Thanksgiving Visitor

The late November rain poured down cold and relentless for the fourth straight day.  The barnyard muck was ankle deep, sucking with every slow step, as Harper Watts trudged back toward the house with a bucket of fresh milk in one hand and a flicker​ing kerosene lantern in the other.

Harper kicked open the gate with one muddy foot, then followed a path of flat rocks toward the shadow of the tiny farmhouse.  On the back porch he sat down his bucket and lantern to shake off water and to unbuckle ragged overshoes.  He pulled the boots off wearily, disgusted at the holes and rusted buckles, but new overshoes could not be found.  Rubber was for the war effort, and except for those who could afford to buy on the black market there were no new boots or tires to be had.  

Harper took off his cap and shook away rain, unbuttoned his water-logged mackinaw coat, gathered up his lantern and milk bucket and went inside.  There, huddled in a dark corner away from the dim yellow lamplight, Margie Ward sat trembling and sniffling.  "What's the matter?"  Harper asked his wife's fifteen year old sister.  "What is it, girl?"

Margie look up and whimpered.  "The baby's coming."

"Is that all?  Why are you bawling about that?"   He hung his coat on a peg by the door.  "Where is she?"

"In the bed,"  sniffled Margie.

"You make me some coffee,"  ordered Harper.  "And build up the fires.  This place is colder'n a coal mine.  Get a move on, girl."  He smiled.  "Babies have been being born for a long time, Margie.  This ain't the first one ever to come."  Harper went straight to the musty bedroom, where Elsie lay rolled up in quilts.  "Is it time?"  he asked gently.  "Or is Margie just being Margie?"

Elsie smiled weakly. "It's time."  She held her abdomen and sat up.  "Margie is scared to death, Harper.  Would you go for Doc Winters?"

Harper shrugged. "If you say so."  He sat down in a chair pulled up close to the bed.  "But Margie ain't the only one scared, is she?"

"No,"  admitted Elsie. "With the other two, my mother was with me the whole time."

"Evie's a hundred mile from here,"  Harper said wearily.  He groaned. "Babies pick the damndest times to bring theirselves.  The mud is axle deep out yonder, and it ain't stopped raining for a week."  Harper smiled. "But I'll bring you a doctor if we have to swim back in here."  He stood.  "Which we might have to.  Creek's up, and the tires on my car is as slick as Sam's bald head.  Let me get me a dry shirt on and I'll head out." 

As Harper buttoned his flannel shirt he checked on the two children, already asleep in the loft, and to see if Margie was stoking up the fires in the cookstove and heatstove.  "I'm going in to Otway to get Doc Winters,"  he told Margie.  "It might be a hour or two, the way it's raining.  You stay close to Elsie.  She's a mite anxious."

"She's not the only one,"  whimpered Margie.

Harper chuckled.  "You'll be a fine midwife,"  he said. "Ain't nothing to it, bringing babies.  I bet Evie has caught her a hundred of 'em."

"I ain't Momma,"  whimpered Margie.

"And she ain't here,"  Harper said firmly, "so it's up to you."

He poured steaming coffee into a cracked china cup, sloshed some out into the saucer to cool, sipped gingerly and made a wry face.  "I hope you're better at birthing babies than you are at making coffee.  This stuff'd walk if it was to ever get loose."  Harper smiled gently. "It'll be okay, Margie.  I promise."

"Just you hurry up and bring that baby doctor back here,"  the girl pleaded.  "You can make your own durn coffee when you get back."

Harper laughed and reached for his waterlogged coat. "I'll do that."  He shook water off his cap, and bent to peer out at the blackness.  "I hope the car'll start."

"Just go on,"  said Margie, her voice rising.

"Easy, girl,"  chuckled Harper.  "Light that lantern for me while I get on my overshoes."  Bundled, lantern in hand, Harper paused at the door.  "I'll be right back."

"Hurry up,"  pleaded Margie.

Harper's square old Chevrolet sat sunk in mud under the maple tree.  He crawled in, fumbled with switches, set the throttle and choke, and toed the starter button.  There was only a soft groan.  "Damned old battery,"  sighed Harper.  He made sure the gearshift was in neutral, reached down the in the floor for the crank handle, and slid back out into the rain.  He slipped in the mud, cursed, then squatted to fit the crank into the slot.  He perched the lantern on a fender, bent, and jerked at the crank.  On the fifth try, the motor spat and gurgled.  "Come on, damn you,"  wailed Harper.  He threw his weight into twirling the slippery crank handle.

The old car suddenly sputtered to life, shuddering, and Harper ran to feather the choke.  The lantern shook itself off the fender, and Harper swore again.  He gunned the rattling old engine, made sure it was going to keep on running, started out again but decided the broken lantern could lie where it fell.

The single windshield wiper slapped erratically and smeared the rain.  Harper switched on the pale headlights, shifted to low gear, and jerked the Chevy loose from its deep tracks.  He skidded, revved the weary motor, and slithered down toward the creek crossing.  He stopped twenty feet away to stare at the swirling muddy current.  "I'll never make it,"  he said softly.  With calloused fingers Harper rolled and lit a cigar​ette, studied the rushing water, and made his decision.  He backed up fifty feet to get a running start, and roared toward the creek at full throttle, angled upstream to allow for the strong current.

The high-riding Chevrolet skidded, floated, and clawed its way across, caught a gravel sandbar and lurched toward the steep far bank.  Harper hung on grimly, gunned the car up the bank, and stopped at the top to take a deep breath and laugh at his trembling hands.  Then he drove on, headed downstream, hoping the creek wouldn't be up over the road yet.

From the window, Margie watched until Harper's yellow lights vanished in the darkness.  Then she walked slowly to the little bedroom.  "He's gone for the doctor,"  Margie said glumly, "but I wouldn't bet no money that they'd ever git back here."

Elsie smiled weakly.  "Harper will make it."

"Probably, he'll get to town and go to playing poker and drinking moonshine,"  snorted Margie.  "We won't see him for a week."

Elsie laughed. "Why are you so mad at Harper?"

Margie stiffened.  "First the man drug you and the youngens off to that old coal camp in West Virginia, then over to Gallipolis so's he could work all of one whole day in the factory, then here to this Ohio swamp farm where it ain't quit raining since we got here, and all the time you with the baby due any minute."  Margie bit back angry tears.  "Why couldn't Harper just have stayed at home 'til the baby come?"

"They wasn't no work back home,"  Elsie said softly.

"Leastways there you had a roof over your head and food to eat,"  sniffed Margie.  "And they wasn't no durned creek trying its best to come right up in the house with you.  How come Harper thinks he's too good to raise a crop like the rest of 'em?"

"Harper don't think he's too good,"  said Elsie.  "You know that as well as I do.  He's just trying to get ahead."

"He may be a trying,"  said Margie, "but it looks to me like he's going backwards most of the time."

"It's the war,"  Elsie said lamely.

"The war."   Margie squared thin shoulders. "I'm sick to my death of the durn war.  Everbody gone, no sugar, no shoes, no fun."

"People are getting killed,"  said Elsie.  "Our brothers, and Harper's brothers, they're all over there fighting right now."

"And that's where Harper would druther be,"  blurted Margie.  "That's how come he won't stay put nowheres, won't work in a factory, and won't stay at home where he belongs of a night.  He wants to go, too, and probably get hisself killed or crippled."

Elsie stared grimly at the faded flowered wallpaper, avoiding Margie's indignant glare.  Finally she turned. "Maybe you're right,"  she whispered.  "And maybe Harper is right, for wanting to do his part. Maybe I ought to let him go."

"And then what'll you do?"  demanded Margie.  "Set and starve?  You with two youngens already and another'n coming tonight?"  She stamped her foot.  "All men ever want to do is fight.  Fight, drink whiskey, and make babies."  Margie blushed. 

Elsie giggled.  "That last part, that's what you're a wanting to do."

"And wind up like you, laying there with your belly stuck up?  A baby on the way, and the creek so high the doctor'd have to have wings to get over here?  Nossir, not me.  I ain't never having me no man nor no babies."

Elsie smiled, then winced.

"Oh, Lordy,"  moaned Margie.  "Is it coming?"

"Soon,"  said Elsie, through gritted teeth.

Margie ran to the window to peer out hopefully.  "Damn you to hell, Harper Watts!"  she wailed.  "Hurry up and get yourself back here!"

Fifteen miles east, Harper Watts pounded hard on the front door of the ramshackle Winters family farmhouse.  After ten minutes, Harper saw lights come on and heard a chain rattle. "Hold your horses,"  complained the high-pitched voice from inside.  "You've done woke up the dead, and ever damned watchdog from here to Ironton."  The door cracked.  "What's the matter?"

Dr. Reuben Winters, past seventy, wrapped in a ragged robe, rubbed his swollen eyes. "Harper Watts?  That you?"

Harper stepped in out of the rain.  "The baby's coming, Doc.  Right now."

Winters chuckled. "And you expect me to leave my warm dry house and go across a flood to deliver it?  I'm an old man, Harper.  Go wake up that young doctor over at Portsmouth."

"Elsie, she wants you,"  insisted Harper.

"Elsie, hell,"  Winters grumbled good-naturedly.  "It's you that figures I won't charge very much."  He yawned and scratched.  "Have you got a boat?"

"A what?"  asked Harper.

"A boat, damnit,"  laughed Winters.  "The Ohio River is already licking at my back door.  Where you live, it'll be an island."

"We don't need no boat,"  Harper said impatiently. "Hurry up."

"I'm hurrying as fast as I can,"  grumbled Winters.  He pointed.  "Pour you a drink while I get me some clothes on."

Harper paced, gulped down two tumblers of expensive bourbon whiskey, and finally heard Winters come back down the steps. The old doctor poured himself a shot, downed it, smacked his lips and reached for a rain slicker.  "Where's my bag?"  He found the worn old black case, snapped it open, and added a full bottle of whiskey. "We'd better take my car,"  he said, "or, better still, the farm truck.  Can you drive a Reo, Harper?"

"I can drive anything that's got wheels,"  said Harper. "Where's it at?"

The big red flatbed truck started easily.  Harper pulled up from the stock barn to the house to pick up Winters, who climbed happily up into the cab.  "If anything'll make it,"  he said, "it'll be this old truck."

Harper drove slowly, dim headlights peeking into the heavy rain, impatient with the slow progress.

"Settle down, son,"  Doc Winters said gently.  "Elsie is as healthy as a horse, and she's done had two babies.  They ain't one thing to worry about."  He dug in his bag for the bottle, twisted off the top, and took a long pull.  

"Take it easy on that stuff,"  warned Harper.

Winters grinned, capped the bottle, and tucked it gently back into his bag.  "I'm a better doctor drunk,"  he said, "than most of 'em are stone sober."

Harper chuckled. "That's what you said about playing poker, too, that night you lost $200 over in Nelson Hunt's barn."

Elsie gasped at the pain and clenched Margie's hand.  "It's time,"  she said.

Margie stared. "What do I do?"

"Catch the baby,"  said Elsie.

"What?"  Margie's eyes widened.

"Just do it, Margie,"  moaned Elsie.

"Oh, Lord,"  whimpered Margie. "There's its head."

When the baby came, Margie stood helplessly, her hands full.  "What do I do with it?"  she asked frantically.  Margie looked around, looked down at her handful, and plopped the newborn down on Elsie's belly.

Elsie stirred. "Is it okay?"  she asked weakly.

"It's a him,"  Margie announced proudly. "And I reckon he's a doing just fine.  Right now he's laying there looking up at the light bulb and scratching his belly."  She giggled.  "I swear he is, Elsie."

Elsie laughed.  "Don't you think we better finish up?"

When the baby was clean, wrapped in a blanket and tucked in beside Elsie on fresh sheets, Margie beamed.  "We done it, didn't we?  We brung a baby."

"We sure did,"  smiled Elsie. "A big healthy boy baby."

"What's his name going to be?"  asked Margie.

"You brought him,"  said Elsie. "You name him."

"Really?"  Margie grinned. "Can I?"

Elsie nodded, and Margie pondered.  "What about Vernon Mack?"  she asked.  "After the both of his grand-daddies?"

"I like that,"  Elsie said softly.  She looked out the window at the gray drizzly dawn.  "Margie, do you remember what day it is?"

"It's Vernon's birthday,"  said Margie.

"It's Thanksgiving Day,"  said Elsie.

Margie sighed. "I reckon that means I got to do the cooking?"

"Yes,"  laughed Elsie.  "What little we have."  She stared out at the soft rain. "I wonder where Harper is at?"

"Somewheres drunk, I'd bet,"  sniffed Margie, "while we stay here and do all the work."

Margie was half right.  Harper and Reuben Winters, trapped in the truck in four feet of floodwater, had finished off Doc's fifth just before daylight, and now they were trying to figure out how to get to shore.  Harper finally saw the lowhang​ing oak limb just overhead.  "There's us a ladder,"  he grinned.  He swung out the window, reached and grabbed, and pulled himself up onto the roof of the truck.  "Come on out, Doc."

Winters peered out gloomily.  "Take my bag,"  he finally said, "and I'll give it a try."

An hour later Harper and the weary old physician stood on the muddy hillside and looked back down at the truck.  "It's getting deeper,"  said Harper.  "It's up over the steering wheel."

"I reckon we ain't going to drown,"  Winters said sourly. "But we still can't get to your place, neither."

"Yes we can,"  grinned Harper.  "Remember the old swinging bridge?"

It was a fierce, evenly matched battle, but Margie finally killed the muddy hen.  She staggered to her feet, dragged the hen to the chopping block, and used Harper's big axe to chop off its head.  "There, durn you,"  she said. "That'll teach you to flog me."

The muddy, bloody girl came dripping into the house, slung the hen into a washpan of scalding water and tried to dry herself. "Pick off all of them feathers,"  she told four-year-old Priscilla. "You can help, Roy."  The big eyed two-year-old hid behind the cookstove.  

"Chicken and dumplings,"  grumbled Margie. "A body'd think we had company coming."  She poured rubbing alcohol into a plate, lit it, and singed the hairs off the old hen.  Margie carried the carcass and a sharp knife to the bedroom.  "How,"  she asked, "do you cut up one these things?"

Doc Winters was wheezing, staggering, by the time they reached the old bridge.  He took one look at rotted floorboards, rusted cables, and muddy floodwater, and sat down on a jutting rock.  "I ain't going,"  he said.

"The hell you ain't,"  replied Harper.  "You got a baby to bring."

"Harper,"  the old doctor said wearily, "there are just two things in this old world that scare me.  One's a setting hen, and the other'n is a swinging bridge."

"In that case, Doc,"  grinned Harper, "you're going first.  I ain't taking no chances.  You get yourself acrosst there, and I'll bring your doctor bag with me."  He chuckled.  "It's not but two more mile to the house.  I got a gallon of Kentucky moonshine in the corncrib."

Winters stood.  "If a body's got to die, I reckon now's as good a time as any."  He took a tentative first step onto the creaky bridge, and stared down at the rushing water.  "Is that good shine you've got?"

"The best,"  promised Harper.

"It had better be,"  muttered Winters.  He took another step, and clung to the cables.  "If this damned rotten thing breaks, they'll find me in New Orleans."

"Go on,"  ordered Harper, "before I have to pick you up and pack you across."

On the opposite bank,  Winters wiped off rain and cold sweat.  "Where's the whiskey?"  he asked weakly.

"Follow me,"  grinned Harper.

Margie sniffed at the cooking pot, wrinkled her nose, and went to the bedroom where Elsie was nursing the baby under the watchful eyes of the two older children.  "It's ready to eat,"  she announced.

"Let's wait,"  said Elsie.  "Harper will be here soon."

"Not unless he's sprouted him wings,"  said Margie.  But she agreed.  "A little while longer."

Back in the kitchen she rolled out biscuit dough and cut circles with a tin can.  Margie shook down in the ashes in the cookstove, added more lumps of coal, and happened to look out the window.  Two men came at a half-run, slipping in the mud, staggering, coming closer.  "It's Harper!"  she yelled happily.  "And Doc Winters too!"

The doctor went straight to the bedroom, and came out beaming twenty minutes later.  "Both of 'em are fine.  Great."  He sat down heavily.  "You done good, girl."  Winters rocked back and sighed.  "Now, Harper.  Where's that corn whiskey of yourn?"

Reuben Winters belched, wiped his mouth, and grinned at Margie.  "You've delivered a fine baby boy and cooked up a feast, all in one day,"  he said.  "If I was fifty years younger, I'd marry you in a minute."

Margie blushed happily.

"But I'd bet cash money,"  continued Winters, "that you've done got you a feller, and that you'll be going back to Kentucky as soon as that baby can travel."

"I ain't got a feller yet,"  Margie said shyly, "but I'd give my eye teeth to get back home."

"We're going,"  blurted Harper.  "Before Christmas, if I can get the money together."

"And if you can get across that creek,"  chuckled Winters. "We may all have to winter here."

"If we do,"  grinned Harper, "I got a flock of hens and two more gallons of whiskey.  We'd make it, if we had to."

Winters rolled his glass in his hand, studied the clear liquid, then gulped it down.  "Mighty fine,"  he said, shudder​ing.  Winters smiled across the table at Margie.  "Can you play five stud poker, girl?"

"Margie Ward,"  Harper said proudly, "can do anything she sets her mind to."

"Then clear off this table,"  grinned Winters, "and deal the cards."

Five miles away, the backwaters of the Ohio River crept up and over the red cab of the old Reo flatbed truck.  There was a gurgle as it vanished in a muddy swirl.  The moon was high, full, shining brightly down on remote southern Ohio farmlands.  By midnight, the flood crested, and slowly the waters began to recede.  There was, still, in one hilltop farmhouse, a yellow light flickering from the kitchen window.  Inside, Dr. Reuben Winters bet into Margie's full house and finally managed to finish losing the hundred dollars he'd set out to lose.

About enough, figured Winters, to get this Kentucky family moved back across the river to its rightful ridgetop home
