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About the Author



A native Montanan, Karen L. Brown began writing at the age of 25—on the back of napkins, matchbooks, and paper bags—wherever inspiration hit her. She would wake up at night with ideas that couldn’t wait! The designated writer for family, funerals, reunions, and birthdays, it wasn’t until her mother passed that she decided to write this story. She loved to travel and had many friends who encouraged her. She was motivated to write about her real-life experiences. So, here it is, with quite a bit of fiction thrown in. She has a book of poetry in the works—later!


 





Dedication

To my mom, Addie, from whom it all started. To my children, Benny and Seanna, who have always been my inspiration. To my sis, LaVonne, for her advice and remembering what I had forgotten.







“Sing the song of the north wind. It comes from nowhere. Sing again the song of the wisdom of woman. She is wind fashioned into flesh and bone. As strong as the wind. And sing also the song of Youth.”



– by Konrad Bercovici, 1926

‘Familiar Quotations’ by John Barlett, copyright 1948, 1955




Chapter 1
 1942

A damp Portland chill permeated the room with relentless disregard for the still balmy days of September. And Saturday morning dawned on schedule as the husband crawled quietly out of bed, tiptoed gently from room to room, lit the heater, made coffee and looked in on the baby. Dim morning shadows told him it was still early, even though the sun, seemingly embarrassed to come out in its near nakedness, cast just a hint of light across the room.

He hoped it wouldn’t be another typical damp, rainy day, a thing that bothered his asthma. He sank quietly back into bed, curled his cold feet next to the wife and borrowed sweet warmth from her until the chill gave way to a familiar peace.

The wife woke to his gentle movements and nestled her head against the hollow of his shoulder, feeling small against his bigness. Groggily, she forced a note of wakefulness into her voice. “The baby awake yet?”

“It’s still early, she’s sound asleep.” He elevated his body and leaned slightly against one elbow to support his head. “Let’s just stay in bed ’til she wakes up.”

“That’s a darn good idea. Egad, your feet are freezing cold.” She rubbed her eyes and stretched. “Let’s get you warm,” as she nibbled on his ear and made a noise against it that sounded like molasses dripping from a spoon.

It was a whichever-way-the-wind-blows Saturday, a special time when they could lay quietly in bed and wait for a rustle from the baby’s room. Their only child, five-month-old Sarah, was the webbing, the thread of time and space that measured their lives, and according to them, she was also the cleverest child ever to be born.

“I have an idea, honey,” Katie continued and sat upright in bed. “Let’s have a special day today. You know, just pretend like we’re, well you know, just courting sort of, and we can do some of the things we used to do before we were married. Maybe we could take the ferry, go to that fortune teller. Maybe even go to the movies at the Paramount.”

When she was excited she minced her words, and her hands were small but busy, and because she used them to talk, they were often in motion. “The Lindsay’s have been begging to watch Sarah and they’ll do it for free.” Almost breathless, hands spent in explanation. “C’mon, say yes!”

Carson loved how she was always so sure of herself, and he laughed at her because he was proud to be her husband. As he leaned forward, his eyes came to rest upon her reflection in the adjoining mirror and he saw how, at eighteen, her skin was clear and pale except for the lazy hint of freckles left from childhood. Her eyes, the color of a calm sea at twilight, seemed as though they could have almost been born unto themselves.

Her hair was a tawny color of cornsilk and fell lightly around a face that was strong but not perfect; usually devoid of much makeup, a raspberry birthmark on her forehead was visible in certain light, and the tiny gap between her two front teeth was as if by design and not defect.

He knew he was going to give in to her, knew it was going to happen, yet was always surprised when it did. “Fine, fine. Today we just won’t worry about money. I’ll be the gay blade and you’ll be my girlfriend.” He shifted his weight around to lean on his other elbow and glanced at the clock on the dresser.

Past seven o’clock. “Okay, wherever you want to go. I’ll take you on one condition. Let me sleep for half an hour and make me some breakfast. Now get out of this bed, woman, and do those wifey things,” he teased as she rolled out of bed.

Katie threw the pillow over his head and kissed his eye, pulled the covers tightly around him and left the room.

As she puttered around the kitchen, she was reassured by the sound of the creaky floorboards and the warmth of the frayed old braided rug beneath her feet. She didn’t mind that there were only three good-sized rooms, or that the murphy bed folded up into the wall closet in the parlor which served as the master bedroom as well as the living area, or that the bathroom, located ten feet down the hall was shared by two other couples.

And if the water had been any cooler, it would have been called a cold-water flat, but she just heated water on the stove to do laundry. At noon, she watched but didn’t participate as the tenants gathered at the mailboxes in the lobby to gripe about the lack of hot water and/or privacy in the bathroom.

Their home at the Rosebud Apartments was near the hub of the city, yet not within walking distance of the shipyards on Swan Island where Carson worked and shuttled on the Portland Traction. They had a baby stroller, no car, walked the city, knew all the side streets, short cuts and local gossip. Their bodies were firm and strong from all the walking and since they were young, spirited and committed, they really didn’t notice some of the inconveniences.

Later, after Katie tended to the baby and walked down the hall to see her fifty-year old neighbor, Grace Lindsay, Carson was dressed and ready to go to the newsstand. When he returned to the flat, she was scrambling eggs in the kitchen and singing songs about shrimp boats and the coming of autumn.

Katie wore her starched, pleated organdy and a pair of simulated pearl earrings that matched her brooch. She was proud that by Rosebud standards, Carson was a bit out of place; so handsome was he in his only Hickey Freeman suit. At nineteen, he was big, solid and built for endurance; Long, Tall, Get-Along, his friends called him.

Descending from a line of stubborn, hot-blooded Black-Irish Catholics named O’Connor, he was often plagued by asthma attacks. His black hair was slicked back with only a slight part on the left, and his hands were tanned and hardened from work. He had straight, white teeth and a full, solid mouth that slightly showed the outline of a tiny scar left from his wilder days—before Katie.

It was a Tom Sawyer September day that boasted a warm breeze, a change of season and the sound of leaves crunching under their feet.

“Well, Mrs. Deep Pockets, as always, you’re in charge of our finances. How much can we spend today?”

“I have three dollars stashed away. Things aren’t nearly as tight this month.” She felt quite frivolous carrying extra money around, regarding the fanciful notion that if they took care of the luxuries every so often, the necessities would certainly be provided.

As they ambled past the Oyster Loaf Restaurant and the Hotel Benson, the streets were busy with women passing out war propaganda and carrying signs that read, ‘Bonds Buy Bombs—Buy More Bonds’ and ‘Victory is Everyone’s Business’. A man selling poppies for disabled veterans stood on the corner while a street vendor sold war-rationed, black-market coffee and silk stockings.

Hand in hand, they observed the energy as they walked through the familiar streets, Carson seemingly lost in his own thoughts and Katie fascinated by the bustling of people and the scampering of an occasional squirrel.

“Mercy, I just love this city! Everything is so, you know, full of life, and…”

“Full of strange people, you mean?” He interrupted.

“Well, I suppose they are a little strange, but I love it all.” She squeezed his hand. “Let’s have fun and not think about anything else that’s going on in the world.” She felt giddy and a little wild, like a young colt waiting to be broken.

Pondering the thought, he turned to teasing and finally to patronizing. “You’re right. In fact, I can’t remember the last time you were wrong. I should get you out of the house more often though.”

“I’d really like to go see that fortune teller, the gypsy Mrs. Lindsay told us about? Do you think we could?”

Being more or less the random observer, he replied, “You don’t really believe in all that stuff, do you?”

“I don’t exactly have to believe in order to know it’s just plain interesting,” She went on to talk with her hands. “Take me there or I’ll just go by myself sometime.”

“Oh, brother, I’ll take you just so you can have your way,” he said, pretending to pout.

“Thanks, honey. You can have your way with me later,” she whispered in his ear and pinched his cheek.

Carson picked up his pace and lightened his mood, but from the corner of his eye, he secretly studied how the young boys leaned against the storefronts, advertising their restlessness as they blew smoke rings from their Lucky Strikes. I always feel like I still know these boys, and if it hadn’t been for Katie, I could’ve been one of them myself.

Although, he never really fit in with the boys, his loneliness had taken him to these same streets after his mother’s death six years ago. On these streets, he remembered how he had learned to spit through his two front teeth without dribbling, and how the guys used to lie about the first time they got laid by a girl whose name they had already forgotten. While he was humbled that it wasn’t him standing on the corner now, he felt a certain brooding connection to another time.

Katie knew he was deep in thought, and at times she viewed him as a hard read since she never really knew what he was thinking. Then again, maybe that’s one of the mysteries I love about him, she thought.

The sound of her voice brought him quickly back to reality as she relayed tales of the gypsy and stories of the places he had been in California where food grew in abundance from trees, where children ran free from violence on the streets and bought absolution from poverty through education.

Tugging at Carson’s arm, she led him toward Marie’s Cafe on S.W. Broadway, in the direction of the gypsy.

Inside the Czechoslovakian restaurant, Katie took survey.

“I’m sure this is the place Mrs. Lindsay told me about. It doesn’t exactly have a real name because the immigrant owner doesn’t want to be labeled by his foreign name. So everyone just calls the restaurant Marie’s.” She went on to explain that Marie was the Cajun whore who rented a room upstairs from the restaurant.

No one saw her much as she slipped silently past the night shadows, but people came to depend on the melancholy sounds of her singing. Almost every night at dusk, a voice draped in sorrow drifted like a low, lavender sunset from her room unto the street below. Blues songs, Marie called them—songs that transcended the loneliness of the places she had been and the men who had left her there. “The blues,” she said, “is just a good man feelin’ bad.”

Distant, knee-slapping music of Fats Waller sounded from the radio behind the counter. It was almost noon and customers were coming in for lunch. The waitress seemed to know most of the clientele; the ‘regulars’ had their own place at the counter, and she tried to have their coffee ready when they sat down. It was a folksy, slow-paced grill where surroundings were familiar and potatoes were lumpy but never soggy.

Katie stopped to read the ad tacked over the counter which marveled the wonders of Kellogg’s Pep cereal. “The U.S. needs US strong. Eat nutritional food for energy to work in war plants and factories.” Carson, however, and as usual, was only destination-bound.

They ambled toward the end of the counter and found the gypsy, Nicholas, sitting silently by himself, observing the lunch crowd and nursing a soft drink. He appeared to be in his early sixties with thick, black hair and deep-set, intense dark eyes. His face, angular yet peaceful, showed lines of his years, and he wore several rings on one hand and a strange-looking tiger’s eye on the other.

He wasn’t really a gypsy in the nomadic sense, for he rarely drifted very long, and when he did, he always came back to roost. But he was a fortune teller, people said, a purveyor of wisdom and knowledge whose stories moved like medicine through the war-stricken community. People came to see him, not because his words were truth, but because he gave hope to half-truths and kept them in touch with certain unknowns.

Katie, guided by Carson’s not-so-subtle lead, prepared to sit down next to the gypsy. “You can’t just go sit down like that. Let me take the lead. You go to the restroom, then come over when I wave at you. No tellin’ about this guy.”

Carson walked with purpose, taking the lead and ignoring the waitress as she flirted and winked at him when she took his order. Despite a certain amount of trepidation, he tried to act somewhat casual as he sat down at the counter next to Nicholas, ordered three coffees with a sinker and introduced himself. “We’re the O’Connors. I’m Carson and that’s my wife, Katie, over there.” They began talking about the weather, the war and the freight docks in San Diego.

Carson waved at Katie to join them when she returned from the restroom, but so captivated by the moment that she only played with her cup o’Joe sitting in front of her.

Intensely but slowly, with a slight accent that was not particularly discernible to a specific area, Nicholas spoke with eye contact. “There are factors in this old world, forces to be reckoned with.” It seemed he didn’t tell fortunes, just talked, making up his thoughts as he went along. Yet his words came out well-chosen, as if they had been carefully orchestrated.

“Not all wars are necessary, but this one we’re in is necessary. Charles Dickens says we all wear the chains we forge in life. Peace begins, not only from the masses, but on individual levels.” Due to her mother’s insistence and her own love of the classics, Katie was familiar with Charles Dickens and she hung on to his every word.

Nicholas crossed his big lumbering legs under the counter and continued. “There’s a basic democracy among some animal species—organized, communal living patterns and even some harmony and essential reasoning. We could all learn from some of our primates.”

Carson listened and observed. “Sure, I know what you’re trying to say, but—”

“The people, they’re just people like us,” Nicholas went on. “Not all people are bad. It’s the leaders we should worry about. Just a matter of altering a state of mind, caustic attitudes and all the hatred.”

“That’s a nice picture and pretty platitudes, Sir, but the people are part of the whole, and isn’t that a bit naive, in view of the bloody war we’re in?”

“Nobody said it would be simple.” He waited for a reaction but getting none, he continued. “I saw a little Mexican girl once, dancing naked in the warm rain. Maybe if we could all dance in the rain, so to speak, with the earth, and lay down our weapons, we could live in peace.”

Katie, seeing where this was going, changed the subject.

“Can you tell us anything about our lives, our future?”

“No one can tell you that, but there’s a purpose to everything, even the bad matters and promises matter.” He took a deep breath and went on to talk about a place where Joshua trees grew wild in the Mojave and the healing powers of the sea.

They both rose, shook hands and thanked the gypsy. Outside, Katie asked, “So, what did you think of my gypsy man? You have to admit he was right about a lot of things.”

“Like you said, it was interesting. I think he’s a bit wacky but so are you, sweetheart,” he teased. “I like the part about dancing naked in the rain, though. I’ll pray for rain.”

Katie had adapted but still tried to change Carson’s view on certain issues, and she knew he hadn’t taken the gypsy seriously. He had many good qualities, one of which was not tolerance for ethereal pipedreams. Very gently, she tried to diffuse the conversation, but she rolled her eyes when she said, “Now, don’t be so cynical, he just said we need to set aside hatred.”

“I’m not being cynical, I’m being realistic.”

She knew better than to get into a philosophical discussion. I love him, she thought, but women have a right to their own opinions, better kept to themselves.

As they stood on the corner trying to decide what to do next, Katie reached into her pocket for a tissue and felt something unfamiliar. Retrieving a round object and rolling it around in her hands, it glistened like a June bug on her skin, and was about the size of a penny with a group of yellow-clustered seeds encased in clear crystal.

“What in the world is this?” she questioned. “Honey, look at this. Did you stick something in my pocket?”

“Lemme see.” He placed the crystal in the palm of his hand for inspection. “Nope. Maybe from your old jewelry?”

“No, it’s not. Kinda looks like a mustard seed charm, and it’s real crystal—that’s expensive. Hmm, I just reached in my pocket before we went to the restaur—” She was quiet for a moment as she recounted her whereabouts. “Wait a minute, it wasn’t in my pocket then. The gypsy, you think, ’cause I haven’t been anywhere else? But why? Maybe it dropped in by mistake.”

“I doubt that. If anything, he reached in your pocket for some damn reason. They’re very strange, those people.” A tone laced with suspicion. “Notice how handy he was at digging in your pocket! Better check to see if there’s anything in your underwear, haha. And here I was gonna give him some jack but I bought his lunch instead, thought giving him money for just talking would be kinda tacky.”

“I don’t think he DUG in my pocket, I would’ve felt that. Please let’s forget it. He gave it to me so I’m gonna keep it,” tones of finality in her voice. The mustard seed would be her own special possession. Carson, wired for logic, was more or less cerebral, while Katie operated emotionally. Ergo, the proverbial stalemate.

“Whatever you think, it’s fine.” He too, preferred to drop the subject except for one question. “What exactly does a mustard seed mean, anyway?”

“It’s from a parable in the Bible; Matthew, I think, and it says something about the kingdom of heaven being likened to the grain of a mustard seed. If you have the faith of that little seed and believe it can grow tall and strong, then all things are possible. I think that’s what the gypsy meant. Maybe it’s sort of symbolic.”

If she was mildly annoyed at his unwillingness to share in this adventure, she also accepted the fact that men and women were indeed different.

The afternoon was crowded with shopping mothers, drifting children and bustling activity. Carson bought a pretzel from a vendor. Hand in hand, they strolled through the city, black mulberry’s still in bloom, lazy weeping willows that didn’t fight the wind and a cool breeze flirting with the hem of Katie’s skirt. Although Carson had forgotten about the gypsy by now, Katie’s thoughts still centered around his words; words that made her feel like smiling at everyone who walked past, and so she did.

As they sat on a park bench, she reached into her purse for paper and pencil, hurriedly trying to scribble out the gypsy’s words and distract Carson at the same time. But not in enough time.

“What are you writing there? I need to talk to you.”

“Oh, nothing.” Distracted as she was, the last part of Carson’s words cast no response from her.

“Look, it’s…well…it’s about my hours at the shipyard, they’ve been cut, at least for now. I didn’t want to tell you.” Coming on the heels of a good time, the news was bleak but not enough to let it ruin her day.

“Oh, no!” Long pause. “Well, it’s not the end of the world. We’ll get by,” she reassured him.

Facing her now, the subject was closed as another one came to light. “Katie, you’re missing an earring.” They looked on the ground, in her purse and pockets, to no avail. “Oh, darn, it must have fallen off,” she lamented.

“You know,” he said, recalling the facts, “something’s fishy about that gypsy. First a mustard seed and now an earring. I think he swiped it. Yup, I’m sure of it.”

“Well, how could he do that, or better yet, why?”

In all likelihood, and by all appearances, it seemed the gypsy had done it again. Was he a gift giver? Was he a thief? Who was he really, and why had he chosen her to direct his attention toward? His words seemed to play in her mind, over and over, but whatever the reason, Katie knew it was him.

She knew! I should have felt invaded, she mused, but I really didn’t. Was it being something he needed that belonged to me—something of mine to connect with?

Carson stood up, stretched his arms, checked his pockets and gave Katie an I-told-you-so-look, but he kept his mouth shut except, with tongue-in-cheek, “The guy should learn better manners and a lot more discretion.”

“Oh, Carson, it doesn’t matter, really. It’s very odd, but I’m sure he didn’t mean any harm.”

“If you’re happy, then I’m happy, my little idealist.”

“Don’t go labeling me now, that’s not fair. You’re making fun of me, aren’t you?” She giggled.

“No, I’m flirting with you. Remember, you’re my girlfriend, a strong-willed one who likes to have her own way. After all, you’ve had your way about everything so far today, haven’t you?”

Shuffling aimlessly, Carson whistling and Katie smiling, they picked up their pace, hoping to make the matinee at the Paramount. Three blocks later, they stared up at the marble pillars that stood erect against graduated spirals of amber neons. Detailed artwork was sculpted into brickwork, pastel awnings and soft-colored lights shaded by majestic entrances.

Katie shivered, but not from the crisp September air.

“We haven’t been to a movie since we got married, and I forgot how proud this old theatre looks beside these drab old buildings.” She thrust her shoulders back, tilted her head high, as if to rise to its dignity, and the marquee beckoned them inside.

They found a sparsely-seated row toward the rear, and for ten minutes Katie sat and observed her surroundings. To her, the theatre was like a vacation without the travel—a place of adventure for giddy young valentines who came seeking wild-boy laughter. She wondered about the lonely who came seeking diversion, and broken hearts who came for peace, and was thankful she wasn’t one of them. For Carson, life on the silver screen simply provided vicarious entertainment against the sharpness of wartime.

Right after the house lights dimmed and just before the movie started, layers of billowing curtains swayed against the pillars. Every fold draped and floated to the tempo of Billie Holiday’s voice filling the theatre with mournful sounds of Night and Day. Where have I heard that song before? She wondered, and then it came to her.

It was the same throaty strain she’d heard Marie sing outside the restaurant. The song and its sentiments ran through her mind like a ticker tape and touched a place in her woman-heart. Leaning over, she touched Carson’s arm and squeezed his hand.

The name of the movie was The Little Foxes. Based upon Lillian Hellman’s play, the movie starred Bette Davis and Teresa Wright. As she watched the credits run across the screen, the name Lillian echoed in her ear, as though it were part of an unfinished story. Then and there, she made up her mind that the name of their next child would be Lili.

She leaned back in her seat and watched the curtains sway, but her mind, persistent in its drifting, wandered back to a vivid memory of the day she met Carson and all the old reasons she loved him. Today, there were no coming on of fevers. Now the feelings were quiet yet strong and peace came over her like a lingering kiss.

I remember how he came to me on the street that day, dimly at first yet visible against the crowd. He came to me like daybreak, just to tell me my shoes were squeaking. But first, he caught me when I fell, like I was just a little leaf dropping from a tree, and his arms were a place to land.

Carson glanced at her and thought he saw a little tear trickle down her face. “What’s the matter, Katie?”

“Nothing. I’m just crying ’cause I’m happy.”

“Why would you cry if you’re happy? I thought women usually cried during the movie, not before.” Then he searched his words for clarity because he didn’t really understand. But he loved her, and to him that was the same thing. “It’s all right. You’re pretty when you cry.” He squeezed her hand. “I’m just glad we didn’t get popcorn. It would be all soggy from your tears by now.”

She wiped her nose with a hankie. “Just promise you won’t forget how happy we are, and how much we love each other.”

“I promise, Katie. I won’t forget.”

She basked in the melancholy feelings, and vowed to remember this movie, the song and the gypsy. She would remember how she cried because of this man she loved and the next child to be conceived of that love, the child she would name Lili. She would always remember this day, and sometimes Carson nearly went crazy trying to forget.

Throughout the remainder of the movie her thoughts continued to drift. At age thirteen, Carson was racking pins in a bowling alley after school til’ he went to welding school a few years later. At seventeen, he met Katie. Now looking back, she recalled how he was still a bit disconnected since his mother’s death.

At times, she would catch that far-away look in his eyes, missing his mother, needing her still and cutting his teeth on the gravely edge of reality, trying to detach himself from that pain. When she met him, the sadness lay just beyond the surface and he wasn’t really miserable, he told her. He was just getting by.

Sitting around a darkened house with his dad made him feel even more ungrounded, and sooner or later he had to get out of the house and away from the obvious silence left behind, so he took to the streets for solace.

It was early afternoon as he walked the crowded streets, hands in his pockets and head so low that he didn’t see Katie on her skates, out of control and heading straight for him. She wrapped her arms around him in an attempt to right her fall, but it was too late. They both landed on the sidewalk, silently observing each other as she rubbed her bruised knees.

She got up first, dusted herself off and squinted, “Geez, I’m so sorry. Are you alright?” She tried to hide her bruised knee but she couldn’t hide her eyes, staring back at his.

With one hand on his hip he stood up, fingers splayed across his forehead like an explanation mark, eyes fixated on hers. “You’re kinda like a wild steam engine, aren’t you?”

The contents of her small purse were strewn on the sidewalk, and he was left holding the purse as she gathered her belongings. Standing upright, she took in the scene and softly giggled.

“What’s so funny?”

“I’m sorry, it’s nothing.”

“C’mon, tell me what’s so funny.”

“Well, you hold my purse just like a girl.” But she said it without emasculating him. Tiny laugh lines encircled the sides of her mouth like tiny parenthesis as her eyes focused between him and the ground.

They talked all the way past Piggly Wiggly where they retrieved her shoes nearby. She was four months into her sixteenth year, she told him, and it was the first time she’d been in this neighborhood.

It took them ten minutes to put her shoes back on and there was something almost too intimate, too familiar about that, and yet surprisingly just, well, nice and easy. “Your shoes are squeaking,” he grinned. “They must not be paid for yet—at least that’s what my mom used to say.”

And for some reason he told her about losing his mom as a child. Words came haltingly then, but honest and he had no idea why he was revealing his private life to this stranger.

“I know, my dad died too when I was a kid, but I never wanted to remember much about his death, only him living.” Cautioning herself against talking too much, Katie didn’t tell him how successful her dad had been and how people said she looked just like him. She went on to prattle about their respective high schools, but noticed he wasn’t really listening as much as he was watching her. She felt his eyes rest upon the valley below her chin, and imagined what it would be like if he ran his fingers through her hair.

Carson walked her home, and the cadence of their voices kept tune with her squeaky shoes. When the afternoon wind gusted through and Katie shivered slightly, he guided her hand into his coat pocket and held it tightly. “You should be wearing a coat. Your hands are cold.”

Just being with you makes me feel warm. She said the words inside her head. It wouldn’t take that much for him to make me happy. And she had been right all along, remembering the day ten months later, when he bought her a shiny brake key for her runaway skates. When he handed her the key, she still remembered what he said; “You’ve been going way too fast. It’s time you slowed up, settled down and become my wife.”

Soon after Carson graduated from high school and had dated Katie over a year, he was drafted into the military. But after careful plotting and before he was sent to Camp Lee, Virginia for six weeks of basic training, they ran off with forged documents and were married in a frenzy of secrecy.

Stationed in Ft. Benning, Georgia, he was assigned to limited non-combat duty. Somehow, he was able to slip his asthma past the Army induction recruiters. Longing to be part of the victory fight for freedom, he hoped for assignment to the 32nd Infantry, a division that fought in New Guinea and the Pacific.

But when he went on-the-job training as transport driver for gasoline supply units, his asthma was discovered and after three months’ duty, his status was deferred and he was sent back home. It was, to say the least, a blow to his ego, his morale, his ability to perform, and of course, a source of anger.

Although he missed Katie and was glad to return home, a tug of disenchantment and failure ate at him. Except for his dad, a few friends and Katie, he seldom told anyone that asthma was what sent him home. Embarrassed, he simply slid over the issue.

The secret marriage then became a little sticky, and their love was put to the test when Katie confessed she was pregnant. She graduated that spring and so far they had kept their marriage a secret, as they both still lived at home with their parents. But the pregnancy wasn’t as easy to conceal, and when bulges began showing in her clothes, she broke down and told her mom everything.

Katie was raised under the safe and watchful wings of her mother, Jane, who was blessed with a wild streak of non-conformity. High spirited and outspoken, she was clearly a contradiction for her era. In fact, rumor had it that she was a bit wild when she was younger.

Every time she heard the gossip about herself, even as she grew older, she reared back her head and laughed. “I bet I had more fun than those narrow-minded old hens.”

Jane wasn’t pretty like Katie, but a rather rounded and homey, ‘handsome’ woman with durable features. Her looks were defined by a no-nonsense jaw, naturally curly hair and large, dark eyes. While she was physically strong, her feet were small and delicate of bone, with tapered ankles and a pair of million-dollar, shapely legs.

At age seventeen, Jane took the ‘Dirty Dog’ Greyhound Bus from Enterprise, Oregon to Denver with a twenty-year-old longshoreman, and constituted near scandal to her provincial family. Low down and lonesome, she came home alone two months later, begging her family’s forgiveness. And for a while she made an attempt to restore her tarnished image. But the die was cast, and she was thereafter labeled a renegade.

Soon weary of trying to redeem herself, she purposely rode around in her Model A Ford with her hair blowing in the wind, laughing like there was no tomorrow. It was then that the neighbors took up their appointed posts, confirming that this girl was indeed of dubious character.

Jane met Dan a short time later, and together, they ran like lightning and married in the fall. He took her away from that mean little town of Enterprise and moved her to Portland, where in a sense, she began to settle down. Before Dan was killed in a boating accident near Nestucca Bay on the Pacific-Coast, their nine-year union brought forth an only child, Katherine.

While the memory of the time she shared with Dan sustained her after his death, she spent many lonely nights in her big chair pretending to read. But she always had Katie.

As Katie grew up with her mother in Portland, the majority of women were reading romance magazines while their children read comic books; Jane read the classics and insisted Katie do the same. She took a course in Eastern religion, often had lunch with her cleaning lady and talked philosophy with her Jewish friends.

Even though Katie’s father had died financially intact, with a modest home paid in full, Jane still worked as a payroll clerk for Hampton Lumber. “It keeps me out of trouble,” she said in her own plausible style.

As long as Katie was happy, Jane obviously was never one to worry much about being a victim of gossip. Also recalling her own youth, she was mindful of saying anything behind one’s back. She always spoke freely to Katie, but let someone else criticize her daughter and she became livid. Consequently, and aside from any misgivings, she stood by a pregnant Katie.

Katie respected her mother’s spirit and was grateful for her loyalty. They were a tight little family, these two; the only other family they had was Jane’s geographically-distanced sister and two nephews in Georgia.

Jane was a solid mother and tried to ensure Katie a secure, middle-class childhood, despite her being an only child raised by one parent. Yet in throwing Katie to the carnivorous gray wolves of the world, she learned good, sound logic and some rather earthly and unconventional social graces.

Carson’s father, William, was a cabinetmaker, a craftsman by trade, and a weaver of intricate designs carved in oak, maple and cherry. He designed, chiseled and tended each piece with his own hands, and a bit of his soul was custom-built into each spindle of each buffet.

He made a decent living and was proud of buying his own little house in Portland. He could grow a marigold or a goose-neck squash out of rock dirt, and had a year-round farmer’s tan from working in his garden. Yet if it weren’t for his woodwork or recent victory gardens, he wouldn’t have had much of an outlet, a place to vent some stirrings. For he was a quiet man, not socially inclined, but diligent, hardworking and private. Only those who knew him well called him Bill.

After his wife, Molly, died, William became even more taciturn. While he was not an extremely hard-driving or stern father, still his silence became a manipulating and controlling thing to Carson. He had always been the rigid, unmovable Catholic even with Molly, but they got along fine because although she secretly subscribed to her own opinions, she was a little timid and intimidated by his inflexible goodness.

Even though William was a pleasant-looking man with a small, dark mustache and a thick head of hair, he never entertained the idea of remarriage. He’d been raised a Catholic and married to one for life. Thus his religion became a habit he wore with the comfort and ease of a man with a clear conscience.

William and Carson lived alone in the little house after Molly died, and seldom talked of feelings, let alone her death. William knew his son had trouble sleeping then, but thought a calm disposition to be more comforting: “In as much as God, in his wisdom, gives life and takes it away,” he said. “We will accept His plan.” Because his faith nourished him through hard times, he rather expected Carson should feel the same way.

When Carson was young, he came to believe that crying was a sign of weakness, and therefore, he separated himself from her death by denial, filling his time by helping to hold the home together, taking turns doing the cooking and finding a way to get out of the house whenever possible.

Aside from feeding and housing Carson, making sure he got to school during the week and Mass on Sunday, the boy more or less raised himself. At the age of twelve, he emerged more man than child, a rather quiet and self-contained loner, looming silently under his father’s shadow. When William did offer advice, Carson listened respectfully, then ultimately did as he damn well pleased anyway.

Therefore, when William found out his son was married to a girl who was both pregnant and non-Catholic, his first reaction was to have it annulled. “In God’s eyes, this marriage cannot be sanctioned, what with the sacraments and all.” Even though he held nothing terribly personal against Katie, he spoke the only laws he had ever known.

With the whole family present, Carson stood his ground with deliberate resolve and stated firmly, “Alright, Dad, that’s enough. We’re going to have this baby and there’s nothing you can do about that. Do you think the Church would approve of us raising a bastard child? Think about that, Grandpa!” His face was getting red now. “You act like Katie is a heathen or a heretic just because of your rigid religion.”

“Son, it’s not that Katie is expecting, it’s only because of the Church. What about the sacraments, how will the child be raised? What about the forged documents of your marriage?”

“I’m over eighteen now, legal, and Katie’s mom will sign for her.” Carson held his ground. “You may as well come to the wedding ’cause we’re going to get married, legal this time. She’s my wife and that’s how it will stay.”

Jane watched her new son-in-law from across the room and was proud that here was a man who would fight for what was right, a man who would fight for her daughter.

William, although cold around his Catholic heart and not easily swayed on that subject, still he was fair; he seldom went looking for big trouble, he was just a victim of doctrines he never questioned.

And so it was, with proper fanfare and William standing in a corner by himself, that Katherine Louise Allison and Carson William O’Connor became husband and wife again—legal this time.




Chapter 2

Carson sat at the break table with his feet propped up on a nearby chair and bit into his cheese sandwich. Lunch time at the Kaiser Navy Yard on Ross Island was a noisy time for the Oregon Ship Builder’s crew. The men read newspapers, argued politics and gossiped worse than the women. They were a hardy breed of working-class laborers, grinding out mine searchers on assembly lines and welding Liberty Ships and bulkheads in double-bottomed sub chasers.

The shift foreman, Dennis, scanned the headlines and commented. “Say, Carson, did you read this article here? Looks like the war is really kickin’ industry into high gear now, generating all kinds of new jobs. It’s just too damn bad the bastards have to kill our boys overseas to do it.”

“Yeah, I read that.” Carson picked up a knife and cut through the middle of his apple. “And I’m just darn grateful I have a good job. It’s rough and tumble work, and I’m not crazy about my hours being cut, but I’m making almost a buck an hour now.”

“Well, we’re the hard-boiled babies of the 40’s, but we’re still doing better than those guys working for WPA.”

Assured that his was an important job, Carson shook his head in agreement. And since he couldn’t be part of the combat, at least he felt good about doing something for the war effort. “We’re pretty lucky alright. I guess the big boys wouldn’t have sent me to welding school without some kind of job security.”

The apple tasted cool and juicy against his mouth, and he exhaled with relief that once again Dennis made no mention of his declining job performance. For the time being, he felt somewhat safe.

“How are things at your house, Carson? How’s Katie doing?”

“Well, pretty average, I guess. I mean, we still have rough times squeezing the nickel, what with the baby and all. But Katie still sells her embroidery work to that consignment shop, and we get by.”

“That’s a good deal, guy, real good. I always did like Katie, she’s a great gal.” As Dennis stood up and walked away from the table he felt the bulk of the evaluation review papers in his vest pocket, and thought they had never felt heavier.

As the month passed into October, Katie’s days seemed to move to the speed of sound at number 5B, Rosebud Apartments. She marveled at the mother-baby world she lived in, watching Sarah stumble, fall and try to walk. So caught up was she with the baby’s growth that she was routinely distracted from cooking, shopping and cleaning.

“Carson, we’re having left-over corned beef dinner tonight. There just never seems to be enough hours in my day,” she apologized. Just to make sure her next words wouldn’t become lost when she stuck her head into the refrigerator, she raised her voice an octave. “How did work go today?”

“Work was fine, and hey, I love corned beef.” Grateful for her head still in the refrigerator, he seized the opportunity for a short reply.

Dinnertime in the kitchen became a bevy of activity as he helped dry some dishes and stack most of them in the wrong cupboards. He smacked her on the behind with the dishtowel, and Sarah delighted in watching as she tried to eat her newly-discovered toes, tiny giggles keeping time with the cacophony of life sounds inside the room.

“I finished my last catechism class at church today, and your dad called. Seems my standing in the church has gained me small nods of approval from him, but I’ll never be that nice little Catholic girl, and I don’t give a damn if I’m not.”

“Hey, I know, I grew up with that old man.” He fished a cold potato from the pot on the stove and nibbled as he talked. “Don’t worry about it, in time he’ll love you. Of course, never as much as I do, but if you’re lucky, maybe he’ll even like you.”

Seemed he was a man with something on his mind, distracted, away from the moment, not thinking of his dad. He needed some kind of diversion, and found it in Katie as she bent over the oven, all sweaty and flushed. How nice it would be, he thought, to just take her right there in the kitchen, but not with the baby in the room.

Instead, he grabbed her, straddled her legs over the sink and slid his hand under her blouse as he ran his free hand down her thighs. Responding to his touch, she arched her back to meet his kiss. “Let’s go to bed early tonight,” he said with a raspy voice.

Katie tucked Sarah down early and found her way to their bed where she lay down next to him and folded herself around his big old familiar arms. Then he rocked her gently back and forth against the oncoming darkness, climbing on top of her like she was a penny lemon drop, and he was a kid with a nickel burning a hole in his pocket.

And the slow, steady sway of their bodies was like a kaleidoscope, a prism, of colors. They fell asleep holding hands and woke in the morning touching legs.

It didn’t happen out loud and it didn’t happen all of a sudden, but usually in the evening when she would wait for him to come home for dinner, which he hadn’t twice in the last month or so.

That subliminal and annoying humming in the back of her mind, like the distant foghorn down by the bay on Canal Street. Something, without any real logic, was off kilter. Is he working late? Is he with another woman? She wondered and worried.

By February, however, strange moods began to creep into the once-cozy
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