WHO NEEDS A LAWYER?
BY
JT WHITE

“Sandra tells me you’ve only known each other a couple of weeks,” Mrs.
Marjorie Crosby said to Robert Hinton after meeting him on the front of her home
ten miles south of Macon.

“Fourteen days and four hours,” corrected her daughter, “and we’ve seen
each other every one of those fourteen days.”

“And you want to get married? Isn’t that a little hasty?”

“No, Mother, it’s not,” Sandra exclaimed. “We’ve spent hours and hours
together in the last two weeks and have fallen deeply in love. Robert reports to the
Army Monday. We don’t have time to wait.”

“Well, Robert, you have certainly won my daughter’s heart. She was so
excited when she called me this morning, I could hardly understand her. Tell me
about yourself. I understand you want to go to college and law school when the
war’s over.”

“Oh, Mother, you can grill Robert later. I want to show him the farm.”

“Yes, I am counting on the GI Bill to pay for my education,” Robert said,
“but I'1l still need a job to take care of Sandra, and . . . and . . . kids.”

“That’s ambitious.” Mrs. Crosby said. “Sandra, why don’t you show Robert
the barn now, and save the rest of the farm till after we eat? Can you be back in
thirty minutes?”

Sandra led Robert across the road, through the gate, down a narrow cow path
to the small pond near a dilapidated barn that stood in the middle of a five-acre
pasture about a hundred yards from the road. Its listing roof, and unpainted
weathered boards emphasized its age. What was left of the winter’s supply of hay
was stored in the loft. A huge bin of corn with a hand-cranked sheller to strip the
kernels from the cobs was visible near the entrance. It was a scene totally foreign
to Robert.



“How does your mother manage a one hundred sixty-acre farm and
chickens, cows, and pigs while she teaches school?”

“She has an arrangement with Mr. Parks who lives up the road. He supplies
the labor and equipment for forty-five percent of the profits. She supplies the land,
fertilizer, and seed. Because she must gather the eggs and milks the cows, morning
and night, every day of the year, she can’t take a trip unless one of Mr. Parks’ sons
agrees to do the chores. It is a hard life, and not for me. That’s why I wouldn’t
consider marrying any boy from here. Not when I can have a handsome lawyer like
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you.

Sandra pulled down the ten-foot wooden ladder hanging from a hook near
the back of the barn, propped it against the loft floor with sufficient angle to ensure
a safe ascent and said, “Follow me and I’ll show you my favorite hiding place.
This ladder looks rickety but it’s safe.”

At the top of the ladder Robert accepted Sandra’s help onto the bare dusty
floor made of ten-inch-wide oak boards which showed the marks from the crosscut
saw that had produced them in the late 1800’s. Beginning about ten feet from the
front edge of the loft, bales of hay were stacked four high all the way to the back.
The mound of loose hay ready to be tossed to the cattle below provided a hidden,
cozy spot to read, sleep, or just think.

“Here we are,” Sandra said. “Don’t you love it?”

Robert reached for his cigarettes. “Not here,” she said. “This hay is dry as
dust and would catch fire from any spark. Have a stick of Juicy Fruit instead.”

Sandra unwrapped the gum and pushed a stick into his mouth. Robert
stretched out on the hay and listened to the clucking of the chickens in the distance
and the soft mooing of the cows that had wandered into the barn, expecting a
feeding at an unusual hour. Sandra lay down beside him with her head on his
shoulder and began to stroke his cheek.

“We have a few minutes,” Sandra said. “What shall we talk about?”

Robert laid back and said, “There is something I have tried to tell you
several times but kept getting interrupted.”

“That you ran off and joined the circus when you were ten,” Sandra
chuckled, and that’s why you are so mature.”
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“Nothing that exciting, sweetheart. It’s that I’ve been married before.”
Sandra bolted upright and glared at him.

“Don’t tell me you’re divorced!”
Robert sat up to face her and pulled his knees tightly to his chest.
“No, I'm not divorced. I'm a widower.”

Sandra pulled away. “What was her name? How long were you married?
How did she die?”

“Molly and I were married a little over a year,” Robert said. “She and her
father were killed instantly when a truck ran into us at an intersection near
Sikeston, Missouri. I was driving.”

“You were driving? Were you hurt?”
“Miraculously, no—only a few scratches and bruises.”

“What did she look like?” Sandra stammered. “Why haven’t you told me
about her before?”

“Because it’s painful to talk about,” Robert said, “and until yesterday when
we decided to get married, I didn’t think there was any reason to tell you. What
difference does it make what she looked like or how old she was? You will never
see her.”

“Because you are my first love,” Sandra sobbed, “and I wanted to be your
first. I can’t stand to think there was someone before me who may have been
prettier or smarter than me. And I need to know whether you’re over her. Do you
still love her?”

Robert wiped Sandra’s eyes, “I loved Molly,” he said, “and it took me a long
time to get over losing her, but I am over her. You are the woman I love and am
going to marry. Nothing else matters.”

Sandra found his lips, kissed them, then buried her head in his chest and
stifled her tears. The couple stood silently for a moment before Sandra raised her
head and said, “I love you so much, Robert. If I can’t be your first wife, I’1l be
your best wife. As you said, she’s gone, so let’s not talk about her or your life with
her anymore.”



Carefully they descended the ladder and walked back to the house hand in
hand.

“Did Robert meet Elsie and Bossie?”” Mrs. Crosby asked without looking up
from the knife she was washing. “They always show up looking for an ear of corn
when anyone comes to the barn before milking time.”

“They are such a nuisance,” Sandra said. “We went up to the loft to avoid
them. Did you save some tomatoes for me to take back?”

“I put as many as I could in that sack for you. And a dozen eggs as well.”
As Mrs. Crosby turned toward the table with a plate of peeled and sliced tomatoes,
she noticed Sandra’s puffy eyes.

“Have you been crying?”
“No, I just got some dust in my eyes. Let’s eat.”

Iced tea, a plate loaded with ham and a basket of hot biscuits were already
on the table. After Mrs. Crosby said a quick Grace, the trio ate silently, barely a
yard away from the wood-burning stove Mrs. Crosby used every day to cook food
and to heat the flat irons she used to press clothes. Robert looked at the Farmer’s
Almanac turned to the month of May 1942, which shared a nail on the wall behind
the stove with a fly swatter. Directly across from him, above and behind Mrs.
Crosby’s diminutive head, hung a painting of the head of Christ.

Mrs. Crosby was barely five feet tall and could not weigh over one hundred
pounds. Her graying hair was pulled up in a bun, and rimless spectacles sat on the
bridge of her nose. She was a quiet person with a serenity Robert admired. She
seemed at peace with herself, accepting of, but not resigned to, the life fate had
dealt her.

“I told Judge Stanton we’d be at his house at 1:30 tomorrow,” Sandra said,
interrupting Robert’s thoughts, “to give everybody time to have lunch after church.
I’m sorry Gail won’t be able to make it. Do you think Aunt Espa and Uncle
Sammy would like to come?”

“I think your wedding is so sudden you’d better keep the ceremony private,”
Mrs. Crosby said. “You would tell me if you were expecting, wouldn’t you?”

“Mother!” Sandra gasped. “Of course I would. Do you think I am?”



“You are in such a rush to get married; most people will think you are.”

“Well,” Sandra said, “I do have to get married quickly, but not for that
reason. It’s because if [ don’t get married now, I won’t be able to for at least two
months, and maybe not till after the war. Robert reports for duty Monday, and he
might not be able to come home to marry me before he’s shipped out. Can’t people
understand that?”

Mrs. Crosby got up from the table, hugged Sandra and said, “Don’t worry,
sweetheart. | believe you, and people will know soon enough you didn’t have to
get married. When they get to know Robert, they’ll understand why you rushed to
the altar. Robert, Sandra told me you have a mother and a sister you are close to.
Do they know you’re getting married tomorrow?”

“I haven’t told them.” Robert said. “They wouldn’t be able to come. Mother
is too frail, and my sister has a family she can’t leave. I’ll tell them everything in a
letter.”

“Doesn’t your mother have a phone?” Mrs. Crosby asked. “Why don’t you
call her right after lunch, while Sandra and I have a talk? Every mother has a right
to know when her child is getting married. Remember, this is a party line, so don’t
say anything you wouldn’t want four neighbors to hear.”

Robert knew he should call his mother, but he hadn’t settled on a story.
Should he be breezy, “Hi, Mom, I’'m getting married tomorrow. Sorry you can’t
come.” Or should he be matter of fact, “Mother, I met this wonderful woman, and
we decided to get married before I report for basic training.” He knew his mother
would be unhappy either way and would be upset that he had made such an
important decision without giving her an opportunity to meet Sandra and size her

up.
“That’s a great idea,” he said, “I’ll call her tomorrow. She always goes to
Aunt Charlotte’s on Saturday afternoons.

“Do it tonight,” Mrs. Crosby said. “Tomorrow is going to be a busy day.”

Reluctantly, Robert called his mother after supper while Sandra and Mrs.
Crosby were upstairs seeinglooking at what clothes Sandra could take back to
Atlanta.

“Yes, Mother,” Robert said after her castigation about his tardiness in



calling, “I know it’s been a few weeks. I’ve been busy. I visited Lindsay and
Sammy a couple of weeks ago. Didn’t Lindsay tell you?”

“Yes, I know I should have called sooner, but I’m calling now. I have some
news.”

“No, Good news. I’'m getting married.”
9
“Tomorrow.”

“Her name is Sandra Crosby. She’s from Macon. No, Macon, Georgia, [ met
her on the bus coming back from Jacksonville, and I just met her mother.”

“I can’t bring her to see you, Mother. I report for duty Monday.”

“No, Mother, it can’t wait till I get back from basic training. I might not get
leave.”

“MOTHER!!! How could you say such a thing? Well, it’s not that. Besides,
we wouldn’t know in two weeks anyway.”

“I’m sorry I’ve disappointed you, Mother, but ’'m marrying Sandra
tomorrow. She’s beautiful. I’ll send you her picture tomorrow and bring her to see
you as soon as the Army lets me.”

“No, Mother, it’s not a church wedding. A judge is marrying us. It’1l be
legal.”

“I love you, too, Mother. Goodbye.”

“Your mother seems so down to earth,” Robert said as he and Sandra sat on
the porch steps after Mrs. Crosby had retired at her customary 8:45 p.m. Except for
the thousand points of light shining above, the sky was black.

“She is practical and kind—and generous. She wouldn’t let me pay the long-
distance charges when I called my mother.”

“You have totally charmed her, and she likes the idea of her daughter
marrying a lawyer. Also, she was speechless when you got up and started clearing
the table after supper. All the men around here go outside to smoke and talk after
meals and leave cleaning up to the women. The only reservation she had about you
disappeared when I assured her, we haven’t slept together. I didn’t tell her you



tempted me.”
“So, my previous marriage doesn’t bother her?”
“Not at all. Uncle Earl lost his first wife in childbirth.”
“It’s not as if you have a brood of children I’d have to put up with.”
Robert grimaced and searched for the Big Dipper overhead.
“Do you ever think about what’s out there?” he asked.
“Besides God? Just the stars He made. And, of course, Heaven.”
“And where 1s Heaven?”
“Out there with God, where good people, like my Daddy go when they die.”
“And you expect to see your dad in Heaven when you die?”

“I certainly do. And Mother, too. Don’t you expect to see your loved ones in
Heaven when you die?”

“There went a shooting star,” Robert said. “And there’s another.”

“God must be glad we’re getting married,” Sandra said. “Oh, Robert, I’'m so
happy.”

Robert looked for stars visible around the Big Dipper with Sandra’s arm
draped over his shoulder. He thought about the many stars he and Molly, only a
little over a year ago had counted in the same patch of sky, with the help of
Molly’s father’s high-powered binoculars. He wished he could believe in Heaven
with Molly waiting there for him, but he could not.

After a few long moments of gathering his courage Robert said, “There’s
another thing I need to tell you. I don’t have a brood of children, but I do have a
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son.

Even in the darkness Robert could see dismay in Sandra’s eyes as she
pushed away from him and burst into tears. “You have a son! What else have you
not told me?”

Without waiting for an answer, she ran into the house, slamming the door
behind her. Robert remained on the steps, processing Sandra’s reaction. He had
expected surprise, perhaps even shock, but not complete rejection. That’s it. She’s



gone. Maybe I can hitch a ride into town in the morning. Wonder if I can get a
little sleep on the swing.

“What happened?” Mrs. Crosby asked when she appeared a minute later.
“Sandra’s histrionics woke me up. She has locked herself in her room.”

“Something I said,” Robert said. “I should leave her a note and go.”

“Don’t be silly,” Mrs. Crosby said as she tightened the sash on her robe.
“I’m not driving you to town at this time of night. You wouldn’t have any place to
stay. Guess you haven’t experienced a Sandra tantrum before. She often storms off
to sulk when things don’t go her way.”

Mrs. Crosby hung the kerosene lantern she had brought with her on an
empty hook that had once held a bird feeder and said, “She loves you very much,
Robert. When we talked after lunch, she was gushing about how good you made
her feel, how happy she is, and how glad she is that you like me. Give her a few
minutes. She’ll be back. I’'m going back to bed. I'll leave the lantern with you.”

Robert smoked two Lucky’s while he waited, flicking his ashes onto the
ground, and stubbing the butts into the cracked cup Mrs. Crosby had given him to
serve as an ash tray. He desperately needed a drink of water but could not risk
missing Sandra should she return. Ten minutes later she did return, having re-
applied her makeup and brushed her hair. The moon had risen and bathed the porch
in a luminescence which made her look ethereal. Robert stood up and walked
toward her. She brushed past him, took a seat on the swing, and began studying her
nails. Finally, she looked at Robert and said, “Did you marry Molly because you
had to?”

“No.”

“Were you ever engaged to anyone other than Molly?”
“No.”

“Did you ever sleep with another girl?”

“No.”

“So, you don’t have any other children to support.”

“No, and I haven’t robbed any banks either. Sammy is my only child and
when you’re through interrogating me, I’1l tell you about him.”
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“I’m not sure I want you to. I don’t know if I can trust you, Robert. I want
to. I just can’t understand why you didn’t tell me all this last night when we
decided to get married, or at least when you told me about your wife.”

“As I said earlier, until last night, I didn’t think it important to tell you about
either Molly or Sammy. I tried to tell you about them on the bus this morning, but
you wanted to sleep. I was going to tell you about Sammy when we were in the
barn before lunch, but you said you didn’t want to talk about my life with Molly
anymore. At least you’ve learned about my son in time to call off the wedding.”

“But not before I fell in love with you,” Sandra sniffled. “I wouldn’t have let
myself fall in love if I’d known you have a child who will be a constant reminder
of your first wife. I’ll never know if you have really gotten over her, and I’1l
always wonder if there are other things you haven’t told me.”

Robert, trying to decide whether to patch things up with Sandra, or go to
bed, hitchhike to Macon in the morning and catch the bus back to Atlanta, walked
over to the swing and sat down beside her.

“The accident that killed Molly fractured Sammy’s skull. No one thought he
would live. While he was recuperating, he needed constant attention, which I could
not give him. My sister, Lindsay, who is married and has a little girl, offered to
take him. When Pearl Harbor was bombed, I knew I would be drafted and couldn’t
care for him, so I asked her to keep him.”

“Keep him till you got back from the war?”

“No, permanently, and raise him as her child. It broke my heart to do that, |
was sure [ would not survive the war, and I couldn’t think of any other way to
provide for him.”

A smile began to form around Sandra’s lips. She leaned against Robert’s
shoulder. “Are you telling me that if we get married, he won’t be living with us
when you get home from the war?”

“That’s right,” Robert said. “That’s our agreement. Even if [ make it back,
and I might not, Sammy will continue to live with Lindsay and Frank, and I’ll be
an uncle to him.”

“Cross your heart and hope to die?” Sandra said.



Robert laughed. “I haven’t heard anyone say that in a long time, but if it
makes you happy, yes.”

Sandra put her arms around him, pulled his head down and kissed him.
“And when you get back,” she said, “we’ll have a baby of our own.”

Sandra Rebecca Crosby and John Robert Hinton were married on June 14,
1942, at the home of the Honorable Elmer Stanton in Macon. Sandra wore the
cream-colored dress she had bought when she moved to Atlanta. Robert wore the
only suit he owned, a dark blue, double-breasted one Molly had picked out for him
to wear for Sammy’s christening. Marjorie Crosby and the Judge’s wife were the
only attendees. Sandra’s cousin Ted drove the couple back to Atlanta later that
afternoon with a picnic basket Mrs. Crosby had prepared for their first meal as
husband and wife. The next day Robert reported for duty, trained at Ft Gordon and
Camp Shelby, Mississippi, shipped over on the Queen Mary along with 15,000
other soldiers on the day after Christmas, 1944, and served in Europe 111 days. His
only injury was a boil on his thigh caused by a lengthy stay in a foxhole.

“The war 1s over!” H. V. Kaltenborn’s voice rang out. “Japan
unconditionally surrendered at approximately 3 p.m. Eastern Time. The Japanese
Imperial Army has been crushed. General Douglas MacArthur will formally
receive Japan’s acceptance of the Potsdam Declaration as soon as possible. |
repeat—the war is over!”

Thousands of New Yorkers instantly spilled into the streets. Robert, who had
just arrived in the city for a few days leave with Sandra before heading to
California to join the American forces preparing to invade Japan, rushed out of the
hotel room he had found to join the crowd. Except for taxis and delivery trucks,
none of which were moving, there were no cars on the streets, just New Yorkers
celebrating the end of a four-year nightmare, treating every other celebrant as a
friend and every man in uniform, as a hero.

For almost two hours he inched toward Penn Station, arriving eight minutes
after the 6:07 from Atlanta pulled in. Among the few passengers remaining on
platform 29 he spotted Sandra, standing by the same bag he had loaded onto the
luggage rack of that bus to Atlanta when they first met, wearing the same red scarf
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she had on when he left her in Atlanta the day before Christmas 1944, and tapping
her foot to let the world know of her impatience. He sneaked up, grabbed her from
behind, spun her around, kissed her and said, “Hi, gorgeous. Haven’t you heard the
war’s over? Stop wasting your time in a train station. Come see the town with a
soldier who loves you.”

The couple made their way back to the hotel, slowed more by their constant
displays of affection than the crowd. Sandra immediately changed into her Rita
Hayworth nightie, then reclined on two pillows propped against the headboard of
their bed, exposing her slender legs and the tops of her breasts. Robert removed the
nightie with lust in his heart and sex on his mind.

“How fortunate we are to be living in a country that’s not been bombed to
smithereens and suffered millions of casualties,” Robert said while he enjoyed his
apres amour smoke.

“Not fortunate,” Sandra said. “Blessed.”

“I can’t go that far,” Robert said, “but I admit, for me to have come through
the war without a scratch seems almost miraculous. And instead of being penniless
and homeless like so many Europeans, I have you, and a little money waiting for
me when I’m discharged, and a government grant to get through school.”

“Why not admit it,” Sandra injected. “God was on our side. How else could
we have won?”’

“Well, I admit we weren’t ready for war in 1941. Everyone I knew was glad
the US was staying out of Europe. If Japan hadn’t bombed Pearl Harbor, Germany
would probably have swept the British off the continent, Churchill’s government
would have collapsed, and the Germans would have agreed to leave England alone
if they would agree to let Germany keep its conquered territory. I’'m sure Hitler and
Stalin would have made a deal to carve up Eastern Europe between them.”

Sandra yawned. “What happened was God’s doing. Let’s not talk about war.
Let’s talk about us. Do you know I was able to use most of my allotment and my
paycheck to buy savings bonds? They’ll be worth over a thousand dollars in ten
years, or we could buy a car if I cashed them in now.”
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“Or pay rent while I look for a job,” Robert said. “Oh, Sandra, we’ve
survived the worst ordeal imaginable, and we have each other and a great future
ahead. I want to get started on it now.”

“I do too,” Sandra said, “and I want us to have a baby. How long will it take
for the Army to discharge you?”

“Maybe a couple of months. Could be a year. No way to know exactly.”

Robert rubbed Sandra’s feet which were propped on his knee. His face was
relaxed. His blue-green eyes sparkled. His voice was soft. “I want us to have a
baby too, darling, and after last night and this morning. . .”

“Possibly,” she laughed, “My period’s due, so let’s try again right now.”

“Give me a couple of hours to recuperate. Why don’t I get us lunch? What
would you like?”

“A Salade Nicoise with iced tea and chocolate cake,” she said.

“You ordered that because it sounds French, didn’t you?”” Robert teased.
“Do you know what’s in a Salade Nicoise?”

“Of course! It’s lettuce and, and, you know, vegetables. Hurry back. I'm
eager for lunch and more of you later.”

Having finished his club sandwich before Sandra got through her Salade
Nicoise, Robert sipped a Pabst and let a thought that had been rolling around in his
head slip out.

“I wonder what Sammy is doing.”

Sandra shot a disturbed look at him, “Don’t think about him, dear, it’1l just
upset you.”

“Wouldn’t it be terrific if Sammy could share our future with us?”

Sandra’s face froze. “Are you thinking about breaking your promise to
Lindsay and Frank, and even worse, your promise to me? They’ve had Sammy
four years now. I heard them tell you how much they love him and how delighted
they are to have him. He is theirs now. You don’t need Sammy to be a father.
We’ll have a family.”
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“I know we’ll have a family, honey--soon I hope, and I know Lindsay and
Frank would be disappointed, but they know how much Sammy means to me. And,
Sandra, if you would try, you would come to love Sammy and want him to be a
part of our family.”

“You promised me Sammy would never be part of . . . [ mean, live with us.”
“I know I said that darling . . .”

“Was it a lie?”

“Of course, not. [ meant it at the time, but so much has changed.”

“Nothing’s changed!” Sandra pleaded. “You survived the war, just as [ knew
you would because I prayed every day for you to come back to me. Sammy has
Lindsay and Frank. He doesn’t need you now. I do. Can’t you understand what
bringing a constant reminder of your first wife into our home would do to me?
How can you even think about doing that?”

Robert went to the bathroom to get a washcloth, intending to wipe away
Sandra’s tears, but she grabbed the cloth from his hand and flung it across the
room. Robert retreated to the couch. Memories of the fit she had thrown at her
mother’s when he first told her about Sammy three years earlier were quickly
followed by those of the tiff she had with Lindsay over Sammy in Biloxi during
their only visit. He could not comprehend how a woman who had been dead for
four years, whom Sandra had never met, could evoke such strong emotions. Then
the truth grabbed him. It was not the memory of Molly that Sandra hated. It was
the reality of Sammy.

The room was quiet except for Sandra’s sniffling. The joy and exhilaration
of their sexual reunion had vanished. The future, which had looked so bright and
promising the last two days, had clouded over. Robert felt an overwhelming need
to see his son.

The next morning a sulking Sandra was on the 9:02 from Manhattan to
Macon. An excited Robert boarded the 9:37 to Mobile.

“Of course, you can stay with us while you visit Sammy,” Lindsay said over
a crackling line when Robert called her just before boarding. “What time will you
get here?”
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“If I make the connection in Birmingham, I should get to Biloxi by
midnight. I’ll get a cab from the station.”

“You’ll do no such thing! Frank will pick you up in Mobile. That’ll save an
hour. How long can you stay?”

“Only tonight. I can’t put Frank to the trou . .”

“Nonsense, the local from Mobile to Biloxi is never on time. If Frank picks
you up, you can be here by eleven for sure.”

“Okays, sis. If you say so. And thanks.”

Robert awakened the next morning to the patter of little feet running up to
the side of the roll-away Frank had moved to the porch, stopping, then running
away. He heard small voices whispering. “Is he awake?”

“Uh, Uh. Can we wake him now?”
“Mama said not till seven.”

“How will we know when it’s seven?”
“Mama will tell us.”

He sat up and looked for his pants. Two pairs of curious eyes peered at him
through the doorway. Two pairs of little feet padded toward him.

“Uncle Robert,” Annie said. “Mama wants to know if you want your egg
fried or scrambled.”

“Tell her sunny side up.”

“Uncle Robert doesn’t want his egg fried or scrambled,” Sammy shouted as
he ran toward the kitchen. “He wants his sun side up.”

“Coffee?” Frank offered.
“Sugar and cream, please. How long has everyone been up?”

“’Bout half an hour,” Lindsay said. “I tried to keep the kids quiet. Did you
get much sleep?”’

“Enough, I dozed on the train, so getting to bed late wasn’t so bad. What
time do you start on your route, Frank?”
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“Today’s Gulfport, so I need to leave as soon as I finish my coffee. Want to
come with me?”

“Maybe next time. What time will you get home?”
“Fiveish. I’ll knock off a little early.”

“Sunny side up,” Lindsay said as she set one egg, a piece of buttered toast,
and two strips of bacon before Robert. “I thought we would take the kids to the
beach this morning, after breakfast dishes are put away and the beds made. You
probably didn’t bring a swimsuit. I can pin up one of Frank’s, so it won’t fall off.”

“I can’t stay in the sun long. I burn easily.”

“So do I and so does Sammy. It must be a Hinton trait. Frank and Annie can
stay out all day and just get a great tan.”

Thirty minutes later Lindsay handed Robert a small hamper containing
beach towels, a gallon jar of ice water, some Ritz crackers and Oreo cookies, a
pack of Lucky Strikes, and one of Camels, a book of matches and a jar of Vaseline.

The concrete sidewalk radiated the blistering August sun through the soles
of Robert’s shoes during the four-block walk to the beach. Shielding his eyes with
his free hand, he regretted he had not accepted Lindsay’s offer of a cap from
Frank’s sweat-stained trove. Sammy and Annie, each carrying a small bucket and
shovel, pulled free from Lindsay’s grasp and skipped a few yards ahead toward the
traffic light where they could safely cross the coast highway.

“Wait for us at the light,” Lindsay commanded. “Everyone needs to hold
hands. Sammy, let Uncle Robert help you climb down the seawall when we get to
the beach.”

“I can do it all by me self,” Sammy insisted.
“All right,” Robert laughed, “let me go with you so you can show me how.”

“They play well together,” Robert observed as he and Lindsay sat on the
beach a few yards above the high tide line, watching the children run back and
forth with the ebb and flow of the waves. “Unlike you and me at that age.”

“We were never that age together,” Lindsay laughed. “When you were
Sammy’s age, | was eleven and you were a pain in the ass. I am delighted they
enjoy each other. It makes parenting so much easier. Sammy is a delightful little
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brother for Annie and a blessing for Frank and me. I can’t tell you how much we
love him and how much we appreciate your letting us raise him.”

Robert tried to swallow the lump in his throat and said, “you will have more
children, won’t you?”

“No, Frank and I are through having children. Who could ask for a more
perfect family than a girl and a boy? How many do you and Sandra plan to have?”

“Sandra wants a baby right away. I hope we’ll have more.”

“So, Annie and Sammy should be looking for a new cousinin . .. let’s see,
May? I hope you settle close by so our children can grow up knowing each other.”

For a quarter of an hour Robert silently nibbled on Ritz crackers and
watched his son trying to catch the full force of the breaking waves directly against
his body. When successful, the pounding surf tumbled him, cackling with glee,
into the water, eager to get back up and catch the next wave. Robert jumped up
and waded through the surf to join his son just as a large wave approached, crashed
over them, and tossed them toward the shore.

“That was the biggest one ever!” Sammy sputtered as he spit out a mouthful
of salt water. “Bring me another one, Uncle Robert, a bigger one.”

After two hours in the sun, Lindsay shouted, loud enough to be heard over
the surf, “Lunch time!”

“Not hungry,” Sammy shouted back, turning away from Lindsay and wading
further into the water.

“Please let us stay longer, mama,” Annie pleaded, “please, please.”

“We need to go now,” Robert yelled. “Anybody want a piggy-back ride
home and a nickel if you don’t fall off?”

“I do!” yelled the children in unison, as they began to splash toward shore.
“Okay, but you’ll have to take turns. Who wants to go first?”
“Me! Me!” both yelled.

“Annie,” Lindsay said taking her daughter’s hand as they began to ascend
the seawall, “shouldn’t we let Sammy go first since he’s younger than you?”
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Annie’s lower lip turned into a pout, but she nodded assent. Sammy
gleefully climbed on when Robert squatted down at the top of the wall.

“Much lighter than a field pack,” Robert said as he rose, using the picnic
basket to balance himself. “Off we go.”

After lunch came quiet time. Robert and Lindsay sat on the living room
couch and listened to Annie reading Hansel and Gretel to Sammy.

“Mama,” Sammy said. “Are there any witches in Mississippi?”
“Of course not, Sammy.”
“Are there any where Uncle Robert lives?”

“Witches live only in fairy tales, honey. You don’t have to worry about them
in Mississippi or anywhere else.”

“Maybe the witches hide and only come out at night. If | hear one tonight,
can I get in bed with you or Uncle Robert?”

Lindsay smiled at her brother. “It looks like Sammy considers you part of
the family.”

Robert swallowed hard and said, “How is Frank’s business?”

“Growing every day. The military has such a presence in Biloxi that a lot of
people have money to spend. There’s no problem finding people who can afford to
buy. The problem is finding the things they want.”

“Have you thought about how you’ll manage when your allotment stops?”

“That won’t be problem. We didn’t need the $40 a month we got for
Sammy. In fact, we’ve saved $3,000 since the war began and are buying Mrs.
Atkins’ house next door. She’s moving to New Orleans to be with her daughter. It
has two big bedrooms and a room for Frank’s office. Practically nothing needs to
be done to it.”

“Would you buy the house if you didn’t have Sammy?”’

“I suppose we would. It’s a good deal for the $4,000 she’s asking and would
keep us in this neighborhood. Why do you ask? We have Sammy.”

“Oh,” Robert said. “I was just thinking about how much it costs to keep
Sammy. You haven’t said anything about medical expenses.”
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“Because he hasn’t had any to speak of. Except for not seeing well out of his
left eye, Sammy is a healthy little boy. Praise the Lord for that. Frank and I have
finances all worked out. Now watch the kids while I get supper ready.”

“Need a beer?” Frank asked as he headed for the Frigidaire before joining
Robert in the living room after supper. Robert nodded yes and snuffed his Lucky.

“Lord help me if they aren’t down for the night,” sighed Lindsay, closing the
bedroom door behind her.

Robert took a deep breath and said, “Can we talk now?”

“Sure,” Frank chuckled. “It’s too early to go to bed and not enough folks to
play poker. Nothing to do but talk. Want to sit on the porch?”

Lindsay demurred and joined Robert on the couch. Frank leaned against the
screen door which led to the porch, took a swig and said, “Lindsay didn’t want me
to tell you this, but it’s too funny not to. She caught Sammy red-handed in a theft.”

“What!” Robert exclaimed.

“Yes, that little guy sneaked a nickel out of Lindsay’s purse, went to the
little store without telling anyone, and bought a popsicle. He ate it all before he got
home and thought he was safe, but had to confess when Lindsay spotted a wet red
stain on his shirt and made him stick out his tongue. She probably nipped a life of
crime in the bud.”

“I doubt that,” Lindsay said, “but I needed to teach him not to take things
without permission.”

“You mean steal,” Frank laughed, “and his punishment was to go to bed
early, and I’m the one who had to keep him there.”

The smile that curled Robert’s lips faded as his face hardened.

“I know how attached you’ve become to Sammy,” he said, “and [ am
grateful for all you’ve done, but now that I’'m home, I want Sammy back.”

Lindsay’s eyes widened. Frank’s Pabst crashed on the floor.

“That is not what we agreed to,” Lindsay blurted. “You gave Sammy to us to
raise whether you returned from the war or didn’t. He is ours now.”
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“I admit that was our agreement,” Robert said, “and when [ made it, I meant
it. I was certain I would not return, so I had to make arrangements for Sammy
while I could. But God brought me home, which must have been so Sammy would
have a father.”

“Listen here, Robert,” Frank blustered. “Don’t get religious on us. A deal is
a deal. We kept our end, now you must keep yours. Any wanna-be lawyer should
know that. Sammy is ours now. I don’t want to hear any more about you taking
him away.”

“You know I have the legal right to take him,” Robert said. “He’s still my
child.”

“No, he’s not!” Frank shouted. “You gave him to us. He’s ours.”
“I never let you adopt him,” Robert shot back, “Sammy is legally mine.”

“You said that was only so we could get an allotment from your salary for
Sammy,” Lindsay retorted.

“Damn,” Frank said, shaking his fist at Robert. “We should have hired a
lawyer like I wanted to, but Lindsay said, ‘who needs a lawyer? He’s my brother.’
And now you pull this stunt.”

“I’'m horrified, Robert, and very hurt that you are threatening to take Sammy
away from us,” Lindsay said, “but let’s not shout and scream at each other. Have
you thought about how Sammy would feel about leaving me, the only mother he
has known?”

“And I’m the only living parent he has. Wouldn’t a son want to be with his
father if his real mother is dead?”

“Bullshit,” Frank snapped. “I never wanted to be with my old man. I
couldn’t wait to get away from him. And Lindsay is a real mother to Sammy.”

“Please, Frank, calm down,” Lindsay said. “And get a waste basket to put
that broken glass in before someone steps on it. Robert, tell me what Sandra thinks
about having Sammy as a part of your family?”

Robert lit a fresh Lucky to give his quivering hands something to do.
“We’ve talked about it, and I admit, Sandra is hesitant. She’ll have to spend time

19



with Sammy to get used to him, which she eventually will. Besides, the decision is
mine to make—not hers.”

“That bitch doesn’t want to spend time with Sammy,” Frank snorted. “She

doesn’t want another woman’s kid in her nest. She’ll treat Sammy like a red-
headed stepchild.”

“Frank!” Lindsay scolded. “Watch your language! You can’t call Sandra

kb

a...
“Bitch? Why not? That’s what she 1s.”
“But she’s Robert’s wife!”

“She may be, but you know as well as I do that woman despises Sammy.
You could see it by the way she acted around him the one time she was here. Did
she write him or come see him while Robert was overseas? Not once! Did she send
him a birthday card? Or give him a gift for Christmas? Hell, no! She didn’t even
call him. She thought we’d taken him off her hands, and she was damn glad of it.”

Robert leaped from the couch. “Damn it, Frank! Don’t talk about Sandra that
way. You don’t have to like her, but for Christ’s sake be civil. Sammy might hear
you. Don’t ruin his chance to develop a good relationship with Sandra.”

Frank’s eyes moistened. “I love that little guy with all my heart. I spent
hours picking glass out of his scalp and I taught him how to tie his laces and shine
his shoes. [ wouldn’t do anything to hurt him or make his life more difficult.
You’re the one who is hurting him by taking him away from a stable home with
loving parents and a sister who adores him. For what? Life as the unloved stepson
of a heartless bitch.”

Robert looked to Lindsay for help. He got none.

“Do you really think Sammy would be happier having Sandra mother him
than me?” Lindsay asked. “Forget about how much you would hurt Frank and me.
Think about Sammy. What kind of life would he have if you uprooted him? Also,
think about Sandra. You both want to have a child right away. She’ll have her
hands full dealing with a newborn. Adding a five-year-old stepchild might
overwhelm her, even if she accepted Sammy.”

“You don’t know Sandra won’t ever accept Sammy,” Robert objected.

20



“Get real,” Frank said. “It’s obvious to everyone that she doesn’t want
Sammy. I don’t know what BS she’s shoveling, but you know damn well she
doesn’t. I can’t understand how a level-headed guy like you can’t see through her.”

“She . . . she, needs time,” Robert sputtered. “I’ve been back less than a
week. Sandra and I have barely had time to reconnect. We have a lot of
readjusting to do. When we find a place to live and I get settled in a job and school,
she’ll get to know Sammy and accept him. I know she will.”

“Is Sandra expecting?” Lindsay asked.

“I don’t know. She could be. I thought it best to wait till I got discharged and
found a job before we tried to have a baby. She wants to begin trying right away.”

“I need another beer,” Frank said as he stomped off to the kitchen. Lindsay
took both of Robert’s hands into hers.

“Get a job in New Orleans,” she said, “there are many good schools there.
You could complete your education—even get your law degree. You’d be close
enough to visit Sammy often, and Sandra wouldn’t have the burden of taking care
of Sammy and a new baby. Makes sense, doesn’t it?”

“I’11 think about it,” Robert said, but his face, which Lindsay clearly saw,
belied his words. With an aching heart and weeping eyes she left the room. A
quarter hour later Robert gathered his things and walked the mile and a half to the
train station, too ashamed to stay the night. He justified breaking his promise to his
wife and his sister by telling himself again and again: A father has the right to raise
his son; Sandra would soon be won over by Sammy’s charm; wives and children of
all returning service men had to adjust to change, and Lindsay and Frank could
have another child of their own.

Each step he took increased his resolve to reclaim Sammy. Nothing could
stop him, for miracle of miracles, Frank had not hired a lawyer.
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