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    The Badlands




    I still see her, our Liz, sitting on a plank, dangling over that well. She held on to the rope that hung from the pulley, her bare feet pressed together so tight that the points on her ankle bones were nearly white. She was six. She had on her brother’s castoff pants and earlier, when I’d given them to her, she’d asked if wearing pants made her a boy. I’d told her we’d wait and see, and that had made her giggle.




    The plank Liz sat on swayed and twisted in a wind that blew stinging grit. Her bandana covered her nose and mouth. The rope around her waist was knotted to the one that held the plank. Isaac, my husband, called it a harness. He said it’d keep her from falling off.




    ‘We’re right here,’ I said to her. ‘Daddy’s got you.’




    She looked at me, her coppery face frozen up with fear. The wind gusted, and Liz flinched, her eyes slits. Isaac and our oldest girl, Mary, stood side by side as they gripped the well handle. They dug in their legs and pushed the handle up.




    The rope jerked. Liz dropped a handful of inches. She sucked in some air and then let out a sharp, piercing cry.




    My knees buckled, but I steadied myself against the well. ‘You’re our brave girl,’ I called as she sank into it, her eyes closed.




    The sunlight caught the top of her head. Her brown braids tied up with scrap rags went rusty red. Her shoulders shook. She made a gurgling sound and then she was gone.




    I wasn’t one for calling on Jesus and asking for favors. But that day I did. Merciful Jesus. Sweet merciful Jesus. Be in this well with my child.




    Isaac and Mary held on to the well handle, turning it, keeping it steady as their neck and arm muscles bunched and shook. John, our ten-year-old son, did what I couldn’t bring myself to do. He leaned over the top of the well and watched Liz. Above him, hanging on a second pulley – a makeshift one that Isaac had put up that morning – was a bucket. Four others were on the ground by the base of the well.




    I coughed and spit out some dust. I tightened the knot in the back of my hair kerchief and then pulled my bandana back up to cover my mouth and nose. I’d pushed it down earlier; I wanted Liz to have a good look at my face. I didn’t want her thinking her mama was hiding behind a ragged piece of cloth.




    Hold her hand, sweet Jesus. Hold her tight.




    Yesterday the water pump by the house blew nothing but air. Later, Isaac tried the well at the barn. The bucket came up empty but the bottom was wet. When I saw Isaac knotting a plank to the well rope, my blood ran cold.




    ‘Not that,’ I told him. ‘Not that.’




    ‘Have to,’ he said.




    ‘But the White River’s still running. Can’t you—’




    ‘It’s down to a trickle.’




    I looked at him.




    ‘Liz,’ he said as if I had asked.




    ‘Lord.’




    ‘She’ll be all right.’




    ‘You could drop her.’




    ‘I won’t.’




    ‘Don’t do this thing.’




    Muscles pulled around his mouth. ‘I have to.’




    ‘No,’ I said, ‘no,’ but there was nothing behind my words and Isaac knew it.




    ‘At ease,’ he said to Mary now, their hands still gripping the well handle. The rope was played out; Liz was at the bottom. Mary let go of the handle and shook out her hands and shoulders. She ran her palms down the sides of her skirt. She was almost thirteen and tall for her age. She took after Isaac that way, but like me, she was dark. When Isaac had told her that he couldn’t turn the handle without her, her back straightened and her chin went high. Isaac could do that to a person. He could give a person the worst chore and make that person feel honored to be chosen. I’ve had fourteen years to try to understand this about Isaac, about how he made this happen. This was what I’d come up with. It was because his eyes admired you for bearing up, and when he looked at you that way, there was nothing finer. And there was this too about Isaac. He didn’t shy away from any chore. He knew what had to be done, and he did it.




    Being Isaac’s wife, I knew this better than anybody.




    ‘Send the bucket,’ Isaac told John. ‘Slow. Call down, tell her it’s coming.’




    John did and then, his cracked lips tight, began turning the makeshift handle. The wind tossed the bucket sending it in circles. The metal cup inside the bucket clinked from side to side.




    In the well, the rope holding Liz hung taut, turning some. Isaac, though I guessed that he didn’t need to, kept his hands on the handle. Off in the north pasturelands a dust devil whirled and skipped, picking up stray clumps of tumbleweed. Cows, knotted up by the barbwire fence, flattened their ears as the funnel blew past them. I watched all this but it was our Liz I saw in the darkness ladling water into the bucket cup by cup.




    The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.




    But I did. It was my greed, my pride, my love of my wood house that drove us to do this. And land, that was part of this too. Land was everything to Isaac. Isaac. I was willing to do anything he wanted. Anything.




    He maketh me to lie down in green pastures.




    The dust devil buckled like a bed sheet on a clothesline, gathered itself, and made for the house. It blew up onto the roofless front porch and then petered out, tumbleweeds sticking to the windows and the door.




    He leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul.




    Tears burned the backs of my eyes. The South Dakota Badlands wore everything down, even children. But I had my wood house. Just two years old and already it was scraped raw. Sprouts of prairie grass grew on the roof where the tin plates shifted and dirt had blown in. Dust sifted through the edges of the glass windows and the door, and no matter how many times in a day I swept, I couldn’t keep the grit out. Now there was this tumbleweed mashed up against our house making it look shabby like nobody lived there.




    He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake.




    Sweat ran from Isaac’s hair even though his hands were loose on the well handle. Dripping circles darkened the front of his shirt. It was so hot I was sure I felt the hard earth cracking under my feet. My mouth was swelled up as if I’d been eating grit. The cottonwood tree over by the dried-out wash swayed, most of its leaves already gone. My hand went to the back of my neck knowing the ache that must be pinching Liz’s arms and shoulders as she scooped water.




    Lord Jesus, have mercy. Lord Jesus, have pity.




    A low-slung cloud, flat on the bottom and puffed at the top, slid under the sun. Its shadow spread out on the ground darkening the house, the barn, and the well. The coolness brought by the shadow set my heart pounding even faster. It’d been over two months since it’d rained; we were long past due. I waited, hoping, knowing I was foolish to expect anything from this cloud. It passed on, opening up again the hard-edged glare of the sun.




    ‘Dad-dy,’ a faint voice called.




    ‘Pull it up,’ Isaac said to John. ‘Help him, Mary. Keep it steady.’




    When the bucket was up, I willed the shaking out of my hands. I undid the knot and then tied the rope to the second bucket. John sent it down to his sister.




    I let Rounder, our cattle dog, have a gulp before pushing him away. John said, ‘What about me? Don’t I get some?’




    ‘No,’ Isaac said. ‘Not yet.’




    Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of—




    I turned away from the well and looked up at our house.




    It had been the winter of 1915 when Isaac figured it was time to build us a wood house. For twelve years I kept house and before it was all over, I birthed seven children – Isaac Two and Baby Henry were laid out in the cemetery – in a four-room dugout. Its walls were nothing but squares of sod. The ceilings sagged. The floors were dirt. Summers, grass grew on the inside walls and I’d take a match and burn the shoots to keep the prairie from staking a claim on the inside of our home.




    Most folks in the Badlands that stayed longer than three years built themselves wood houses. These houses weren’t grand, far from it. Most of the houses were low to the ground and not all that much bigger than a dugout. But Isaac held off for twelve years not wanting to spend money on lumber. I imagined that gave folks around here something to talk about. But likely they talked anyway. We were the only Negroes in these parts.




    I will fear no evil for thou art with me.




    The second bucket came up out of the well, and John sent the third one down. That morning he had begged to go down in the well. He was the boy, he’d said to Isaac. No, Isaac said. You’re too big, son. I can’t hold you. And the rope might break.




    Mary came over and stood beside me. She took my hand.




    Thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.




    It had taken me and Isaac all spring, summer, fall and part of the winter to build our wood house. We did it between tending to the wheat crop, the garden, and seeing to the cattle. When time allowed, Al McKee and Ned Walker, neighbor men, came by to help. That July, Emma was born. It was an easy birth, not like some of the others. Four days later I was back helping Isaac. I held the lumber steady as he sawed and hammered our house into place. Mary and John handed nails and held tools for us. We tied Liz and Alise to the cottonwood so they wouldn’t wander off and get hurt somehow. When baby Emma fussed long and hard, I sat under the cottonwood and gave her my breast. Sitting in the shade with my children, I watched Isaac and the other men, if they were there. It made me lift my chin. Our house was rising up at a place where once there had only been a rolling stretch of prairie grasses.




    The fourth bucket came up and the fifth one went down. Dusty wind flapped our shirts, skirts, and pants making hollow flat sounds. I pressed my bandana close to my mouth. Grit vexed my eyes, but I wanted it to. I deserved far worse for doing this to Liz.




    ‘Air,’ I said to Isaac. ‘Is there enough down there?’




    ‘She’s all right.’




    It had to stink down there. Anything that deep in the ground always did.




    Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies.




    When we were building our wood house, there was nothing better than the smell of the fresh-cut lumber. Isaac had gone all the way into the Black Hills figuring lumber prices were better there than in Rapid City. I’d never smelled anything finer than that wood. Growing up in Louisiana, my family lived in the shack where my father had been born a slave. That shack lost its wood smell years back. When we moved to Chicago, there was nothing to smell but the sooty stink of the slaughterhouses. But our Black Hills wood was filled with a raw crispness that made a person think about the goodness of the earth. I used to put my nose right up to that lumber and fill my lungs with its smell.




    Thou anointest my head with oil.




    The fifth bucket came up. It wasn’t even half full. ‘No more,’ I said to Isaac. ‘Please. No more.’




    ‘All right,’ Isaac said.




    Bearing down, him and Mary pushed the handle up, fighting to keep it steady when it turned down. Mary’s toes curled and gripped the earth. Isaac’s face glistened with sweat.




    Sweet Jesus, sweet Jesus, sweet Jesus.




    The top of Liz’s head showed, then her face – grayer than I had ever seen her – and finally the rest of her. There was a long jagged rip in her left sleeve, and the hem of her pants dripped water. Her knuckles were scraped raw, and one of her toes was bleeding. Her eyes were squinted shut against the sun, but that didn’t stop the tears.




    ‘Mama,’ she said, the plank turning in the wind.




    John and I reached out, caught the plank, and pulled Liz to us.




    My cup runneth over.




    I worked at the harness’s knot, my fingers all thumbs. When at last it came loose, me and John got her off the plank and onto the ground. Isaac and Mary let go of the handle, and it spun wildly as the plank dropped to the bottom making a cracking splash.




    Liz pressed her face into my swelled-up belly and cried. I let her. I wondered if she was thinking how she’d done this thing for us – for Mary, for John, and for her two little sisters latched in their bedroom. I wondered if she knew there was a baby inside of me needing that water, too. I wondered if she’d ever forgive us. I believed that she wouldn’t.




    Isaac and Mary slumped on the ground, their backs against the well, their legs out before them. Isaac glanced up at me, then looked away.




    ‘What?’ I said.




    He didn’t say anything. But I knew. He would do this again to Liz. We all would. Every day until the drought broke. Or until there was no water left to scoop.




    I closed my eyes for a moment wanting to put a stop to this, wanting to say, ‘Isaac. We’ve got to think of something better.’ But I had to save it for later. It wasn’t our way to talk over worries when the children were listening.




    I pulled out my handkerchief that I kept tucked in my dress sleeve. Liz blew her nose. When she was done, Isaac got to his feet and put out his arms to her. She ran to him, and he held her high.




    ‘You’re a DuPree, Liz,’ he said. ‘Through and through. You too, John and Mary.’




    Liz’s arms were tight around Isaac’s neck, her face pressed into his shoulder.




    ‘She’s bleeding,’ I said. Isaac put his hand around her toes, the blood smearing on his fingers. Then he put her down.




    ‘Let’s get you fixed up,’ I said to Liz. ‘Get you out of those wet things.’ I looked at Isaac. ‘How much is for us?’ I said.




    ‘Two buckets.’




    The rest was for the four horses, the milk cow, and the one hen still living. I said, ‘Mary, you bring up one, John, get the other.’ And then, I’m sorry to say, my voice turned hard. ‘And don’t you spill a drop, you hear me, young man?’




    ‘Yes, ma’am.’ John licked his lips, and looked at the buckets, the question showing on his face.




    I glanced at Isaac. He shook his head but said, ‘One finger. Stick one finger in and lick it. That’ll hold you till supper.’ Mary, John, and Liz each put a finger in one of the buckets and then their cheeks pulling, they sucked their fingers dry.




    ‘All right now,’ I said. ‘There’s dinner to get on.’ What there was of it, I thought. I took Liz’s hand; she gripped it tight. I looked at Isaac but he was heading off to the corral carrying two of the buckets. There the horses stood near the railing, their nostrils quivering like they knew water was coming.




    ‘Come on,’ I said to the children and we began the climb up the rise to our wood house, Mary and John with the buckets, Liz holding on to me while Isaac went the other way.
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    Liz




    It was later that day when Isaac came into the kitchen; he’d been out in the east pasture. His shirt, wet with sweat, stuck to his back. The heat had worked on my nerves, making my skin prickle and my feet swell up. I was peevish with the children. They kept asking for water and for something to eat. I told them to sit down, quit all that whining, supper was coming in due time. Then I swatted Emma’s bottom. She was two, and I was in no mood for her fussiness.




    Putting Liz in the well was wrong. I should have stopped Isaac from doing it, I should have stood up to him. But I hadn’t, and that shamed me. The only time I’d ever stood up to him was before we were married. Now, when I believed he was wrong, when Liz needed me to stand my ground, I had forgotten how.




    Isaac came into the kitchen and hung his wide-brimmed hat on a peg. My shame kept me from looking at him. ‘Six more dead,’ he told me, his voice low. I gave him a rag to wipe the white dust from his face and hands. The children were just a step away, lined up on the benches along the table, napkins tucked into their collars. I had scared them into being quiet. They were peeking at me and Isaac, listening. ‘Pneumonia,’ Isaac said.




    I’d lost track of how many cows that made altogether. ‘Sixty-seven,’ he said, like he had read my mind.




    The first time we lost a cow to a sickness, I figured we’d butcher it and make steaks. It’d see us through for a good long time. But Isaac wouldn’t do it; he’d heard of people dying that way. He didn’t trust the meat, and I always went along with him. Today, though, I wasn’t so sure. Today, I would have been willing to chance it. The thought of steaks made my mouth water.




    Breathing deep, Isaac looked into the iron pot simmering on the cookstove. There wasn’t much to look at, just stringy meat from the scrawny red-and-brown hen the children had called Miss Bossy up until then. That and a few brown-edged shreds of cabbage.




    Isaac wiped his forehead with the rag, then looked into the pitcher. ‘Jerseybell’s not giving much milk.’




    I stirred the stew, scraping the bottom of the pot where it was sticking some. ‘I know it,’ I said.




    ‘Still have a fair amount of tobacco saved,’ he said. ‘Al McKee might be willing to swap for a can of milk.’ Still stirring, I nodded to show I was listening. There was only one short row of tinned cans on the cupboard shelf that hung off to the side of the cookstove. Isaac picked up one of the tins – pears, I thought it was. He ran his finger around the rim as he looked at the shelf. I hoped Isaac was seeing how bad things were in the kitchen, I hoped he was working out a plan that was bigger than a can of milk. He put the tin back. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘I’ll go to town, see about getting in supplies.’




    I’d been waiting to hear those words for a week. I said, ‘I’ll get a list together.’




    ‘I’m not going to Interior,’ Isaac said. ‘Last time Johnston’s prices were sky high. Hard times is no excuse to gouge honest people. I’d rather go to Scenic. Prices can’t be any worse there.’




    That meant he’d be gone overnight, but I’d get by. The baby was probably two weeks off, give or take a day or so. But even if the baby was just a few days away, I wouldn’t have stopped him, not with supplies running out and five children to feed. I tied rags on the pot’s handles and said, ‘You’ll go tomorrow?’




    ‘First thing.’




    ‘I’ll cut your hair after supper then.’ I tried not to think about all the money it would take to buy supplies. I carried the pot of stew to the head of the table where the children were quiet, still smarting, I figured, from my sharp tongue.




    ‘Now come on and eat,’ I said to Isaac.




    He gave his neck one more wipe with the rag as he looked at the children. Then all at once, he pulled in a deep breath, put his shoulders back and his head up. He clicked his heels together and snapped a salute to me.




    ‘Troops, supper’s being served. Bow your heads.’




    They all giggled. Except for Liz.




    It was still full light when supper was over, but most always you could count on the day’s work easing up after the dishes were washed and put up on the cupboard shelf. Out on the porch, Alise and Emma played on the floor with their rag dolls. Liz was there, too, but she wasn’t playing. She just sat, her head down, her knees drawn up under her chin. Nearby, Isaac was on the kitchen stool he had carried out. I put a cloth around his broad shoulders and began combing his hair, working out the grit and knots. Usually, I took pleasure in cutting his hair, it wasn’t anything like mine. His was wavy and brown and only his sideburns showed white. Mine was just the other way: springy, tight, and black with gray showing up in too many places. But tonight I couldn’t stop looking over at Liz. It was wrong what we’d done.




    Isaac said, ‘Up there on the barn roof, over on the east corner. Looks like a few shingles are working loose. The wind catches them wrong and they’ll be gone. I’ll fix them as soon as I get back.’




    ‘Always something,’ I said, working the scissors around one of his ears, but in my mind I was seeing Liz tied to the plank, the wind blowing her over the open well. We needed the water but that didn’t make it right. Still, we did it and there was no going back.




    ‘Rachel,’ Isaac said. ‘You all right?’




    Put your mind to your work, I told myself. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It’s the light, it’s hard to see.’




    I worked at the back of his neck. Mary took the girls – Liz, Alise, and Emma – to the outhouse and when they got back, Mary went off to the barn to tend to the milk cow. Caring for Jerseybell was her favorite chore. Mary had been two when Isaac got Jerseybell. She liked the cow right off and when she got bigger, Isaac told her the cow was hers to care for. Mary took that to heart. She was the one what did the milking and she was the one what fed and watered Jerseybell. When Jerseybell’s stall needed cleaning, Mary did that, too.




    I blew the cut hair off of Isaac’s neck and shook out the cloth I’d put around his shoulders. I gathered up the comb and scissors and took the girls inside. Liz and four-year-old Alise unhooked each other’s dresses, stepped out of them, and hung them up on the wall pegs. I undressed Emma, but I couldn’t keep from watching Liz. Her eyes were too wide, giving her a startled look. She was afraid to close them, I realized all at once. The well had made her scared of the dark.




    I stood the girls in a row and dusted the grit from their hands and faces with a dry rag. They sat on the edge of their low bed and stuck out their legs so I could get to the bottoms of their calloused feet. That done, they stood and put their arms straight up. I pulled their white nightdresses down over their heads; they wrestled their arms through the openings.




    In bed, the three little girls laid flat on their backs, Emma in the middle. Liz and Alise each had a leg over her to keep her in place. It was hot, but that was how they did, summer and winter. Most usually it made me smile, but that night I didn’t have a smile in me. Liz’s eyes were flat like she couldn’t see.




    ‘Mama?’ Alise said.




    ‘What?’




    ‘Our story.’




    ‘Oh,’ I said. It had slipped my mind. I could hardly think straight for worrying about Liz.




    I lit a kerosene lamp and got the book of fairy tales from the parlor. I admired the feel of a book. The cover on this one was worn, Isaac’s mother sent it when our first son, Isaac Two, was born. That was eleven years this past February. I opened the book and held it to each girl’s nose. I always believed that smelling the pages of a book took a person into the story.




    ‘Go on. Say it,’ I said, figuring this would do Liz some good.




    Alise and Emma wiggled a little, grinning with excitement. ‘Fee, fie, foe, fum, I smell the blood of an Englishman,’ Alise sang with Emma a word or two behind her. Liz didn’t, though. She kept her mouth pressed.




    Alise turned her head on the pillow. ‘What’s the matter, Liz?’




    Liz stuck out her bottom lip.




    I shuffled through the book, page after page of make-believe about kings wanting sons, poor men seeking gold, and beautiful young women waiting to be rescued by princes.




    ‘Honey,’ I said, looking at Liz, ‘you got a story you’d like to hear?’




    She shook her head but said, ‘Rapunzel.’




    I found the story and held the book as close to the lamp as I could. My reading eyes were fading on me. Isaac used a magnifying glass to read by, but I couldn’t bring myself to use it. I already felt like an old woman. I’d rather guess at the words. I knew the stories well enough to do that.




    Squinting some, I read. The girls listened as if the story might be different this time or as if they had never heard of Rapunzel, the girl with the long fine hair like spun gold that lived locked in a tower pining for her handsome prince.




    ‘Prayers,’ I said when the story ended, and together we thanked Jesus for looking after us and keeping us safe. ‘Sleep tight,’ I told them and kissed each one on the cheek. I picked up the lamp.




    ‘Mama?’ Liz said.




    I turned back.




    ‘Mama, there was a snake. In the well.’




    Alise and Emma looked at Liz, then looked at me. I put the lamp on the dresser and felt Liz’s forehead. I said to her, ‘You aren’t scared of snakes, are you? You’ve never been before.’




    Liz gripped my hand. ‘It was in the well and it came at me.’




    ‘Did it hurt you, honey?’




    ‘It tried to. I kicked it and it hissed me.’




    Alise and Emma sucked in their cheeks.




    I said, ‘But you got it?’




    Liz shook her head. ‘It went behind a rock but I saw its eyes. They were red. It’s waiting to get me, Mama.’




    Emma’s face screwed up. I put my fingertips on her lips and patted them, hoping to keep her from crying. ‘A red-eyed snake, why, that’s the best kind,’ I said. ‘That’s a good snake, just surprised to see you, Liz, that’s all. Not used to seeing a child in the well. Probably just curious.’




    Liz puckered her forehead. She wanted to believe me, I thought, but was finding it hard to do.




    ‘A friendly snake?’ Alise said.




    ‘Like a bull snake,’ I said. ‘Now go on to sleep.’




    I pried Liz’s hand from mine and kissed the back of it. I wanted to take away her fear. I did. But that wasn’t how it worked. She had to carry it all by herself. Like we all had to. But looking at her in her bed, I knew I had to stop that fear from getting bigger.




    I said, ‘Think about Rapunzel with all that yellow hair.’




    Liz nodded.




    ‘I’ll leave the lamp.’




    Isaac was outside on the porch in his rocking chair. His pencil was behind his ear and his accounts book was on the plank flooring by his left-hand side. Like always in the evening, he’d been recording the day. It was his way to keep a constant tally on the cattle, the weather, and any money spent and any money earned. I wondered if he had made mention of Liz in the well. I wondered if he recorded that I didn’t like it, and that it took Mary to help him. I figured I’d never know. The book was Isaac’s. It wasn’t mine to read.




    The wind had settled into a breeze, and we didn’t need our bandanas. I sat down beside him in the other rocker and put my mending basket on the planked floor. Isaac put his head back to study the sky. When we built the house, I had hoped for a porch with a roof but we ran out of wood. ‘Next year,’ Isaac had said at the time. Over my knees, I flattened the shirt that Liz had worn and studied the rip wanting to set it right.




    Liz was a lot like Isaac. She could take on a shine like something funny had just crossed her mind, and like Isaac, she could take the most everyday thing and turn it into a story worth hearing. But she didn’t look the least bit like him even though she was almost as light as him. Like me, she was little-boned and short.




    Squinting, I jabbed the thread at the needle’s eye a few times.




    Isaac said, ‘Look there.’ He pointed northward across a stretch of prairie land that swelled up into small hills and dipped into easy valleys. Just past was a craggy string of sandstone buttes. Their stony points were stark against the softening sky. I knotted the thread and poked the needle back into the pincushion. The biggest butte, the one close to the middle of the range, was called Grindstone Butte. The western sun had caught it just right – it shimmered like a storybook castle of gold with handfuls of diamonds tossed here and there.




    ‘Still something, isn’t it?’ Isaac said.




    I pushed together the sides of the tear in the shirt and pinned it with my straight pins. The baby gave a little kick; I shifted some in my chair. I said, ‘What we did today was bad.’




    ‘I didn’t take any pleasure in it either.’




    ‘Liz is scared.’




    ‘She’s all right.’




    ‘She’s gone all quiet, her eyes have a bad look.’




    ‘She’ll be all right.’




    ‘We can’t do it to her again. We can’t.’




    ‘Damn it. What do you want me to do?’




    ‘I—’




    ‘Snap my fingers? Do some kind of rain dance? Is that what you have in mind?’




    I winced. ‘No.’




    ‘Lose the horses? Jerseybell? Let the children go without?’




    My resolve crumbled.




    ‘What then?’




    ‘I don’t know.’ I stared off at the Grindstone without really seeing it. Years back I had learned this. Isaac was smart, he knew what to do. Then there was this. A man and his wife fell apart when they fought. Even when they didn’t see eye-to-eye, they had to put their shoulders together and push in the same direction. Folks who didn’t, didn’t stand a chance. Not in the Badlands.




    ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘You’re doing what you have to, I know that. Just wish there was another way.’




    He didn’t say anything. He sat in his rocker, stiff and unmoving as he stared off to where the sun was meeting up with the horizon. Grindstone and the other buttes were orange by then and their long shadows darkened the pastureland. The dried stocks of prairie grasses swished in the breeze. Far off, cattle bellowed their hunger and thirst. It was a sound I had come to hate, it was the kind of sound that made my chest tighten, it was the kind of sound that made me want to put my hands over my ears.




    Isaac stood up, put two fingers in his mouth, and whistled.




    ‘Coming,’ John called back. His voice was far away, he must be behind the barn. Then Mary called back too, sounding just as far off. I wanted Isaac to say something to me, I wanted him to say he forgave me for questioning his judgment. But he didn’t say it, he just stared off, watching Mary and John climb the rise, Rounder lagging behind as he nosed through the grass.




    Mary and John were halfway up the rise by then, the dried-out grasses crackling under their feet. Strangers might say that Mary and John didn’t look to be related – the girl so dark and the boy a mild shade of brown. But the dimples on their left cheeks were the same; all our children carried that gift. It came from me.




    ‘Nothing,’ John said when he got closer. Like every night, he’d been checking his rabbit traps.




    ‘Maybe tomorrow,’ Isaac said.




    ‘Daddy,’ Mary said, ‘Jerseybell’s puny. She’s got the runs.’




    ‘I know it.’




    Mary and John stepped back, the sudden sharpness in Isaac’s voice surprising them. ‘Now go on to bed,’ he said to them, ‘and stop worrying me about that cow.’




    ‘Five pages, Mary,’ I said to ease the hurt showing in their eyes. ‘No more. And just two sips of water. Sips. Understand, both of you?’




    ‘Yes, ma’am.’




    After they went inside, Isaac leaned forward in his rocker, his arms on his legs. He crossed his wrists and let his hands dangle over the sides of his knees. There was a small tear in the knee of his left pant leg. That was one more thing that needed fixing. I’d do it after Isaac went to bed. I folded my mending and closed my sewing basket. I wished he’d say something – anything. From the corner of my eye, I saw him studying the country spread out all around us. He looked tired, the lines around his eyes deep. A wash of tenderness came over me. It was hard on a man when his family had to go without. I wished I could reach out and smooth his worries away.




    Until this summer, we had had good luck. Our wheat was suited to the Badlands, and we didn’t have much trouble with grasshoppers. Isaac had an eye for buying cattle that bred easily and stood the winters. Our first spring there, he bought a threshing machine from a homesteader what was selling out. Isaac rented it to other ranchers, and in two years, it paid for itself. As for me, I knew a little something about gardening. On Saturdays, before we had so many children, we got up in the dark and took our produce, eggs too, into Interior and sold them to homesteaders on their way west to Wyoming. There were times we were so worn out we were asleep before dark. But we had twenty-five hundred acres to show for all the work.




    ‘There’s all kinds of ways to earn respect,’ Isaac was given to saying. ‘Owning land’s one of them. A man can’t ever have too much. Especially if that man’s black.’




    Maybe that was true. I wasn’t always so sure although for the most part, folks around here treated us fair. But there was no denying that Isaac was proud of the ranch. I was, too. The first time, though, when I saw where our homestead was, it scared me.




    ‘Where’s everybody?’ I asked Isaac that day fourteen years ago when he stopped the wagon in the middle of nothing, jumped down, and said we were home.




    He turned in a big circle, taking it all in. ‘The Walkers are that way,’ he said, pointing east. ‘And Carl Janik is just beyond those buttes.’




    I stared until my eyes blurred. There wasn’t the first house, barn, or person. There were only knee-high prairie grasses, buttes too steep to climb, and canyons that split open the earth.




    It was so big. All that land and sky, all that openness; there was no end to any of it. It made me feel small, it gave me a bad feeling. I didn’t belong; this place called for bigger things than me. If for one second I lost sight of Isaac, I’d be alone and lost in this country that didn’t have any edges. I said to him, ‘Will we be all right here?’




    ‘I told you this wasn’t anything like Chicago.’




    ‘I know you did, but this . . .’ I couldn’t find the right words to say what I meant.




    ‘Don’t worry about it. The Indians were put down years back,’ and that gave me something new to be scared about. The first year I kept a close watch, always expecting half-naked men to rise out of the grasses, streaks of red paint on their faces, scalping knives in hand. I had heard about Indians when I was growing up, and I had paid close attention when Isaac talked about his army days at Fort Robinson, Nebraska. But I never told Isaac I was scared. I even kept still when I saw my first Indians – a flinty-eyed sneaky squaw with her little boy. I’d never wanted to give Isaac any reason to question my grit. I didn’t want him sending me back to Chicago.




    Years later, the Badlands was still big. Big in its dryness. Big in its need to turn everything to dust.




    Through the open door I heard Mary reading Swiss Family Robinson to John. It was his favorite book, Isaac’s mother had sent it when he was born. It occurred to me that we weren’t so different from those Robinson people shipwrecked on an island. Like them, there was nobody but us to pull us through. It called for hard work and determination. But money would be a help. Things would be easier if all our money hadn’t gone for Ned Walker’s land. Isaac had bought it this past spring when the drought was just a small worry. It was an opportunity, he had told me then. Just like it had been when he bought the Peterson ranch seven years ago and then Carl Janik’s land a few years later.




    Off in the distance, the buttes turned dusky, their edges fading in the twilight. I wanted to make things right with Isaac, I wanted to get rid of the uneasy silence that sat between us. ‘Tomorrow,’ I said, ‘I appreciate you going to town. I know you wanted to move the cattle.’




    He leaned back in his rocker. ‘I’ll move them as soon as I get back. John and Mary’ll help.’




    I eased back, too. The sharpness was gone from Isaac’s voice. He was like that. His words could cut the meat off of a person’s bones but just as quick, he could forgive and forget.




    Above us, the darkening sky was wide and open, stretching further than a person could see. There was a half-moon; it was low. Below it and a little off to the side, a star bigger than all the others shined bright.




    ‘Wouldn’t surprise me,’ Isaac said, ‘if the train’s bringing water in for folks. I’ve heard that they did that before, a few years before we got here.’




    I waited, my hands on top of my swelled-up belly.




    ‘While I’m in town I’ll ask around, see if there’s any.’




    Relieved, I blew out some air.




    ‘Still have to water the horses in the morning. Can’t risk losing them.’




    I tensed.




    ‘I’ll be gone more than a day. The children have to have water, you do too.’




    Liz, I thought.




    Isaac laid his hand on the arm of my rocker. ‘I’ll get us through this, Rachel. I always have.’




    ‘I know that.’ I sank back into my rocker. I had let Liz down.




    I couldn’t sleep that night from the worry of it all. I dreaded morning when we’d put Liz back in the well. In the dark, I laid on my side in our narrow, low-slung bed, Isaac’s back pressed up against mine. His breath came out in short puffs as he slept. I imagined Liz’s eyes staring at me. My mind skipped from that to worrying about money, about how we didn’t have any. I worried about all the cattle that were dying, and I worried about the price worn-out cattle would get at market next month. I worried about the coming winter, and I worried about the baby what was just a few weeks off. Then I got to worrying about water and that turned my mouth even drier. I thought about having a long drink of cool water and that set the baby off, pushing on me. I got up and went outside.




    I liked to think my feet had eyes, they were that good about getting me around in the star-bright darkness. They carried me over the rocky ground and around the empty prairie-dog holes that were deep enough to snap an ankle if you stepped just a little bit wrong.




    I went in the outhouse. There, I did what I’d been doing for the past two weeks. I unbuttoned the top half of my nightdress. I put my hands to my bosom and like before, a chill caught a hold of me. There wasn’t enough swelling; I was going to have trouble feeding this baby.




    I stroked my belly for a moment, then fixed my nightdress.




    I left the outhouse and for some reason I couldn’t explain, I turned the other way and went down the rise to the well by the barn. From the way the moonlight hit it, the well looked to be shining. The wood-slatted cover was over the opening. The plank, tied to the pulley rope, swung back and forth in the breeze. I put my hand to it to stop it.




    Folks in Chicago had running water in their houses.




    And just like that, I was homesick. That quick, my chest started aching. I missed how me and Mama and Sue, my sister, used to sew together on Sunday afternoons, talking over the past week. I missed Johnny, my brother, and how we used to do our lessons together at the kitchen table. I missed how Dad came for me at the boarding house where I worked and how he walked me home at the end of each day.




    I put my hand back up on the plank hanging over the well. In Chicago, open crates showing off crisp shiny apples filled market windows. I gave the plank a hard push. In Chicago, men delivered bottles of milk to people’s back stoops. I caught the twirling plank. In Chicago, I had a job; I had a little money in my purse. In Chicago, Isaac’s mother had money. Has money. My hand tightened its hold on the plank, my pulse hurried.




    I pictured Mrs DuPree, squatty shaped and her mouth always turned down. She owned three boarding houses. I pictured the boarders and all the money they handed her week after week. Me and Isaac wouldn’t ask for much, just a little. It’d be for the children – Mrs DuPree’s only grandchildren. We’d pay her back. It’d been years. Maybe she was a changed woman, maybe she had softened some. Maybe she had forgiven us.




    I gave a short laugh. Isaac would never ask his mother for money. He’d eat dirt before he’d stoop to begging.




    I gripped the plank and gave it a hard push. This time it went spinning so high that it whacked the pulley. It was a gratifying noise. It was so gratifying that I did it again.
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    Mrs DuPree




    Isaac’s mother, Mrs Elizabeth DuPree, owner of the DuPree Boarding House for Negro Men in Chicago, had standards. She took only the men what worked the day shift at the slaughterhouses. She said they were a better class than the ones what worked nights. No drinking, no swearing, no women visitors in the rooms – those were a few of Mrs DuPree’s rules.




    ‘My responsibility is to do my part in advancing the respectability of hard-working Negroes,’ she told the men when she collected the rent every Saturday. ‘We’ve got to be as good, even a little better, than white folks if we’re ever going to get ahead.’




    That was how Mrs DuPree talked.




    The men listened to her, showing their respect by nodding when Mrs DuPree fixed them a sharp look. What they said, though, when she wasn’t around, was that they stayed on, paid the extra dollar on the week and put up with her fancy standards all because of the fine meals I cooked. Not that Mrs DuPree would admit to that. She was forever pointing out that her boarding house was the cleanest in the city. Her house was quality; it was on the far edge of the stockyard district. Quality and cleanliness – that was why her rooms were full. No one said different. The bedclothes were changed every other Monday, and the outhouse shined like a new Indian-head penny. But it was the food the men admired out loud.




    Six days a week for nearly eight years, I cooked at Mrs DuPree’s. Every morning, long before dawn, I let myself in the back door, put on a fresh apron, and fired up the coal cookstove. I was at home in that kitchen with its canisters of flour and sugar on the shelf, the coffee grinder bolted to the edge of the wooden counter, and the icebox by the cellar door. In that kitchen that wasn’t really mine at all, I baked rows and rows of buttery biscuits. My bacon was crisp, and I fried the eggs until the edges curled up and browned just a tad. That was how the men liked them. I perked the coffee deep and strong. After breakfast, I sent the men off to the slaughterhouses with ham sandwiches wrapped in waxed paper. When the dishes were washed, I baked my pies, sometimes butterscotch cream, other times apple or cherry, depending on the season. On Saturdays the men counted on me to make a cake, maybe gingerbread or chocolate or sometimes a white cake.




    ‘What’s for dinner, Miss Reeves?’ the men asked me most every morning. ‘Fried chicken or maybe pork? Roast beef?’




    ‘That sounds good,’ I liked to say, teasing. I wasn’t going to tell them, and they knew it. Those men hated their work at the slaughterhouses. They deserved one good surprise in a day’s time.




    Early evenings, the men showed up in the alley behind the boarding house, their shoulders bent and their heads down. They had washed at the slaughterhouses and left their overalls and boots stiff with blood there. But being of a particular nature, Mrs DuPree made them wash with soap at the backyard pump before coming inside. I watched them from the kitchen window. In the winter these washings were hurried, the men shaking in the icy wind. In the summer, though, the men scrubbed their hands, faces, and necks hard, doing their best to rid themselves of the animal grease that worked its way into their skin. But even the best scrubbing couldn’t clean spirits worn down by the butchering of screaming animals.




    I liked to think my dinners perked up the men some. They sat elbow to elbow on the two benches along the dining table and joshed, bragging about having the dirtiest jobs or about having the meanest bosses. This went on until I served their pie. Those men loved pie, but for some reason it changed their talk. Maybe it was because pie made them think about their people back home. Maybe it took them back to when they were boys and how they watched their mamas roll the crust. I didn’t know. But when I served pie, the men’s voices got deeper and the joshing quieted down.




    One of these days, the men said after licking their forks clean, they’d quit their stinking jobs and go back home, cash in their pockets. Looking back, they said, thinking about it now, they weren’t sure why they ever left. If someone had told them what it was like in the slaughterhouses, they would have stayed put.




    It was the money that brought them to the city, that’s what it was. But who could save money in a place like Chicago where nothing was free? Back home, now that was a different story. Neighbors were friendly, bosses were fair, and the girls were the prettiest in the world. Home, the men said, stretching the word long. Home. Someday, they’d go on back home.




    I listened to the men while I scrubbed dried-up crusty pans in the kitchen. This dining-room talk was nothing new. I had been working for Mrs DuPree since I was seventeen.




    When the coffeepot was empty and their plates scraped clean, most of the men went upstairs. Some of them played cards in their rooms or wrote letters home. Others moseyed into the kitchen. I’d come to expect this from the ones what didn’t have wives or sweethearts waiting for them in some far-off place like Louisiana or Alabama.




    At first, Mrs DuPree didn’t allow the men in the kitchen, but by the time I was twenty-five, she pretended not to notice. Likely she thought I was an old maid and that the men looked at me as nothing more than an older sister. But maybe there was a spot of kindness buried somewhere in her heart. She had a son of her own far away from home. Maybe she understood that a man needed to lean against a kitchen wall. Watching a woman tidy up was good for easing homesickness.
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