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Popular lesbian romance writer, Shye Ryder, teams up with Pulitzer nominated, Baer Charlton, to bring a fresh telling of a very old refrain. With the combined introspection of Shye, and the gritty storytelling of Baer, the power of this subtle story will hit you in the gut, and make you examine your own life. This is the book people will be talking about for years to come.
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01 Holding Daddy’s Hand
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Summer seemed a million miles away. Everything about it was a dream—the carefree days with the smell and bright light in the yard of freshly washed sheets hanging in the sun mixed with the pungent smell of newly mowed lawns, the blanket heat of the sunlight on exposed arms and legs—and all seemed like a movie Marsha had watched long ago.

The slow, soft, rhythmic beep of the monitor counted the pulse of her life now. Her glazed, unseeing eyes only reflected the cool rain running in rivulets down the windows, the streetlights haloing the scribbled lines. A gust of wind splattered the water into dimpled wallpaper on the glass. Her eyes blinked at the sound and movement. Her left hand absently played with the graying hair gone stringy from the third day without a shower. She sat thinking.

The oxygen at his nose sighed a continual whisper. His mouth was only a dark slice. It was enough to hear the soft wet rattle of his exhale—only a shadow of the lungs that once commanded the house and the sawyer’s yard at the mill. 

His voice was garbled. “I need a beer, Ellen.” 

Marsha held the straw to his lips. He suckled. His mind was far beyond knowing the difference between water and beer. He was a year beyond understanding the difference between his wife and his daughter. Hour by hour, it came and went.

Marsha thought about her mother. She had won. The tortured heart and body had drifted away in the night many years before. For forty-two years, the woman had worked her body to skin stretched over tortured bone, the wife of a logger in one logging town after another. The babies were the easy part. The cooking and washing were only a challenge. Marsha remembered the holes in the pine floors from the spikes of the boots. Week after week, the Johnson floor wax filled the holes, giving a soft glow to the cheap company housing floors. At eight, Marsha learned the arm numbing process of polishing the heat-softened wax into the holes. Crawling inch by inch on her knees, Marsha would push a wad of wax with a butter knife. She filled the holes and then went back over the entire floor to polish it to the warm glow. Her father got home and followed his habitual trek across the living room, through the dining room, and across the kitchen to the Frigidaire with the tall bottles of Coors beer. Marsha, still on the floor, could see in the late afternoon sun, the ant trail of fresh spike holes from her father’s corks. He would remove those work boots just before he went to bed to sleep the sleep of the innocent. 

The man, now in the hospital bed, drifted back to sleep—or whatever it was. His lips were a crack. Three slips of the pink pay-stubs would have slipped in—but not a key. His mouth had always been ready to curse or quote one of his twenty-eight favorite verses from the Bible. 

In high school, Marsha had learned the truth—his verses did not come from the book. Even the chapters he quoted were not there either. It was the first time she understood the man could not read. The black leather bound book never left the small table next to his chair. The small brown plastic radio with cream knobs never played anything but his evangelistic programs. Every night at seven, and six hours on Sunday, one holy man or another shared his conversations he had with God.

The man’s wife would sit in the smaller, often repaired, chair. The patches lay worn and threadbare as the original faded green fabric. Her hands moved in a steady rhythm—always filled with socks to darn or shirts to sew patches on. The socks were her husband’s and sons, but the patches were good enough for the girl.

The small girl, Marsha, played with the wooden blocks the men made for their children. Every logger’s child knew what a two, a four, and the long six was. The width and thickness were all the same in every logging town. A two-inch wide board had a finished thickness of three-quarters of an inch. The board was finished to one-and-a-half-inches wide. A two was as long as it was wide, a four was twice as long, and the gap-bridging six was the length of three twos. A finish was never applied. That came from the oil and grease from their children’s hands. Any other finish would have required real money being foolishly spent on a child’s toy.

If a girl in the company town ever got a store-bought doll, the other girls would not speak to her for many weeks. The girl could only pray her father would get a job with another company. During a move, the girl could lose the doll. 

Log children knew all the things they needed to know. The value of a six, what the arched semi-circle cut in a four was for, your clothes will have patches, and if you are a girl—you and your mother’s underwear would have safety pins where they hopefully didn’t show. If a woman or girl’s safety pin was showing, the secret code was to tell her she was looking mighty shiny that morning. If you were friends, you would go to the bathroom together so you could show her which one was showing. If you weren’t friends, you only smiled—and told her nothing.

The old man moaned something, licked and then smacked his dry lips. His hand was cool and dry in hers. They said the circulation would decrease until the fingers and toes would start to die. She stared at his face. The old white scar ran from just above the left corner of his mouth, straight into the hairline above his sideburns, and past his ear. The seared line had never turned pink.

The sawpit paid more money than turning logs in the pond. As a young man, Ted had shown himself to be a good judge of a log. His eyes were quick, and he ran board footage math in his head like other men could run a woman’s figure in theirs. He couldn’t read, but he knew the right numbers converting a large wet log into stacks of lumber. He even knew money—but any simple arithmetic his children brought home from school was cause for him to turn on his radio show and sit staring at the distant wall as he nodded in agreement to the preaching man. 

The job boss had moved him the week before into the saw shed as a stick man. The stick man would measure the butt or fat end of a log and would call out the estimated cut yield. This told the sawyer how to cut the log for the called yield and how many board feet they could count on. The sawyer was the man who would position the log to pass it through the saw. He also had the final say on any log, but they usually worked as a team. Ted had lived next door to Robert and spent as much time in Robert’s backyard as Robert and his family had spent in theirs. If they were not best friends, they were close. 

The fateful Friday was also the day before the spring prom. Marsha had borrowed a friend’s dress. The friend had worn it the year before as a bridesmaid. Marsha didn’t have a date, but it was the first dance she would be going to. 

After school let out, Marsha had walked to the mail delivery. Every child knew where to take the sack with your family’s name on it and exchange it for the sack with mail in it. The small children laid their hands on the counter so Rosie could stamp them with the red ‘Special Delivery’ or the blue ‘Air Mail’ ink stamps. A child in a logging camp wasn’t growing up right without ink stains on the backs of their hands. As the girls grew older, they also learned Rosie was worldlier than the other women and could help them with their hair. The two-dollars the girls paid her for the fluffy curls helped pay for all the shiny concrete in the spray bottle of hair spray.

The man had rushed into the post office and almost dove through the service window. People knew where people were, and Marsha’s mother was what everyone referred to as down mountain.

If you were drunk in the Tri-Star bar and having an affair, you were down mountain. If you were doing the month’s grocery shopping, you and whom you were with—were down mountain. If you had done run off...

Snipe Ciderrmore was a thin man nobody could imagine on the end of an ax, a whipsaw, or even one of the two-man chainsaws. He floated about the mill areas and usually was driving this or that, here and there. He was the man you would send if you needed to get a message to someone in the company town. But everyone knew Snipe’s love or lust for the bottle, so sending him into the real town seventeen miles away would be tantamount to his being down mountain until he had slept off his drunk in the sheriff’s hoosegow.  

Snipe had almost shot through the delivery window. The fact that his legs were too heavy to lift saved him the embarrassment of landing in Mrs. Kallowiffski’s lap.

“There were an accident in the saw shed. They done took y’all’s daddy off’n the mountain—to the hospital.”

The yard boss had a company truck. He offered to take Marsha down the mountain. What Marsha didn’t know was the man wasn’t talking about just going down mountain into Kernville. He was talking about going off the mountain to the city. All the way down the mountain to Bakersfield—five grueling hours of narrow winding mountain roads. 

Marsha never did learn where or why her mother had been down mountain. It didn’t matter. Five hours later, Marsha was completely off the mountain. The five large curls cemented to the top of her head—with the rest in beer can curlers. She wished she could forget that day, but every time she saw a can of beer, her hand would sneak to her hair.

Dark blue cloth flitted at her side. She looked up. 

“How’s our boy?” The nurse’s voice was soft with a slight edge of an accent that might have been there as a child. 

Marsha slumped slightly. “He’s been in and out most the day. More out than in, I guess.”

The frost-tipped blonde nurse checked the man’s pulse as she watched his respiration. Everything was on the monitor—which she ignored. Marsha almost smiled a tired curl to the lip. She watched as the woman held the man’s wrist in her ungloved hand. Next, she would take a standard thermometer and stick it in the man’s mouth. The routine had been the same for a hundred years, and just because a machine says it is so... Marsha liked the nurse’s style. She glanced at the board. It said the nurse’s name was Fred. She knew the board hadn’t changed for three days.

The nurse followed her head. “Did Fred work today? He usually works the graveyard...” She groaned softly, but Marsha could hear the frustration. The board was wiped clean. The nurse entered the right information. Marsha laughed when she wrote ‘walk a six-minute mile’ in the goals area. Both of them knew the man was never leaving the bed. 

Marsha glanced toward her father. “In his young days on the mountains, he had a thirty-eight-inch gait and could run a mountain goat to ground. He could cover the miles to the show’s slash faster than the mule team they used in those days. He carried his own ten-foot misery whip, a double-bitted ax, and his day pack. Mama said in the early days, one of the new men had a chainsaw. Daddy had dropped a double-reach before the man lost his new chainsaw in a squat. They let the other guy go.”

The woman wrote the name Kit in the area for the nurse and then turned. She gently snugged the cap back on the dry marker. Her face didn’t frown, but it wasn’t soft. She was thinking. “What did he do...?”

Marsha smiled at the thought of someone not understanding what she had just said. All her life there was a jargon—a whole different language. Logging was as colorful and vivid as the morning cresting over the ridge in a deep fir stand. The loggers had come from many lands and languages and over generations, had built a language which equaled where they worked and the people they worked with.

“He was a logger.”

“But you said something about a show and misery.”

“The company you work for has a town and a mill. The men go out to the forest and cut the trees to haul back to the mill. That is the show—all of that. But to the logger, it might just be the area he is logging, but most of the time, it is just the slash.”

“Slash?”

“It's the area where the loggers take all the limbs off the logs. In those days, there was no market for limbs and pulp.”

Kit leaned against the end of the bed. “I’ve flown over mountains where they did huge areas of clear-cut...”

“No, that’s a mow... like you would mow the lawn. The mow is because almost all the trees are the same species. Out to the coast, it be Doug fir, but in the Sierras, it is more twenty-nine. That’s most what daddy cut.”

“Twenty-nine?”

“Species twenty-nine—is the label for white pine, spruce, and fir. The lumberyards jus’ call it SPF for spruce, pine, and fir. But it's white fir instead of Doug fir. Twenty-nine is all board-stand instead of the lumber like the two-by-fours they build houses with.” Marsh realized somewhere she was leaving out information the nurse needed. Information needed for clarity about what she was talking about. “Maybe I didn’t explain—”

Kit put her hand up. “You did fine. It's all organs, and your daddy logged guts, spleen, and kidneys—but this other Doug guy was lungs and heart.”

Marsha laughed softly. “Yeah, kind of like that.”

Kit smiled to one side as she stood. “I’m not on for another forty minutes. The nurses said you haven’t left here since about ten this morning. Why don’t you come grab dinner with
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