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Chapter Two

You Can’t Do That

“Well, Benton is an old coal mining town.” Katie’s father was explaining to Peter over dinner, “I was hired on shortly after the ’51 explosion.”

“Oh yes, I heard about that,” Louise interjected.  “Terrible tragedy it was, a hundred nineteen miners were killed.”

“Right,” Kevin added, “and it was all the more tragic because it happened right around Christmas.  People still talk as if it happened only recently as many of these families have been here for generations.”

“Is yer’s one of ‘em, Mr. Kelly?” asked Peter.

Kevin Kelly smiled sadly, “No, my wife was from Benton.  Me, I grew up in the “windy city” – Chicago.”

“Oh, so yer wife has family here, then?”

“Ah, no….Katie’s mom passed away two years ago this spring.  We both were only children – one of the things that brought us together, I suppose.  Anyway, Nora lost her parents when she was only nineteen – a year before we were married.  So, no - no family.”

Peter seemed quite caught off guard, “Oh, I’m so terribly sorry fer yer loss – and yer’s Kate,” he added quickly with a nod in her direction.

Katie murmured a quick and quiet, “Thank you.”  Even after two years, she found it difficult to speak about her mother.  Once Nora was buried, it was as though the subject of her passing was slammed shut…permanently.  When Kevin Kelly mentioned his late wife, it was usually in passing and not a subject he dwelled upon - at least not to anyone else, including Katie.

“So what of yer folks, then, Kevin?  Are they still in Chicago?” asked Louise.

“No, they’re not.  My father served in the Marines, and was killed in Korea. My mother passed from cancer three years later - I was still in school.”

“So, it’s just you and Katie then,” Peter asked somberly.

“Yes, it is,” Kevin answered quietly. “She’s all I have,” he added, smiling at Katie.  “I don’t know what I’d do if anything ever ….well, you know,” Kevin said, looking down at his plate.  Katie reached across the table and squeezed her father’s hand in reassurance, “Don’t worry Daddy, you won’t get rid of me that easily,” she joked, her father obliging her with smile.  An uncomfortable silence descended upon the table.

“How did she die, then?  Yer wife, I mean….”

What?! 

 Kevin and Katie stared at George in stunned silence, taken back by the bluntness of the question.  While Katie struggled for a response, Kevin answered flatly, “Accident – car accident.”  

George nodded, “Ah, sudden-like….”

“Yes, it was,” Kevin replied curtly, then, changing the subject, said to Louise, “This is a fine meal, Louise, thank you for having us….again”

Louise was about to answer….

“Two of me best mates both lost their mums as teenagers – one to cancer, the other was run down,” George added conversationally as he reached for a dinner roll, “It wrecked them both – still does, I’d wager, though neither of ‘em talk about it.”

Katie didn’t think George had spoken as many words since she’d first met him hours earlier.  

“Do you talk about her much then?” he added.

Katie sat in stunned silence.  She wasn’t sure who the question was addressed to, her or her father, but George looked from one to the other, clarifying that the question was up for grabs.  Her mouth opening and closing like a hungry guppy, Katie looked at her Dad in near-panic.  Kevin was looking straight at George when he answered quietly, but firmly, “Not really, no.”  

Cautiously optimistic that her father’s tone would put an end to the discussion, Katie glanced at George and breathed a somewhat shaky sigh of relief.  

“Well, you should, ya know.  It’s not good keeping things like that to yerself.”

Oh no!  Katie cringed inside, afraid to look at her father, certain he was just moments away from throttling this persistent young man.  

Prompted by the elevating tension, Louise reached out, and, laying a hand on George’s forearm, said softly, “Leave it, Geo.”  Then to Kevin, “Please excuse my brother, Kevin.  He’s our youngest, and used to our family talking about everything, good and bad…the lot.  Perhaps, too much really,” she added with a small laugh trying to lighten the mood in the room. 
Kevin smiled stiffly in response while everyone else joined the forced mirth in an attempt to help her diffuse the situation.  Everyone but George, that is, who, though looking annoyed at his sister’s condescension, kept his silence.

Louise’s charm salvaged the meal.  Kevin smiled and said, “No harm, Louise,” turning the smile on George as if to convey the same message.  It didn’t escape Katie’s notice that the smile didn’t quite reach her father’s eyes.  Kevin’s gaze stayed on George a beat too long, as if in warning.  George returned with a glare of his own that gave her an uneasy feeling.  Thankfully, though, George returned his attention to what remained of his dinner.

The lull at the table following this last exchange was so strained, it was almost palpable.  Just then, Peter offered, “So, Katie, what is this dance George will be escorting you to?”

Uh-oh! 

 Feeling her father’s eyes boring into her skull, Katie nervously explained, “Ummm…it’s a…you know…a dance, a formal dance to celebrate our school’s football team’s first home game of the season.  It’s sort of a tradition in American high schools, you know, like prom.”

“What’s prom?” asked George.

“Oh,” Katie started to answer, surprised at George’s quick recovery from the earlier conversation, “that’s a formal dance, too…in the spring.  It’s usually just for seniors.”

“Seniors?”  

“Right,” Katie remembering Louise’s explanation of the English school system, “twelfth grade…the last year of high school when kids graduate.  Some will go on to college, some will go on to work…”

“And some will get married and start families,” Louise interjected with a wink at Katie.  George looked from his sister back to the teenager in confusion.

“Are you getting married after graduation?” he asked incredulously.

Katie laughed, “No!”  

“Oh, well that’s good.”  For some reason, she felt her face reddening, “Wouldn’t do to be seen going ‘round with a girl set on marrying another fella.”

Uh….

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her father pause as he was lifting the fork to his mouth just as George said this.  Without thinking, Katie’s eyes met her father’s.  His expression told her that he was not pleased.  Clearly, George had rubbed her father the wrong way. She hadn’t intended to hide anything from her father, it simply hadn’t occurred to her to tell him that she had offered to show George around and take him to the Homecoming Dance.  Nonetheless, she found herself wishing she had mentioned it to him before now.

Louise rose to begin clearing the table.  Without offering to help, Katie stood and began to help her.  She felt a bit guilty about leaving George at the table with her father still seething, but she would have felt even worse if she had to sit and endure the waves of her father’s wrath emanating in her direction for another minute.  Besides, she reasoned, Gordon and Pete were still sitting with them and could serve as a buffer.  She found herself almost wishing that the kids hadn’t been fed earlier and put to their beds.  Those two were experts at distraction.

In the kitchen, the two women set to work in assembly-like fashion.  It was a routine familiar to them both since Katie and Kevin Kelly were frequent dinner guests at the Caldwell’s.  With her father working graveyard shift as shop steward at the mine, Katie had come to view Louise, Gordon, and the children as somewhat of an extended family.  She was especially grateful since working nights meant that her dad was commonly asleep by the time she returned home from school and gone from the house all night, leaving her on her own.  During the weekdays, she really only got to see him for the few hours between dinner time and the time and he had to leave for work.  Even the weekends, when they should have been able to spend together, was often superseded by his responsibilities at the mine.  Truly, Katie would have been very much alone and lonely without the Caldwell family next door.

“Don’t fret overly much, Katydid,” Louise said, interrupting the rhythm of washing & rinsing, drying & putting away they’d established.  Louise frequently referred to Katie by this pet name she had chosen for her.  Katie thought it was kind of sweet until she’d discovered that a katydid was a grasshopper.  She would have preferred a pet name that didn’t bring images of large insects, but Louise meant it affectionately, so Katie tolerated it.

“I’m not,” Katie answered, attempting to sound nonchalant and failing.

“It’s not like yer dad is going to forbid you to go with George,” Louise whispered conspiratorially.  The cadence of four baritone voices from the next room could be heard in conversation.  At least it sounded like everyone was getting along.  “Even if just as a favor to me, he’ll let you go with George.”

Katie wanted to believe Louise.  Despite his arrogance at dinner tonight, their earlier flirtation had only served to fortify Katie’s crush on him.  She really wanted to get to know him better, and she didn’t want any animosity between George and her father to stand in the way.  Katie sighed heavily as she placed the last glass in the cupboard and closed the door, “I hope so, Mrs. Caldwell, I really hope so.”

