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  WALTER LANGDON hadn’t walked out to check the fence along the creek for a couple of months – now that the cows were

  up by the barn for easier milking in the winter, he’d been putting off fence-mending – so he hadn’t seen the pair of owls nesting in the big elm. The tree was half dead; every so

  often Walter thought of cutting it for firewood, but he would have to get help taking it down, because it must be eighty feet tall or more and four feet in diameter. And it wouldn’t be the

  best firewood, hardly worth the trouble. Right then, he saw one of the owls fly out of a big cavity maybe ten to twelve feet up, either a big female or a very big male – at any rate, the

  biggest horned owl Walter had ever seen – and he paused and stood for a minute, still in the afternoon breeze, listening, but there was nothing. He saw why in a moment. The owl floated out

  for maybe twenty yards, dropped toward the snowy pasture. Then came a high screaming, and the owl rose again, this time with a full-grown rabbit in its talons, writhing, going limp, probably

  deadened by fear. Walter shook himself.




  His gaze followed the owl upward, along the southern horizon, beyond the fence line and the tiny creek, past the road. Other than the big elm and two smaller ones, nothing broke the view –

  vast snow faded into vast cloud cover. He could just see the weather vane and the tip of the cupola on Harold Gruber’s barn, more than half a mile to the south. The enormous owl gave the

  whole scene focus, and woke him up. A rabbit, even a screaming rabbit? That was one less rabbit after his oat plants this spring. The world was full of rabbits, not so full of owls, especially owls

  like this one, huge and silent. After a minute or two, the owl wheeled around and headed back to the tree. Although it wasn’t yet dusk, the light was not very strong, so Walter couldn’t

  be sure he saw the feathery horns of another owl peeking out of the cavity in the trunk of the elm, but maybe he did. He would think that he did. He had forgotten why he came out here.




  Twenty-five, he was. Twenty-five tomorrow. Some years the snow had melted for his birthday, but not this year, and so it had been a long winter full of cows. For the last two years, he’d

  had five milkers, but this year he was up to ten. He hadn’t understood how much extra work that would be, even with Ragnar to help, and Ragnar didn’t have any affinity for cows. Ragnar

  was the reason he had more cows – he needed some source of income to pay Ragnar – but the cows avoided Ragnar, and he had to do all the extra milking himself. And, of course, the price

  of milk would be down. His father said it would be: it was two years since the war, and the Europeans were back on their feet – or at least back on their feet enough so that the price of milk

  was down.




  Walter walked away from this depressing thought. The funny thing was that when he told his father that he broke even this year, expecting his father to shake his head again and tell him he was

  crazy to buy the farm when land prices were so high, his father had patted him on the back and congratulated him. Did breaking even include paying interest on the debt? Walter nodded. ‘Good

  year, then,’ said his father. His father had 320 acres, all paid for, a four-bedroom house, a big barn with hay stacked to the roof, and Walter could have gone on living there, even with

  Rosanna, even with the baby, especially now, with Howard taken by the influenza and the house so empty, but his father would have walked into his room day and night without knocking, bursting with

  another thing that Walter had to know or do or remember or finish. His father was strict, and liked things just so – he even oversaw Walter’s mother’s cooking, and always had.

  Rosanna hadn’t complained about living with his parents – it was all Walter wanting his own place, all Walter looking at the little farmhouse (you could practically see through the

  walls, they were so thin), all Walter walking the fields and thinking that bottomland made up for the house, and the fields were rectangular – no difficult plowing or strange, wasted angles.

  It was all Walter, and so he had no one to blame but himself for this sense of panic that he was trying to walk away from on the day before his birthday. Did he know a single fellow his age with a

  farm of his own? Not one, at least not around here.




  When you looked at Rosanna, you didn’t think she’d been raised on a farm, had farms all through her background, even in Germany. She was blonde, but slender and perfectly graceful,

  and when she praised the baby’s beauty, she did so without seeming to realize that it reproduced her own. Walter had seen that in some lines of cows – the calves looked stamped out by a

  cookie cutter, and even the way they turned their heads or kicked their hind feet into the air was the same as last year’s calf and the one before that. Walter’s family was a bastard

  mix, as his grandfather would say – Langdons, but with some of those longheaded ones from the Borders, with red hair, and then some of those dark-haired Irish from Wexford that were supposed

  to trace back to the sailors from the Spanish Armada, and some tall balding ones who always needed glasses from around Glasgow. His mother’s side leavened all of these with her Wessex

  ancestry (‘The Chicks and the Cheeks,’ she’d always said), but you couldn’t tell that Walter’s relatives were related the way you could with Rosanna’s. Even so,

  of all Rosanna’s aunts and uncles and cousins, the Augsbergers and the Vogels, Rosanna was the most beautiful, and that was why he had set his heart upon winning her when he came home from

  the war and finally really noticed her, though she went to the Catholic church. The Langdon and Vogel farms weren’t far apart – no more than a mile – but even in a small town like

  Denby, no one had much to say to folks who went to other churches and, it must be said, spoke different languages at home.




  Oh, Rosanna, just twenty, but with the self-possessed grace of a mature woman! He could see her profile as he approached the house in the dusk, outlined by the lamplight behind her. She was

  looking for him. Just in the tilt of her head, he could see that she had some project in mind. And of course he would say yes to her. After all, no fledgling had it easy, farmer or crow.

  Hadn’t he known since he was a boy the way the fledglings had to fall out of the nest and walk about, cheeping and crying, until they grew out their feathers and learned to fly on their own?

  Their helpless parents flew above them, and maybe dropped them a bit of food, but flying or succumbing belonged to them alone. Walter put his foot on the first step of the porch, and felt his

  customary sense of invigoration at this thought. On the porch, he stamped two or three times, and then slipped out of his boots. When the door opened, Rosanna drew him in, and then slipped her arms

  inside his unbuttoned jacket.




  



  On the front porch, sitting up (he had just learned to sit up) on a folded blanket, Frank Langdon, aged five months, was playing with a spoon. He was holding it in his right

  hand by the tarnished silver bowl, and when he brought it toward his face, his eyes would cross, which made Rosanna, his mother, laugh as she shelled peas. Now that he was sitting, he could also

  drop the spoon, and then, very carefully, pick it up again. Before learning to sit, he had enjoyed lying on his back and waving the spoon in the air, but if he dropped the spoon, it was gone. This

  was no longer the case. One of the qualities Rosanna attributed to little Frank was persistence. If he was playing with the spoon, then it was the spoon he wanted to play with. If he dropped the

  spoon, and she happened to give him a sock doll (the sock doll that her sister, Eloise, had sewn just for Frank), Frank would fuss until she gave him the spoon. Now, sitting up, he put the spoon

  down and picked it up and put it down and picked it up. Although he much preferred the spoon to the doll, Rosanna always told Eloise and her mother how much Frank liked the doll. Eloise was now

  knitting him a wool hat. It was her first knitting project; she expected to have it done before October. Rosanna reached into the basket of pea pods and took the last handful. She didn’t mind

  shelling peas.




  Frank was a good baby, hardly ever fussy, which, according to Rosanna’s mother, was a characteristic of all her side of the family. Speaking of peas, Rosanna and her sister and four

  brothers were just like peas in a pod for being good babies, and here was Frank, another of the same breed, blond, beautiful, and easy, plenty of flesh but not a bit of fat, active but not fussy,

  went right down every night and only got up once, regular as sunrise, then down again for another two hours while Rosanna made breakfast for Walter and the hired man. Could she ask for a better

  baby?




  Rosanna finished shelling peas and set the bowl on the blanket, then knelt in front of Frank and said, ‘What a boy! What a darling boy! Are you a darling boy?’ And she kissed him on

  the forehead, because her mother had impressed on her that you never, never kissed a baby on the lips. She laid her hand gently on the top of his head.




  Frank still had his grip on the spoon, but his mother’s face transfixed him. As it loomed closer and then retreated, his gaze followed it, and as she smiled, he smiled, and then laughed,

  and then he waved his arms, which resulted in the spoon’s being thrown across the blanket – a first! He saw it fly and he saw it land, and his head turned slightly so he could watch

  it.




  Rosanna laughed, because on his face was a bonafide look of surprise, very advanced, as far as Rosanna was concerned (though she would have to admit that she had never paid one iota of attention

  to her brothers and sister, except when they were in her way or in her charge – no one ever said that she enjoyed watching them or had a flair for it). Now Frank’s body tilted forward,

  and all of a sudden he fell over on his side, cushioned by the blanket. Being Frank, he didn’t cry. Rosanna sat him up again and handed him the spoon; then she stood up, thinking that she

  could hurry into the house and set the bread loaves, which should have completed their second rising by now, into the hot oven and be back out in a minute or two. Nothing could happen in a minute

  or two.




  Spoon in hand, Frank saw and heard his mother’s dress swish around her legs as she went inside, and then the screen door slapped shut. After a moment, Frank returned his attention to the

  spoon, which he was now gripping by the handle, bowl upward. He smacked it on the blanket, and though it was bright against the darkness of the blanket, it made no noise, so he brought it again to

  his face. It got bigger and brighter and bigger and brighter – this was the confusing part – and then he felt something, not in his hand, but on his face, a pressure and then a pain.

  The spoon jumped away from him, and there was noise – his own noise. His arm waved, and the spoon flew again. Now the spoon was small and didn’t look like a spoon. Frank looked at it

  for a very long time, and then he looked around the blanket for something that was within reach. The only thing was a nice clean potato, into which Mama had cut two eyes, a nose, and a mouth. Frank

  was not terribly interested in the potato, but it was nearby, so his hand fell upon it, gripped it, and brought it to his mouth. He tasted the potato. It tasted different from the spoon.




  More interesting was the sudden appearance of the cat, orange, long, and just his, Frank’s, size. Frank let the potato drop as he looked at the cat, and then the cat was sniffing his mouth

  and smoothing its whiskers across Frank’s cheek, squatting to inspect the potato, pressing himself into Frank until Frank fell over again. Moments later, when the door opened and flapped

  closed, the cat was crouched on the porch railing, purring, and Frank was lying on his back, staring at the ceiling of the porch and kicking his legs – left, right, left, right. Mama picked

  him up, then arced him through the air, and he found himself pressed into her shoulder, his ear and the side of his head warm against her neck. He saw the cat one last time as the porch spun around

  him, and beyond that the green-gold grass, and the pale horizontal line of the dirt road, and the two fields, one for oats, a thick undulating surface, and one for corn, a quiet grid of still

  squares (‘There’s a little breeze,’ thought Rosanna; ‘I’ll open the upstairs windows’), and around that, a different thing, empty, flat, and large, the thing

  that lay over all things.




  Frank understood the kitchen better now. He had a chair with a table of its own where he sat several times every day, and this seat was perfect for surveying this room where he

  was never allowed to crawl about. He had just learned to crawl. Almost always, two men entered the room while he was sitting there, Papa and Ragnar. Papa spoke to Mama, and Mama spoke back, and

  there were certain things they said that Frank felt he understood. Ragnar, however, babbled unintelligibly, and Frank could not understand him even when Mama or Papa was nodding. Nodding was good

  and was usually accompanied by smiling. Another thing Frank did not understand was that when he himself moved or made noise, there was pain where the noise should be. Pain and noise, both. Now Mama

  held out her hand. Frank held out his hand in just the same way, and Mama put something hard into it, which, since he was hungry, he brought to his mouth and bit into. When he did so, the pain and

  noise faded a little. Mama said, ‘Oh, poor boy. The top ones are always worse than the bottom ones.’ She slipped her finger under his upper lip and lifted it slightly. She said,

  ‘I think the left one was grown out, but you can hardly see the right one.’




  Papa said, ‘Late teethers always fuss more, Mama told me. Les and I got ours at four months.’




  Ragnar said, ‘Ja, ja, ja. Slik liten tenner!’




  Ragnar and Papa lifted their forks and began to eat. Frank had already tasted what they were eating, though from a spoon – mush, some chicken, green beans. Mama set her own plate on the

  table next to Frank’s seat and sat down. She used her fork to place a green bean on Frank’s tray. When he carefully put the tip of his finger on the slippery bean, Papa, Mama, and

  Ragnar laughed, though the bean didn’t strike him as funny.




  But it was no use. The pain enveloped him again, head to toe, and then the noise.




  Ragnar said, ‘Han nødvendig noe Akevitt.’




  Papa said, ‘Don’t have any of that poison, Ragnar.’




  The noise increased.




  Hands banged on the tray of Frank’s seat, and the bean and the crust of bread flew away.




  Mama said, ‘We have to do something. My mother says—’ But she looked at Papa and closed her mouth.




  ‘What?’ said Papa.




  ‘Well, Ragnar is right. A clean rag knotted and dipped in whiskey. He chews on it and it eases the pain.’




  The noise grew not louder, but more shrill, and came in little gusts. Frank kicked his feet.




  Papa cocked his head and said, ‘Try it, then.’




  Mama set down her fork and got up from the table. She went out of the room. Frank’s gaze followed her.




  For every time Frank looked at Papa, he looked at Mama five times or ten times, even when Papa and Mama were both in the room. It seemed perfectly natural to him. Papa was tall and loud. His

  mouth was large and his teeth were big. His hair stuck up and his nose stuck out. When Papa’s hands went around him, he felt trapped rather than cuddled. When Papa lifted him and put his face

  down to meet his, there was a distinct sharpness that made his nose twitch. When Papa touched him, he could feel the roughness of his fingertips and palms against the bare baby skin. Papa shrank

  him. And when Papa was close, Frank had discovered, there was more likely to be noise. Frank had nothing to do with it. It just happened. Now, in the long moment when Mama was gone, Frank looked

  away from Papa toward the window.




  ‘All right,’ said Mama, ‘I found it in the sideboard. But you’ve got to put some sugar in the knot or he won’t be able to stand the bitter taste.’ She reached

  for a cup on one of the shelves, and poured something into it. After that, she lifted the tray of Frank’s chair, all the while anchoring him with her hand, and then she took him in her arms

  and set him gently on her jiggling knee. The noise subsided considerably. But even so, she did put a thing in his mouth, first burning and then moist and sweet, and anyway something to suck upon.

  Papa said, ‘Ragnar, the English for that is “sugar tit”.’




  ‘Oh, Walter,’ exclaimed Mama. ‘For goodness’ sake.’




  Ragnar said, ‘Sukker smokk.’




  Mama said, ‘I am sure you are telling Ragnar all the best dirty English words while you are cleaning the hog pens.’




  Frank felt his mouth working, pulling the sweetness through the bitterness. Normally while sucking, he would be looking at Mama, the curve of her jaw and the fall of her blond hair half covering

  her ear, but now he stared at the ceiling. It was flat, and as he sucked, it seemed to lower itself onto him. The last thing he heard was ‘Did he fall asleep?’




  The jiggling continued.




  Now that he was crawling, Frank found that many doors were closed to him. Most of the time, in fact, he was confined to a space in the dining room that was nowhere near the

  woodstove in the front room, or the range in the kitchen. Many things were denied him that he once enjoyed, including the quotidian miracle of the flung spoon – he could have a spoon only

  when he was secure in his high chair in the kitchen (and he now had a strap to tie him in, since he felt no scruples about arching his back and sliding downward beneath the tray in his attempt to

  find the floor and take off). Things that he picked up, no matter how small, were removed from his grasp before he could give them the most cursory inspection, not to mention get them to his mouth.

  It seemed that he could never get anything to his mouth that he actually wanted to get there. Whatever he grabbed was immediately removed and a cracker was substituted, but he had explored all the

  features of crackers, and there was nothing more about them that he cared to find out.




  The only thing he had left was standing beside one of the cane-seated chairs in his confinement pen and banging on it with his hands, sometimes one, sometimes the other, sometimes alternately,

  sometimes together. The cane in the middle and the wood around it presented an interesting contrast. His fist smacked the wood and it hurt just a little, though not enough to matter. His fist

  smacked the cane and then bounced. He also laughed when he pushed the chair over, but that could backfire if he then fell down – his balance was improving, but he wasn’t walking yet.

  These were seductive feelings, but no substitute for everything else in the house – the staircase, the windows, the basket of firewood, the books that could be opened and closed and torn, the

  rocking chair that could be tipped over, the cat that could be chased (though not caught), the fringe of the rug that could be chewed. He couldn’t even go out onto the porch anymore –

  when that door flew open, a cold blast shot through it that made him gasp.




  Mama and Papa came and went. When he made noise (he now knew where the noise came from and how to make it whenever he wanted to – you opened your mouth and pressed the noise out and there

  were a variety of noises that produced a variety of effects upon Mama and Papa), she appeared from beyond one of the doors – the kitchen door – and she had a cloth in her hands. She

  said, ‘Frankie hungry? Poor boy. Two more minutes, baby.’ The door closed and she was gone. He pounded his fist on the cane-bottomed chair. The noise he made was ‘ma ma ma ma

  ma’. The kitchen door flew open. Rosanna said, ‘What did you say, Frankie?’ She stepped into his enclosure and came down to him. She said, ‘Say it again, baby. Say

  “mama”.’




  But he said something else, who knew what. It was just noise for now. When she stood up, he did another thing, which was to look up at her and raise both of his arms toward her. It had the

  desired effect: she said, ‘You are the most beautiful baby!’ And she picked him up, sat down on the cane-seated chair, then opened her dry, hard front to reveal the desired warm, soft

  object beneath. Frank settled himself into her lap.




  It was not the same as it had been, though. There had been a time when her lap was enough, the crook of her arm was enough, the breast itself and the lovely nipple were enough to envelop him in

  pleasure. Now he was half distracted even while enjoying himself. His gaze rolled around the room, taking in the top corners of the doors, the moldings, the pale light floating up from the windows,

  the design of the wallpaper, Mama’s face, and then around again, looking for something new. Mama absently stroked the top of his head. Her body relaxed and she slumped against the back of the

  chair. In the quiet of the room (quiet because Frank himself was making no noise), other sounds manifested themselves – the howl of the wind curling around the corners of the house, the

  clattering of ice against the house (muffled) and the windows (sharp). Sometimes the wind was so strong that the house itself creaked. Just then there was a loud cracking noise followed by a

  longer, higher sound. Mama sat up. She lifted Frank more toward her chin, said, ‘What was that?’ and stood. They went to a window.




  There was nothing more surprising than a window, and you could not get to them on your own. You might have looked out a window many times, and even though the window was right where it was the

  last time you looked through it, each time there was something different. Sometimes, there was nothing, only flat blackness, but this time there was only flat whiteness. And its smoothness was

  terrible – when Frank reached out and laid his hand on it, Mama cupped his hand in hers and brought it back to her chest. She said, ‘Oh, a big branch off the hickory tree. Right into

  the yard, too. It must be ten below out there, baby boy, or worse. That’s cold for this time of year. I hate to think what it’ll be like when winter actually gets here.’ Her

  shoulders shook. She said, ‘And more sleet! I hope your papa and Ragnar got all the cows in, I hope they did!’ She kissed him again, this time on the forehead. ‘Goodness me, what

  a life – and don’t tell him I said so!’




  They sat down again, this time on the other side of the confinement barrier, in the big chair, and Mama put him to the other breast, the one he preferred, the one with more milk. And then, the

  next time he knew where he was, he was in his cot on his back with a blanket up to his chin, and then he didn’t know where he was again.




  After the union suit, Mama smoothed the socks she had knitted over his feet, sat him up, and lowered the shirt over his head, carefully avoiding his nose and ears. She buttoned the shirt. Then

  she straightened his knees and pushed his feet through the legs of his pants. The toes of his right foot were bent upward, and he gave a squawk. She pulled down the pant leg and pointed his toes.

  Soon she was buttoning the trousers to the shirt.




  Frank felt strangely passive through all this. Once the pants were on, he went even more limp, so that she could barely slide him into his heavy, stiff snowsuit, first the legs again, and the

  suspenders, then, when she sat him up and he slumped forward, Papa said, ‘It’s going to take us an hour to get there, and it’s nearly five.’ Frank felt Mama’s grip

  tighten around his shoulders. It was impossible to get his arms down the sleeves of the snowsuit, and when she did, they could no longer bend. She put on his mittens, then situated his cap around

  his head and tied the itchy straps beneath his chin. She slipped on his shoes and tied them. He began to whimper.




  But they paid no attention to him. She folded the big flaps of the blanket he was lying on over his face and said, ‘Jake is hitched up and ready, right?’




  ‘He’s got his own blanket over his haunches, and the buggy is full of blankets.’




  ‘What’s Ragnar going to do for the evening?’




  ‘Stay right here. He’s got tomorrow off.’




  She put him, blinded by the blanket, into Papa’s arms and, probably, left the room. A moment later, that blast hit him, and he knew they were out the front door and onto the porch. He

  didn’t dare move, and he couldn’t move, anyway. Papa paused, then went down, then paused, then went down, then paused, then went down.




  ‘Oh,’ said Mama behind him. ‘Slippery.’




  ‘Ran out of salt.’




  ‘Be careful, then.’




  ‘You be careful. You’ve got the pie.’




  ‘I’m being careful. But there will be plenty of pie.’




  ‘Hope so.’




  ‘And Frankie’s birthday cake. My mother is making her angel food.’




  ‘Mmm,’ said Papa. Now he set Frank in the crook of his arm and gripped him tight around the ankle, and said, ‘Evening, Ragnar. I’ll put Jake away when we get back.’

  Then the door to the buggy opened, and Frank was out of the wind and in Mama’s lap again, but he still could not move his arms or his head. He could kick his legs a little. The constriction

  was strange, or maybe perplexing, in that it didn’t require him to make noise of any kind. He lay there and they went on, up and down and forward – he’d done this before and liked

  it – and he watched things pass on the other side of the pane, everything dark against dark, until he fell asleep.




  Now he was propped against Mama’s shoulder, looking at Papa as Mama stepped upward. He was still immobilized inside his suit, and hot now, his arms stuck out straight to either side and

  his head not nestled into her neck, the way he liked it, but sticking up. Papa looked down and said, ‘Steep steps. Could you hold the rail?’ And Mama said, ‘I’m okay now

  – the porch is clear.’ Papa’s face was bright, and then they went through, into a bright, loud place, and he was pulled away from Mama, who said, ‘What a night!’




  There was a person here who always said to him, ‘Here’s my darling! Give Granny a smile! That’s my boy. Smiles like my father, even without many teeth,’ and someone else

  said, ‘Your father didn’t have many more teeth than this baby, Mary!’ And then there was laughing, and he was kissed on the cheek, and Granny sat him on her lap and unwrapped him

  piece by piece.




  Now he was sitting up on Granny’s knee – she had her hands around him, and he was bending and bouncing and shouting, because all of the light and the smiles were so exciting that he

  could hardly contain himself.




  ‘One year old!’ said Granny. ‘Hard to believe.’




  ‘Just this time a year ago,’ said Papa, ‘I looked at Dr Gerritt and realized that he was drunk!’




  ‘Oh, Walter,’ said Mama.




  ‘Well, he was. But, you know, he was like a horse that’s used to plowing the same field year after year, just did what he knew to do, and everything was fine.’




  ‘That was a piece of luck, Walter,’ said Granny. ‘But what would we do without some luck after all?’




  One of the faces, one he’d never seen before, said, ‘My goodness, Mary, that is the most beautiful baby. Look at those big blue eyes! And already such hair. You don’t see that

  with blonds very often. My niece Lydia’s child is three, and her hair is still as fine as down.’




  Granny leaned forward to kiss, but she didn’t say anything. He walked toward some legs in overalls, and the legs stepped backward. He followed them. Some skirts swished around, too. When

  he sat down with a thump, hands grabbed him under his arms and stood him up. He headed toward a low table.




  Mama had now taken off her coat and carried her pie to the kitchen. She sat down on the sofa, just where he could see her, and said, ‘Really, he’s a New Year’s baby, not a New

  Year’s Eve baby. He wasn’t born until three a.m.’ He sidestepped around the table, understanding perfectly well that he was making his way toward her – Frank had no problem

  with mapping. ‘Dr Gerritt told me he came out and then went back in again. Must have been too cold for him. My boy!’ She touched his cheek with the back of her finger.




  A voice said, ‘You ask me, any winter baby is a miracle. My sister—’ but Mama picked him up as he came toward her and smothered him with hugs and kisses. Another voice said,

  ‘Spring fever makes winter babies,’ and Granny said, ‘Is that so? No one ever told me that.’ Everyone laughed again.




  It was a wonderful party. Faces leaned toward him and then retreated. Maybe he had never seen so many smiles. Smiles were good. In a rudimentary way, he grasped the concept of universal love. He

  was the only baby here. He was the only baby he had ever seen.




  Now the couch was full of gravelly-voiced stiff ones, like Papa. One of them said, ‘Karl Lutz lost two cows down that ravine he has there. Break in the fence, and two of them shorthorn

  heifers went through before anyone realized. Fell over the edge, I guess.’




  Papa made a noise; then one of the others made a noise. There was head shaking, not nodding. Frank turned around. He had to balance himself with his hand on that little table, but he did it. The

  women were softer and looked at him more. Right then, Frank generalized from what had been mere habit, and decided that looking at women was just more agreeable in every way than looking at men. He

  lifted his hand off the table and precipitated himself in the direction of the women. One of them had to catch him a few seconds later, as his body outran his feet, which were slowed by his awkward

  shoes. He fell into her arms. He had never seen her before.




  Granny called, ‘Supper!’ and all the skirts and legs straightened up and moved. Mama bent down and picked him up, seating him in the crook of her arm. He was glad to see her. He put

  his arm around her neck.




  There was no high chair at Granny’s, so he sat on Papa’s lap, sort of pinned between Mama and Papa. His chin rose just above the edge of the table, and he enjoyed looking around at

  the bright-colored and flashing dishes – he knew they were dishes of some sort, because there was food on them, and whenever he threw his plate off the tray of his high chair, Mama said,

  ‘Frankie, no! Don’t throw your dish. That was very naughty.’ However, sitting in Papa’s lap, he could not get his hands on a dish to save his life – Papa’s long

  arm was pinned around him, holding him away from the table. Mama put a green bean in his hand. He held it while she then put a spoon full of something to his lips. He hesitated, but then let it in.

  It was mush. He was hungry enough to take it.




  ‘Try the pork on him,’ said Granny. ‘I cooked it all day. He might like it.’




  Mama used the thing that was not her spoon or her fork, the thing he could never have, and pressed her plate over and over with it. Then she brought it to him on her spoon. It smelled so good

  that he opened his mouth, and in it went. ‘Down the hatch,’ said Papa, and Frank opened his mouth for more.




  ‘What’s in that?’ said Papa.




  ‘Just the usual. Some onions and a little fennel seed. Not much of that. Cooked forever.’




  Mama said, ‘He likes most things, I have to say. He took a bit of liver the other day. Made a face, but swallowed it.’




  ‘Never had a picky eater in our family,’ said Granny. ‘You yourself ate asparagus when you were eight months old. Never saw a child just take a stalk of asparagus and gobble it

  down like that. Slaw. Boiled cabbage. Everything.’




  ‘It’s the German in ’em,’ said a deep voice. ‘Ja, it is. I myself liked sauerkraut better than anything when I was a boy. The others were bellying up to the

  apple pie, and I would ask my mama for another spoonful of sauerkraut.’




  ‘Ah, well,’ said Granny, ‘what else was there to eat in those days? Got old pretty quick, you ask me.’




  All this time, Mama was giving him bits of things on the tip of her spoon, many different things, and he was a good boy. He recognized the applesauce and the sweet potato and the crust of bread.

  He took more of the pork and another green bean. The air was full of conversation, and many words he was already familiar with, though he had no idea what they meant – oats, corn, hogs,

  steers, barley, harvest, sale barn, threshing, crib, snow, freeze – as well as words that he did understand – sleet, cold, sunshine, spoon, aunt, uncle, no, good, bad, Frank, more, eat,

  thank you. His eyes roamed from face to face, and then Granny said a word, ‘Cake,’ and it went around the room – ‘Look at that cake!’ ‘Lovely cake, Mary!’

  ‘My favorite cake.’




  All the dishes were cleared from the table, and Papa set him right in the middle, but holding him all the time, and the faces made a noise together – not a bad noise, ‘Happy Birthday

  to You!’ – and then Mama took him back on her lap, and handed him something soft, and he tasted it, and then he ate it, but only because he was a good eater, and a good boy, and ready

  for anything. Then Mama took him away into a dark room, and nursed him, and, for goodness’ sake, they both fell asleep on the bed, her arm over him and his mouth around her nipple, because,

  although he wasn’t really hungry, his chances to partake of this pleasure had gotten fewer and fewer.
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  FIRST, ROSANNA HAD arranged it so that her sister, Eloise, would live with them, and it was all going to work out for the best,

  since they had a better school for her nearby. When she wasn’t in school, she could help with Frank, who was getting around the house at about a mile a minute. Then she made a plan with Mrs

  Frederick down the road to hatch some chickens in the old henhouse – she cleaned it out before telling Walter a thing about it – thirty to start. Rosanna had grown up raising chickens,

  and she missed them, and Eloise was used to chickens, and she and Walter both knew without saying a word that if all he did was break even for the year, then there had to be egg money. Walter, she

  knew, wasn’t fond of chickens – their mess got everywhere if you weren’t careful, and they could be underfoot – nor did he especially care for eggs, since he had eaten fried

  eggs every morning for his whole life because that’s what his father liked and his mother made. Well, chickens. Then there could be ducks and turkeys. And Eloise would sleep in with Frank,

  since Ragnar had the third bedroom. But Eloise was happy to come – one baby to take care of was preferable to three brothers. And none of them talkers – Eloise said days could go by

  without Gus, Kurt, or John saying a word. This was not true of Eloise, as Rosanna reflected when Eloise asked again – was it for the twentieth time? – ‘So little Frankie

  didn’t get baptized?’




  Rosanna was ironing and Eloise was folding. Frankie was down for his afternoon nap. Rosanna said, ‘Did you go to a baptism, Eloise? No, you didn’t. If we had had a baptism, then you

  would have gone, and there would have been a breakfast after, and there wasn’t. Why do you keep asking me?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  Rosanna took the shirt she was ironing off the ironing board, turned it over, and pressed the tip of the iron along the seam of the collar. It was not quite hot enough, so she took it over to

  the stove, set it down, and picked up the other one. Eloise said, ‘Do you think we’ll ever get electricity?’




  Rosanna didn’t say anything. She wasn’t particularly in favor of electricity, those wires running who knew where. She said, ‘Is Mama sending you little notes telling you to

  keep asking me about that baptism?’




  Eloise stared at her, then said, ‘No.’




  Then she said, ‘Not really.’




  Then she said, ‘But I know she’s worried. Cousin Josie’s boy got up one morning and was dead of cholera by the time he went to bed that night.’




  ‘No, he—’




  ‘And that boy who was in our school, he was just in first grade, the horses spooked and the wagon wheel went right over him.’




  ‘And Walter’s brother died when he was two and Walter never got over it, even though he wasn’t born yet.’ She handed the shirt to Eloise, who began doing up the buttons,

  and took another one out of the ironing basket. Rosanna liked ironing shirts – it was soothing – but she also didn’t mind pants and overalls and sheets and pillowcases. If doing

  laundry was a chore, ironing was its reward.




  ‘I don’t think you should laugh about it.’




  Rosanna spread a sleeve across the ironing board. ‘Well, I’m not, but they talk more about Lester than they do about Howard, who died in the influenza.’




  ‘He was a baby.’




  ‘He was older than Frankie.’




  ‘So there,’ said Eloise.




  Rosanna bit her lip, and didn’t say any more. Either she had talked herself into a corner, or Eloise had won the argument, she couldn’t quite tell which, but that was the way it was

  with Eloise. Even the teacher at school had said to Rosanna, ‘I had to tell her that she could only raise twenty objections in the morning and twenty in the afternoon. They tend to bring a

  halt to the educational process.’




  Rosanna began ironing the back of the shirt, and Eloise went into the kitchen to check on the bread. Of course that was why Rosanna was so careful with Frankie – more careful than Walter

  liked, and in some sense more careful than Walter knew. If you were a Catholic and you were baptized and you were a child who hadn’t had First Communion, then you were not damned to Hell if

  you died, you went to Limbo, and then, as far as Rosanna was concerned, because she couldn’t imagine any truly bad thing happening to one of God’s children, you moved on to Heaven and

  you were fine forever after. Methodists also believed in original sin and infant baptism, but there was a catch, and Rosanna had memorized it – there could be a parent or godparent, but it

  could not be her unbaptized self, and she could not therefore bring herself to allow the baptism. And so, without even discussing the matter, she and Walter were at an impasse with regard to

  Frankie.




  Why had this not come up at the wedding (a Methodist wedding)? Well, the answer was that Rosanna was headstrong, and had never cared much for religion, and had wanted to marry Walter and get out

  of the crowd that was her own family. She had assumed nothing else was important. It was only after marriage that you began to think about sin, and if one side of the family (all around, and full

  of opinions) believed one thing, and the other side (also in and out of the house) believed another, you had to pretend that all beliefs were equally silly and then live with the consequences.




  She handed the second shirt to Eloise, who said, ‘Why did you make six loaves?’




  ‘I said I would make three for Mama, because she’s sitting with Aunt Rose this week and doesn’t have time to make her own.’




  ‘Is Aunt Rose going to get well?’




  Rosanna looked at Eloise and put her hands on her hips, then said, ‘No,’ because if Eloise was going to ask so many questions then sometimes she had to get a straight answer,

  didn’t she?




  ‘Is she going to die?’




  ‘If she’s lucky, since she can hardly breathe and hasn’t left her bed for a year.’




  ‘Even to go to the bathroom?’




  ‘Eloise, I don’t know.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Goodness, Eloise, you sound about eight, and you’re fifteen.’




  ‘Oh.’




  ‘Aunt Rose is sixty-eight. She’s had a hard life, and her husband left her to go play baseball or something, down in Des Moines, and she never got over it, and that’s all I

  know. I’m sure Mama will have plenty to add the next time we see her.’




  ‘Can I take Frankie out? It’s not that cold. We can walk down the road and look for wildflowers.’




  Rosanna picked up the stack of folded clothes and set them in the laundry basket. They smelled starchy and fresh. She said, ‘That’s fine. I saw some bluebells when I was out there

  yesterday.’




  She turned toward the stairs. Now she could hear him calling her by name – ‘Mama! Mama!’ The very sound of his voice made her want to set down the laundry basket and run to

  him, but she maintained her dignity because Eloise was right behind her.




  Eloise was there at Thanksgiving, and she was looking at Frankie the very moment when he astounded the entire family by shouting, ‘One two three four five six sedno eight

  none tin!’ Her mother ran in from the kitchen, Rosanna threw up her hands, and even Rolf, who was leaning over his plate in what Eloise considered her brother’s usual thickheaded way,

  looked up and laughed. Opa said, ‘I’ll be!’ Frank became the family genius right there. Her mother remembered some aunt who could read at four, and also that Rosanna had said,

  ‘I’m very pleased to meet you, sir,’ to Father Berger when she was not yet two, without any coaching at all. But one to ten at not yet two – well, that was something.




  Eloise was less impressed. Now that she had been looking after little Frank for almost nine months, she knew he was far from perfect. The thing he was smart at was not taking no for an answer,

  but, thought Eloise, no one knew that, because no one ever said no to him other than herself. Rosanna said, ‘I don’t think so, darling,’ or ‘Maybe later, Frank,

  honey,’ and then Frank wheedled and nodded until Rosanna thought he was so cute that she gave him whatever he wanted, and then she told everyone what a happy and agreeable baby he was. When

  Eloise said no to him (‘No, I will not give you my spritz cookie,’ for example), Frank opened his mouth and screamed. Then Rosanna came running up the stairs and said, ‘Why is he

  screaming?’ and before Eloise had a chance to answer, she swept Frankie into her arms and said, ‘All right, baby. All right, Frankie, let’s go downstairs and let Eloise finish her

  studying.’ Of course, Frankie didn’t get the cookie, but he did get something better, Eloise thought, since Rosanna was still nursing him, just the way her mother and Aunt Helen had

  nursed every one of the children except Eloise (‘She weaned herself at nine months. I never will understand that child’) until the next one came along.




  Frank didn’t ask Walter for anything at all. He sometimes looked at Walter, and he laughed when Walter sat down on the floor and played with the jack-in-the-box and the drum. Or he rode on

  Walter’s shoulders or hung upside down over Walter’s arm and laughed, but Eloise could see that Frank was a little afraid of Walter, as who wouldn’t be, loud as Walter was.




  Every day, Frank attempted with Eloise what worked so well with Rosanna – talking. Just today, when Eloise picked Frank up from the puzzle he was looking at (and chewing on the pieces, not

  putting it together, where was the genius in that?) to put him in his bed for his nap, he had cried and reached for the puzzle, trying to get down. ‘Time for a nap,’ said Eloise.

  Rosanna was in the kitchen making her pumpkin pies, so there was no help for him.




  ‘Puz!’ barked Frank.




  ‘After your nap,’ said Eloise.




  ‘Puz! One puz!’ said Frank, now not crying, but looking at her.




  ‘No,’ said Eloise.




  ‘One!’ said Frank.




  ‘No,’ said Eloise.




  And here was where Frank arched his back and had a tantrum, because Rosanna was always so charmed by Frank saying ‘One puz!’ or ‘Little later!’ that she gave in, and let

  him have one more minute with the puzzle or ten more minutes before bed. It wasn’t at all like living at home with her brothers, who at fourteen, ten, and seven were so used to

  ‘no’ that, even as their mother was opening her mouth to respond to any request of any kind, Kurt, John, and Gus were making big silent ‘no’s with their mouths. And then,

  when Ma spoke, they all laughed and she wondered why.




  Eloise’s own view was that there was no reason to ask. Years of watching Rosanna, who couldn’t help chattering on about all her plans, so that Ma had to have some opinion or other,

  and Rolf, who just did what Papa told him had to be done, showed Eloise that if you simply went about your business, no one interfered with you, especially in a house where there were six children,

  sometimes an aunt or a cousin living in, a hired man or two from the old country, and Oma and Opa in and out. You did your assigned tasks in a somewhat ostentatious manner and asked questions until

  they got fed up with you, then you went behind the corn crib and read your book or drew your picture. And then you put what you were doing under your mattress, and no one ever asked you about it.

  It was the same at school. If you raised your hand enough times in the front row, they sat you in the back, almost behind the woodstove, and you could finish your work (which was always easy) and

  go on reading the book you had brought in your schoolbag, entitled Miss Lulu Bett (a book that her friend Maggie had bought in a store down in Usherton). She and her friends had all sorts of

  publications that the adults knew nothing about, including another book called Tom Swift and His Electric Rifle and a very fat one called Little Dorrit, though none of the girls had

  been able to get through that one yet. They had copies of Adventure magazine; The Delineator, which had nice dress patterns that Eloise liked to look at; and four issues of

  McCall’s. Each of the girls kept a diary – Maggie had gotten them notebooks, and they had sewn covers out of canvas. Eloise’s was tan, with blue embroidery. What, she

  thought, was so special about a child who could say ten words in a row, just because they had been said to him over and over (as in ‘One two three four five six seven eight nine ten, ready or

  not, here I come!’)? But now her own mother, the great naysayer, was kissing him all over, and everyone was laughing, and Opa said, ‘Ja, maybe he’s smart enough not to buy

  himself a farm, what you think?’




  Everyone laughed as if this were a joke. Eloise thought, ‘I’m smart enough for that.’ She glanced at Rolf, who was eating his goose as if he hadn’t a thought in the

  world. Eloise thought, ‘But Rolf isn’t.’ She picked up the spoon for the mashed potatoes, and served herself another small helping.




  ‘He isn’t yet two,’ said Mama, holding him a little more tightly.




  ‘Ah, he’ll like it,’ said Papa. ‘Never saw a nicer horse than Jake. You’ve been on him. I’ve been on him. Here, Eloise, climb on the feed trough there, and

  show Rosanna.’




  It was dim in the big barn, but arrows and sparkles of light pierced the dark walls here and there. Frank knew what the beings were in their separate enclosures – ‘cows’ going

  in and out over there, white ‘sheep’ with black faces (one two three four five six), a ‘rooster’ perched on a beam above them, and this greatest of beings, Jake the

  ‘horse’, pale gray, almost white, who now turned his nose and eyes toward Frank and made noise. Frank laughed.




  Eloise said, ‘I have a dress on.’




  ‘You’re wearing your long johns, aren’t you? He’s clean. I brushed him before you came out.’




  They all walked with Jake across some of the dark earth to a place, and then Eloise climbed, and then Papa helped her, and soon she was sitting on the back of Jake, holding his hair, and then

  Papa put his hands around Frank and lifted him high in the air, and he kicked his legs, and then he was set upon Jake’s back, just in front of Eloise, and Eloise put her arm tight around

  him.




  ‘Oh, goodness,’ said Mama. ‘Well, that is cute, in spite of everything.’




  ‘I was riding my father’s Percherons out to the pasture when I was three,’ said Walter. ‘Now, he did not let me ride Uncle Leon’s Clydesdales, but the Percherons .

  . .’




  Underneath Frank, the warm, rounded gray surface rippled and moved, and Eloise took both of his hands in hers and put them into the hair, and said, ‘Hold on, Frankie,’ and so he

  gripped that hair. He could feel her through his suit, hard against his back and shoulders. In front of him rose a monumental gray shape that ended in two points, and then the gray shape shifted

  and they were moving forward. Frank loved moving forward – didn’t matter, wagon, buggy, cultivator. He threw his arms into the air, but Eloise was still holding him. Papa’s head

  stayed right there in front of him as the horse moved, but when he turned to look at her, he saw that Mama was smaller, her hands on her hips. All the animals stared – the sheep and the cows

  and the other horse. The rooster flew down from his perch, lifting his wings and making a squawk. ‘Good boy,’ said Papa.
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  AT THE SUPPER TABLE, Ragnar, Eloise, and Papa sat up straight, and Frank sat up straight, too. Ragnar, Eloise, and Papa never got up from the table

  during supper, and Frank stayed in his seat, too. Ragnar, Eloise, and Papa never wiggled in their chairs. Frank wiggled in his chair. Ragnar, Eloise, and Papa picked up their forks and knives and

  cut their sausage. Frank pressed the back of his spoon into his sweet potato, lifted it out, and pressed it in again. ‘Eat some, Frankie,’ said Eloise, and Frank inserted the tip of his

  spoon into the orange mound and lifted it. A bit adhered to the spoon, and Frank brought it to his mouth. ‘Good boy,’ said Papa.




  ‘Ja, jeg elske søt poteter, når det er alt det er,’ said Ragnar.




  ‘Ragnar may not like the rabbit sausage,’ said Papa, ‘but I do. Always have. One thing, Eloise, that you should remember is that a farmer doesn’t have to grow and sell

  everything he eats. There’s a whole world out there.’




  ‘I like pheasant,’ said Eloise.




  ‘Me, too,’ said Papa. ‘You go out into the cornfield after the harvest, and the pheasants are there pecking at the dropped kernels. When I was a boy, we got them with our

  slingshots, just for fun. And for supper.’




  Frank put his finger on the bit of sausage and then picked it up and put it in his mouth. It was bitter, not like the sweet potatoes. He made a face, but then he picked up another bit.




  ‘He’ll eat about anything,’ said Papa. ‘That’s a good quality in a farmer. When I was in France, that was a place where they eat anything that moves or grows. I

  admired that.’




  ‘Did you eat a snail?’ said Eloise.




  ‘Lucky to eat a snail,’ said Papa. ‘Little fish with the heads on, fried up hard. Didn’t like that so much. Their animals eat about anything, too. Pumpkins. Turnips.

  Beer. Saw a man give his horse a beer.’




  ‘Do they have beer in France?’ said Eloise.




  ‘Up north, where we were, they do,’ said Papa.




  ‘How long were you there?’ said Eloise.




  ‘Less than a year; wished I’d stayed longer and seen some different parts.’




  Where was Mama? Frank’s thoughts returned to this. He thought maybe she was upstairs. Although Frank could climb the stairs and come back down without falling, Papa had blocked them off.

  He hadn’t seen Mama in a long time, though sometimes he heard her voice floating in the air.




  Frank said, ‘Mama!’




  ‘Can’t go to Mama yet,’ said Papa. ‘But Granny’ll be down in a bit.’




  ‘Mama,’ said Frank.




  Eloise, who was sitting closest to him, pointed with her fork to his sausage. She said, ‘It’s good for you. Make you big and strong.’




  Frank gripped the spoon more tightly in his hand, raised his arm, and brought the spoon down on the mound of sweet potatoes. The mound jumped.




  ‘No,’ said Papa.




  ‘No,’ said Frank.




  ‘Eat your food,’ said Papa. ‘You’re old enough to eat what’s on there.’




  Ragnar and Eloise looked at each other. Ragnar cleared his throat. ‘Jeg skjønner en tantrum komme.’




  ‘Nonsense,’ barked Papa. ‘Frankie, you be a big boy now, and eat your supper.’




  Eloise looked up the stairs, and then back at Frank. She said, ‘Frankie, no . . .’




  He knew what ‘no’ meant – it was an irritating word, ‘no’. He placed his palms on the edge of the table, both of them, and he took a deep, deep breath, preliminary

  to a loud, loud noise. He could feel the noise rising from his chair, even from his feet, since his feet were kicking, and as the noise came out, he pushed as hard as he could against the edge of

  the table, and there he went – the chair arced backward, and he saw the ceiling and the corner of the dining room, and then the back of the chair hit, and Frank rolled out to the side, away

  from Eloise, and ran for the stairs. Papa’s big hand caught him by the collar of his overalls and then grabbed his shoulder, and spun him around. He didn’t know where he was, the room

  was going so fast, though he kept his eye on the stairs the best he could, and there was Granny Mary at the top, or just her feet, he couldn’t see the rest, and then there was the floor, and

  he was sprawled across Papa’s knee with his pants down, and every blow included a word: ‘Don’t. Run. Away. From. Me. Young. Man.’




  Now Papa stood him on his feet and leaned close to his face, and there was that sharp smell again, and the heat and the redness, and the loudness, and Frank closed his eyes and screamed until

  Papa’s hand knocked him down and he was quiet. Everyone was quiet. Frank lay on his back, and he could just see Eloise with her mouth open at the table, and Ragnar next to her. Granny’s

  footsteps came closer and closer, and she sat him up. She said, ‘I don’t know what gets into two-year-olds. It’s like your own child has been taken away and this other being left

  in his place.’




  Papa said, ‘Put him back in his chair. He’s got some food to eat.’




  Granny stood up and then picked Frank up and carried him to his chair, which Eloise had set back in place. Frank sat quietly. They were back where they started, everyone straight and tall, no

  wiggling. Frank was hungry. It had never been about not being hungry. Granny Mary put his spoon in his hand. Frank used it the best he could, but he ate the sausage with his fingers. Papa

  didn’t seem to mind that.




  After Frank had eaten three bites, Papa said, ‘How’s Rosanna?’




  ‘Tired,’ said Granny. ‘So tired. I wish this child would come. I do.’




  The room ceased shaking, and Frank took some breaths.




  Papa said, ‘He screams, but he doesn’t cry or whine. I’ll say that for him.’




  Walter thought he probably grew too much oats, but if you were a Langdon and your mother was a Chick, then it was natural to plant oats, eat oats, feed oats, bed oat straw,

  and, most of all, enjoy all the stages of oat cultivation. He had talked his brother-in-law Rolf – who had taken over Opa and Oma’s farm, though the old folks were still living in the

  house – into planting forty acres this year, too. Rolf was twenty, but he had as much gumption as a ten-year-old, Walter thought. Rosanna had gumption for both of them.




  Walter especially liked binding and shocking the oats – the weather was hot, and grit of all kinds got into your hair and your clothes and your boots and your eyes and your nose, but a

  field of shocked oats was an accomplishment, and foretold a barn-load of straw and grain that would get everyone, animals and people, through the winter. Oat straw was a beautiful color –

  paler than gold but more useful.




  And Walter also liked the sociability of August – men and boys from all over the county came to his farm, and he went to their farms, and there was plenty to eat and to talk about. It

  didn’t hurt that Jake and Elsa were an admirable team of horses to be pulling the binder – patient, strong, good-looking, stylish grays. Didn’t matter who was driving them –

  a boy could drive them and they would do their job. No running away, like Theo Whitehead’s team of Shires did that year, breaking up the binder on the fence line, and slowing the threshing by

  four days while everything was put back together.




  When they came in for dinner, Rosanna had it all organized out back, under the hickory trees. Tables with cloths lined up in the shade, and the bread and the beans and the caramelized carrots

  and the sweet corn and the watermelon and the slaw all set out, so that they sat themselves down at their places, and out she came with the roasts, two of them, enough for everyone to have plenty,

  with her own butter in the middle that she made and salted and sold to the store in town – the best butter in the county, everyone said.




  In addition to their own two families, there were the Whiteheads and the Lewises and the Smiths, whom Walter and Rosanna only saw at threshing and harvest, everyone in family groups, the men to

  help with the threshing, the women to help with the cooking, and the youngsters to play – Rosanna set the youngsters up in the side yard, with two different kinds of swings, a tire swing and

  a bench swing – and the girls were put in the charge of Eloise, who had them turning the crank on the ice-cream churn. Even though Walter didn’t grow any peaches, and didn’t know

  anyone who did, Rosanna got some in town – a peck of them – and the ripest went into the ice cream. Of all the families who did their threshing together and therefore their eating

  together, Walter’s family was the only one who made ice cream. The day at Walter’s was a long one, because he grew so much oats.




  But look at Frank, an advertisement for oats if ever there was one. He was inches taller than the Lewis boy, who was a month older, and he could outrun that Lewis boy, too. What was his name?

  Oh, Oren. The big boy, almost four, was David. David Lewis was standing facing Frank as Walter passed them, shouting, and Frank was smacking the ground with a branch he’d found. Oren was

  standing there, looking back and forth between the two of them, and this is what Walter heard – he heard David shout, ‘Okay, Frank, you stand there, and you tell me what to do.’

  This was enough to make Walter chuckle, and then Frank called out, ‘David, run to me, push me!’ Frank dropped the branch and spread his arms.




  When David ran at him, Frank turned his shoulder to the older boy and knocked him down. Then the boys rolled over in the grass. Rough play, and Walter knew Rosanna and Emily Lewis would stop it,

  but since Frank had dropped the branch, it was hand-to-hand combat – all boys, Walter thought, needed plenty of that, especially Oren, who stood there with his thumb in his mouth. It was his

  private opinion that he and Howard hadn’t been allowed enough shenanigans – when they weren’t put to tasks, they were to sit still, do as they were told, speak when spoken to. As

  a result, he sometimes thought he had never known Howard at all. Walter sped up his step. He was hungry, and he didn’t want to hear anything from Rosanna about letting those boys get away

  with murder.




  As soon as Walter washed his hands at the pump, that was the signal for all the men to clean up as best they could and find themselves places at the table.




  The first thing all of them did was down several glasses of water, and then the chorus went around: ‘Hot one! How hot do you think it is? Over a hundred yet? Not so damp, though. Humidity

  was worse the other day, over at Bill Whitehead’s. Down by the river there, always damp.’ Head shaking. ‘Got a good crop, though, say that for him.’ Then, ‘Try this,

  Rolf. Rosanna knows her slaw. Nice piece of meat, Walter. Lean, but tasty, I’ll say. How many you gonna slaughter this year? I got jars of brisket and sausage bursting out of the cellar,

  don’t know why, just can’t eat enough of it, I guess. Didn’t have to kill a chicken until May this year. Nice melons, too. Soil around our place isn’t sandy enough for good

  melons. How’s your potatoes looking this year? I didn’t even plant them in one spot, just covered ’em with manure and straw. Every so often, I grab a plant and lift it up, and

  look at the potatoes.’ And then, when they were full, ‘You can go ahead and grow all the corn you want, Otto, but you ain’t gonna make a profit from it unless you feed it to your

  pigs. More pigs, more profit. Walking dollars is what I call hogs. We got some Durocs this year, from Martha’s cousin. I like the Hampshires for the hams, but Durocs are longer in the bacon,

  her cousin says.’ Then there was a long conversation about hog breeds. Walter’s own hogs were Berkshires, and they liked oats. But what didn’t they like? Walter felt happy. There

  was talk about cars – Bill Whitehead’s cousin over in Cedar Rapids had bought his second Model T for $260, but he’d had to pay another forty for an electric ignition. ‘Least

  you can get that now,’ said Ralph Smith. ‘Cranking that thing before the war, my uncle had his hand broke.’ Walter cleared his throat but didn’t say anything. How a person

  could have a farm with a mortgage and a car, too, was a problem he hadn’t solved, and so he allowed his father’s preference for horses to prevail.




  Here came Rosanna with Joe, the baby. Joe was five months old now, and big and healthy. You wouldn’t know from looking at him that it had been touch and go there for a bit – though

  how touch and go, maybe Walter himself didn’t know. Small baby, even though he was late, according to Rosanna’s and her mother’s calculations. And Rosanna’s mother thought

  he looked late: ‘Like a little old man,’ she said, ‘worn out and wrinkled.’ And then the milk didn’t come in the first day, or the second, and there was no denying

  that she was worried. As for Dr Gerritt, he was so little help that Mary just sent him away. Walter himself thought that it was the oatmeal that did the trick – Rosanna could keep it down,

  first with water, then with milk, then with cream, and then with butter. She got better every day, and after that little Joe got better, and look at him now. Walter’s mother said what she

  always did, that he was the spit of Walter himself, plenty of dark hair and fat cheeks. Walter watched Rosanna as she carried him around each table, saying, ‘Joey, Joey, look at all of our

  friends come to see you!’ Joey had one hand on her cheek, and she held the other hand in hers. Rosanna said that he wasn’t as far along as Frankie had been at this age, but Walter

  himself couldn’t remember. A spring baby got out more, was all he knew, so he had more of a sense of Joey than he had had of Frank. Joey was still getting up in the night, but Rosanna

  didn’t mind. She was a little protective of him.




  The funny thing was that Frank didn’t pay any attention to Rosanna anymore – it was like he couldn’t hear her voice. His head only turned when Eloise spoke to him, or Rolf

  (that was a rarity), or Walter himself. Mary said this was normal, and so did Walter’s mother, but Rosanna was taking it a little hard. Her mother said, ‘Someday you’ll have had

  so many that you won’t remember the differences between one and the other.’




  And Eloise said, ‘You always remember that I was the worst.’




  And Mary, not to be outdone, said, ‘Some things do stick in your mind, miss!’




  But there was no denying that what they would do without Eloise Walter couldn’t imagine. Now she was doing some of the cooking and all of the bed making and dusting. She pumped all the

  water and carried it in, and all winter she had kept the fires going because Rosanna was so sick. She didn’t mind feeding the hogs and the sheep if Walter was busy. She was big, too –

  well developed as well as strong. As far as Walter was concerned, she had earned the right to have her lamp on whenever she felt like it – kerosene was little enough to pay if she wanted to

  read late or do her knitting. She had no talent for sewing, so Rosanna had made her two nice dresses and a coat. Three years and she would be married, no doubt, to one of these boys who were now

  wolfing down his sweet corn, and what would they do then?




  Rosanna said that Walter was a worrier, but there was plenty to worry about with prices so low. You may say that hogs paid the bills, or chickens and eggs and cream. There was a fellow down by

  Ames who bred draft horses and sent them back to Europe by ship, since so many horses had been killed in the war that they’d lost even their breeding stock, but the thing that made Walter

  nervous (and maybe this was a result of his own experiences in the war) was the length of the supply line. Let’s say that, every hundred miles, some other person got a right to take a nip of

  the cherry. Let’s say that. Then, if you were sending your corn and oats and hogs and beef to Sioux City, well, that was two hundred miles, and Kansas City was 250. Chicago was about 325 or

  so, and beyond that Walter wasn’t willing to go. You could just say that the quarters got thinner or the dollars got paler the farther they came – that was how Walter thought about it.

  So sending draft horses to France and Germany? That was a strange business, like wheat to Australia. Walter didn’t trust it. The wealth was right here, spreading away from this table –

  chickens in the chicken house, corn in the field, cows in the barn, pigs in the sty, Rosanna in the kitchen with Joe and Frank, Eloise safe in her room thinking her thoughts. Walter looked around.

  His work crew was revived now, and making jokes – did you hear about the farmer who won the lottery? As if there were lotteries anymore. When they asked him what he was going to do with his

  million dollars, reported Theo Whitehead, he said, ‘Well, I guess I’ll just farm till it’s gone.’




  Too much oats. Too much oats. Walter wondered why he worried about such abundance.
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  ROSANNA LIKED THE BUGGY. On a brisk late-winter day when the sky was flat and hard above the frozen fields and the sun was bright but distant, and

  before all the horses’ time was consumed by plowing and planting, it was good to have business in town – errands to do and people to see. Jake trotted along, happy, maybe, that the

  buggy was so light and there was no soil to drag it through, and Rosanna hardly had to shake the reins at him. In town, he would go to the feed store/livery stable and eat his noon oats after she

  dropped her basket of eggs and butter at Dan Crest’s general store. It was a pleasant outing, and she would be back to the farm before two. Of course, during the week, no one was doing much

  – the Lewises’ washing was hung out to dry, or Edgar French had his sheep grazing along the side of the road – but, whatever anyone was doing, at least it gave you a sense of life

  and progress.




  On a Saturday morning, town was busy as could be. There were three churches in Denby – St Albans (where her family went), First Methodist (where Walter’s family went), and North

  Street Lutheran. All the ladies from all three churches were busy with this and that, either cleaning the church, or meeting in their quilting groups and sewing clubs, or shopping, or, some of

  them, having luncheons. If Rosanna went to town on a Saturday (and really, with Eloise going to school, there weren’t many other days she could go), she had to dress nicely – something

  in a new style and nice goods. People knew her perfectly well, so no one would mistake her for a town lady, but she didn’t have to look like she was dragging herself in from the farm. At the

  first houses (the Lynch place, on the north side of West Main, and the Bert place, on the south side), she clucked twice at Jake and shook the whip. Best to make her entrance at a brisk pace.

  Saturdays were different from Sundays, when they went to church (though in the Methodist church you didn’t have to go every week, especially if you were a farmer). On Sundays, they put on

  their Sunday best, which was sober and dull. On Sundays, she wore a hat and tucked her hair in a tight bun. On Saturdays, she looked her age, twenty-three; on Sundays, she looked like her

  mother.




  Of course it wasn’t warmer in town, but it seemed as though it was. Rosanna pushed back the hood of the buggy in the sunlight, and waved to people on the sidewalk (Miss Lawrence, her old

  teacher; Father Berger, who was friendly even though she never went to St Albans anymore; Mildred Claire, who had known her mother forever). Waving to Father Berger reminded her of her girlish

  anxieties about baptizing Frank and Joe. She had been positively loco about it with Joe, and then it passed. She put her head around the hood and looked at Father Berger again. Old man now. Her

  mother and the other ladies in the altar society complained about him incessantly.




  Then that girl, Maggie Birch, who was Eloise’s best friend, waved her down and ran over to the buggy. Rosanna gave her such a nice smile, even though she considered the girl a little fast,

  or, if not that, maybe ‘sneaky’ was the word. But Maggie, too, was wearing a big smile. ‘Good morning, Mrs Langdon. I was hoping I would run into you.’




  ‘Hello, Maggie. How are you today?’




  ‘Fine, thank you, Mrs Langdon.’ She hesitated.




  Rosanna said, ‘I understand from Eloise that you are going in for secretarial school, Maggie.’




  ‘Mama says I can, yes. I can go down to Usherton for a course and stay with my aunt Margaret and her husband, Dr Liscombe. Do you know them?’




  ‘I’m sorry to say I don’t.’




  ‘They have the biggest house. I’m sure I’ll get lost in all the rooms. But . . . I was wanting to ask you.’




  ‘What?’ said Rosanna.




  ‘Well, did you know the Strand Theater down there?’




  ‘Of course,’ said Rosanna. Jake snorted and shook his ears – a fly this time of year!




  ‘I would really like to go and see a picture, and my cousin George has an automobile now and says he will take me, but I would like Eloise to come along.’




  ‘That’s ten miles,’ said Rosanna. ‘Thirteen miles from our place.’




  ‘Georgie is a good driver,’ said Maggie.




  Rosanna regarded Maggie, and tried to decide whether to ask her the question that came to her lips – was this something she and Eloise had discussed? Of course it was, said the girlish

  side of Rosanna, and best not to know, said the maternal side. So Rosanna said what mothers had said since the world was young: ‘We’ll see.’




  A pout passed over the girl’s face, and Rosanna realized that the condition Mrs Birch had placed on the trip was that Maggie could only go if Eloise or someone went along. Rosanna shook

  the reins and left it at that. If she saw Maggie’s mother in town, which she well might, she would speak to her about it.




  Ethel Corcoran. Martin Fisk. Gert Hanke. Len Hart. Old, young, old, old. To all of them, Rosanna raised her whip and smiled and called, ‘Hey!’ And then she was in front of

  Crest’s, and she shouted, ‘Whoa!’ to Jake, who had anyway already stopped by the hitching post, where some boys were pitching pennies against the wall of the store, shouting and

  jumping about. Rosanna got out and tied Jake to the post, right between a Ford and a new Chevrolet coupé. ‘Coupay!’ said Rosanna to herself as she lifted out her crock of butter.

  Dan Crest came to the door of the store and opened it. He took the crock from her hands. He said, ‘So sorry we didn’t see you last Saturday, Mrs Langdon. Four – count ’em,

  four – of your best customers were in here, looking for your butter. You know Mrs Carlyle? She won’t make a pie crust without it.’




  ‘I use lard myself,’ said Rosanna.




  ‘Well, she’s French on her mother’s side,’ said Dan Crest.




  He set the crock on the counter and said, ‘I hope there are eggs, too?’




  ‘Only three dozen,’ said Rosanna. ‘I candled them all myself, and they are large. I cleaned them again this morning.’ When she went out to get the crate, one of the boys

  who had been pitching pennies was petting Jake on the nose. She said, ‘Rodney Carson, you make sure nothing happens to Jake and I’ll give you a nickel.’ A nickel was equal to one

  egg, if she took it in trade. If she asked for money, she got four cents. But she got five dollars for the butter, and six in trade. Rodney Carson said, ‘Okay, Mrs Langdon. Jake is a nice

  horse.’




  ‘Yes, he is,’ said Rosanna. It was lovely how even the most elementary social intercourse lifted her spirits. Especially this time of year, when the farm was as dirty as could be,

  with thawing and freezing and damp everywhere. Just to put on your clean clothes and your clean shoes and your nice gloves and your best hat and drive the buggy out onto the road – well! She

  said, ‘I’ll be back in a bit, Rodney.’




  By the time she set the crate on the counter, Dan had the sweating block of butter out of the crock and was weighing it on his scales. Ten pounds. He said, ‘Well, I’m giving some of

  the other ladies only forty cents a pound, Mrs Langdon, but I’ll offer you fifty, just because it’s in such demand. Of course, the time of year means it doesn’t quite have the

  flavor . . .’




  ‘I think you’ll find mine does,’ said Rosanna, with a discreet toss of her head. ‘Our cows have very good hay, especially this year.’ Then she said, ‘Do you

  mind?’ And she walked away from the counter, toward the back of the store, as if there were something she’d seen from a distance. But there was nothing – she knew what she needed.

  In addition to the momentary charade of pretending that she was merely considering his offer, there was the pleasure of gazing at his goods, being seen to gaze at his goods, and exercising

  nonchalance. That was the most important thing. At least outside the farm, she was not going to fall prey to Walter’s ever-present state of worry-shading-into-alarm. She was going to comport

  herself as the town women did, greeting everyone from a bit of a platform, whatever it was, even if it was only that she carefully candled her own eggs so that none of them were ever addled, even

  if it was only that her butter was rich and delicious, even if it was only that she and Jake made such a pretty picture trotting down the road.




  Back at the counter, Dan Crest was waiting on an older woman Rosanna had never seen before, possibly the woman who owned the ‘coupay’. Rosanna stilled her movements and the rustle of

  her dress, and listened. Dan was saying, ‘Yes, ma’am. Wonderful fresh butter, right from the farm this morning. And the best around.’ She couldn’t hear what the woman said,

  but then Dan said, ‘Seventy-five cents a pound, and I’m proud to say it.’




  ‘Goodness me!’ said the woman.




  ‘There’s a French family in town – this is all they buy.’




  ‘Indeed,’ said the woman.




  Only then did Dan’s eyebrow cock in her direction.




  ‘Well, I . . .’ But he made the sale, two pounds, and she also bought some sausages. When Rosanna returned to the counter, he said, ‘Sixty-two cents, in kind, and not a penny

  more.’




  All Rosanna said was ‘I see you have some apples left.’




  ‘Oh,’ said Dan Crest, ‘those are some russets from over to the east. You know the Schmidts over there?’




  Rosanna shook her head.




  ‘He keeps them in a cellar dug in not far from the river. I would have thought the damp would rot them myself, but they’re as crisp as they can be.’ And so it began. There were

  so many things Rosanna could have been besides a farm wife, she thought. But it was not a source of regret – it was a source of pride.




  Frank had a special place, and what he did was, when Papa was outside and Joey was sleeping and Mama was in the kitchen, Frank climbed the stairs and went into Papa and

  Mama’s room, and he lifted the corner of the blue-and-green quilt, and he lay down on his back and slid under there. The floor was slick against his back, and he got himself all the way to

  the far corner, right by the wall, and he put his hands behind his head and stared up at the underside of Mama and Papa’s bed. The bed was much more interesting from the underside than from

  the top. It was like his own house under there, dark and shady, and he could look at things that fascinated him. For example, the legs of the bed had feet that looked like upside-down muffins, and

  above those, spirals – the back feet spiraled one way, and the front feet spiraled the other way, just like the spirals on the stair banister, one way, then the other way, up the stairs. The

  wood of the bed, which Frank also liked, was smooth and reddish, and on every side there were pegs sticking out. The best part of the bed from underneath were the ropes that ran back and forth,

  making squares. Frank liked to slide his finger along the ropes, outlining the squares, but he never put his finger between a rope and the heavy thing above it, because he had done that once and

  gotten his finger stuck, and it had hurt to pull it out.




  There were no toys under the bed – that wasn’t why he liked it. Why he liked it was that there wasn’t anything under the bed – no chickens, no Joey, no Eloise, no sheep,

  no ‘no’s. He could lie under the bed and not be told anything at all. It was so quiet under the bed that sometimes he had a nap. Mama didn’t mind him going under the bed –

  more than once she had said, ‘Well, you can’t get into any trouble down there, at least.’ Eloise would sometimes come to the side of the bed and throw the quilt up and shout,

  ‘Boo! I see you!’ and that made them both laugh, especially since he knew she was coming because her feet showed below the edge of the quilt.




  But Papa didn’t like him under the bed, and if Papa had told him not to go under the bed, then Papa would be very angry if he found Frank under the bed. And today was a Sunday, and they

  were going to go in the buggy to Granny’s for Sunday supper, and Frank was wearing good clothes – clean pants and clean shirt. He had been told to stay downstairs and not go under the

  bed, and as soon as he was alone, he did the very thing he was told not to do.




  It was beyond Frank to understand why he sometimes did the very thing he was told not to do. It seemed like once they told him not to do it – once they said it and put it in his mind

  – then what else was there to do? It was like smacking Joey. ‘Don’t hit your brother. Don’t ever hit your brother, do you understand? If I catch you hitting your brother,

  then I will whip you, do you understand?’




  But what was hitting? Sometimes, when Joey was walking along, all you had to do was touch him and he fell down and cried. Other times, a good wallop had no effect. If there was anything Frank

  liked, it was trying things out. Joey was the most interesting person to try things out on, especially considering that the cat always ran away, even when Mama was not saying that the cat was dirty

  and shooing him out of the house. It was obvious to Frank that if you had something in your hand, no matter what it was, you had to employ it. If it was a rock, then you had to scrape it on the

  ground or on a wall. If it was a fork, you had to poke it into your egg or into the table or into Joey. If it was a stick, you had to hit something with it. If it was a screwdriver, you had to turn

  a screw, and Papa had shown him how to do that. At Christmas, Mama had given him a box of eight colors (blue, green, brack, brow, vilet, ornge, red, yellooooooo) and a book to color in, but he had

  to try it on the table and the rug and the floor and the wall and his own skin. Only the wall was really bad – he got a whipping for the wall – but they laughed at the ornge on his

  legs.




  Here came the call: ‘Frankie? Frankie, I don’t see you! Where are you?’ He didn’t say a word. And then her shoes appeared, and then the quilt flew up, and then she was

  dragging him out by his arm and standing him up and slapping her hand down over his back, and she said, ‘I just ironed that shirt, and look at it – covered with dust! I don’t know

  what I am going to do with you, Frankie!’ She slapped him down again, and held him by the ear as they walked down the stairs. At the bottom, Papa was looking up at them, and he said,

  ‘Where was he?’




  ‘Oh, he was in our room.’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘Goodness, Walter, he was just—’




  ‘Was he under the bed?’




  ‘Well—’




  ‘You can’t protect him, Rosanna. He knows not to go under the bed, and you told him ten minutes ago—’




  ‘I’ll just put a sweater on over—’




  Then Papa said, ‘Frank, son, come here. Stand right here.’ Papa pointed to the floor just in front of his feet. Mama gave him a little push, and Frank went and stood there.




  ‘Were you under the bed?’




  Frank shook his head.




  ‘I’m going to ask you again. Were you under the bed?’




  Frank said, ‘No.’ It seemed like the only thing to say.




  ‘Frank, you have been disobedient and you have now told me a fib. What do I have to do now?’




  Frank stared at him.




  ‘Come on, tell me what I have to do.’




  Frank shook his head again.




  Papa said, ‘I have to whip you.’




  Mama said, ‘We should leave; maybe after—’




  ‘Can’t wait. You punish a horse or a dog five minutes after the fact, and they don’t know what you are punishing them for. Boy’s the same.’




  Rosanna stepped back.




  Walter took off his belt. Sometimes he used a spoon or a brush, because normally he was wearing overalls, but now he was dressed for going out, and he had a belt. He gripped the belt by the

  buckle, and Frank had to stand there facing the window while Papa took down Frank’s pants and opened his union suit. Then Papa gripped Frank’s shoulder and the blows began, right across

  his backside. Frank could count – he got to six before he was too confused by pain to count any further. But he didn’t fall down. Partly, Papa didn’t let him fall down; and

  partly, Frank didn’t want to fall down. Each time he stumbled forward, Papa stood him up and gave him another one. The tears poured down his cheeks, but he didn’t wipe them on his shirt

  or his arm. He had to lick them away, though, because they were dripping over his lips. Eventually, it was over, the pain and the fuss. He and Papa stood there quietly, and Papa did up his union

  suit and pulled up his pants. Then he turned him around so that he was standing right in front of Walter’s knees, and Walter was leaning forward, his eyes alight.




  ‘Frankie,’ he said, ‘why did I whip you?’




  ‘I went under the bed.’




  ‘Why else?’




  ‘Fib.’




  ‘Say, “I fibbed.”’




  Frank hesitated, then said, ‘I fibbed,’ although it had seemed as though the fib just came out of him.




  Walter said, ‘These things don’t just happen, Frankie. They are punishments you incur with disobedience and deception. You are a smart boy and a brave boy, and your mother and I love

  you very much, but I’ve never seen anyone more determined to have things your own way.’ Papa stood up and slid his belt back through the loops and buckled it. Mama appeared with Joey,

  who looked sleepy.




  Frank felt like he was all on fire underneath his pants, but he stood up straight and let the tears dry on his cheeks until Mama took his hand and walked him into the kitchen. She set Joey in

  the high chair, then she dipped a cloth into the pail of clean water and wiped Frank’s face and dried it. She said, ‘I don’t understand you, Frankie. I just don’t. You look

  like an angel, so how does the devil get into you like that?’




  Frank said nothing. A few minutes later, they all went out to the buggy and got in, Mama carrying a pie and a loaf of bread. She said, ‘Well, we should be there by supper,

  anyway.’




  Papa shook the reins at Jake and Elsa and said, ‘Should be.’




  ‘But they’ll ask why we’re late.’




  Papa shrugged. Frank sat back against the cushion.
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  THE NEW BABY was a girl, and she was no trouble at all. Just where her uncommon agreeability came from, her grandmothers could not agree –

  Walter’s mother, Elizabeth, said it must have come from Rosanna’s side of the family, and, not to be outdone, Rosanna’s mother, Mary, swore it came from Walter’s side. She

  was named after both her grandmothers – Mary Elizabeth. She had dark hair, but blue eyes. Walter’s mother said, ‘My grandmother had blue eyes. Blue eyes come and go in our

  family.’ But the Augsbergers and the Vogels, when they all looked at you, it was like looking at the sky on a sunny day. Rosanna stayed in bed for two weeks after Mary Elizabeth was born, not

  because she was feeling terrible, as she had after Joey, but because it was winter and it was frozen and cold outside and there wasn’t much to do, anyway. Her mother stayed a week, and then

  Walter’s mother stayed a week, and all she had to do was nap and nurse and sample whatever the mothers had to offer, all varieties of oatmeal, of course, and that was delicious and so

  soothing, but also pancakes and dried apples boiled up in apple cider with cinnamon and sugar, or waffles (Elizabeth brought along her waffle iron). The happiest Rosanna was, was when she was

  sitting up on the edge of her bed, nursing the baby, and watching Frank out her window, bundled up to his eyeballs and playing in the snow fort her mother had helped him build in the side yard

  – the snow was deep and perfect this year, neither icy nor powdery. It was lovely to have the time just to look at the baby, at Mary Elizabeth, and watch her come alive instead of seeing her

  as a series of tasks and goals, the way she’d seen Frankie and Joey. Walter, too, was happy that it was a girl this time (‘Maybe we’ll get a bit of a rest with this one’ was

  what he said). And then Walter’s mother was opening the door and saying, ‘Rosanna, I made a little chicken broth, so warming. Would you like some?’
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