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SCENES IN SYNCOPATED TIME  

       TO THE SPIRIT OF LANEY 
       May we all stand witness  
       to such healing 
       that hears our voiceless yearnings  
       and scares up the demons  

       that hold us grieving. 

       Up, away and free. 

CHAPTER 1    

It was the August I was eleven, the summer the garden went to hell. The weeds were wild, up-to-

my-eyeballs-tall, with so much root to them, I’d pull and grunt and pull some more and finally 

land sprawling smack on top of the cabbage plant I’d only just salvaged from the greedy weed 

patch. Killing it, of course.  

 Lying there with the bristly stock of a giant ragweed gripped in both my hands and a spray 

of dirt settling into my eyes and mouth, sweat seeping from my hairline and down my face, I had a 

notion, stood, brushed the dirt and ragweed prickles from my hands and went to fetch a lard 

bucket from the granary. 

  “And just where do you think you’re going, Missy?” 

 I reeled then noticed Mom, lurking there on the far side of the shed. Watching me. 

 “Nowhere.” 

 “Nowhere is right. Six rows of cabbage there,” she pointed back at the garden, “won’t be 

fit for kraut, nor for anything but Wilkey’s stinking hogs, if you don’t get your weeding done.”  

 Yes, the hogs. The aroma of the pigsty filled my head. The squeal of hungry, ornery 

animals. My brother Wilkey chose hogs as an FFA project that summer he was due to turn sixteen. 

Future Farmers of America. Not a role I could ever imagine Wilkey taking, not the way he hated 

being stuck here on the farm. The isolation of it, planted in the country with just our family, 

shackled from moving on to something else – some secret passion he must have imagined for 

himself. But Wilkey had abandoned the hogs – same as he abandoned all the rest of us – even 

before his birthday came around.  
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 “It’s too hot!” I echoed up the morning’s radio report, “Supposed to hit the 90s.”  

 Mom noted the high-noon early August sun. “Weeds like it hot. It’s not stopping them.”  

 “But…” My fingers loosened on the bail of the lard pail. Why did I have to explain that I 

was headed for the pasture? That I intended to pick chokecherries from the one tree on our whole 

farm with nicely loaded limbs within my reach. The one tree Dad had shown me how to prune with 

a ladder and the same lopper blade he’d used to castrate calves. Mom knew as well as I did that 

the cherries were coming into season, a season that lasted only days out of an entire year. That I 

wanted to get to them before the critters did. That it was only a matter of hours between the time 

the cherries reached their ripened peak and the time the coons climbed up at night and blackbirds 

descended by day and striped the tree clean.  

 No! It wasn’t that at all. It was, that it was a Wednesday. That Wilkey had not been gone 

yet an entire week. That something about the cherry’s tarty flesh, sandwiched between its stony 

heart and bitter skin called to me with an acid-sweetness the strength of medicine. “I was going 

after wild cherries. What’s the harm in that?” 

 “No harm. Just save it for once your gardening is done.” 

 My gardening? My lower lip stiffened. How would it be my garden now, when I had no 

blessed interest in growing anything? 

 “You like to eat,” Mom went on, like she’d read my mind. “This is a family farm. For it to 

work, we each do our share.” 

 But did our family work, or did our farm, either one? When was there money to buy the 

nicer things we don’t grow or raise ourselves? Where was the plus in sitting down to homemade 

kraut when everyone was either arguing over a sliver of Spam or there was no talk at all? What 

was the use in being smothered by a family who could care less what troubled you? 

 “Pick a few tomatoes if you’re set on picking something,” Mom pointed at my bucket, like 

cherries and tomatoes might be interchangeable. 
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 It wasn’t enough that the whole town was glad to have Wilkey gone. Not enough everyone 

whispered about him like he was the devil himself. No, there wasn’t even room on our family farm 

to admit the sadness of it. No dinner table grace that could express how rotten it felt. How guilty. 

How I might just as well have lopped off an arm and tossed it in the pigs’ trough. 

 Good riddance. That was the general attitude.  

 But it was a Wednesday and there were so many things to settle that a nicely pruned tree of 

chokecherries in their prime would be better set to settle than all the weeds in all the gardens on 

God’s green earth. Wednesday afternoons in all but dead of winter, always got me down.  

 

I lookup. Mr. Jordan, teacher of my second-hour class, Introduction to Human Anatomy, is 

standing over me, glaring. “I see Laney has something here…” he snatches the notebook I’ve been 

writing in, holds it up for the class to see, “she wants to share.” He turns to me, “Go ahead. Read it 

out. Nice and loud.” 

 This is so much worse than that garden gone to hell all those summers ago. Who in this 

classroom won’t think I’m cracked if they have to listen to this? “This is not fair,” I say out loud.  

 “I entirely agree.” Mr. Jordan approaches me, grabs my wrist and pulls me up into the 

aisle. “Just start reading…right…” he points to the top of the page I’ve been writing, “…there!” 

 I know about the weak point of a person’s grip. I know it would be possible to pull down 

fast and break his thumb-grip and get away. But that’s all in theory. Like pulling a tablecloth out 

from under all the dishes. It can work for someone who knows just how it’s done, but not for me. 

You have to believe a thing is possible for it to work. My wrist is weak. My hand would break 

completely off. 

 “Read,” Jordan insists. 

 So I spill out the words written on the page, surprised, how it feels like that scene might 

have just happened yesterday. How the words bring up such bitterness towards Mom, baffledness 

about Wilkey and his Wednesday escapades. And loneliness, the way I feel left out in the middle 
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of my family that now has a hole the size of Kansas in its core. The rotten core that Wilkey was 

when he pulled out and left the farm for parts unknown, just about the time chokecherries come 

into prime a good five years ago. 

 Jordan doesn’t care that I can hardly get the words out. He just says, “go on, go on,” each 

time I stop to swallow suddenly or fight to hold my face straight. By time I finish, he doesn’t offer 

me his handkerchief or tell me I can go to the bathroom to wash my face. He just stands there like 

he’s stumbled into something too girlish for him to know quite how to handle.  

 At last, he nods and motions for me to take my seat. And I imagine everyone in class 

staring horror-struck at me. But I can hardly see them through the haze that’s descended all 

around. 

 After a while, Mr. Jordan is back at the front of class, shuffling the yellow pages of his 

ancient lesson plans. Good that the subject of anatomy hasn’t changed much in the years since he 

started teaching. 

 When kids around me bolt from their seats, grab their stuff and leave, I’m surprised I 

didn’t hear a bell, but it must have rung. Eric Platz lopes over, he’s our nearest neighbor on the 

farm. I train my eyes on the floor. He stands on one foot, then the other, then gives up and lopes 

away. Next, it’s Katrina, Trina, Watson. Odd one that she is, she squats beside me, gets down to 

where I can’t look away. “Hey,” she says, “I’d like to meet your family.”  

 Before I can think what to say to a comment like that, I look up and she’s gone. And 

there’s the new kid, Jack Kingsley, still packing up, taking it all in. Our eyes meet. I blush. Who 

am I to look at him? 

 He returns a smile. Wow! Just what I need.  

 “The secret to happiness?” Jack cocks his brow, squints an eye. “Keep a stiff upper lip.” 

His squint deepens to a wink. 
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CHAPTER 2  

“Somewhere in the world, there are dogs being beaten!” That’s the first thing Wilkey said when I 

darkened the doorway between the manger and the haymow. It was the last thing in the world I 

could imagine he’d say. And, since it was spooky and made no sense, I changed the subject. 

 “Look Wilkey! “ I approached across the dimness of the haymow, lugging a Wards catalog 

I’d just swiped from the church bathroom stall after Sister School. “See what I got.”  

 My announcement stirred a pair of nesting barn swallows. They darted and climbed until 

they cleared the high chute and were gone. But Wilkey’s massive shape, still slouched in the 

corner, didn’t budge.  

 Sister School was an annual two-week religious refresher taught by nuns from the 

parochial schools in the city. The Sisters came through every June, cranky and out of patience 

from a school year gone into overtime. Like Sunday Mass, Sister School was an obligation, not an 

option. But a boy who was needed on the farm got special dispensation. Once Wilkey was old 

enough to drive tractor, he never set foot in Sister School again. 

 “Wilkey, I said look!” I flipped the catalog pages with a thumb, fanning a kaleidoscope of 

merchandise. When Wilkey didn’t blink, I flopped the limp curl of the fat catalog down next to him 

on the hay bale and waited. Like a cat showing up with a mouse, laying it out on the step.  

 Still, no response. Wilkey sat hunched forward, by all appearances sulking. But when I 

touched his shoulder, his body began to shake and he sputtered back a sob. “Somewhere in the 

world, there are dogs being beaten.”  

 Whoa! There it was again. Wilkey, crazed and spooky. I’d never seen him quite like that 

and squinted close in the fuzzy light. 

 “It’s happening, right now, every minute, every day!” A cadence and urgency weighted 

Wilkey’s words. “Somewhere in the world, someone is beating a dog. Kicking it. Walloping it. 

Turning it skittish or just plain mean.” 

 “Hey,” I whispered and settled next to him. “Wilkey, we don’t even know those dogs!” 
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 “But it’s happening. And we know it’s happening and there’s nothing we can do.”  

 “But Wilkey, those are other people’s dogs. We can’t care about them. We can’t!”  

 “But it could just as easily be you or me!” 

 “What?” I shook his shoulder, hoping it might bring him out of his senselessness, out of 

the black hole he’d slipped into. “We’re people, Wilkey. Not dogs.” 

 “But sometime…in another life…we could be.”  

 “Could be what?” 

 “Dogs!! We could come back as dogs. Shut in a room, never let out to pee, then beaten 

when we finally can’t hold it. Dogs chained in the sun and left without water on a scorching hot 

day. Dogs locked out in the cold when it’s 20 below. Dogs beaten for things dogs are born to do. 

Dogs thrown from cars in the country to starve!” 

 “Or, we could be dogs somebody loves.” I patted Wilkey’s knee. “Dogs somebody like you 

would die to get your hands on, that a person like you would let sleep on your bed. Dogs that have 

it good.” Here I was, going along with Wilkey’s crazy way of thinking – Lassie chasing the car – 

hooking his hopelessness into a sudden U-turn – good dog, back home to safety.  

 Wilkey lightened up then. The sobbing drew to a deep, deep breath. 

 “It’s okay, Wilkey,” I whispered. “Now, stop talking like that.” 

 But Wilkey circled back. “Listen Laney, I’m a lot older. There are things I know that you 

can’t understand. Things like, when we die, we don’t just – poof! – disappear. Something about us 

goes on – not like the nuns tell you. Not even close. We come back and keep working on all the 

same things we never got right last time around. We come back as another living thing – as a 

person, an animal, an insect, or even a plant. We’re all connected. All living things. Really!” 

 Having just come from Sister School, practically through my sixth summer of it, my 

understanding of eternal life was clear: you lived, you died, you went to heaven or hell. And that 

was that. Anything else was sacrilege. What Wilkey was saying was sacrilege and he knew it as 

well as I did. Hadn’t we sat in the same pew, Sunday after Sunday, until Wilkey joined the priest 
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up at the altar serving Mass? He was an altar boy, for God’s sake! A job boys like Wilkey couldn’t 

get out of and girls like me were forbidden. 

 “It’s all for a reason,” Wilkey went on, determined to convince me of his take on this 

world and the next. “We’re people this time. We’re together, you and me. For a reason.”   

 “So, what’s the reason?” My curiosity was killing me.  

 “We’re here for each other, Laney.” Wilkey’s eyes were bright and pleading. “I’m here to 

tell you things about yourself you always doubt.” 

 “Like what?” 

 “Like, that sometimes you’re not so dumb, for a Lane-Brain.” 

 Humph. 

 “No, really,” he groped for my hand and rested his own, hot and rough, open flat on mine, 

“sure as I’m here for you, you’re here for me, too. I can feel it. Every minute.” He held up the 

open palms of his hands, as if to hold the moment in place. “Feel that? Can’t you just feel that 

negative-positive energy that puts you and me, each, right here…” he rested a hand on each of 

our knees, “…exactly where we should be.”  

 Astonishing. That Wilkey would talk like that. Would make me feel such a forever-and-

always part of his world. A connection more lasting than a lifetime.  

 The swoop of a returning swallow cut the air between us, startling me, but Wilkey didn’t 

flinch. “And you’re here to remind me I’m not such a bad guy, not after all. Like the time the 

principal tried to kick me out of school. Scaredy little first grade kid, you were, marched right up 

and told the principal she had it wrong. Promised her I was innocent. 

 “Well, you want to know something?” Wilkey nosed his sniffly-wet face into me. “What 

they said I did, painting sex words all over on the rocks, I did it! Wasn’t my idea, but I went along 

with it.” 

 “It was Uncle! He made you.” 
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 Wilkey went on like I hadn’t said a word. “Once I heard how you defended me, I never 

meant to make a mistake like that again.” He hugged around my shoulders, his body still a rhythm 

of shudders. “One look at you and I remember...I’m not so bad after all.” Another sob.  

 After a minute, Wilkey turned and squatted before me on the dirt floor, his eyes bearing 

into mine through the murky light of the place. “There aren’t any accidents, Lane-Brain, I swear. 

In some strange way, better and more holy than church or religion, we’re connected, you and me, 

all the way back to Adam and Eve.”  

 Wilkey rubbed his eyes then, like a heavy sleeper coming around, took the Wards catalog 

I’d laid out up into his two hands. “Thanks, kid. See? Just what I need.” He held the book and 

smiled, done now with his tirade. “Even if we came back as dogs, we’d both be there, baring teeth 

if anyone so much as raised one finger up against the other.” 

 

“Elaine Lerman?” 

 I look up in a fog. 

 Mr. Klooz, my fifth-hour sociology teacher, levels his hand through the air, in front of his 

own eyes, somehow implying mine. “Laney!” 

 

 Oh God, no! Idiot! Stupid, Lane-Brain idiot! I scold myself. What’s wrong with me? Ease 

down my pen. “Ahh, sorry.” When I lock eyes with Klooz from across the room, panic sets in. 

Lightening couldn’t strike twice in one day, could it? No. He’d never make me read aloud. No, not 

him. “Guess I wasn’t listening.” I scoot my sociology text over my notebook, click my pen and the 

haze around me lifts.  

 Damn! Last I checked I was in the clear. Jenny Freeman was up front, prancing around 

with Barbie dolls, acting out her Sociology mid-term paper like it was a goddamn class play, 

Klooz cluelessly riveted by her antics. There in the crook of his arm, the coffee can with all our 

names to choose who’s up next. He’s holding it now, shaking it toward me, my prompt.  
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 And Jenny Freeman, she’s back in her seat. The legion of Barbie dolls she had posed all 

across Klooz’s desk, evidently packed away in her prop box. Her topic, “Barbie: A One-Girl 

Revolution,” could have been good, or at least decent. Could have blasted the whole world’s 

fixation on girliness and sexy curves. But when it turned into a style show of every hipless, 

outrageously busty Barbie ever made – well, who could listen to that? Trina Watson and I had 

exchanged a look, she crimped a wrist and feigned a gag. I did the same and turned to my 

notebook.  

 “Guess you were a million miles away, huh?” Klooz says, coming close now. 

 “I guess.” 

 Klooz moves into range, pinching a thin white slip of paper between his fingers. Beyond 

him, necks crane to get a look. Wouldn’t you know, the new guy, Kingsley, stares right at me. The 

one guy in this room – am I imagining this? – who might just see a side of me everybody in 

immune to. The one guy whose attention I might honestly invite – but not like this. 

 “You’re up.” Klooz nods, turns and walks back to the front of the room. 

  


