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Between the Rock And Other Memories
  
     Our family got used to being awakened by the blast of a locomotive’s
 horn as the train prepared to enter the crossing. We could also be lulled to sleep by the rocking of the train cars on the tracks. We even got used to the occasional hobo coming off the train to our door, begging a meal. 
   The Rock Island Railroad line carried many freight trains a day past our house.
   It also carried the legendary “Rocket,” a high-speed passenger train. Twice a day, this cyclonic train went screaming through town at speeds of upwards of seventy miles per hour.   This caused everything, including our brick house to shake. We kids were well advised to never be in its way.
     A two-car mail train my parents dubbed “the Dinky” also ran the line. Once in a while, Mom and the older girls would ride this little train to Albert Lea on a shopping excursion.
   They would board the train and pay their fare right at Gordonsville, as the train stopped  pick up mail from our small-town post office. Once at their destination, they would disembarkat the depot on the south end of Broadway, the main avenue through town.
   After shopping at Penney’s, Wards, or maybe Spurgeon’s downtown, they would carry their purchases back to the train for the return trip home. 
   Somewhere in this time, Sharon contracted rheumatic fever. She was bedridden from March through May of that year. I remember her hospital bed being placed in the living room, next to the front window, where Mom grew a large plant she called “elephant ear.”
   I actually think it was a large-leafed wax begonia.  Before and after Sharon’s bed was placed in front of it, I used to like to snitch little pieces of the sweet, tangy leaf to chew on.
    Sharon had a canary to keep her company, I also remember the doll collection she acquired: one represented Spain, another, Holland. Still another was a Cinderella doll.
   She collected napkins, donated by friends who attended events she was unable to partake.
   Then there were the May baskets given to her by well-wishers. Some baskets were funnels or basket shapes constructed of wallpaper. Others were made of disposable cups stapled to paper doilies. But all contained goodies, from small candies to popcorn ornuts.
   While Sharon was ill, Mom’s sister Martha came for a visit. While with us at that time,Aunt Martha taught Sharon to embroider and crochet.
   During that and other visits, she would leave Uncle Hank to his own resources, while coming to help us. Only half joking, she declared the man never left Clayton County.
   Some of her efforts while visiting us were making turtle cookies out of brown sugar dough, pecans, and chocolate frosting, as well as playing harmonica. When time permitted, she provided a waltz or two
She also bought a hula hoop for us kids. It was plain black, not a pastel or candy stripe variety.
    She wasn’t afraid to try it, either. Clad in her bifocals, housedress, apron, and sturdy oxford shoes, she didn’t personify the normal user of such a contraption.In her pigeon-toed stance, she gamely placed the contraption around her waist, giving it a mighty swing, and swiveled her hips to keep the thing in motion.
     When her efforts succeeded, she laughed, open-mouthed, showing off a full set of dentures.
   Another visitor I remember not quite so fondly was Uncle Lou. Lou Logan Birch, to be exact. He was my paternal grandmother’s brother. I believe he lived in Washington state. 
   I remember only one visit from him. One was enough. He was a gruff old man, with white hair and a mustache. He wore black horn-rimmed glasses.
   Coming off the bus, he carried a satchel. If memory serves well, I believe the satchel held a pint of something.
   He took up residence in the middle bedroom. I don’t know where those of us who usually slept there were bunked, but the middle bedroom seemed to be the favorite place to host a single guest.
   During this time, Hado and Cedar, my imaginary playmates, became my best friends. They originated when we lived near Thompson, But I now worried about someone hurting them. 
    “Don’t sit there!” I was known to admonish. “You’re going to sit on Hado!”
   The question was why, with sisters both younger and older, I needed imaginary playmates at all. They faded away as I neared grade school age.
