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  I AM DROWNED IN A WELL
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  The sky was as black as an undertaker’s boot and a wind from the east had blown grit in my eyes the afternoon I was shot and went

  head first into that well outside the saloon. I remember the icy smack of the water, and how the women’s skirts I was wearing put up a fight and floated for a moment before the water got the

  better of them and they sank, taking me down with them. I remember seeing those bubbles travelling upward, like bullets at first, then slowing, the very last one sliding out my mouth and rising up,

  up toward the surface. You never think much about breathing when you’re alive; from the moment you slither out your mother and holler you just get on with it. But when you get to see that

  last breath leaving your body, it’s a different story.




  I’d heard tell that a drowning man sees his whole life pass before his eyes, and all at once it was happening to me: some of it rushing past like a hog on fire, some coming by real

  slow.




  That well seemed to have no bottom, and I sank so sluggish you’d think it was filled with molasses, not water. As I floated down I could see little flashes of colour and scraps of

  pictures, then all of a sudden it seemed as if the water parted just like the curtains on a stage and I was back in my own past. I stopped struggling and let myself sink, and what I saw was me,

  taking my very first breath in the back of a covered wagon somewhere on the Dakota Trail.




  Ma’s time has come early and they’ve pushed aside the sacks of flour and beans and rice, stacked up the boxes of bacon and pilot bread, and propped her up with straw pillows. She

  can’t lie down flat because the medicine chest is behind her, and there’s nowhere else to put it. The family Bible is in there, too, and it’s real important, the thing you save if

  you have to abandon your wagon – after the family, of course.




  Ma’s elbows are dug hard into the pillows, her legs bent at the knees and wide apart. Her chin is pushed down into her chest and she’s hollerin’ like to die. I feel kind of

  bad, knowing it’s me that’s the cause of this, but there ain’t nothing I can do, so I just watch, which is more than Pa’s doing. He’s walking alongside the wagon,

  pretending he can’t hear the noise coming from inside.




  There’s someone missing, though: my sister Essie. No one’s paying any heed to her right now, on account of I’m coming. They can’t see her, but I can.




  I’ve a real hankering to look at her face, but I can only see her from the side, and she won’t look up. They’ve put her out the way in the Jenners’ wagon. Mr Jenner is

  driving, Mrs Jenner is helping Ma, so she’s sitting there on the wagon tongue in her blue calico dress, every so often chewing on her braid – even though she knows Ma would mind her for

  it – all alone save for MaryJane. MaryJane is the cloth dolly Ma’s made for her, and she has buttons for eyes, and they don’t match: one’s bright blue and big, and the

  other’s small and brown. Essie don’t care, though, she loves MaryJane, and she’s been trying real hard to keep up a nice civil conversation with her, and pay no heed to the noises

  from our wagon, noises she knows are coming from Ma.




  But she can’t pretend no more: she’s scared, she wants to see her Ma. She’s only three, she don’t know how dangerous it is to clamber out a wagon that’s on the

  move.




  I see her put down MaryJane; I know what she’s going to do, but I can’t help it, all I can do is watch, and see Mrs Jenner pull my slimy little body clear of Ma, see Essie falling

  under the wheel, and hear the two screams getting lost in each other.




  

     

  




  A COW TRIES TO KILL ME AND I GET MY FIRST FIT
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  Ma was real sick for some time after I was born, so they didn’t tell her about Essie. When she asked for her they said

  they’d bring her when they thought Ma was ready, so by the time she found out, there was miles of prairie between us and Essie’s little mound of dirt.




  Of course she wanted to go back, but they told her she had to think about the new life now – her boy. She never really got over it, I could see that. Oftentimes when Ma came into a room

  and no one was there but me I’d mind how she would look over my shoulder like she expected to see someone else, like she was searching for Essie.




  Even iffen I’d’ve turned out better than I did, I believe Ma would still have missed her. The farm could be an awful lonely place for a woman, and a daughter would have been someone

  to talk to, someone better at helping with the chores than me. I was a terrible disappointment to Ma, and although she never said so, I believe she blamed me for Essie dying like that.




  I was a puny little thing, small and skinny even then, with long wisps of hair in a circle around my head, with nothing on top – like a hat without a brim. I had a squint, too, which

  didn’t improve my appearance none. I was a quiet baby, though. I spent most of my days sleeping, which was just as well, ’cause life was real hard for the settlers in the beginning, and

  they didn’t need me to cause them more trouble.




  When the law was passed in ’62 saying that folk who wanted to move west could claim land for free, Pa thought it such a great chance that he’d persuaded Ma to go, even though her

  belly was heavy with carrying me. He had to build a house on our little claim out of nothing, ’cause that was all he found there. He cut strips of sod into sections that he used like bricks;

  the roof was covered in hay and then more sod was laid on top of that. It gave shelter of a kind, but the dust was always trickling down into everything. It got into the food, turned the water

  brown, and when it rained, we got torrents of mud streaming through the roof.




  Then Pa spent near on two years digging a well so Ma wouldn’t have to walk to the creek every day, and when finally he broke through, the water was no good. All he got was a great gush of

  black sticky stuff, so he had to start up again somewhere else.




  The cattle were always climbing on the roof, too, to get at the grass growing there, and of course that sent a whole lot more dirt down. One time a cow, stretching out its neck to reach some

  tasty-looking morsel, fell through, just missing me in my crib. I know I most likely can’t remember it, but it seems to me that I can. I hear the desperate mooing of the beast as it struggles

  to get up, the scuffling of its hooves on the dusty floor of that small room, Ma running shouting through the falling dust and my poor little squeaky cry, more like a scrawny kitten’s than

  anything you’d expect from a human child.




  I guess that was the first time a cow tried to get me.




  It was on account of the sod roof that Ma and Pa first found out something wasn’t right with me. I was a little bitty thing and I’d wandered out the house to play

  in the dirt, looked around and saw how, since the night before, the roof had burst into colour from all the flowers that had been growing quietly in the soil. There was blue bonnet and bright red

  Injun paintbrush, and the sight of it all must’ve been too much for me. I fell on the ground, all stiff, but with my eyes wide open.




  I see myself now, waking up on Pa’s lap, with him peering all worried into my face. I’d forgotten how blue his eyes were. He gives me a real big smile.




  ‘There you are, son! Now, it’s all right. Everything will be just fine. See, Mother, he’s fine now. I told you it would pass.’




  Ma’s sitting in a chair by the table, the last of my well water dripping from her hair. She’s smiling, too, but it’s a thin smile, and it stays only until Pa turns his

  attention back to me. I’ve seen the look on her face: she knows something ain’t right; something that can’t be fixed, and she’ll have to live with it. It’s going to be

  yet another hardship for her to bear.




  Ma had thought I was a real easy baby on account of I slept so much. Essie hadn’t been like that – she was awake and curious about everything the whole time –

  but Ma had reckoned I was different ’cause I was a boy, and although she’d had two boy children before me, they’d both died real soon, so she didn’t know what was natural

  and what wasn’t.




  They soon figured out, though, that I fell into one of these fits when I got worked up about something, so Ma did her best to see that didn’t happen. I wasn’t allowed to play much in

  case I got too excited. Instead I had to help Ma with the chores, as there’d be no danger of getting excited doing those. So I spent plenty of time peeling potatoes and shelling peas.




  I watch my five-year-old self sitting up at the table, dirty bare feet at the end of bruised legs not long enough to reach the ground. I’m enjoying squeezing the fat green pods until I can

  see their fleshy white insides. The peas shoot out and hit the colander with tiny clangs, then bounce around for a moment before coming to rest in the growing mound at the bottom. It’s kind

  of soothing to listen to that noise over and over.




  Back in those days you didn’t see a doctor unless you truly needed one: iffen you’d come off the worse in a gunfight or taken a bad fall from a horse. Truth to tell, most of them

  knew more about horses than people, and they were as like to kill you as make you well. There were a few who’d learned from the Injuns, and they might know a thing or two, but mostly people

  got their remedies from the medicine or liniment shows that travelled from town to town. For two bits a bottle they’d give you something that was more liquor than anything else, but it felt

  good as it was going down.




  One time I heard Mrs Jenner telling Ma how some Injuns believed that fits were caused by the spirit of a dead person trying to take over the body of a living one, and that their medicine men had

  special ceremonies for driving those spirits out. She said that – well, couldn’t it be Essie making the fits, trying to come back through me? Ma was real mad at that, and she showed Mrs

  Jenner the door. I don’t know whether she thought it was foolishness, or whether in her heart she maybe believed it, and secretly didn’t want to let Essie go.




  Pa wasn’t as troubled by my fits as Ma – he was different by nature. No matter how dark the sky might be, Pa always reckoned he could see some brightness on the horizon. Most times

  when he said that we’d find ourselves huddled around the stove listening to the rain beating on our roof, but at least Pa didn’t waste time worrying about things before they happened.

  Of course that meant he was never prepared, not like Ma, who expected the worst and generally got it.




  I spent a lot of time trying to make Ma like me more. I did my chores without complaining and worked hard at my lessons. Ma was real keen on me getting schooling. She said it was the surest way

  to get a job back east, which was where she really wanted to be. I don’t know iffen I liked reading so much because Ma made sure that life at home was so dull, or whether I’d

  always’ve liked it, but I sure loved books. When I was reading a story I was someone else for a bit, not Willie McCrum who they all laughed at, who was always falling down in the dirt with

  his fits. I could go other places, too, places where there was more than just sky, and the wind whispering in the grass. In stories there were cities full of people, cities that never really ended,

  just became somewhere else. Where you never got to the end of the street and found there was nothing beyond but scrub.




  Although I liked the lessons well enough, schooldays weren’t much fun for me on account of a boy called Jonny Rose, who did his best to get me worked up so’s I’d have a fit and

  he could charge the other children a nickel each to stick pins in me an’ see if I hollered.




  Books weren’t that easy to come by outside of school, but back then folks would often paper the walls of their houses with the pages of old newspapers, which helped keep the wind from

  blowing through the cracks and gave you something to read in the long evenings and wet days when you couldn’t work the fields.




  I can see Ma now, standing with her back to me, reading the walls. We’ve got a proper log cabin by this time, and the walls are covered with yellowing newspaper pages, the ones nearest the

  chimneybreast blackened some from the fire. Ma is standing with her hand on her hip, resting for a moment, I guess, back arched, like she’s stiff. Even though her skirt is made of dark stuff

  I can see the mud on the hem, and her right hand, hanging down by her side, has calluses all along the palm . . .




  

     

  




  GRANDPA AND THE INJUNS
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  As I’m drifting down through the water I have plenty of time to think, and I fall to remembering what Ma and Pa told me about how

  they came to be here. Pa had always wanted to go west, because that was what his Pa had done before him: he’d left the family to try his hand at panning gold, sure he was going to make his

  fortune. He might have been right, too: one day, when he’d just about had enough and was dreaming of sleeping in a bed again and having someone to wash his clothes and cook for him –

  something happened. Now I can see Grandpa coming up out of the water, Grandpa, who I never did get to see when he was alive, although his whiskers have grown so bushy all I can make out are his

  brown eyes shining as he looks down at his pan and catches sight of something glinting in the sun. He takes it out and washes it, and is holding it up to the light when all of a sudden a band of

  Injuns swoops down the bank toward him, whooping and hollering fit to make a dead man jump.




  Well, Grandpa didn’t wait around to see what they wanted – he hightailed it out of there as fast as ever he could. But they caught up with him anyhow and took him back to their camp,

  where he spent a couple of days watching the faces of the squaws as they brought him food and drink, not knowing if he was going to be killed or not.




  Of course he couldn’t speak a word of their language, so he never knew for sure why they let him go, but he figured they just didn’t like him treating their land like it was his.

  Anyhow, he didn’t argue when they strapped him to his mule and tied a burning rope to its tail so it ran for miles before he could calm it down and make his way back to the mining camp.




  Once he got over the fright Grandpa couldn’t stop his thoughts straying back to that nugget he held in his hands. He was sure it was gold, and each time he thought about it it grew bigger,

  till it was the size of his fist and he could see it gleaming as if the rays of the sun were coming out of it, like it was something magical. Iffen the Injuns hadn’t arrived when they did

  – if they’d come a few minutes earlier – then he’d probably be thanking them for driving him back to the bosom of his family, but after what he’d seen, he

  couldn’t forget.




  So he kept on going back, trying to find the gulch where he made his discovery. Once or twice he thought he’d found it, but when he drew near he saw that some detail or other was wrong,

  and he’d have to start all over again.




  Meantime he had to feed his family, so he found work as a cattle drover. It was hard labour, and whenever he got into town Grandpa liked to enjoy himself, going into the saloon – sometimes

  still straddling his horse – whooping and letting his six-guns off into the air. He did it once too often, though, and ended up deaf. Which is how the cattle managed to get him back.




  One day Grandpa hears this low rumbling noise and turns to his buddies to remark that it sounds like a storm is brewing. As the water sweeps aside I see his look of puzzlement as he wonders

  where they’ve gone. He don’t have long to wonder before a thousand head of stampeding cattle come trampling over him, flattening him and his horse like a pancake.




  That sure is the biggest, shallowest grave I ever did see.




  I guess that would have been the first sign there was a curse on the McCrum family, and that the cattle was out to get us.




  

     

  




  WHAT HAPPENED TO PA




  [image: ]




  It might not happen every day, but people do get killed in stampedes. It was what happened to Pa that made me certain. If Pa had

  listened to Ma he’d’ve been all right. She wanted to stay put in Independence where they had a little general store that was doing good trade, but Pa had vision – he was always

  looking to the Future, and he reckoned that Future lay out west.




  There we are, standing in front of our cabin, looking out across the prairie, and he’s saying to me, ‘You don’t know how lucky you are, boy. How many people do you reckon have

  had the chance to be pioneers, to be at the beginning of something like this? Other countries have been settled for years. In Ireland the landowners threw our family and hundreds like them out of

  their homes as if they were fleas on a dog’s back. No one can do that to you here. This land will be ours, and the most important thing a man can say is that he owns the land beneath his

  feet.’




  You see, that was the difference between me and Pa: he believed he could control his own future; he truly thought he did own the land beneath his feet. Me, I could never stay on my feet long

  enough to control anything, not even my own body, and it’s hard to see those wide horizons when you’re face down in the dirt.




  I loved Pa – make no mistake – it’s just that I couldn’t be Pa, couldn’t believe that everything would turn out for the best and all you had to do to get

  what you wanted was to work for it. Most of my time was spent around the homestead with Ma, and I guess the frustration she breathed out into the air around her got breathed in again by me.




  Still, I loved my times alone with Pa. He’d take me hunting with him, trying over and over to get me to be able to at least set a trap, but I couldn’t bear to see him killing the

  rabbits and prairie chickens he caught. I’d fall down in a fit as soon as he took out his knife, and he gave up on trying to make me hold a gun. It got so’s I’d have to hide

  behind a tree iffen he had an animal in his sights, else the sound of me hitting the ground would frighten it right away.




  Oftentimes I’d come home looking worse than the carcasses Pa brought for Ma to gut. I’d see her raise her eyes from my face to his, but she never said nothing – leastways, not

  when I was around to hear. I guess she figured we’d learn for ourselves that trying to train me up to be a man was a hopeless cause.




  If Pa had listened to Ma when she said she’d rather be where folks could hear her if she cried out, she’d rather her children had other children to play with, and water from the pump

  whenever they needed to wash, Pa would never have died, and neither would Essie. I’d’ve had a father and a sister – and I’d most likely have turned out different, too. It

  wasn’t that I was bad, it’s just that I couldn’t see any other way to live that didn’t mean working with cattle, and I couldn’t do that, not after what happened to

  Pa.




  It’s coming up now, and I can feel a tightening in my throat. I don’t want to see this, I truly don’t. But it ain’t up to me, it’s coming anyhow – I

  can’t do a thing to stop it.




  The water moves away and there’s the scene I dread to see. I’m ten years old, copying out some schoolwork at the table. Both me and Ma are wondering why Pa ain’t home yet, even

  though the sun’s going down. Ma didn’t have no more children – she never said as much, but I think it was on account of being afraid they’d turn out like me – so

  it’s just the two of us in the cabin.




  I can tell Ma’s getting nervous, and I keep glancing up at her, to see what she’s doing. She has her back to me, but I know from her movements that she’s opening up the dresser

  drawer, and I hear the click as she checks that Pa’s revolver is loaded.




  Just then we hear a horse coming up fast, and Ma slips the gun in her apron pocket and goes to the door. She tells me to stay put, but it’s too late. I run out ahead of her, just in time

  to see our neighbour John Gustafson come galloping up, leading Pa’s horse Jess with Pa’s body tied over the saddle.




  I try to look away, but of course I can’t – all this is happening inside my head – so I see that Pa’s blue eyes are wide open and his flannel shirt is soaked through with

  blood, and I think to myself that it will be real hard for Ma to wash that clean.




  But the worst thing is the way he’s just hanging there over the saddle, like a deer that’s been slaughtered, waiting to be cut up for meat.




  I’m staring at Pa for what seems like an age, but the next thing, I fall into a fit. It sure is strange, looking at myself from the outside, because I never knew before what I looked like.

  I look like Pa. I’m lying there on the ground by the unsettled horse, my head back and my eyes open, just like his. Ma is being comforted by Neighbour Gustafson, so it’s just as well

  there are no cows around to trample me, ’cause no one’s paying me any heed.




  On account of being unconscious, I didn’t hear what Gustafson had to tell Ma, but it seemed that Pa came upon one of our cows lying on the ground, not able to get back on her feet. He

  decided he’d no choice but to put her out of her misery, but Pa was a tender-hearted man and he was fond of old Jane, so as he was taking aim he couldn’t bear to see her distress and

  had to go round and comfort her one last time, leaving the gun on top of the rock he was leaning on to steady it. Which is when the other cow walked by. The shot echoed for miles, which is how

  Gustafson came to hear it where he was sawing logs for his cabin, and came running to find Pa already dead, and Jane, shocked by the noise, up on her feet again and looking mighty bewildered.




  Ma was real grateful to Mr Gustafson – if he hadn’t found Pa we might never have guessed what had happened – and he gave her plenty of cause to go on being

  grateful, doing all manner of chores that were hard for Ma, and trying his best to help her through her loss.




  I see him now, a tall, thin man with a lot of yellow hair, stretching out to put a log on the fire. He drops it and sparks fly up the chimney, making him pull back his long bony hand before it

  gets scorched. He sits back and makes himself comfortable in his chair. The firelight throws shadows on his face: his eyes are dark pits, and there are deep hollows under his cheekbones. I

  don’t like having him here, sitting where Pa should be sitting; I don’t like seeing him working our fields, but I don’t say nothing, on account of him making Ma happy. He’s

  the only thing putting a smile on her face.




  I do believe she might have married him, if the fever hadn’t gotten him first.




  After Mr Gustafson died it was just me and Ma. He’d left her his land, but what was that to her, she said, when she had no means to farm it? Pa would surely have been

  pleased; but then iffen Pa had still been alive I don’t reckon Mr Gustafson would have given us the land. Anyhow, Ma sold most of it to some Norwegians who wanted somewhere already settled,

  and she was able to hire a couple of men to help her with the harder work, like ploughing.




  We weren’t doing too bad, Ma and me. She made sure I kept up with my schooling – I wasn’t much use on the farm before, but after what happened to Pa I just couldn’t

  stomach cattle no more. First Grandpa, then Pa – and that cow that fell through the roof and nearly killed me when I was a baby.




  I’d looked at Pa laid out on the table in his Sunday suit and thought about it: there must be a curse on the family. Maybe it was those Injuns who’d driven Grandpa away from the gold

  – he’d come back, so they’d laid a curse on him and all the McCrums, and this was the result. It looked a bit like Pa, that thing on the table, but only because it had the same

  beard and hair. There was no colour to the skin anymore, and the flesh was like something altogether different. Pa was gone from there, and Ma and me were on our own.




  So we managed for a while, thanks to Mr Gustafson, but then something happened that took hold of the last part of Ma’s heart and chewed it away.




  

     

  




  GRASSHOPPERS TRY TO KILL ME
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  The pictures slow down and then stop, showing me, pulling up weeds in the vegetable patch. I shrug my shoulders and the drops of water

  fly off me, reflecting the colours of the rainbow, leaving me quite dry. I’m about twelve or thirteen, and I guess I’m thinking about whatever kinds of things you do think about at that

  age, when I hear this sort of humming noise, real quiet at first, so I’m not sure whether I can really hear it, but getting louder by degrees. I can’t figure out what this noise might

  be: it don’t sound like any machine I know about, and besides, where would it be coming from? We’re too far away from the next homestead to be able to hear our neighbours.




  Whatever it is, I know I don’t like it – it frightens me somehow, and I start to hum to myself, trying to block it out.




  That works, for a while: I can’t tell now whether the humming sound is coming from inside my head or outside of me. But it’s getting louder. And then I notice something else:

  it’s getting darker. There’s a giant shadow moving across the ground, coming up behind me. I turn round and see that the whole sky is filled with a silver cloud that’s moving

  toward me – coming lower – as if it’s aiming straight for me, and as it gets closer I see it ain’t a cloud at all: it’s a swarm of grasshoppers.




  As they come nearer to the ground they thin out a little: some land on the tree by the house, most go straight for the vegetable patch, but others settle all over me.




  I don’t know what to do. I have to own that seen from the outside, I look awful comical, standing still, hands held out to my sides, staring at this heaving mass of insects all over my

  body. And they just keep on coming – hitting me, hitting the house, with a dull, leathery sound. There’s a groaning, and slowly a whole branch of the old tree topples to the ground,

  broken off under the weight of the creatures. Then I hear a shout and turn back toward the house, my uninvited guests moving with me. Ma is standing in the doorway, hollering something, all the

  while flapping her apron, trying to keep the insects away. But the noise they’re making’s too much: I can’t hear her. All I know is they’re terrible heavy and I don’t

  think I can stay standing for much longer. I sink to my knees and fall face downward on the earth.




  From time to time I half wake up and see Ma bending over me, trying to get me to drink water or sip some broth. Then I slip back into the darkness. I remember how Ma said I was like that for

  three whole days – which was the longest ever.




  ‘And it was just as well I was there to haul you inside, else you might have ended up a pile of bones, fit for nothing but makin’ fertilizer. Look what they done to you!’ She

  grabs hold of my wrists and I see they’re all bandaged up with grey strips of cloth. Those grasshoppers were so darn hungry they’d chewed me as well as the vegetable patch.




  

     

  




  MA LEAVES HOME
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  We lost our entire wheat crop to those grasshoppers. Things were so bad the Government even offered us hardship money, but I guess by

  then Ma had had enough of farming, enough of me.




  The next thing I see is me, rubbing the sleep from my eyes as I come down the ladder from the loft, to find Ma sitting at the table with two bags in front of her and her best bonnet on. I sit

  down across from her and begin to pick a hole in the corner of one of the bags. It’s made of thick, woven material – like a rug – and I play with the frayed ends, rubbing them

  between my fingers.




  ‘You going somewhere, Ma?’




  I try to sound as though it’s the most natural question in the world. I know the answer, though, before she speaks.




  ‘I am, son. Now, I don’t want you to start fretting; I’ve seen to it that you’ll be all right. I’ve got you work at the Reillys’ farm to start you off.

  I’m going back to Independence to see if I can’t find me some work there. Maybe you’ll be able to join me later, and perhaps some day we’ll go back east, but I can’t

  manage this place no more, Willie, and you ain’t fit to. We’s neither of us cut out for this life, it’s too hard.




  ‘Neighbour Gustafson thought he was doing us a favour, but in a way he was just dragging things out, like your poor Pa with Jane. If he’d killed her quick he’d still be here,

  but he stayed his hand and look what happened. I don’t want to see that happen to me, nor to you.




  ‘There’s things you could do, Willie, I’m sure of it. You’ve just gotta find out what they might be. If you was stronger it’d be simple – you could work the

  land, or be a cowhand, but what with being . . . the way you are, and having your difficulty with cows, it’s too hard.’




  I just keep on looking at the frayed material between my fingers. I don’t know what to say. What can I say? When you get down to it, she’s right: she never wanted to come out

  west and I ain’t suited to running a farm. I could ask her to take me with her but I know that ain’t what she wants. It’s me she wants to get away from, not just the farm. She

  wants to start again, make a new life, and how could she do that with a freak like me along? The best thing I can do for Ma is to let go without a fight.




  I make my way slowly back up the stairs and put my clothes into a bag. I don’t have much, and most of it has been darned so often by Ma there’s more patches and yarn than anything

  else. I drag my hand along the wall as I leave, feeling the rough wood, getting splinters in my fingertips – something to take with me, I guess. I climb slowly into the cart and Ma drives me

  off toward the Reillys’ homestead. We don’t say a word to each other; we just shut up the house and leave it. Ma says that Mr Reilly will try and sell it for us, if anyone wants it, and

  he’ll take the livestock himself.




  There ain’t enough time to say goodbye – but there ain’t nothing much to say goodbye to, just the sky and the dirt and a little house made of wood that will soon rot down to

  nothing if no one comes to live in it when we’re gone.




  I look back as Ma drives us away and try to fix it in my mind, but it’s hard to feel much. I’ve never really thought about living anywhere else; it’s the only home I’ve

  ever known, it’s been my world, and already it looks so small and empty.




  It comes back to me, watching my fourteen-year-old self moving away in that cart – that longing to feel something, knowing that something important was happening, but not knowing enough to

  understand it.




  I’m soon distracted, though, as we pass the old Gustafson house and I see a woman sitting at the window. We must be the only people she’s seen passing that day, but she makes no sign

  she knows we’re there. She just sits with her long pale hair hanging down over her face, rocking slowly backward and forward. I have no idea what might be going on inside her head, and the

  sight of her spooks me. I glance at Ma, who surely must have seen her too, but she keeps her eyes looking ahead of her, like she’s daring me to say anything, so I stay quiet.




  I keep wishing this memory would hurry up and be done, but it seems it’s the bad parts of my life, the ones I especially don’t want to see, that go by the slowest.




  

     

  




  THE REILLYS
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  I’ve fallen into a fit after seeing the woman in the window, and Ma stops the horse before we get in sight of the Reillys’

  house, and shakes me till I wake. I ain’t sure how much they know about the way I am, and I understand I must make an effort if they’re to keep me on, so I try real hard to look like a

  smart and useful kind of boy. It’s awful awkward, though, ’cause I can see how the Reillys are trying to act like I’m some sort of long-lost son they’re pleased to have

  back, when they can’t stop their eyes showing what they truly feel.




  Ma stays just long enough to drink a little coffee, and when she stands up I don’t know what to do. What I want to do is run to her and hug her and bury my face in her skirt and beg her to

  stay, but the only times I can recall Ma touching me are when she brushed my hair – and she was always quite rough at that – so all I do is stretch out my hand. She takes hold of it,

  pressing on the splinters in my fingers, and though I can feel her staring at me, I can’t look at her – I’m too scared of what might happen. If I have a fit right there on the

  floor the Reillys would be sure to change their minds about taking me on.




  So I keep my eyes downcast and think about all the hours I’ve spent peeling those potatoes, until Ma lets go and I hear the cart moving off and I know she’s gone.




  When I dare raise my eyes again I catch the tail end of a look that’s passing between Mr and Mrs Reilly, like they’re asking each other what they’ve done. Then Mrs Reilly

  smiles and says, ‘I guess you must be hungry, Wilbur?’




  Over the days that followed I found Ma and Pa Reilly kind enough, but their children weren’t sure what to make of me. Jimmy – who I guess was about nine or ten

  – kept giving me sly glances, and I reckoned I’d get a hard time off of him iffen he ever had the chance. The baby paid me no heed, since I never fed her, and Suzie kept hiding behind

  her mother’s skirts like she was real shy with strangers. Nattie, though (the eldest girl, who wore a green ribbon in her red hair), was smiling every time I took a peek at her, until I

  figured she must be getting a sore jaw from grinning all the time, just in case I might look her way. I guess she thought she’d found a new friend – Jimmy made it mighty plain that he

  thought girls were stupid. I didn’t mind, I’d talk to anyone who took the trouble to spend time talking to me – and at school that had mostly been the girls who felt sorry about

  me.




  After we’d had supper on that first day, Nattie said she’d show me around. Their house was bigger than Ma’s, with fresh tar-paper chinking to cover all the

  gaps between the logs and keep the wind out. You could tell there was a man about to do all the chores Ma and me hadn’t found so easy. The upstairs was curtained off with sheets, so everyone

  had a part that was like their own room. Nattie showed me her things: she had a real pretty hairbrush with a back to it that was all pink and shiny, and a doll with a china face and curly yellow

  hair. I’d never seen such a thing, only ever having had one sister, and her dead before I was born. Nattie said that her doll was called Eliza, and that when Suzie was old enough to play

  carefully she’d give it her, as dolls were too babyish for her now she was nearly twelve.




  She had three books all of her own: one storybook; one about good manners for young ladies; and one full of poems, that had patterns all in gold on the cover. She said I could borrow them to

  read if I wanted.




  ‘You can read, can’t you?’ she asked me with a serious face. ‘Because if you can’t I could always teach you. I was too little to teach Jimmy, and Suzie’s not

  ready yet, and I’d just love to have someone to practise teaching on, because one day I mean to teach school.’




  I see her now, through the silver water, with her hands clasped in front of her and her brown eyes shining as she says, ‘Just think of it, Wilbur, all those rows of eager little faces

  looking up at me, waiting for me to teach them how to read!’




  I figure to myself that Nattie must have been to quite a different school from the one I went to but I don’t say a thing. I’m almost sorry I can read, but I tell Nattie I

  could probably do with some improving – I nearly let slip that I missed quite a bit of my lessons because of my fits, but I bite my tongue just in time.




  Then Nattie says she wants to introduce me to all the animals, so we go to the stable to check on the horses, collect a couple of eggs from the chicken coop, scratch the old sow on her filthy

  back – and then Nattie shades her eyes and points.




  ‘And over there’s the cattle.’




  My legs feel like they’re buckling under me. Nattie frowns, then takes hold of my arm and tries to lead me over to the cow pasture. I don’t want her or any of her family to know

  I’m afraid of cattle, and I’m real scared of having a fit if I get any closer. Nattie’s pulling on my arm, but I feel like I’ve grown roots, I can’t move.




  ‘What’s the matter, Wilbur, don’t you like cows?’




  What can I tell her? I take a deep breath and let Nattie lead me on. I know that breathing deep can help me stay awake, so I keep at it as we edge nearer and nearer to those darn beasts.




  As we get closer one raises its head and looks straight at me with those big blank eyes. What’re you afraid of? I ask myself. It’s a cow, is all. They don’t bite.

  But a little voice in my skull answers back,




  But they trampled your Grandpa to death and shot your Daddy.




  I can feel the cold sweat trickling down my neck. I lick the salt from my upper lip.




  ‘This is Freckle,’ Nattie’s saying, just like she’s introducing an old friend at a dance. ‘She’s a real good milker, aren’t you, sweetheart?’




  She’s patting the cow’s brown-and-white flank like it’s the most natural thing in the world, and I know she’s expecting me to do the same. I shuffle forward like my feet

  are in shackles, and hold my hand above that damp brown muzzle as though it’s the mouth of a ’gator. The cow breathes out a heavy breath – I feel the warm air from its nostrils

  – and I pull my hand back again.




  ‘Oh, Wilbur, don’t be such a girl!’




  I daren’t look at Nattie. I make a real effort and force my hand down until it touches the cow’s nose.




  ‘There, girl. There’s a good Freckle.’




  My voice comes out kind of squeaky, so I lower it a bit and it goes too deep. I try to glance at Nattie without her noticing, but she’s looking at me and trying not to laugh.




  ‘Don’t you like animals, Wilbur? For if you don’t you’re not going to be much use on a farm, are you?’




  ‘It’s just cows, Nattie, honest. Please don’t tell your Pa. If I try hard I might be able to beat it, and he needn’t ever know.’




  ‘What did cows ever do to you, Wilbur McCrum, to make you so scared of them?’




  It comes out all in a rush: ‘They killed my Pa and my Grandpa, and they almost killed me, too, once, when I was a baby in a crib, and you won’t tell anyone, will you, Nattie –

  promise?’




  Just then Ma Reilly calls for us to come in.




  Nattie’s staring at me wide-eyed, not knowing what to make of all this.




  ‘Well . . . all right – I promise. But don’t you ever let on I knew about it, if things don’t work out, will you? And I want to hear the whole story about your Pa and

  your Grandpa.’




  ‘I promise too.’




  We spit on our palms and shake hands real hard, and as I follow Nattie back to the house, watching her skinny legs skipping through the dirt, I feel lighter in my heart than I can ever remember

  feeling before. I’ve touched a cow and it didn’t do a thing to me, and I’ve told someone my secret.




  

     

  




  COWS AGAIN
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  For the next couple of weeks I managed well enough. They gave me all the chores to do that they figured I couldn’t mess up: I

  helped Ma Reilly around the house with cleaning and baking and suchlike – things that would normally be girls’ work – and outside I collected the eggs, tended the vegetable patch

  and swept the stables. As these were jobs I used to do for Ma I knew where I was at. I noticed that Ma and Pa Reilly weren’t watching me as close as they were in the beginning, and Pa Reilly

  even took me hunting with him – though I wasn’t allowed to hold his gun, just carry the ducks he killed for dinner.




  I was starting to feel quite at home with the Reillys, almost like one of the family. In a way it was better than when I was with Ma, because there were other children to talk to – well,

  there was Nattie, anyhow.




  Of course it was going to have to come to an end sooner or later, and it wasn’t long before Pa Reilly announced one morning as he was cleaning his gun that I must take the cows out to

  pasture. Out the corner of my eye I could see Nattie looking at me. As I went toward the door my feet dragged like my boots were made of lead. A little way from the house I heard someone following

  me. I turned round. I knew it’d be Nattie.




  ‘Wilbur.’




  I hear her watery whisper as she gets level with me.




  ‘Wilbur, you can do this. They’re just dumb animals, Wilbur. How can you believe they mean you harm? All they think about is getting fed and watered and finding shelter from the

  storm. The Lord made mankind in His image to rule over the beasts of the field – not the other way around.’




  She puts her hand on my arm.




  ‘Don’t be scared, Wilbur.’




  Just then her mother calls her name, and she looks back toward the house. She turns to me again and says, ‘I have to go, but I’ll come back and see you after school.’




  I walk as far as the barn door and lean against it, and suddenly I’m inside the wood, looking at myself as a boy, smelling the sap, feeling the despair. I – he – thinks

  he’s going to be sick any minute. The sweat oozes out of my face and hands. In that moment I feel completely hopeless. What kind of man will I make iffen I can’t take a few harmless

  beasts out to pasture? I stand up straight and clench my fists tight over the cattle goad.




  I lift the bar and open the door. It’s dark in there, but light floods in through the doorway and finds its way through chinks in the roof. The cows stand blinking at me. Their smell hits

  me like a slap in the face.




  ‘Come on, girls! Come on out!’ I try to sound like I mean it, like Pa Reilly sounds when he herds the cattle.




  I’m amazed when they walk out the door in an orderly fashion. Hungry, I suppose, and thirsty for some fresh air after being cooped up in their musty barn. They find their own way, all I

  have to do is follow them to pasture.




  After a while of walking along behind those stupid swaying rumps I begin to relax some – I even begin to whistle. Maybe they’re not so bad, after all. Nattie was right, they’re

  just dumb beasts, and I’ve nothing to fear from them. As long as I don’t look in those eyes I figure I’ll be all right, I’ll manage . . .




  When I wake I can tell from the way the sun has moved over that it’s well after noon. I sit up quick – there’s not a single cow to be seen. I look all around: where in

  tarnation are they? Then a terrible thought comes to me. I turn to the field behind the barn. There they all are, and there the haystacks are, the haystacks that were meant to last all winter

  – leastways, that’s where they were this morning; now there’s a field of loose hay being trampled and eaten by excited cattle. I guess they couldn’t believe their luck.

  Maybe that’s why they’d been so biddable earlier – they knew all they had to do was bide their time until they could give me the slip.




  Course I go running toward them, waving my cattle goad and hollering, and of course I run straight into a big black-and-white cow coming in the other direction, nostrils flared, eyes wide with

  excitement.




  Next thing I know I’m being dragged backward through the dust, and I can hear Nattie’s voice.




  ‘Oh, Pa! He’s not dead is he, Pa?’ and Pa Reilly saying, ‘No, I don’t believe he’s even hurt; he’s having some kind of fit, is all.




  ‘It’s not him you should be fretting over, anyway, it’s that ruined hay. I don’t know how we’re going to manage through the winter now.’




  When we get near the well he stops hauling me. I hear the sound of a bucket being winched up, and suddenly I’m hit in the face by an icy flood of water. I sit up, spitting.




  ‘So you’re awake, are you? And what have you got to say for yourself, boy?’




  I look up at him, shaking, water streaming down my face and into my mouth as I open it.




  ‘Sorry, Mr Reilly.’




  

     

  




  I RUN AWAY AND A WOLF CAN’T BE BOTHERED TO KILL ME
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  We jerk forward again, and there I am, lying wide awake in the little bed I have to share with Jimmy. I can hear his breathing, smell

  his hair, and I’m listening to Ma and Pa Reilly talking.




  ‘It’s not his fault, Jim. He can’t help being the way he is.’




  ‘Maybe not, but we took him in because he was supposed to help on the farm. We wouldn’t have done it iffen we’d known he weren’t right. We can’t afford to have an

  imbecile living here with us, eating our food and not able to do nothing useful in return.’




  ‘But his mother asked us to take him in.’




  ‘I reckon we was the ones taken in. Did you know he was like that? I always thought he was a sorry-looking boy, a weakling, but I never suspicioned he was like that.’




  ‘But, Jim, you took his mother’s livestock in exchange for boarding him.’




  ‘Well, I wouldn’t have done it iffen I’d’ve known. That woman deceived us. And what kind of work is she fixing to get that means she can’t have her own son living

  with her, anyway?’




  ‘Jim!’




  ‘Well, what’s a man to think? First her husband dies in mighty suspicious circumstances, then Neighbour Gustafson passes too. Now she’s abandoned her useless son with the only

  people she could find stupid enough to take him!’




  ‘Jim! That is not a Christian way to talk!’




  ‘At least I go to church – when was the last time you saw the Widow McCrum in there on a Sunday?’




  ‘Well, maybe she has her reasons. Now that we know about Wilbur . . .’




  I feel just like a stone is forming inside of me, hard and cold. I know that whatever Ma Reilly says I’ll have to go. I won’t be able to suffer Pa Reilly’s black looks, and my

  fits would only get worse. It was hard enough feeling like I was a burden to Ma, but at least she’s my kin. I can’t be a burden to the Reillys, too.




  I wait in the darkness until the house is quiet, and then I pack my bag and steal out the door. I’d like to say goodbye to Nattie, or even just take a last look at her while she’s

  sleeping, but I can’t risk it. I’d probably have a fit and wake her, and iffen she woke she’d beg me not to go, and the noise would rouse her parents.




  As I close the door carefully behind me the cold air snatches my breath. There’s a whole bunch of stars up there, but it takes a while for my eyes to grow accustomed to the dark. I

  ain’t sure how far we are from town, and I don’t know which direction I should be headed in, but I start walking.




  I’m not used to being up so late, and I’m getting wearier and wearier. I know I should really sleep for a while, but I’m scared – I ain’t never slept out in the

  open before, and I don’t know what manner of beasts might be around.
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