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Critics praise Genie and Janny: 
 
This is a warm story told through the eyes and imagination of a child, poignant, 

heart-warming, and funny in turns even when life is harsh and confusing.  This 

excellent read is recommended for children and adults. 

Monica Druckman, M.D., Psychiatry 

 

 

[This is] such a remarkable book, charming and endearing with such vivid events 

and characters. Its deep humanity and compassion brings to mind such favorites 

as “Charlotte’s Web,” “To Kill a Mockingbird,” and “The Member of the 

Wedding.” And her closing line seems to encapsulate the book . . .as she did, it 

seems, remember everything and shares it now in such loving detail. 

Lois Bridges, PhD, Editor: Theory and Practice of SCHOLASTIC PRESS 

 

 

This memoir is both masterful and magical. 

Betty Wright, Author 

Memoirs of a Married Woman 

 

 

With The True-Life Adventures of Genie and Janny, Janet Vaughan has given readers 

a double windfall: laughter and empathy—both much needed in today’s world.  

Vaughan’s book is more than a warm and believable memoir of a hard-scrabble 

life in America’s World War II rural heartland; it’s also an amazing account of 

two children’s attempt to transcend hardships through imagination.  Vaughan 

has a remarkable eye for detail, making those who appear in this memoir not just 

recognizable but also unforgettable.  Even the animals are memorable, justly, 

often humorously, and occasionally sorrowfully scurrying about the circle of life. 
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Genie and Janny is that rare book that can be read and enjoyed by almost everyone.  

It really is a gift. 

Mary Pharr, Ph.D. 

Professor Emeritus, Florida Southern College 

Co-Editor, The Blood Is the Life/Editor, Fantastic Odysseys 

 

Janny Vaughan presents a tender, unabashed, and heartfelt tribute to a beloved 

brother.  She highlights the happiest moments spent with him, especially those 

on their loving grandparent’s 40-acre farm in the 1940’s.  The author has done 

the world a favor by sharing this loving testimonial. 

Connie Trama, Library Associate 

Children’s Program Director, Lakeland Public Library 
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Dedication 

This book is dedicated to my compatriot and beloved brother, 

Dewey Eugene Hall, a.k.a. Genie. 

Genie, in his wise and wonderful gift of mind and spirit, 

understood if children everywhere were allowed their full measure of 

childhood, to dream dreams adults find difficult to imagine and to 

entertain “fantasy” as a respected part of growing up, then “This old 

world will renew itself over and over again until the end of time . . .until 

all the forever’s . . .and just maybe, the children will let us know . . .what 

comes after . . . .” 
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Foreword 

When you’re young, the world isn’t limited by the boundaries of 

reality or time.  Days may be endless and nights filled with starships, 

wishes, and unicorns to ride.  The imagination every child is born with 

dances in the moonlight to songs only children hear.  A child’s sense of 

truth may differ from an adult’s.  A child’s truth can’t always be proven, 

but it can be lived and faithfully documented by the heart’s journey.  Upon 

these pages, you’ll find such a journey, a journey to the end of childhood 

and to the beginning of memories, memories that will last forever.  Hang 

on, Genie; this is “Plan A,” bearing all my love . . . . 
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Chapter One: 

The Killing of Big Red 

“Hit the dirt, soldier,” shouted the Captain.   

“Yes, Sir,” I answered smartly, dropping knees to belly, crawling 

on all fours as fast as I could while balancing my wooden rifle between 

the crook of my arms, safe from the revolting mess directly beneath me—

the smell of which was about to do me in.  

“Sir?” 

“Yes, Corporal.” 

“Sir, I wish to report this stuff, that is, this mess, Sir, is really awful.  

I’m not sure I can make it through, Sir.  All due respect, Sir.”  

“Corporal Hall?” 
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“Yes, Sir.” 

“Listen up, soldier, and listen good!  This is no chicken-shit  

detail: this is important duty.  Keep moving forward until you have the 

objective in sight. Is that clear, Corporal?” 

“Yes, Sir,” came my choked reply, as I thought, Don’t tell me this 

isn’t chicken shit when I’m belly deep in it.  Never, under any circumstances, 

would I have disobeyed my Captain, whom I trusted with life and limb, 

and admired with fierce pride and unceasing loyalty (rather like a dog to 

his master), if you know what I mean.  Besides, the Captain was my 

brother. 

In my brief life as a soldier, mercenary, slave, and all around GI 

Joe, I had gone on countless maneuvers with this Lone Ranger, as I 

sometimes referred to my Captain.  These operations included night raids 

into enemy territory, jumping off roofs, riding wild horses and the 

occasional cow, and swinging from a rope 100-feet in the air over the 

concrete floor in our Grandfather’s barn.  This is to say nothing of 

swimming the Rhine, which in fact was our creek, digging foxholes with 

my bare hands, or eating wild onions, potatoes, and apples from our 

orchard.  I was a terrific scrounger and had managed to survive anything 

and everything, until now.   

I could feel my stomach beginning to reject the sweet cider from 

my canteen, and I was in dire need of a clothespin for my nose.  While 

the cider was on the rise, I peered into the murky light of an ancient egg 

warmer and spotted the objective, our repugnant enemy—a hulk of bone, 

feathers, and pure evil sound asleep in the midst of his favorite plumed 

ladies. 
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“Sir,” I whispered excitedly, “I see him, Sir.”  My Captain perched 

on a high stool, clean and secure by the door, aimed his flashlight in the 

direction of my voice.  “Over there, Sir, to your right.” 

“Yes, I see him now, Corporal.  Good work.” 

“Thank you, Sir.” 

“Now, Corporal, get your rope untied and place the prisoner in 

lock up.  Be quick and be silent.” 

“Right, Sir.”  My Captain referred to the rope that was tied around 

my left ankle and attached to a large galvanized tin tub I had been dragging 

along behind me for what seemed like miles.  I untied the rope, rose to 

my knees, stood up, leaned down, and picked up the tub, holding it over 

my head as I began to move inch by inch into harm’s way.  

“Corporal Hall, do you remember your orders?” 

“Yes, Sir.” 

“Then commence on the count of three: one, two, three!”  In one 

great heroic dash, I slammed the tub down hard over Big Red and his 

ladies of the night, catching them off guard.  I immediately sat down hard 

on the tub, breathing a huge sigh of relief.  

“Corporal Hall, is the prisoner secure?” 

“Yes, Sir, so long as I keep sitting on top of this tin tub.” 

“Excellent, Corporal.  I’m placing you in complete charge of the 

prisoner until I pronounce sentence at dawn.  You are to maintain your 

position until 0600, understood?” 

“S-sir,” I stammered, “Sir, are you telling me to sit on this tin tub 

all night, alone, in the middle of all this chicken-shit, uh, sorry Sir, in this  

mess, in the dark, Sir?”   
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“Corporal, need I remind you that Marines are not, I repeat, not 

afraid of the dark, understood?” 

“Yes, Sir.” 

“Remember, Corporal, chicken coop, brig, pokey, it’s all the same.  

This is a dangerous prisoner and he is your responsibility until you are 

relieved.  Now, sit on it, Corporal; that’s an order!  Do not let me down.  

Remember the Corps, Corporal: Semper Fi.” 

“Yes, Sir, I’ll remember, Sir.”  I said with as much esprit de corps 

as I could muster. I heard my Captain exit most certainly to a warm bed 

and a mug of hot chocolate, and I will tell you the honest truth, here and 

now, the life of a soldier is not an easy one and if, like me, your Captain 

is your big brother, then you had better BEWARE because at some point 

in time, you will find yourself up to your ears in you-know-what, from 

God knows where, and from God knows who.   

This was the worst detail I was ever assigned.  It was to be an 

annihilation of the first order, but well deserved, I can assure you. The 

prisoner, Big Red, as he was called, had already had his trial and been 

convicted.  The evidence was overwhelming, crystal clear, and non-

refutable.  All that remained was the sentencing.  What you need to know 

is that Big Red was guilty beyond a shadow of a doubt.  His fate was sealed 

and severe action had to be taken.  After all, Big Red had been given 

countless chances to turn his life around.  Instead, he continued in his 

unprecedented, horrendous killing spree.  Tiny bodies of baby kittens, 

chicks, ducklings, rabbits, even several little white fleecy barn owls littered 

the yard, day in and day out.  There was mass hysteria, clucking, and the 

flapping of wings.  It was clear for anyone to see . . .Big Red was a  
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psychopath.   

Big Red actually enjoyed killing. He was now Public Enemy 

Number One, Jack the Ripper, and Attila the Hun all rolled into one.  Big 

Red was a high-steppin’, crowing dandy, a swaggering bully, adorned from 

head to foot with long, silky feathers of royal blue, green, indigo, black 

and, of course, the deep crimson color of blood.  My brother took one 

look at Big Red on the day he arrived and said, “To look into those eyes 

is to see death staring back at you.”  The die was cast: Big Red had to go. 

 

The year was 1943, and the place a seedy, ramshackle 40-acre farm 

in Grant County, Indiana.  We were Hoosiers and proud of it.  Farmers 

grew corn, kids played basketball, and most folks went to church on 

Sundays.  Everybody was involved in the war effort, which involved 

planting Victory Gardens, collecting tin and rubber, and using tokens for 

meat, bread, and milk.  Even kids collected foil from inside cigarette 

packs.  Mom, Dad, and Grandpa all smoked Luckies.  Lucky Strikes were 

the best because Lucky Strikes went to war.  Everybody knew that, 

especially my brother, Genie, who was totally obsessed by anything 

concerning the war.   

Genie was my mentor, my Captain, my omniscient one because 

Genie knew everything about everything.  He was dead sure the dreaded 

Nazis would attack and try to capture our Grandparent’s farm.  This 

attack could come at any time, and it was up to us to protect the farm and 

every living thing on it.  It was to this grand end that he devoted himself 

completely and me right along with him.  Since he was too young to join 

up, he created his own private Army Reserve Marine Corps.   
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I was to have a most important role in this Army because, you see, 

the rest of the Army, after my brother, was me!  I was the private, 

Corporal, cook, medic, runner, radioman, lookout, platoon leader, and the 

entire platoon itself.  The others in our Army were referred to as the Silent 

Militia.  This group consisted of three cows, Old Molly (our horse), Miss 

Lucy (my pet duck), numerous chickens, Calico cat, our dogs Bruno and 

Spot, and various and sundry animals that came and went on our 40 acres.  

Grandma and Grandpa Nelson, who didn’t know they had been inducted 

into the Corps, nevertheless became invaluable.  You could count on 

them above and beyond their call of duty.   

My brother, Genie, was one smart kid.  I’ve already mentioned he 

knew everything about everything, and if he didn’t, he’d quickly read up 

on it.  Genie probably read more books than anyone in the whole wide 

world.  If it was printed on paper, Genie read it.  He read three or four 

books a night.  Genie even had a book about Hitler but told me not to 

tell anyone, ever, and I never did.   

Everyone in our house listened to the news on the radio.  Our 

family ate, slept, and memorized every word Franklin Delano Roosevelt 

said to the American people.  Dad said we should know about what was 

going on “over there.”  Our father respected and trusted F.D.R. and Mom 

loved Eleanor like a sister.  Our Grandparents felt the same, as they were 

part of our family.  As far as I was concerned, if Genie stamped his okay 

on this, then it was good enough for me.  Besides, I thought it was pretty 

nice for a busy president to take time out to read  

the Sunday funnies to his citizens.   

Genie had drawn up complicated and detailed war plans on how  
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to fight off the fiendish Nazis should they parachute onto our farm.  He 

had made up passwords and special code speaking, which was a closely 

guarded secret, punished by a fate worse than death: another year in 

Genie’s Army!  Sitting there in the half-dark, on top of the cold galvanized 

tub, breathing in 98% pure nitrogen, it came to me that I could die right 

here at checkpoint 4, known to civilians as the chicken coop.  I wondered 

how this war and Big Red were connected, and as I thought about the 

dastardly deeds Big Red had committed, it dawned on me that Big Red 

would have been sworn into the Third Reich instantly.  After all, Big Red 

had no heart, was devoid of conscience, loved to kill, and was extremely 

arrogant; in short, Big Red was the perfect Nazi.   

From the first moment big Red stepped into our barnyard, his 

final curtain was drawn.  Big Red was the result of one of Grandpa’s 

infamous trades.  What must be explained here, and very reluctantly, is 

the fact our beloved Grandpa, Clyde Guy Nelson, was the worst farmer 

in the state of Indiana, or any other state for that matter.  It wasn’t his 

fault: he had never been a farmer nor ever desired to be a farmer.  

Circumstances quite beyond his control had set his feet onto soil.   

Grandpa had worked as a coal miner in Pennsylvania, an oil rigger 

in Oklahoma, a fruit picker in Washington State, and a cowhand in 

Kansas.  He hauled pigs out of Ohio and became a rodeo roust-about at 

the Indiana State Fair.  Before coming to the farm, he worked for Paranite 

Wire and Cable Company located in Marion, Indiana.  Marion was where 

Genie and I lived with our folks and went to school, but when summer 

came, we headed for the farm and spent all three months in the place we 

loved best.   
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Grandma and Grandpa Nelson were there to take care of 

Grandma’s ailing mother, Jenny Thomas.  Jenny was 83 or 85—no one 

knew for sure—and her husband, Will Thomas, was close to being 100-

years-old, and stood 6’6” with a huge shock of pure white hair.  We didn’t 

know much about them, except it was plain to see that Jenny Thomas was 

a mean, bitter old woman who daily cursed and damned the world and 

everyone in it, especially our beloved Grandma.  Will was crazy as a 

bedbug and meaner than sin.  He loved chasing after us with a double-

barreled shotgun, which the grownups thought didn’t work, but in fact, 

did.  Genie and I had no love for either of them and we called them the 

“The Old Ones.”   

Grandpa Nelson had a great big heart of gold, that’s number one.  

The second best thing about him was his outstanding ability to tell a story.  

Everyone said Grandpa was right up there with Mark Twain, Herb 

Shriner, and of course, our father. However, none of these 

aforementioned men could cuss like Grandpa.  I know it may not sound 

nice to say, but Grandpa’s style of cussing was a gift.  People loved to hear 

him lay into his poetic malediction of the English language.  There was 

no blaspheming, mind you; it was simply the pure, rancorous, headstrong 

vexation of a man done wrong.  Words flew from his mouth neither man 

nor beast had ever heard before.  Folks would actually gather ’round to 

hear our Grandpa articulate, fabricate, and generally regenerate, the 

spoken word.  No doubt about it, Grandpa was a real honest-to-goodness 

character and the best Grandpa a kid could ever hope to have. He was 

also a pretty darn good horse trader.  Deal making was his real calling.  

Everything living on the farm had been or was going to be a “trade.”  
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Genie and I loved it because we never knew what Grandpa might come 

home with next and the marvelous story which would accompany it.   

One fine June day, Grandpa loaded Sam the billy goat onto the 

truck.  Sam had recently lost favor with Grandma when he yanked her 

best dress, petticoat, and underwear off the clothesline and proceeded to 

eat them while spitting the pearl buttons at her feet.  Grandma had put 

up with a lot from Sam, everything from eating fresh berry pies off the 

windowsill to chasing the preacher into the cornfield.  But this time Sam 

had gone too far. Genie and I watched from the boughs of a cherry tree.  

Genie said, “I’m glad to get rid of Sam.  He was the worst soldier in my 

unit.  He would never take a direct order or stand at attention.” 

As Grandpa drove out the barnyard gate, we could see old Sam 

chewing away on the rope holding him in the truck.  Genie sighed heavily, 

shaking his head, “I hope Grandpa makes it through enemy lines with that 

crack-pot Sam and is able to make a decent trade.”   

“Me, too,” I giggled, covering my mouth so Genie couldn’t hear.  

Late in the afternoon, Grandpa returned with a big smile on his face.  

Genie and I ran to the truck to see the new trade.  

“Look in here, kids, and see your Grandpa’s fantastic find.”  Genie 

and I peered through a slatted cage at a giant feathered hulk of a rooster.   

“Ain’t he something?” Grandpa asked proudly.  “This here 

rooster is Big Red, a champion fighting rooster from Gooseneck, 

Tennessee.  He’s got papers of authenticity, yes, sir.  Kids, Big Red is the 

real McCoy.”  We could tell Grandpa was extremely happy with this trade.  

Genie and I smiled and watched as Grandpa opened the cage and let Big 

Red out.  From the moment Big Red’s orange feet, festooned with long 
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razor sharp talons, hit the ground Genie had his number.  Genie watched 

intently as Big Red strutted around the barnyard as if he alone owned it.  

Once or twice, he actually pawed the ground and stretched out his wings, 

which were at least three feet in length.  Big Red was certainly impressive.   

Genie quietly bent down and whispered in my ear, “Janny, I want 

you to stay away from Big Red.  Grandpa’s gone and got himself a sure-

fire psycho rooster.  God, help us.” 

I knew Genie knew everything about everything, so I figured he 

must have read a book on the life and times of a psycho rooster.  As it 

turned out, Genie was dead right about Big Red.  Any living thing that 

dared cross the barnyard was subject to attack.  The hens were terrified of 

him.  He pounced on them regularly without warning.  Afterward, they 

would stagger away, feathers falling, to seek refuge under the nearest lilac 

bush.  Genie and I tried to tell Grandpa how dangerous Big Red really 

was, but he laughed saying, Big Red was just “feeling his oats!” and letting 

everyone know who was boss.  Genie said Big Red was doing a whole lot 

more than merely “feeling his oats.”  Genie declared Big Red to be a cold-

blooded monster that enjoyed the act of killing.  Grandpa’s answer was to 

say, Genie was “making a mountain out of a molehill.”  Genie vowed 

sooner or later Big Red would show his true colors and Grandpa would 

become a believer.  That day arrived sooner  

than we expected.   

Genie and I had been out all day on a reconnaissance mission 

setting out new traps for the Germans.  We were lying on our bellies at 

checkpoint Strawberry, which was the ditch in front of the farmhouse.  

Checkpoint Strawberry was a favorite stop-off because its banks were  
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brimful of wild, sweet strawberries, each the size of a dime.   

“Look sharp, Corporal.  Over there.”  Genie’s command was 

sudden and unexpected.   

“Yes, Sir,” I mumbled, pulling myself up to eye-level of the fallen 

log I had been leaning against.  What I saw froze my blood.  It was 

Grandpa, dressed up in his one and only Sunday-go-to-meetin’ suit 

topped off by his new gray felt hat.  He was carrying large buckets of slop 

for the hogs, one in each hand.  Directly downwind from Grandpa 

strutted Big Red, who had just finished having his way with a little brown 

hen so traumatized by the ordeal, she couldn’t run for cover and stood as 

if nailed to the spot.   

“Damn,” Genie said, adding, “Corporal, get out your notebook 

and enter the charge of rapist to Big Red’s offenses.”   

“What’s a rapist, Sir, and how do you spell it?”   

Genie gave me one of his General Patton’s frowns and said, 

“Never mind, I’ll tell you later, a lot later.  Right now, our job is to warn 

the civilian he’s in grave danger.”   

“You mean Grandpa?”  

“Of course, Corporal, get your wits about you soldier: this could 

get serious.”  Meanwhile, Big Red was casually preening himself in the 

warm sunshine.   

“Would you look at the beast, Corporal?  He’s pretending not to 

see Grandpa.  Here’s what we’re going to do, on the count of three, we 

will commence screaming as loud as we can WATCH OUT 

GRANDPA!”  The word two had just left Genie’s mouth when Big Red 

lowered his head and actually began pawing the ground like a Spanish bull 
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in the arena.  Big Red spread his wings and lunged forward with incredible 

speed and took to the air; it was an awesome sight.   

“Holy, Jesus!”  Genie cried out, “Big Red is going to dive bomb 

Grandpa!”  Genie and I screamed as loudly as we could.  Grandpa turned 

his head in the direction of our voices just as Big Red smashed into his 

chest, cutting the Blue Serge to ribbons and knocking the breath out of 

Grandpa.  He fell to his knees, cussing like blue blazes.  As he fell, slop 

went everywhere but mostly on Grandpa.  His hat had fallen to the ground 

and Big Red was pecking Grandpa’s head.  Blood was streaming down his 

face.  Big Red’s huge wings were like fists pummeling Grandpa’s body.  

Grandpa covered his face with his hands and slowly sank to the ground.   

Genie and I ran towards him hollering while pelting Big Red with 

rocks we scooped up along the way.  I was completely hysterical, “Genie,” 

I cried, “Big Red is killing Grandpa.”  Grandpa lay face down on the 

ground.  Big Red was on top of Grandpa’s back, ripping away at him in a 

non-stop pecking frenzy.   

“Hang on, Grandpa: we’ll save you,” Genie shouted.  “Keep  

throwing those rocks, Janny.  I’m going to the barn to find a weapon.”  In 

the meantime, my rocks were bouncing off Big Red as if they were rubber 

balls.  Part of Grandpa’s back was completely exposed and Big  

Red was going after it like it was his Sunday dinner!   

“Hurry, Genie!”  I screamed, “Big Red is eating Grandpa!”   

“Not for long he isn’t,” Genie yelled as he ran by me carrying the 

large wooden hayfork.  Somehow, he managed to hoist it up over his head 

and came down slugging it like a baseball bat. He struck Big Red square 

in his mid-section, which knocked him off Grandpa’s back.  But the bird 
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scrambled up and ran for cover before Genie could hit him again.  Genie 

dropped to his knees, throwing his slim body over Grandpa’s bleeding 

hulk.   

“Janny,” Genie choked, “run to the house, get water, bandages, 

and the Clover Salve.  Don’t wake up the Old Ones, and be sure to tell 

Grandma that Grandpa is all right, understand?”  I nodded and ran for 

the house.  Thank my lucky stars, Big Red was nowhere in sight.  I can’t 

tell you how or why, but when I reached the back door, there stood 

Grandma ready with everything I needed.  She told me to be careful and 

sent me on my way.   

When I reached Grandpa and Genie, to my heart’s relief, Grandpa 

was sitting up.  Boy, did he look a mess covered in cabbage leaves, potato 

peelings, and smelling to high heaven!  He was also madder than either of 

us had ever seen him.  Genie and I together began to wash the blood from 

his wounds.  Most were superficial and not too deep except for the nasty 

hole in the left side of his head and one long, deep gash on his back.  His 

suit was blood-soaked and in ruin.  Grandpa was spewing out words like 

Mount Vesuvius spewing lava.   

Genie was doing his level best to calm him down.   

Finally, Grandpa stopped shaking and was able to speak in a  

normal tone of voice.  He put his hands on Genie’s shoulders and spoke 

firmly in a clear and precise voice, “Genie, you are a brave lad, a strong 

lad, and I’m beholden to the both of you for saving your old Grandpa’s 

life.”  He shook Genie’s hand and gave my pigtails a tug.  “Dewey Eugene 

Hall, you’ve proved yourself to be a man today, so I’m going to ask you 

to do a man’s job.  The job will be dangerous and you will need to be extra  
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careful and stay on your toes.  Are you up for it?” 

“Yes, Sir, I’m ready.  What do you want me to do?”   

“I want you to kill Big Red.  That rooster is a menace!  I want him 

dead before sundown tomorrow, and I don’t care what you have to do to 

get the job done, understood?”  

  “Yes, Sir, Grandpa you can count on me.”   

“Me, too, Grandpa,” I chimed in.   

“Are you sure now, boy?  Big Red is a bad one, the worst damn 

trade I ever made.”   

“Don’t worry, Grandpa: Big Red is as good as dead.  Corporal 

Hall and I will see to it at once.”   

Grandpa heaved a huge sigh of relief.  “I knew I could count on 

you, lad, but watch yourself and Janny.  Good luck.”  With Genie’s help, 

Grandpa got slowly to his feet.  He was unsteady, but he managed.  We 

watched him stumble his way towards the house.   

“A broken man is a hard thing to see,” Genie remarked  

solemnly.   

“Is Grandpa broken, Genie?”   

“I’ll explain later; right now we have to make plans.  Big Red will  

not go down easy Janny, but by the hand of justice, he will go down!”   

Genie was one great speechmaker, and I believed him, without a single 

doubt.   

 

It was late when we finally all sat down to dinner.  Grandma had 

prepared Grandpa’s favorite meal: fried potatoes, homemade sausage, 

red-eye gravy, butter beans, and hot biscuits.  We noticed Grandpa didn’t 
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eat much.  His right eye had begun to swell, and was turning black and 

blue. His lips were cut, making it hard for him to eat. Both ears looked as 

if they had been sliced with a razor and some of his hair was missing; he 

was not a pretty sight.  After dinner, Grandpa went straight to bed, which 

meant Genie and I would miss our storytelling time.  The night had turned 

cold and it was raining, but upstairs snug and warm under a mountain of 

quilts, the wheels of justice were turning ’round and ’round in Genie’s 

mind.  I could almost hear them.   

As I was drifting into dreamland, Genie suddenly shouted, “Wake 

up, Janny!  I’ve got the plan.  I’ve got ‘Plan A,’ Corporal; rally the troops.”   

Seeing how I was the troops, I reported loud and clear, “Ready, 

Captain. All troops present and accounted for.”   

“Good.  Excellent,” Genie said as he leaped out of bed and into 

his clothes.  He did this in one swift, fluid motion, and it was a sight to 

see.  The moonlight was pouring through the bedroom window, making 

Genie look ten feet tall.  “Attention! Listen up, troops, and listen good.”  

Only the good Lord knew how much I hated to hear the words   listen up 

and listen good because I knew the game was afoot and nothing or no one, 

save God, could stop it, and I was darn sure God had no intention of 

interfering.  Anyway, He never had before, which led me to believe God 

was a bit of a gambler and liked to hang back and see how things turned 

out.  I liked the idea of God being on Genie’s side (our side), but being 

knee-deep in you-know-what, sitting in the dark on a tin tub with the devil 

himself beneath it, well, it gave me pause . . .and that’s the truth.   

At exactly 0600, my Captain appeared in the doorway of the chicken coop, 

fresh as a daisy.  He smiled and handed me a steaming mug of chocolate 
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and a bacon-and-egg sandwich.  “I figured you could use this about now, 

Corporal Hall.”   

“Thank you, Sir.  I sure am hungry, and boy, does this taste good.”   

Genie watched me eat my sandwich and when the last bite went into my 

mouth, he shouted, and I jumped to attention.   

“Forward, all you slip-slidin’, hog-tyin’, frog-fryin’ sons-of-the-

pioneers, march!”  Genie loved making up his own military rallying songs 

for the troops.  (Troops still meaning me, of course.)  He never used the 

same one twice.  Genie was truly one extraordinary kid.  I often thought 

if someone was to open up Genie’s head and look inside, he’d see nothing 

but a huge island of words, all kinds, foreign, too, and words not yet 

invented.  Genie was a walking, talking book of knowledge.   

“Corporal Hall?”   

“Yes, Sir.”   

“Did you sleep well last night?  Are you ready to carry out ‘Plan 

A’?”   

“Affirmative, Sir.”  Affirmative was a new word Genie had recently 

taught me.  He liked to hear me use it.  As for sleeping, I hadn’t slept a 

wink.  But early on in your military training, you learn your Captain does 

not, I repeat, does not want to hear about how well you slept or if you slept 

at all. Captains only want to hear, “Yes, Sir,” and “Ready, Sir.”   

“Splendid, Corporal Hall.  Where is the prisoner?”   

“Under the tub, Sir, where we left him.”   

“Right. Okay, Corporal, you may bring him out.”   

“Out where, Sir?”   

“Outside, of course, onto the Parade Ground where he is to be  
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sentenced.  The charges against him must be read aloud to everyone 

assembled.”  Another strange thing about being in an Army, or as it is in 

my case, being the Army, is you’re not allowed to think for yourself but at 

the same time, you’d better be able to think quick on your feet.   

I knew the parade ground had to be the barnyard, but I didn’t 

have a clue as to whom or what might be assembled.  This fact worried 

me more than a little bit.  It was times like this when my Mom used to 

say, “Oh, just play one card and wish you’d played another, cause it don’t 

matter.”  I guess it was fine for Mom, but it drove the rest of us crazy, 

especially when we had a big game of Pinochle going.   

Once more, I tied the rope to my ankle and began dragging the 

tub along the same route we came in on.  But it was tough going because 

Big Red and his lady friends were making a terrible ruckus, causing the 

old tin tub to literally dance around the slippery floor. The sounds coming 

from under the tub were definitely not the strains of the “Star Spangled 

Banner.”  Finally, I made it to the doorway of the chicken coop.  The 

fresh air smelled heavenly.   

“Halt!  That’s far enough, Corporal Hall.”   

“Right, Sir.”  I saluted my Captain.  I then began to untie the rope 

around my ankle.   

“Now, Corporal, I want you to pull the tub as close to the edge of 

the door step and just slightly over the stoop.  When Big Red pokes his 

head out, and he will, I’ll slip this noose around his neck and by all that’s 

holy, we’ll have him.  Understood, Corporal?”   

“Understood, Sir.”  Like everything else in my brief but turbulent 

life as a soldier, most everything was easier ordered than done.  I knew 
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this operation was no exception.  As soon as the rays of sunlight lit up the 

inside of the tub, Big Red poked his neck out, right on cue.  Genie did 

manage to slip the noose around his neck, but as he tried to pull it tight, 

Big Red dashed out from under the tub in a flash of feathers and angry 

squawks.  Big Red hurdled himself to the ground, leaving his ladies to 

fend for themselves.  Genie still had hold of the rope and was right behind 

him.  Genie was desperately trying to reel Big Red in.  Instead, the two of 

them were going around and around in a circle.  It was Captain Ahab and 

Moby Dick; it was the Keystone Kops; it was Little Black Sambo and the 

tigers.  It was pure mayhem, a pandemonium three-ring circus.   

Casting off my entire military demeanor and risking tons of 

demerits, I fell to the ground, laughing in a fit of glorious glee.  Every time 

Big Red and Genie whizzed by me, he would scream, “On your feet, 

Corporal, and can the laughter!”  It took an enormous effort, but I finally 

pulled myself together and rose to my feet as Genie rushed by me in a 

blur.  Big Red was hot on his heels.  As they ran, the circle got smaller and 

smaller.  It was hard to see who was chasing whom.  Genie looked terrible, 

red-faced and exhausted, while Big Red looked like he could go another 

five miles.  I stopped laughing and began to worry.   

Genie yelled, “Corporal Hall, get the stake, get the stake!  Put it 

here, right here!”  He was pointing to the center of the barnyard, the 

Parade Ground.  He kept shouting this order repeatedly.  The stake Genie 

was screaming about was a four-foot pole.  I knew exactly where it was 

and I raced to fetch it out of the barn.  I retrieved the stake and ran as fast 

as I could to the center of the barnyard, dodging Genie and Big Red as I 

went.  On the way, I grabbed a large stone to pound the stake into the 
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ground.  The moment I finished securing the stake, Genie and Big Red 

raced by me.  However, this time Genie managed by some miracle to loop 

the rope around the stake.  Big Red didn’t notice his flight pattern was 

becoming smaller and tighter.  Suddenly, to my never-ending relief, this 

well-oiled running machine found his fine-feathered self wrapped around 

the stake, tight as a drum.  He screeched and wailed to a fare thee well, 

but his cries fell on deaf ears.  Genie tied a big knot around Big Red’s 

middle section while receiving several hard pecks on the top of his head.   

Finally, Genie collapsed onto the grass, took a deep breath, and 

announced: “The prisoner is secured.”   

“That was mighty fine work, Captain, Sir,” I said proudly, offering 

him my canteen of cold apple cider.  Genie, with a grateful smile, 

proceeded to drink it down to the very last drop.   

“Thanks, Corporal, I needed that.”   

“You’re welcome, Sir.”  Meanwhile, the Parade Ground was filling 

up.  Cows, chickens, Old Molly, Bruno (our lovable, ancient Blue Tick 

hound), Miss Lucy, Calico cat, and our little flock of Bantams had all 

wandered over to see what all the commotion was about.   

Genie looked over at the assemblage and asked, “Where is 

Sergeant Spot?”  

  “Sir, Sergeant Spot is on rabbit duty.”   

“Very well, Corporal.  We shall carry on without him.”  Despite 

his haggard body, Genie stood smartly at attention to address all those in 

attendance:  “Attention all you bag of bones far from home, fearless 

drones, Kings of the Road.  Listen up!” Genie’s latest rally cry did not 

seem appropriate, but it was not for me to question my leader.  As for the 
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grand assembly, they couldn’t care less.  I was finding it hard to keep a 

straight face, myself.  Reddy, my cow, spotted me and ambled over for a 

treat and a nudge, a love nudge.  Genie saw Reddy and commanded,  

“Clear your area, Corporal Hall.  Smarten up!”  I tried gently to 

push Reddy away from me, but she would have none of it.  Instead, I 

stepped away from her, declaring that my area, my perimeter, had been 

cleared.   

 Genie marched to the center of the Parade Ground, as it were, to 

stand directly in front of Big Red, who had never stopped squawking or 

pecking at his ropes.  Genie produced a white sheet of paper from his 

back pocket and began to read its contents with great authority: “Big Red, 

previously of Gooseneck Creek, Tennessee, you are hereby charged in the 

presence of God, the United States Indiana Farm Reserve Corps, and 

honored guests to hear the following crimes you have committed: 

1. Assault and battery with intent to kill your employer, Clyde 

Nelson. 

2. Six counts of out and out murder against your fellow creatures, 

including one Hampshire hog, pregnant at the time of the attack. 

One duck, name of Winnie, four baby kittens not yet named, 

Tommy the mole, Elsie, the oldest living laying hen in Grant 

County, three white barn owls, numerous rabbits, squirrels, birds, 

and six opossums. 

3. Rape of several underage brown hens. 

4. Assault and battery on Corporal Hall on three separate occasions, 

while she was standing guard duty. 

5. Insubordination to the highest level. 
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 Furthermore, you have steadfastly refused to alter, in any way, 

your criminal activities.  You have shown no remorse.  To the contrary, 

following each of these dastardly deeds, you have actually crowed about 

them: Do you have anything to say on your own behalf, before sentence 

is passed?”  As it turns out, Big Red had plenty to say, all of which is un-

printable!  Big Red bellowed his endless obscenities, but Genie’s booming 

voice drowned him out.  “Big Red, you are hereby sentenced to death, to 

be carried out immediately on this 12th day of June 1943.”   

Earlier, Genie had told me the plan was to drown Big Red in the horse 

trough, then cook and eat him.  It sounded like a great plan to me.   

 “Corporal Hall?”   

 “Sir?”   

 “You may remove the stake from the ground and aid me in 

escorting the prisoner to the place of execution.”   

 “Yes, Sir.”  I quickly did as I was ordered, remembering to keep 

my head low to avoid Big Red’s sharp beak.  My Captain and I proceeded 

to drag him over to the horse trough, which was up against the fence near 

the barn gate.  By the time we got him there, most of the rope had come 

loose except from around his neck.  With super-human strength, we 

managed to pull Big Red up and over the rim of the trough and into the 

water.  The water in the trough measured about four-and-a-half feet deep.   

 As the noose slid off Big Red’s neck, he sensed his impending 

doom.  He began thrashing about wildly, slapping the water with his 

powerful wings and pecking at anything he could see, mainly Genie and 

me.  Genie and I were soon bleeding from dozens of razor-sharp cuts; 

our hands were downright bloody.  Genie was trying with all his strength 
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to hold Big Red’s head under water, but Big Red was clearly winning the 

battle.   

 “Corporal Hall!”   

 “Yes, Sir?”   

 “Jump in there, Corporal, and hold the prisoner down while I 

choke him.”   

 “Are you crazy?”  Once again, I had forgotten my military 

discipline.   

 “Get into the trough, Corporal, that’s an order; get in now, 

JUMP!”  I jumped and immediately felt the cold water rise to my chest.  I 

grabbed for Big Red’s wings and tried pushing them down next to his 

body.  Failing at this, I then sat on him while Genie held his head under 

the water.  Big Red put up one heck of a struggle, but at last, I felt his 

body go limp beneath me.  “He’s dead, Genie, I mean, Captain, Sir.  The 

Big Red Monster is dead!”  I was laughing and crying as I scrambled out 

of the tank, falling over the side to the ground next to my weary Captain.   

 “Damn good job, Corporal.  You’ll receive a medal for this detail.  

I repeat, well done, Corporal Hall.”  No sooner had those supreme words 

left Genie’s mouth when suddenly all hell broke loose.  Big Red was far 

from being dead.  He came splashing, screeching, and careening over the 

top of the horse trough like the evil fiend he was, scratching and pecking, 

his wings cutting us to pieces.  He was in our faces; my cheeks ran red 

with blood, and Genie’s arm had been slit open from shoulder to wrist.  

We stood up to run.  Big Red was staggering, flapping his wings, and 

making horrible noises.  The beast had murder in his eyes, and he was 

running straight at us.   



~ 34 ~ 
 

 “Oh my, God! Genie, Big Red is going to kill us.”  I was so scared 

I had wet my pants.   

 “Not if we can get him first, Janny.  Pull yourself together, 

Corporal Hall.  This is war, and you and I are in it up to our lilywhite 

necks!  Follow me!”  At this point, I watched as my Captain became a wild 

man.  He chased Big Red around the barnyard like a man possessed.  I 

decided to follow suit.  When Big Red, still a touch waterlogged, stumbled 

and fell to the ground, we were on him like bees to a honeycomb.  We 

beat him senseless with our bare fists.  I got in a couple of good licks with 

a rock.  At last, Genie was able to grab the animal’s feet and tie them 

together with the rope.  Big Red was still full of fight, sputtering and 

pecking holes into our hands, which were beginning to look like raw meat; 

regardless of how we were hurting, we were determined to get the job 

done.  We managed to drag Big Red through the barnyard gate and into 

the backyard, where we spread him out over a large flat stump Grandpa 

used as a chopping block.  At the stump, it was Dante’s Inferno.  It was 

kill or be killed.   

 I could only hold one wing down at a time because Big Red’s 

wingspan was longer than my arms could reach.  But none of this 

mattered. Genie and I had but one thought: it was him or us.  “Big Red is 

going down, Janny.  He’s going down.”  That phrase became our fight 

song, and we sang out loud and clear.  Genie grabbed hold of Grandpa’s 

red-handled axe, leaned forward against the stump, and gave Big Red a 

mighty whack, missing his neck completely and chopping off half of his 

razor-sharp beak instead.  “Now, you red devil, try and bite us!”    

 No sooner had those words left Genie’s mouth than Big Red  
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lunged up into Genie’s face, ripping out a big chunk of his cheek.  The 

impact of such horrible pain caused Genie to stumble backwards a couple 

of steps.  One thing became crystal clear: half a beak or no beak, Big Red 

was a killer who was prepared to fight to the death, be it his or ours.  With 

blood gushing from the hole in his cheek, Genie screamed in pain, “Hold 

him, Janny! Hold him!”  I don’t know how, but I held him down.  I think 

I threw my body across his chest.  I was crying (very unbecoming to a 

soldier), but things were getting mighty scary.   

 “Stop crying, Corporal Hall!  We are in the throes of battle; slide 

off his chest and try to grab the underside of his wings,” Genie’s strong 

voice gave me courage.  I got a good hold beneath Big Red’s wings then 

leaned backwards as far as I could and still keep hold of him.  In the next 

instant, Genie delivered a powerful blow that lopped off Big Red’s left 

wing.  Feathers, blood, and hide were coming at me from every direction.  

“Keep your mouth closed, Corporal Hall.”  He didn’t have to tell me 

twice; I gladly obeyed.  Big Red began slapping me hard with his remaining 

good wing.  I gritted my teeth and bit my lip.  I looked across at Genie; 

his face had turned to stone.  His eyes were calm and fixed on his 

objective: Big Red’s neck.  My Captain reared back and swung the axe 

with colossal force.  The axe came down clean, hard, and fast, severing 

Big Red’s head from his body.  His head sailed into the air like a rocket to 

the moon.  Genie and I watched it go.  We were speechless and covered 

from head to toe in blood, gore, and feathers.  We were a bloody sight, 

but by Heaven, we were victorious!   

 We danced around the stump singing the Notre Dame Fight Song.  

We weren’t Catholic, but Genie said Notre Dame had one hell of a great 
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fight song.  As we were celebrating, we suddenly noticed to our horror 

Big Red’s headless body had not yet given up the ghost.  To our dismay, 

the body was running around in circles actually passing by us.  I was so 

exhausted I fell to the ground.  Genie had witnessed my fall and shouted 

at me, “On your feet, Corporal Hall. As long as that headless bastard is 

still standing, we will do likewise.”  I got to my feet feeling terribly shaky, 

but thank God, in another few minutes, Big Red’s body finally keeled 

over. Genie and I were quick to follow.  Not able to speak, Genie grabbed 

hold of my hand and squeezed once.  I squeezed back twice.  The psycho 

known as Big Red was dead.  We had saved everyone, man and beast.  

Genie was well pleased and announced justice had been done.  Then he 

stood up, looked out over the corn fields and shouted, “Bring on those 

Nazi rats: we’re ready for them!”   

 Grandma, who had watched the final minutes of this historic  

from behind the kitchen’s screened door, worried out loud as to what 

damage may have been perpetuated onto our character.  Grandpa arrived 

later in the evening and unlike Grandma, he was enormously pleased with 

his brave grandchildren.  He could readily see that we were the walking 

wounded, and he took great care tending our cuts, bruises, and minor 

injuries.  He used up the Clover Salve, two bottles of Mercurochrome, 

and naturally a bottle of Vick’s, which was used to cure everything, no 

matter what.   

 There was much applause and singing when Grandma shoved Big 

Red’s carcass into her black cast iron oven.  Grandma made cornbread 

stuffing, mashed potatoes, giblet gravy, and fresh string beans, 

accompanied by light-as-a-cloud golden biscuits with my fresh churned 
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butter and wild strawberry jam.  Topping the dinner off was apple cobbler 

and butterscotch pie.  It was a meal fit for a king and queen—exactly what 

Genie and I felt like.  Big Red came out of the oven a rich golden brown, 

and he smelled delicious.  Grandma asked me to say the blessing, and I 

said the only short one I knew from our father’s side of the family:  “Our 

Heavenly Father, look down upon us and pardon our many sins.  Thank 

you for these table blessings, in Jesus’ name, Amen.” 

 In honor of Genie, Grandpa carved him the first slice.  Genie was 

beaming as he took his first bite.  All at once, a look of sheer horror came 

over his face.  You guessed it; Big Red had the last laugh: he was too tough 

to eat.  Neither Spot nor Bruno could swallow a single hunk of the old 

monster’s hide.  Spot carried his piece outside and buried it for another 

day.  Bruno left his on the floor with a look of deprivation in his big brown 

eyes, as if he had been mistreated.  Seeing his confusion, Grandma gave 

him a plate of stuffing and gravy, which he devoured instantly, wagging 

his tail in appreciation.  Spot chose to go rabbit hunting.   

 So, there we sat, all in our places with sun-shiny faces, not able to 

eat our grand celebration dinner.  Suddenly, Grandpa began to laugh.  His 

big loud wonderful laugh filled up the whole house.  Then we all started 

to laugh and couldn’t stop.  I was holding my stomach, and Genie was 

slapping his knees.   

 “Well, Sir, I’ll be damned,” Grandpa said his eyes twinkling.  

 “Well, Sir, I’ll be damned,” Genie said, his eyes shining like two 

pewter dollars in a mud hole.  Nobody corrected Genie’s language, not 

on this occasion.  Crazy with laughter, Genie began to give Grandpa a 

blow-by-blow description of the capture, the fight of the century, the 
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victory, and execution of the vicious, bloodthirsty, heartless, villain Big 

Red.   

 “Worst damn trade I ever made.”  Each time Grandpa repeated 

this phrase, Genie and I fell off our chairs in uncontrollable glee.  

Grandma came out of the kitchen with a platter of smoked ham.  Farmers 

always have an extra ham in the pantry, and it tasted great.  After we ate 

and laughed some more, Grandma said, “Before you and your partner in 

crime head off for bed, I want you to bury your kill.  Bury it in the cherry 

orchard, and bury it deep.”  Genie and I never questioned Grandma, not 

that we couldn’t, for she was not like our father, who believed children 

should never question adults.  Rather, it was simply out of respect for a 

great lady.  We both said “Okay,” but I  

caught a funny look in Genie’s eyes, which meant something was up. 

 While I washed up the dishes, Genie read Emerson to Grandma.  

After our grandparents went to bed, Genie wrapped Big Red’s body in a 

clean flour sack.  We went outside and walked slowly towards the cherry 

orchard.  As we passed by the stump where Big Red had met his Waterloo, 

we noted Grandma had scrubbed it clean and hosed down the ground 

around it.  There was not a trace of blood, feathers, or gore, nothing to 

suggest the carnage that had taken place a few hours ago. 

 Genie was quiet as we walked along, but I know something was 

spinning ’round in his mind.  I also knew he would tell me soon.  At the 

gate leading into the cherry orchard, Genie said solemnly, “Janny, I’m not 

going to do it.  I’m not giving this monster a decent burial.  He doesn’t 

deserve it, and we both know it.” 

 “You’re right, Genie, I hate the idea of his remains resting next to  
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Molly Kitten, who he murdered in cold blood!” 

 “Exactly.  That’s my point.” 

 “Well, what are you going to do with him?” 

 I knew Genie had already thought of something, as he always had 

a “Plan A” and a “Plan B” ready.  Genie was in charge, strong, and 

confident. 

 “I’ll tell you what we’re going to do, Corporal Hall.  We’re going 

to burn the S.O.B. at the stake!” 

 “Genie, it’s a great plan; it’s perfect: it’s retribution,” I said 

proudly. 

 “Hey, another new word?” 

 “Yes, I learned it in Grandma’s Sunday School class.” 

 “I’m proud of you, Corporal, very proud.  Now, I want you to get 

some straw and kindling wood, and I’ll fetch the stake.” 

 We went about our tasks posthaste.  Genie was whistling a Johnny 

Mercer tune.  He made the fire and when it was extremely hot with red 

sparks flying up into the night sky, Genie bound Big Red’s headless, 

golden carcass to the stake and placed it in the middle of the fire. 

 We sat on the ground, our eyes transfixed, watching in silence as 

Big Red turned first to red, then black, and finally to a heap of white ash.  

A couple of his bones didn’t burn up; Genie said they were his tough old 

leg bones.  It was a curious sight, all right, but for me, a satisfying one.  I 

don’t know for sure how Genie felt.  When the last ember died away, 

Genie said, almost whispering, “There’s a lesson to be learned here, Janny.  

I mean, Corporal Hall.” 

 I didn’t like the tone of Genie’s voice, as I was very familiar with  
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this particular tone.  To my mind, my beloved brother had but one major 

flaw: he was forever and ever hell-bent on “lessons to be learned.”  He 

could drive a whole Marine platoon crazy, meaning me, of course, with 

his “lessons to be learned” routine.  As for me, I could have happily gotten 

by with much less education on these matters.  But Genie was older, my 

mentor, my best friend, and my Captain, and he did know everything 

about everything.  That much was a given. 

 Finally, offering my best “okay” smile, I asked, “Genie, are you 

saying you’re sorry about killing Big Red, that we did something wrong?” 

 “No, I’m not saying I’m sorry.  Big Red deserved exactly what he  

got.  Besides, Grandpa asked me to get rid of him, and I did.  We did.” 

 “Well, Sir . . .Captain, Sir, I’m not sure I understand what you are 

talking about, but it was plain to me Big Red was out to kill us.  It was 

him or us.  Remember, he was found guilty fair and square.  To my way 

of thinking, we are heroes.” 

 “You’re absolutely correct, Corporal Hall.  It was a search and 

destroy mission, pure, if not so simple.” 

 I could tell my Captain was getting back on track until he began 

speaking in long sentences, something about our enjoying it so much. 

 “Yes, Corporal Hall, I think I know the lesson here to be  

learned . . .” 

 Honestly, I didn’t hear another word.  I was falling asleep.  I knew 

I loved and admired my brother.  I understood he was the kind of person 

who had to cover all the bases, figure all the angles, tie up any loose ends, 

and above all, do the right thing whenever possible.  I had long ago 

accepted this quirk in an otherwise sterling character. 
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 This had been a truly unforgettable day in the history of my young 

life.  Genie had proven himself a great leader on the field of battle.  Big 

Red may have been a rooster, renown among his species, but he was Nazi 

through and through.  Genie had been fearless, and I’d done my part, too.  

I felt good! 

 One thing was for certain, if those Nazis did attack our farm, they 

would be forever sorry they met up with Captain Dewey Eugene Hall.  

Big Red was only the beginning.  This was war! 

 


