FOR JUST CLAWS

E
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Our small town of Hadley, nestled 1w the rolling green
hills of lower Michigan, is normally pretty quiet. We ride
our horses. pay our bills and sometimes forget to lock our
doors.  Murder and merey kilbmg, robbery and strect
protests are distant evils, things we read about in the
Sunday newspaper, published forty miles away m Detroit,
and brought by truck m the rmddle of the night.

All that was aboul to change.
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FOR JUST CLAWY

I swuang my lead rope and clucked to the two chestnuts
eyeing me suspiciously from the corner of the paddock. |
worked  them, sending  them swerving and  turmng,
controlbmg  their movements, outside furn, inside turn.
herding them o the barn.  Their hooves flung clods of
black April muck, as they trotted to their stalls and [ threw
home latches behind them. The phone m the tack room
sent me racing, counting the rmgs before the answering
machine in the house picked op.

“What time are we saddling up?”

Puffing from the run, [ glanced at my watch. “Fh
Denise. 1 yust brought the horses in.  Feather’s a real
pigsty, mud from stem to stem” T fiddled with a balled-up
between my fingers.  “Grooming her isa’t going to be
quick.  Let’s meet wn the meadow. at, say, half past
twelve?”

“Grreat. T ean’t go for a long ride, got to be home by
two. Todd and | are leaving for the hospital at three”

“How's his mom doing”?” 1 asked, dropping the spider
info the trash can.

“The cancer is taking over, day by day. Nothing will
stop it now. We tec) 50 helpless.”
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KABEN BOSE WIHLSON

“How's Todd mkmg #77

Wr have these awiid silences, when | ask b about
o her will or her funerad, and he o '
ek, then he doesn ™ want o talk anymore,
i ‘ T come around”

14 the one thing we don 't have, Somebody's ¢
o faik o her about the mportant stuff. Does she want to
be cremated or bured?  Life %xq‘mm ar not?  But no. they
aih fbﬁm ir!x’m} things, like the weather or who won the

"ﬂi ’taeaf«é}:z"z sunken m oyer What's obvions to us, | mean
still denvving that she's dying ™

“He konows the truth, post as sure ag you and 17

ither fidgeted on the cross-nies. shified her weaphe
and cocked her ;*_;g_.%"iei ind heel. “Not te ch hange ;hL sub jC
bt Lve }
agenda, so Lean't g

“Sounds ;gmd Sec va’ 3.;&.(,,5,

s cwmied and broshed my mare, picked out ber feet and
combed ner mane and wal, Stretohy neoprene wraps wand
o fo protect eus and support old, worn tendons,

Her stablemate. Bcha, pn%«cﬁ s hesd over s Duieh
door and yawned,  “Tomorrow’s vour mm,” | renmmded
b, CFeather poes roday and you go fomopow.”  He
mhona bz head, flapping s tongoe sgamer the stall door

Closipe the paddock gute behind s, E wd Feather
across the lawn and stood on the pemic table, posiiomng
ihe mare alongside, w0 shide myv foot nto é’,ﬁﬁ:’. stirTup. We
ambied down the gravel road, sun peeking thiough costony
clouds and g wanm breere ruffling Inst subunn’s damp
The dirty snow had melted, mving way @ sprmg
g moist carth




FOR JUST CLAWS

I tapped wmy heels agamst Feather's sides and we trotted
onto a path that wound arcund soime honeysuckle bushes
and opened info a meadow, Following a narrow deer trail
through the meadow, this was a shortcut that saved riding
up a4 steep, rocky hill on the gravel road.  Lemon-vellow
sulphurs flitted among the yet unfurfed honeysuckle buds.

Feather’s ears twitched forward and back. listening.
We scrambled over the rubble of an old stone wall and
stepped onto a two-track left by hunters, rmutted with the
deep gouges of four-wheel drives. A hundred feet to the
south, the two-track dead-ended into the county road

Denise and | usually met along this stretch, where the
land is state owned and posted as equestrian trads and,
durtng hunting season, open to bunters. I closed my legs
around Feather's sides, almost imperceptibly released the
reins, and we broke mto a canter, her steel horseshoes
rhythmically clicking oun the stony path. Rounding a curve.
Denise rode toward us.

She pulled up her gelding, Beezer, and twned him, so
he and Feather walked side by side. “Like your hair,” |
said,  She'd potten 1t done since T last saw her. "Nice
highlights.”  Her brown eyes, fringed m dark downcast
fashes, gave her a coy princess charm.

“I stopped by 5ill's salon Thursday alter work,” she
said. “She did my hair while | looked at pictores of her
new fillv.” She pulled a pack of cigarettes frorn her denim
jacket and It one. The smoke curled and spiraled upward.
fike spirits viging to heaven,

“Having a sister that's a haiv stylist definitely has s
perks. What's the new horse like?” [asked.

“It’s not a yearfing, hke she wanted.  She ended wp
getting a two-year-old through one of her tratners.”




KAREN ROSE WIHSON

“A wwoeyear-old s better anywav, She won't have to
pour as much ome and money o her before
rideable”

“The down side © that she had fo oay more than she
axpected.”

“Looks ke she'l need o fow more of those hundred-
dnllars-a-cut custowers 19 help pay the bille” We were at 2
fork i the two-track. "Which way?” 1 asked.

“Let’s take Blood Road, go through the mnes and up
he big lall te the overiook.” She pulled an old prescriphion
vottle frors her pocket. pinched the end of ber cigeretts
buit, and dropped it info the mtdc: “Hew'd they ever come
up with a name ke Blood Road?” she asked.

""V@u never heard the ramor”  Way back when we were
m fdgh school?”

7‘%h€3 shock her head
remnermber” 1 was a aity zarl.”

“Yeah, fatwavs torget” She seemed so at case i the
couniry, with her horses and dogs and chickens, [ always
sE B was tz’mag}lmmﬁs'j “Weil. the story was that
couples came out here o park or party, doni becr,
whatever. With it being so desolate. ne houses ang alll st
was 4 popular spol. Supposcdly a couple stopped 0 park
bt teft their racho playing, When they wanted o g0 home,
the battery was drained and ihe car wouldn't start, so he
said he would walk to the nearest house foy hafl;} He: toked
aer o lock all the doors and pot to et anvbody . except
himy.  Scinerime w the night, she tell asleep. but xm..;;mm
she heard a tapping poise.”

“And no doubt 0 was a stormy. moonless night”
Denize sand iwpdw” v

SO course,” Fsawd. “When the sun came op. she loand
the source of the tapping-—her bovinend hung from a free,

iey

wash't radsed aroungd here




FOR JUST CLAWE

a noose around his neck, his shoes tapping the driver’s side
witidow

She threw me a crooked grin and tucked a lock of haw
behind her ear, “You believe that?” she asked.

“Of course not,” | laughed. “But that’s why 1t's called
Blood Road” The road was sandy and straight here.
perfect for a short gallop. “Let’s canter.” T called to her.

Feather surged forward when 1 drew back my leg and
laid oy heel against her side. The wind whistled past. At
Blood Road, we slowed to a walk and turned right, then
took a path leading to a stand of towering Tamarack pines
so dense and dark and toreboding that even on the brightest
day, only a blue-green streak of Tight passed through to the
forest floor.  Silent except for the crunch of hooves on
fallen pine veedles and creaking saddle leather, the pine
forest was a mystical vacuum cut off from the rest of the
world.

We went up a steep hill, where erosion exposed the
goarled roots of the tall pines. The horses carefully picked
their way over the roots, some as thick and strong as woven
nylon rope. At the top of the hill, out of the shadows of the
Tamaracks, welcome sunhight streamed down again. The
horses puffed from the long climb.

“Oh, 1 abmpost forgot to tell you,” said Dense,
“remember Kathy's son, Derrick” He's come back to live
with her.”

“Asf she doesn’t have enough to do—-the only ranger
managing a four-thousand acre state park-—now she's got
hims to look after. too.” Less than thrlled 16 hear he was o
the neighborhood, 1 said. "Nail down everything that moves
and board up your house”

“Carol, give the kid a chance. He's been gone three
years,”

13
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“In the first place, he's not a kd. He must be seventeen
by now.  And i the second pi::i("f)g you know K z;;i.i'z'%f‘ i‘ié’bE’}f
sent hum {'{‘: five with Jus dad n Detroit beeause she
couddn 't thing with hun. And | hate (o imzuaéf/a,, but
Dietreat ha:-;z;"{ heen voted best community @ rise children
oy fately, so | doubt he's smproved.”

; he's ”fmwa up a lof. Some of the bad things

”"'Sé}
k k:*pmmmm;. "

“Would you want to be judged the rest of your e on
what you did ag a teenager? Give him another chance, cven
if st for Kathy's sake ™

“Let’s say 1Mo oot fmw o have i house-sil while
Jack and 1 go on vacabion.”

Honestly, Carol, vou'd be suspicious «
raming and he offered vou o Wft i his Ark”

T onof that bad, Uim just realishic. [ ean'® belp o i1

copes from living with Jack.”™ Huosbands are easily blamed
for shorteomngs. | figared be had o comng. since o was
fis cvmcal nature rubbing off oo me.

After climbing the last ndge o the overlook, we let the
horses snack on prass while Demse and | dzmgim SuF et

3 Gux stirups. We could see far o the south, over ihe
the wees, and all the way to the water tower

U better head howme” Demse s, “Wash |
comibd ride jonger”

“Me ton. You know bow weekends are-—errands,
faundry, housecleanmg, grocery shopping.
mad i !

s oabways

te it two

days a week,”




FOR JUST CLAWS

“The hectic ife of o working woman,” she zaid, “"Want
to ride tomorrow if 1t doesn’t vamn?”

“Sure. Around one o'clock?”

Il be Eehe's tun” 1 always reminded her when 1
brought Hcho, my problern horse.  Last fall, he grabbed
Beerer's bodle and pulled it off his head, breaking the
bridle m the process. Denise rode home with a polo wrap
fashioned into & makeshift headstall. Another time, he bit
Beever's koee. A third time he took hold of Beerer's tail
and yanked i, starting a licking spree that ended with
Denise face down m the dust.

“We'll just stay far cnough apart so he can’t get o
mischiet.” she said.

“You're so good natured about his naeghtivess. | don't
think T'd be as chantable.”

“He's just playful. And it not like he’s ¢ver done any
real damage. You've got te let them have thew
personalitics, Carol, just like kids.”

“He's got a personality, all nght—-4 bad one. A
thousand pounds of juvenile delinguent, with poor vision
angt the mentality of a scared rabbit”

she laughed. “You're too hard on him. It's a good
thing you never had kids. They wouldn’t have ever had
any fun.”

“At least they wouldn't be total brats, sither, like most
kids nowadays. They aren’t taught any respect, the way we
were,”

“This 15 g discussion for another dav, Carol Ward, you
old fogey.” She smaled. “T've got o go.”

“Just cut me off, mud-sentence, that's okay” 1
complained.  “No respect for your elders.”  Denise was
exactly six months younger than me.




RAREN RS

The sun was low by the ome §turned my tmck mio
Marge Buter’s drive.  Baddev Boo, hee twelve-year-old
colbis, lified s head from the porch step and opened
clouded saiffing the aw. Good old Bualey Doo
couldn 't see o thing, except maybe shadows.

The wreet alwminumesided sphit-devel was sheltered
from the road by a group of darge pue trees. To the night
aned hebind the house stood a green pole barn, where Roy
Butler's well-driling equipment had been stored. The
husiness had been sold, along with the squipment, when be
dhedd 13 :

kEnuckles hard fhe aiim‘m"nwsw
i se's gitenpon. She putled the mney wooden
door open and t saw her weathered face break mm a srpile
' sond afternoon!” she chirped. hke |
aglow,
someone actually
much made me smile. “Hi Ma ; U
st thig week, except the Cheenos. 'ﬂ"hrw wers out, Sad
they'd have more Monday, T oan get thevs for you then f
youd ke
“Dion't worry

nad st

me fhal

Fhinkine

R

- et plenty of corn flakes, You d

ery aturday, tike you do

Fheie %




FOR JUSE CLAWS

1just wish you'd et me pay you for your trouble”  She
pulled the loops of one of the plastic bags from my wiist,

“Its no trouble. P going to the supermarket anyway.
what's the bother picking up a few extra things?”

Her white haw, tinged slightly blue, was neatly curled,
as if she had simply shd the curbing fron out of cach curl,
leaving it intact, and spraved it with lacquer. Dressed o a
navy-blue flowered tunic and beige polvester slacks with
taupe crepe-soled shoes, she led me to the kitchen.

“The half-gallon milk was on sale, so [ pot it instead of
your usual quart. [ hope that’s okay.”

*Sure is. | can always use some extra calchmm.”

“I think we all could. By the way, the clothing drive s
next Sunday.  Did you want to donate anything?”  Hy
anything, 1 meant Roy’s old clothes,

“I've got the bags all ready to go, in the lving room.”

The house had the musty, closed-up smell of old
mothballs, but there wasn’t a speck of dust to be found.
Cotton doilies lay across the headrests of the eagy chairs.
Mahogany woodwork bordered willow-green walls and
carpeting the color of creamy epgnog. Bailey Boo's plad
cedar-filled bed lay in front of the hearth,

Her eyes darted to the bags on the floor. “I've gone
through everythug, Tt took me all week, believe it or not.
I"d cry a little, and have to sit down for a cup of tea. Then,
when I felt better, 1°d go back to 1 again. Little by little, |
got it done.”

“Pm sorry. Marpe, | should have offered 1o help. How
thougbtless of me.”

“Oh, no mind. Tt was the kind of thing one has o do
alone. | looked at something. remembered how he looked
wearing 1, remembered when 1 bought it for him,




EAREN ROSE WILSON

Then d rememnber how mich ©midss o She toved with
the gold locker she wore around her neck. “m nof sure §
would bave been good company. and vou've got 50 mu
working all day and takmg care of all those animais,
don’t have the tme 1o fuss with an old lady ble me ™

“Don’t be sillv You know the saving. 'l
bugy for friends, vou're just plain (oo busy.™”
she pointed to the bage on the floor. "Well, there they
are. Let me help you get these out to vour track.”

She pdled & pray wool sweater from the top of ooe of
the bags. “On second thought, T know soreons who wouia
love & nice warm sweater like this, Um surprsed 1 didn’
think of him sooner.” She held 1 ap. as o sizing o
wittals were movogrammed in black thread. the
fetters forming a diamond.

“Jts rreed.

Sailes , cwve cairied the bags out o
e trgck. | set them down on the passenger side Thoor, g
i fhe diver’s side, and rolled down the window. “Let me
konow if vou need anything. And don™t be afraid to ask
Wollmman Jack, erher He doesn’™t bile, v s ke
hairy beast, Judgimg by the hours he spend ot the
sion. hie's got loads of free time ™

She laughed.  “The thengs vou
hushands these davs!™

o afraid they ve faillen off thew
ot the window . heading down the dive,
Jack sat ma patio char on the deck. uniacing by
boots, he back door wasn ¢

SIS A Coll Ty T

say abhony voly

i oyeldled

RV
W

Flere we

g agatn. P was onb

tordehiver Margo s ¢

c g tew mmutos, st

Ewant vou o oo the house,




FOR JUST CLAWS

“Look around you, Jack, who do vou see? [t7s just us
We live in the country, remember?”

He shid the patio door open. "I don't care. Just lock the
doors, okay?”

“Yeah, sure,” | muwmbled. He wag right, | knew.
Hepecially now that Dernick was back



KAREN RONE WILEON

ey

iped pack and {orth, | ETTOTIONE.
. Clar haers danced and { i the beam
streaming  through the  open bhinds,
Maimithan, an obese coon car, sai on my pllow, and three
more felines slept at the foot of the bed: Angelic whire
Caraalle, black as mght bop. and den-eyed  Boots
Hapnibal, my beloved ;«im;é”g'}é'f’é"}g"‘hi“m‘;if" whe i a sphit second
from o sweet, sengible lap cat to s fangs barred,
thed. dernon, hzk..p on the chair aoross from
i) bé:.szé. {rviously brother w %ﬁ"iﬁ'ﬁf‘% aliest identical
apd white cosls, Boots apd Hanmmbal came as o
feal Tast }f‘ found crouched near ity z‘n&-@é‘h@
ieves was g perlectly orol sstrated i drop-ot
che dmui At AP mi’m” it fo ;
fve bekavier,

£

fEAWE

his o receptionist
oot doctor &
sl Rer cap 't ?h e g nexi month, Now o

vohlatry, on our meager hndged

sl e
F

NHHIETY FamMpORL,

find & way o
qen fack ba
A carly riscr

s eyes upened
Sunday paper and wpgm a
e on the door

- ek
ohr m.;ufénﬁ':—' thic

“Hanm ﬁ:a:;;.i H
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FOR JUST CLAWS

“Wender why he eats only the heads?” 1 asked, pouring
myself a cup of cotfee.

“Because he’s a psycho cat”

I warmed my hands around the mug. “What'd you do
with them?” T asked.

“MNothing. 1 left them for vou. since he's your cat,
Front page or sales ads? [ know you don't want the sports
section.” he sawd.

“Neither. ve got to feed”  The horses stood at the
gate, voracious eyes focused on the house. waiting for the
moment the patio door shid open, and, amud fervenl
nickermg, 1 emerged. So involved was | i my daydream,
that T jumped when the phone rang.

“Yeah, she just rolled out of bed. Hang on.™ Jack held
the phone out, “It's Dentse.”

“What’s up?”

“Kathy just called. Do you know Rene’s daughter?”

“hulie? Sure” If it weren't for the row of blue spruce
along our driveway. 1 could see the back of their barm,
“She feeds my horses and cleans my stalls when we're out
of town. Why?”

“She needed a tape-recovding of bird songs for her
college biology class, so she hiked into the park vesterday
afternoon and she’s still not back. Rene’s worried sick that
she's lost”

“How could she be lost?” | asked. “She’s nidden those
trails as many Hmes as you or 17

“T dow’t think she's lost.” Denise continued.  “After
dark, Rene called Kathy and told her Julie sl wasn't back
and the two of them went looking for her. But by then they
couldn’t sec a thing. so Rene called the police. Two
officers came out, looked around the house and barn, asked
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a lot of questions and ther drove through the park
Mobody's seen ide nor hasy of her”

“What about her girliviends? Maybe she spent the nig
ata =m,mi s house.”

“They called her friends. None of them know a thi

“Reowondor Fene's with worry, | %ﬁ,ldk Pran my
fingers aervously through my uncombed basr o, at
the ends.
“The police suggested she™s sunply lefl home without
rebling Kene, but that's odiculous. She loves ii‘zgzt horse of
hers,  she wouldn 't deave Cinders and pot say a word (o
Rene”

“julie’s cor more sense than that” | osad. Jack's

startied eyes lifted above the newspaper. “This s really

oo, What i she's spramed an ankle or broken her leg
L can't walk home? She's probabiy terrified after 4 mght
alome m the woods, pot o mention cold and ﬂ‘il]’(;“,‘ Why
diddn 't someone call us lagt night to lock for '
fose rails = hacks of our hands”
rehed all night, gin:
County right now. Caki o mibuiti
wand, ol fmo getbing
von and §osaddie up and help
w;u";'é Rene w0 leave the house wm case

chon

y BT

e Ndﬂ_ G
c saddied up by half

OTHES f;lé,.?L bt

“We ean meer on Fox Lake REoad
meet back on Blood Eé'f'}aaaﬂ by the sand hsi
fhe maain trasl e sl haven's Tound her, we car

which way 1o go affer that ™
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I hung up the phone. “What's gomng on?” Jack asked.
“Where’s Julie?”

“Good question.  She’s been gone since yesterday
afternoon.”

He folded back the fromt page of the sports section
“She take her horse?”

“No. Demise says she ked into the park to tape-record
songbivds for a college science project and that’s the last
anyone’s seen of her. Poor kid, i#'s gpooky out there at
night.” [ thought of Denise’s premonition,

He leoked at his watch, “I"d better get gomng. Tom and
[ are ninning the stove by ourselves today.”

“We're going to bave a look. We were going viding
anyway, we'll just sphit up and cover different trails,”

“Don’t go stickin® your nose m where you're not
wanted. The police have plenty on their hands as it is,
without you two making matters worse.”

Pulling on my jacket. I sad, “Tt can’t hurt to look.”

Down at the barn, I scooped oats into Feather and
Echo's buckets, then packed their bayracks and filled the
water tank before headmg up to the house.

Jack pave me a quick kise on his way out the door, as |
was coming i 1 hope we've found her by the ime you're
home from work,” 1 said.

“1 hope so, too. Gotta’ go. Don’t make a musance of

yourself with the police, okay? The last thing they need
right now is Lucy Ricardo and Bthel Mertz interfering.”

A muddy field boot gailed through the atr, but my
timing was off. and all it kit was the back of the doot.

)
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