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The Unseen Hand
in the Lavender Light

REEL ONE

His life was a silent movie.

His mind craved-flickers the way his mouth watered over salt-
grit popcorn. In'the early 1940s, while the World War raged
from Europe to the Pacific, the doll-faced waitress who was
his mother snapped heér gum in downtown Peoria’s famous
Bee Hive Cafe while she fielded her counter tips into an issue-
by-issue collection_of Photoplay magazine which he read
between the daily double features.

Each afternoon she-paid his nine-cent admission to the
Apollo Theater. Each dinner time, after the matinee double
bill, he left the balcony to eat supper on the last counter stool
at the Bee Hive, and thought itnot at all odd that his mother’s
regulars called her “Countess Betty” because she never waited
tables, always working the faster turnover of the counter.

She flirted with the men from-the County Court House
across Main Street, and the factoryworkers from Caterpillar.
She turned nickel tips into quarters. The War Department had
retooled Caterpillar Tractor Company into a defense plant. Peo-
ria, in the middle of nowhere, became strategic. Landing Ship
Tank Boats, built up the Illinois River, cruised downstream
past Peoria, with soldiers waving, sometimes €oming ashore,
headed for the war. The nightly blackouts and airsraid drills
made everyone feel important. The Caterpillar'men, exempt
from the draft, built Army trucks and heavy equipment. He
liked them —more than he could say—calling his mother



