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(Newton, Iowa, 1953)

Sawdust and popcorn. Donna's pug nose wrinkled, trying to sort out the two pleasant, but seldom-mixed smells. Sounds competed with one another, too--the vigorous thump of the

corn on the lid of the iron skillet, the high-pitched squeal of the rotary saw. Eleven-year-old Donna stood at the front door, hugging her schoolbooks to her chest. What was going on? 

The big, round coffee table was upended against the room divider her dad had built. In its place, two sawhorses, surrounded by the sectional and the television, took up the remaining space in the living room. Howdy Doody pitched and rolled on the round 13-inch screen, as the saw disrupted the delicate balance of the black and white image.  The t.v. was used, but at least they had one now, long after all the neighbors got their first set.

There was sawdust on the varnished, plywood walls that were standard in Lincoln Court. Dad said these duplexes were thrown together in a hurry for soldiers in World War II. Something called prefabricated. He loved to tickle her fancy with big words like that one. Sawdust covered the lush growth of plants on the stands that lined the windows. The big freezer, full of home-grown vegetables, crowded the dining table at the other end of the room, where her little brother and sister fought over a game of Old Maids.
Her mother, Zelma, stood in the kitchen doorway, yelling to make herself heard. She was a large boned, but good looking woman who'd given herself a short, straight haircut. "Walter, don't tell me you're serious about building a boat in the living room.  You're cracking up! Just like that cousin of yours they had to put away..."

The saw stopped abruptly. Her dad swept off his overall cap and wiped a sprinkling of sawdust from his angular, handsome face. From the set of his jaw, he wasn't going to back down this time. "Mom, I'm tired of waiting until we get the money for a boat. Fishin's the only way I know to unwind. When we go down on the river this summer, I intend to fish in my own goldurned boat."

Mom's thin lips tightened. "Well, you tell me where the money's gonna come from for materials. And what about a motor? Or do you just intend to row? That's one big, rough river out there! You might drift away and never come back."
He ran his fingers through his straight black hair, which had parted in the middle, as always, of its own accord. "I'll haul wood from that place they're tearing down on Cheever Road.  Good lumber, even if it's used. Seasoned and easier to work than fresh. Come spring, maybe I'll find a second-hand outboard in the Shopper's Guide. Cut down to a pack of cigarettes a day, if I have to, to buy it. Or maybe work out some kind of trade."
The smell of smoke drifted in from the kitchen, and Mom ran to grab the forgotten popcorn from the stove. "Look what you made me do! More waste, just like this boat's a waste of time. 

You don't even know it'll float when it's done."

Donna looked at her dad in doubt. Was Mom right?  He'd never built a boat before.  But, back in their home town, he built them a house out of wood from an abandoned house he tore

down. And for Christmas last year, he made her that little wooden jewel box with the well-fitted drawers. Her favorite present ever, because he'd done it especially for her.

Intercepting the doubtful look, Dad gave Donna an exaggerated wink, then pretended to throw a fish line her way and hook her.  They struggled in mime, him the fisherman trying to

reel her in, her the fish resisting. She giggled. Dad was so silly. 

Donna banged the back door after school the next day. Hearing the saw, she sniffed. Sawdust. But today it was sawdust and something else. Sawdust and...fresh baked bread! Mom could cook, she sure could.  "Can I have some, Ma?"

Zelma drew sharply on a hand-rolled cigarette and drained her fifteenth cup of coffee for the day. "Change your clothes first, numbskull, so you don't get sawdust all over them. Walter,

how on earth am I supposed to get this stuff out of everything? It'll clog up my washing machine."

Donna was glad her dad didn't answer back.  It only made things worse when he did. He just balanced another beam on the sawhorses and consulted his hand-drawn plans.  He marked off the

correct length, cut one last board, and added it to the pile on the worn linoleum. "Time to stop and head for work. Gonna be rough tonight, with only four hours sleep. But I couldn't wait to

get going on this, so I got up early." He worked four to midnight, spray painting washing machines in the town's only factory, and slept during the day. The kids didn't get to see much of him--just weekends and this little bit of time in the afternoon. 

Zelma brought in a pan of fresh cinnamon rolls and set it on the table, at the other end of the room. "You're a damned fool, Walt, losing sleep and making yourself sick over a boat that's not even going to float. What do you need a boat for, anyway, when the kids need so many things.  I can't remember the last time I bought a new dress."

Donna and her little brother and sister crowded around, watching the butter and cinnamon melt into the rolls. The whole pan would be gone before it could cool down. 

Her dad savored his piece and asked, "Don't Mom bake the best rolls in the whole doggone world? I feel sorry for folks that have to eat store bought." The kids nodded, their mouths

full of the delectable taste.

Going over to the plant stands that lined the windows, Mom moaned. "Look at the sawdust all over my plants!" She picked up a deep burgundy coleus set in a coffee tin, grown huge in the

yard last summer. She crooned to it, "Oh, my baby, look what he's doing to you. I'm going to give you a bath." She lugged it into the bathroom, and they heard the shower running. 

Donna brooded. Mom cares more for those plants than for us. Spends the whole summer outdoors in that yard the size of a postage stamp, on her knees in the dirt. Or else in the garden

patch Lincoln Court assigned us. She told herself, it's weird to be jealous of a bunch of coleus plants or a row of snap beans! But there's a lot of weird things about this family.  How can I

possibly bring anyone home when there's a boat growing in our living room? 

Weeks went by, and the boat took shape. One day when Donna got home, the entire frame was in place, the beams warped into rounded curves. The boat was bottom up on the sawhorses.

There was little space left in the room. Edging her way around the frame, she sat down and asked her dad, "Where's Mom?"

"Out looking for material to make you guys some spring clothes." 

Donna wanted to be grateful. She'd always been proud that her mom could sew so well, and she did need new clothes. Her body was changing so fast now, she never knew what direction it was going to sprout out in next. Nothing fit, especially in the bust. But lately she'd started to notice that nobody else in her class wore homemade clothes.

Her dad brought freshly popped corn from the kitchen. Donna munched a handful, then spit it back into her hand. It had an acrid taste and was covered with mustard-colored specks.  Had

he gotten sawdust in the popcorn?  "What is that stuff?" 

"Cumin. A new spice I discovered. They use it in Hindu cooking. I'm gonna try it in soup next."

She ducked her head and rolled her eyes. Dad was loose in the kitchen again! His cooking experiments had slowed down while he was working on the boat. Sometimes the stuff he invented was wonderful, sometimes just strange, and sometimes as awful as this. None of the other fathers would lift a finger in the kitchen, so she used to feel his cooking was special. Now she

was starting to think maybe it was odd, but she didn't have anyone to ask.

Her six-year-old brother, Jerry, plopped down on another piece of the sectional and gave a wicked, freckle-faced grin.  He laid his peashooter on the prow of the boat, aimed at her, and

let fly.

She jumped at the sting. "You cut that out, you rotten brat!" She started chasing him around the boat frame.

Her dad pulled her down by the arm. "Stop fighting, kids."

Donna surveyed the scene. It was starting to look like a boat, all right. "It's sure crowded in here, Dad. But I know the boat is going to float, I just know it!"

He nodded at her and ran his hands over the rounded curve of the side, smiling from a faraway place. "This summer, we'll be out on the Missouri, getting away from it all, cool and peaceful, while everyone else is sweltering."

Donna allowed herself to imagine it, to feel herself float as the boat rocked softly, maybe dangling her feet over the sides in the cool, green water. "I can't wait. Everybody in the whole neighborhood will be jealous. We won't even let them ride, the way they always look down their noses at us." 


Her dad patted her shoulder. "You're gonna be somebody someday, Sissie, and these people won't matter a hill of beans. You'll grow up to be a teacher, like you always say. Who knows,

you might even move away from Newton, live in some big city." 

Donna sighed to herself. More of Dad's far-fetched dreams! She'd be a teacher, all right, of that she was sure. But how could she make it in a big city like Sioux City or  Des Moines. At

least he believed in her.  To hear Mom talk, she'd never make it out of junior high.

He asked, "Where's the church key?"  He rummaged through the wood shavings and remnants of board and retrieved the beer can opener. "Ah, here it is!" He popped open another Bud. "Want the foam, Jerry?" Her little brother jumped up in glee, ran over, and loudly slurped the foam off the top of the can.

Donna's stomach clenched. It seemed like Dad was drinking more and more--almost every day, not just on weekends.  She asked herself, why does he have to do it?  Maybe it's because of the

way Mom rides him. She looked at the big veins standing out on his thin arms and felt guilty that he had to work so hard. Deep down, I know it's us kids.  If it wasn't for us, they wouldn't have to scrimp and save, and Mom wouldn't be so mad all the time. 

 

*
*
*
*
*

One Saturday afternoon in late March, the boat was finished and painted a shiny gray. They sat down on the couch to admire it. 

Mom admitted, "Well, Walt, I have to say it's a good  looking boat, after all. Maybe it was worth all the extra housework. We'll see, once we get it on the water."

"Come on gang," Dad beckoned. "Let's move this little honey outside. River, here we come!"

They moved the sawhorses aside and opened the door, the fresh spring air wafting in. Dad took the front end, and Mom, who was every bit as strong as Dad, took the back.  Donna and her

little brother and sister held on, and they heaved with all their might. It wouldn't even begin to go through the door! They angled it one way and another, pushing and grunting, but it just wouldn't fit.

Mom's eyes snapped, and she hissed, "Walt, you damned idiot! Didn't you measure the doorway?"

"Don't get yourself all het up, Mom. There's no problem. I'll just take the door off. Jerry, you run next door and get Mr. Koontz to help us." Mr. Koontz was a drinking buddy and as close

as he had to a friend. He could be counted on not to laugh at this predicament.

Dad quickly removed the front door from the hinges and set it aside. "Now we're in business!"  Full of confidence, he and Mr. Koontz hefted the boat and aimed the prow outside. It still didn't fit, though they puffed and heaved and tried every angle.
The neighbors gathered across the street to watch the show.  At this second failure, the men whistled and hooted. One yelled, "Hooooeeey! The guy's a real GEEENIOOOSE, ain't he?"

"It'll make one hell of an unusual coffee table," another offered.

They tipped the boat up on end, they ran the back end out first, they turned it on one side and then the other. Whatever they did, it wouldn't go through. 

Dad swore. "Balls! There's nothing to do but to take the door frame off, too." They moved the boat back into the living room once more, and Dad got to work with a crow bar. The pre-fab sections came apart in minutes.

Alerted by a snitch that Dad was taking the frame off, the manager, Mr. Carlson, came running down the street and bustled up the steps. His beefy face was redder than ever, as he yelled at Dad. "You can't just rip up our property any time you please! You can be made to move if you don't take care of your unit." 

"I can fix it right up," he assured Mr. Carlson. "I've built houses before." 

Mr. Carlson glowered, "You damn well better. I'll be back to check tonight. If it's not the exact same way it was when you moved in, you'll have a letter of eviction tomorrow." He stomped

away.

Shaken, Mom whispered to Dad, loud enough for the kids to hear, "If you get us thrown out of here, I'll leave you, Walt. I mean it this time. We've moved so damned much, and I thought for sure now we'd have a place to stay for good."  

She ran next door to seek consolation from Mrs. Koontz. Donna heard her say, "Ethel, I just don't think I can do it any more. Walt, he don't live in this world. Every time we get just

a little bit ahead, he up and does something so we have to move." Mrs. Koontz put an arm around her shoulder and drew her inside. 

Grim and wordless, Dad finished prying the door frame off, and he and Mr. Koontz renewed their efforts to get the boat out. Angling it one way, then another, they began to get it to

move.  
Looking around to see who was witnessing this, Donna's heart sank to see Billy, the blond terror who was always tormenting her. If he wasn't so mean, she'd think he was cute. 

He growled in her ear. "Wait 'til the class finds out, Pig Nose." She squirmed. She'd never hear the end of this at school. 

Billy snickered aloud. "Your Dad is out of his gourd. A real nut case. The beer must be rotting his brains."

Dad overheard what Billy said, reddened, and shot her a look. The pain in his eyes burned deep inside her. There was this way Dad had of looking at her, like he expected her to make it all better.  She never knew what to do for him. Then he gave one great shove, and the boat was outside. To renewed whistles and jeers, he and Mr. Koontz set it down on the tiny lawn in front of the house, then put it up on blocks. With nothing more to see, the crowd drifted back indoors. 

As he left, Mr. Buckley, a life insurance salesman from two houses down, stuck his business card in Dad's pocket. "Walt, you'd better see me about a policy before you go out on

the water with that thing!" He left, laughing. Sounds just like that old mule grandpa used to have, Donna thought. HeeHaw, Heehaw, Heehaw.

Mr. Koontz bid them goodbye. "I'm buildin' me a model car from a kit I sent for.  'Spect it'll be worth a bit someday. Walt, the boat's a beaut!"

Dad circled the boat several times, admiring it from all angles. He sent Jerry for a bottle of beer, opened it, and climbed into the boat.

Donna and Jerry climbed in too. She took Dad's hand and told him, "It's a wonderful boat, Daddy. We're gonna have a great time with it." 

Dad looked at her and managed a weak grin. Already a little drunk, he made what was, for him, a speech. "They laughed at Fulton with his steamboat, and they've laughed at Walt Cunningham. We'll see who laughs when I take this baby out on the river." He broke the beer bottle over the prow. "I hereby christen thee Walt's Folly." 

He got out red paint and a fine brush and wrote WALT'S FOLLY in elaborate script on the prow. Then he went to work on the door frame, which soon looked like it had never been touched.

He and the kids sat on the couch.
Donna said, "I don't know, but the living room feels empty now."

 

                                   *
*
*
*
*

A breeze, scented with wild flowers, rose off the water, giving them relief from the sweltering humidity and the 92 degree heat. It was the fifth of July, Donna's twelfth birthday. They were down on the Missouri. She and her dad were alone in the boat, out on the water, the rest of the family on the bank. Donna trailed her hands in the silken water, felt it pushing against the languidly moving boat. 
The outboard motor idled. Dad had picked it up, good as new, at an estate auction. The song of the locusts rose and fell in the willows that lined the river.  She smiled fondly at the freckles that covered every inch of his back. They all had freckles, him and all the kids. Mom was the only one that got left out.
Back on the quilt, a picnic was waiting--fried chicken from the recipe that had won a Mom a prize at the country fair, home canned sweet pickles, fresh baked bread, a chocolate pudding cake--even a can of ripe olives, for a treat. She'd already opened her gift, a shiny new pair of black patent shoes.

Dad handed her a paper bag. "Orange slices. I know they're your favorite candy. Just for you. Today, you can forget about share and share alike."

Share and share alike was the family motto. She hated it--as the oldest, she was the one who most often had something to share. She bit into one of the sugar-covered jelly slices and savored it. "Oh, Daddy, thanks a bunch and a bundle!"

Dad caressed the boat. "And they all swore it wouldn't float! Not bad for a guy with an eighth grade education, is it?"

"It's wonderful, Dad. You're the best, you really are." And she believed it. She didn't care that he drank and he could be such an oddball. She loved her dad, and he loved her. Dad wasn't even drinking today. Maybe he did know how much it bothered her. Or maybe he was just in one of his times of cutting back. Whatever the reason, she was relieved that there was no stinky beer to spoil the day.

Donna felt good, as she thought about fall. Going into junior high, maybe getting into a class with some new kids who didn't know her whole family history. Mrs. Koontz had asked if she'd babysit. She could do it. Didn't she take care of her brother and sister when her folks went dancing on Saturday nights? With the money, she'd buy clothes, ready-made clothes like everybody else. Things were going to get better. She just knew they were.

