tried it on with the low heels
she had bought in town. The blouse had given her a bit of trouble
because the material was slippery and hard to work with, but now it
too was done. The swirl of red, black, and gold complimented her
skin tones and the long sleeves with the ruffles and the fitted
bodice showed off her figure. She was pleased.

As she passed the mirror in the bathroom to
draw her bath, she startled herself. For a moment, she thought
there was an intruder in the room with her. She laughed with joy
and satisfaction at the transformation.

The next morning she was out the door and on
the bus before second thoughts took over. She kept saying to
herself, “I’m actually doing this,” and once she pinched herself to
make sure she was really alive. When she got off the train in
Chicago, the hustle and bustle of the big city greeted her, waking
her up like a good stiff cup of Norwegian coffee. She loved being
just another woman hurrying towards a cab, anonymous, unseen
because she fit in, ordinary in a sea of human beings. No one would
be calling out to her, “Ruth, what do you think you are doing,
dressed like that?”

She hailed a taxi and arrived at the hotel
with one small bag filled with her night clothes and make-up, and a
large suitcase that was mostly empty. She had thrown in some books
to read, and a few skeins of yarn and knitting needles to give the
bag some weight and her something to do in her
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