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For Elwood, Rosemary, and Mark, in memory;


and for Sara—dear sister, dear friend.


For George, Caitlin, and Alena,


who make this place my home.






It is hard to follow one great vision in this world of darkness and of many changing shadows. Among those shadows, men get lost.
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But anywhere is the center of the world.





Black Elk, as quoted by


 John G. Neihardt in


 Black Elk Speaks




Part One
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The End: A Refrain


“It’s you or me next,” René said to get a laugh.


Her brother had already passed away, as had her father. Now René and her sister were once again driving the length of the state. Black cattle dotted the yellow hillsides. Out their open windows, long-abandoned homesteads flew by—roofs pitched eerily to one side, windmills cracked in half, groaning. With this one more passing, it was down to just the two of them.


Mostly René had been steely, while Jayne had been unable to stop crying. René was older, but it didn’t matter how old they were. Their mother had finally stopped messing the bed and tearing her clothes off in the middle of the night, ending up naked and haywire on the mattress or sprawled, drooling, on the carpet next to it, her translucent body shimmering with sweat. She’d lain unconscious for the final week, cold and luminous as porcelain, as the girls came in to handle her by hip bones and shoulder blades, to turn her this way and that.


They would bury her ashes next to their father’s and brother’s.


They’d been busy—cleaned and sold her house, divided everything without jealousy or rancor. In so many ways it was all done, and in so many ways it was just beginning.


“You girls will miss her,” someone had said at the service. “No one in the world can love you like your mother does.”


René had nodded and smiled coolly, dismissing the sentiment as tired and trite, while Jayne reached for a tissue.


“Thank you for coming,” René had said. She’d found herself repeating the same line all morning, as if by rote, wondering if it was the right thing to say or if perhaps there was something fundamentally cold and incorrect about her that was causing her to sound standoffish and transparently unfeeling.
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Eve


Yvonne, called Eve, grew up around the corner and down the long dirt road from Al, two houses from the muddy banks of the Bad River, just where it joined with the Missouri, so there was always the problem of flood and river smell. On wash day she and her mother would change the sheets, moving top sheet to bottom, because it hadn’t been too badly used, then bottom sheet to the washtub, through the wringer, and out onto the line, where the wind was kicking up dirt and chicken scat. Despite the sun-burnt yard, the pile of old tractor tires, the chickens underfoot, and the yellow haze that rose around the confluence of the two rivers, Eve never considered herself a country girl. She was just on the wrong side of the Missouri. Across the water, in Pierre, the state capital, were the politicians and doctors, the green lawns with walkways and trimmed hedges. On her side, in old Fort Pierre, were the bars, the yards full of chickens and stray cats, the overgrown lots thick with snakes and broken-down cars, and on the hill as you were coming down into town, a plaque indicating a stop on the Lewis and Clark Expedition.


She knew from the beginning she’d have to have grit, have to make her own way, so she’d come up with a plan to apply to the South Dakota College of Business, to be an executive secretary, a professional girl. Then the uniformed men had arrived at her door, holding their hats like dinner plates, to say that her eldest brother, Buddy, had been killed by a land mine in Germany, on his way home, the war already won. And not two weeks later—as the house was still reeling in grief, her mother still laid up in bed—her baby brother, Tom, the skinny little six-year-old Eve was mostly raising herself, combing his hair for school and yelling for him to get in out of the rain, drowned in the dried-up Bad River, disappearing into a sinkhole so deep that no one was ever able to recover his remains.


And suddenly, at seventeen, Eve was weary. She was tired of watching her little sister, Fanny, flirt with the priests, lifting her skirt at every town dance to show off her raggedy underthings, making an ass of herself, and tired of seeing her mother—a woman who’d never sat down in all her life—stunned and speechless with grief, first unable to rise from her bed, then unwilling to get up from her chair, her once-auburn hair a shock of white, her strong, steady hands taken with uncontrollable tremors, and her father, who after a day or two of stumbling through the house as if blind, simply went back to work, an invisible weight pressing him forward, bending his spine, so that each day seemed to set him a little closer to the earth.


So Eve finalized the year’s last edition of the school newspaper, wrote the class remembrances for the yearbook, finished her run as lead in the senior play, graduated valedictorian from Fort Pierre High School, and made up her mind to marry Al from up the street, as he’d been asking her to do. When her folks refused to grant permission for her to marry him ahead of legal age, she bit her tongue and set her wedding for the day of her eighteenth birthday.


Al was tall with glossy black curls, fine cowboy boots, and a smile big enough to make the town girls blush and call him “Pretty Boy.” But it wasn’t just his looks that spoke to Eve. Al had a dignity, an elegance, a quality of floating above that captured her attention and seemed to match her idea of what was right. Plus, he had a red-and-white convertible, a sweet green motorboat on a tow in the driveway, and his folks had the nicest house this side of the Missouri—stately, with fieldstone pillars, fresh white paint, and a wrap-around porch overlooking Deadwood Street, the only paved, tree-lined thoroughfare in town.


He’d been in the service, training as a bombardier in North Carolina, when Germany surrendered and the boys started coming home. And during all his time away, he told Eve, he’d been thinking about her—about how she had the greatest legs in town. So when he got back to Fort Pierre, he came straight to the café where she was working after school. He’d come in during her breaks just to sit with her in a booth and help her refill ketchup bottles and salt shakers, occasionally wrapping his feet around her slim ankles or letting a hand fall under the table to graze her firm, bare calves. He’d even loiter all through the dinner service just to walk her home. They went on picnics, they went on boat rides, they dressed up in their best clothes and went out to the movies, and in no time, they fell in love.


So Eve and Al were married with both a wedding cake and a birthday cake, her old dad walking her down the aisle with his mouth pulled into a crescent-moon frown. Then Eve leaned out the window of Al’s new pickup for a photo, tossed her bouquet, and they took off for Chicago. And just a week later, they came back and moved in with Al’s parents, occupying the little basement apartment, not taking the least notice of his mother’s heavy tread above them.


Still, it wasn’t lost on Eve that, whenever they happened to speak, her new mother-in-law, Emma—who’d known her since Eve was a tow-headed tomboy running the streets in her brothers’ hand-me-down overalls, climbing trees and throwing stones down by the Bad River—would now feign visible shock at her presence, unfailingly turning her head away and sniffing as though she’d just smelled something vinegary. Most likely Emma was busy wondering how her fine boy could have ended up married to that little street urchin whose father plowed the county roads and filled in pot holes, sweating in the sun all day, whose pack of older brothers were known all over town for their fall-down-drunk escapades, whose rat-haired little sister was out and about at all hours of day and night. It was some innate prescience of this very thing, Eve figured, that had made her sweet old dad, who loved her like the first light of morning, initially say, “No, that ain’t gon’ be,” when she’d asked his permission, then, on her wedding day, turn his mouth down into a semicircle of gloom.


So Eve was eighteen, newly married, and suddenly a “grass widow,” alone in her new in-laws’ basement apartment as Al struck out to make the only living he knew how, following his father onto the road, into the business of trading cattle.


And while Al was busy learning an occupation he had no interest in and had been hoping all his life to avoid, Eve kept her position at the town café and took a job at the telephone company. She listened in on calls between men and women, married, but not to each other. Holding her cigarette between her lips as she plugged them in, she quickly got to know who was with whom and when and where. At night she served burgers to the same guys who’d met their illicit lovers just hours before and were now treating their families to dinner. Then she served steaks to the after-hours crowd, which most often included her new father-in-law, who, no matter how finely he dressed, clearly headed the list of town drunks.


The night he passed out face-first into the sizzling hunk of beef she’d just set in front of him, she figured he was such an ass for running around with that high school cheerleader from Pierre, courting the girl on her parents’ front steps for all the world to see, that she just left him there. Facedown. Served him right.


“What’s the difference between a gentleman and a dirty old man?” she started saying to anybody who’d listen. “Money,” she’d answer, not laughing.


And all the while Al was on the road.


He finally got his first deal—an order from a buyer over east, an acquaintance of his dad’s, for two hundred head of Hereford cattle—and he sought out every cattleman across three states, stopped at every sale barn, found twenty head here, thirty there, selecting what he felt was the best bunch of Herefords in the Midwest. Then he and his dad met the buyer at the feedlot for delivery, and as the two of them held the gate and hee-yaed the livestock into the corral, there passed, mixed in with all the rest, a few cows—“maybe two, maybe three”—with half brown-colored faces. Al beamed at the great-looking cattle now shuffling and running and kicking up dirt, but as they lifted the gate behind the last cow, swinging it across and latching the wood with the wire, his dad gave him a sharp kick to the heel. Standing close, eyes blazing from under the rim of his cattleman’s hat, he had just one thing to say: “Don’t you ever do that to me again.”


“Now, you know Herefords, traditionally, have the all-white face,” Al explained to Eve that night when he got back home. “But there isn’t one iota of difference between a Hereford with an all-white face and a Hereford with a half-brown or even a full-brown face. Not one. And those were some great cattle, Eve. Why, a guy couldn’t find any better than those cattle anywhere.” Then he quieted and hung his head.


“Seems pretty unfair” was all Eve said, though she had a mind to say more, given that she happened to know for a fact that Al’s dad had recently been escorting that little cheerleader to the Pierre Hotel, giving her silk stockings and ungodly, strappy high heels, along with any number of decanters of brandy.


Al nodded.


The sale had gone off all right and the buyer was happy, he told her, but the drive home had been long. Al had set his eyes to the rolling plains and dreamed of running down the steps to Eve, unfolding the check, letting her get a good look at it. In the morning, he said, they could head straight to the bank and open their first account.


In that little basement apartment, Eve and Al got along. They’d go fishing in the Missouri in his little outboard motorboat, or they’d get dressed up—Al in a pressed white nubby short-sleeved shirt and cuffed zoot-cut pants with a thin belt, Eve in the new pedal pushers and sleeveless zipper-back jumper top she’d made for herself from the latest Butterick pattern—and they’d drive to the pasture outside of town and play golf. They’d make a day of it like they were movie stars—put the top down on Al’s Rambler, bring a picnic of fried chicken and potato salad.


And after some years had passed, as Eve and Al were in no hurry to give up their license to do as they pleased, finally Leon was born—ten pounds, eleven ounces, and twenty-one inches long—with olive skin and, from somewhere buried deep in the silence of the genetic line, the beautiful high cheekbones and broad nose of the Sioux. And three years later, there was a girl, whom Al had wanted to call Susan until Eve finally put her foot down, insisting on René, with one e and the French diacritical accent aigu right out of nowhere, as if it had fallen through the starry expanse of the night sky on the vast western prairie and landed on her name. And it was her arrival, complete with her own abrupt and fiery nature, along with Al’s full head of thick, black hair—which the nuns in the hospital were so tickled by that they’d combed it into the latest Mamie Eisenhower hairdo, bangs and all, before handing her to Eve—that seemed to fix the trajectories in place and set the course for what was to come.
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Fault Lines Set in the Swirling Cosmos


What comes together falls apart. Parties are planned, celebrated, then disperse and dissolve as though they were no more than dreams; seasons come and go like magic tricks, flowers blooming then fading, snowbanks swelling then melting away. How could it be different for families? There’s coming together and moving apart, being young and growing old, being here and being gone.


Still, to two young people just starting out, joined by two more just opening their eyes, this truth is hidden by the hopes and dreams that the filling of their hearts tells them are now certainly within their grasp—primarily, that they will be happy. After all, affection, love, is everything. If only things are handled correctly, if only care is taken and attention paid, there will be no falling away. They’ll nurture and care for one another, love and protect and abide with each other. What need could there be for a harsh word, a raised voice? Who could be so careless? Who’d make such a mistake? No. They’re young and strong and determined. There will be only the glory and joy of coming together and staying, coming together and building, building, building.


They were suddenly a family of four in the little apartment below Al’s mother, and with the dirty diapers that now reliably occupied the toilet, needing either rinsing out or soaking, life began to center on the plumbing. Al would come in from the road and, too tired half the time to see what was in front of him, urinate on the diapers, then flush. So the pipes would clog and Emma would be furious and cross with Eve, claiming that Eve was blindly flushing them down, likely along with her sanitary pads. It didn’t matter that it only happened when Al was home, or that the plumber only ever pulled diapers from the sewer line; Emma insisted it was Eve—who’d grown up with nothing but an outhouse, “for Lord’s sake!”—who was now wreaking havoc on her house.


“Just as I might have predicted!” Emma would stress to Al in a whisper just loud enough for Eve to overhear.


Though Al liked the idea of dodging the blame, he hated to side with his mother, because as far as he could remember, she’d never sided with him. Hadn’t it been his mother who’d stood beside his older sister at the front door each morning, the two of them doubled over with laughter as he’d headed out to first grade, their pet goat butting and biting him as he ran as fast as he could through the front yard? By the time he’d got to the other side of the gate, he’d have dropped all his books and pencils and broken down in tears, late for school and too afraid to go back and gather up his things. Wasn’t that a hoot! That goat was as tall as he was, and Al was so panicked about having to go out through that yard he could hardly eat breakfast. And hadn’t it been his own mother who’d beaten him nearly to death—a beating he remembered well enough to cite decades later, when they all came together to put her ashes in the ground?


“Of course, I did set the neighbor’s barn on fire,” he’d admitted, and all the elderly aunts and grown cousins gathered at the burial plot had laughed. “Still,” he’d said. “I was just a kid.” And with that, he’d wandered away from the family circle, to have a cigarette and to stand alone, gazing across the open prairie as if measuring the curve of the far horizon.


So when it came to the plumbing, like with other things behind and ahead of him, Al simply wanted out of it. And not intending to take his mother’s side, yet certain he couldn’t have possibly done everything Eve was accusing him of, he excused himself, leaving it for the women to figure out on their own.


“Mother, it’s your own son who’s done it,” Eve said the day the pipes finally gave way, leaving muddy puddles in the far corners of the unfinished utility area.


As Al took up his suitcase and started for the door, Emma gasped and stamped her foot at Eve. “He wouldn’t!”


“Well, he did,” Eve said with all the simplicity and directness of her youth. “This time and last time and the time before that. I’m sorry to say so, but it’s just a fact, which you can clearly see, since it doesn’t ever happen when he’s not here. Not once.”


“Well, I never!” Emma hissed. “Never in my life—!”


And as Al’s car pulled onto Deadwood Street, headed out of town, aiming for the open highway, Emma turned her back on Eve and stomped up the inside stairs so forcefully that her heels made the wooden stairwell ring out like a church bell.


Their boy, Leon, was so good. He was content and happy to do anything. He’d work in the kitchen with Eve, rolling dough for sugar cookies, cutting out shapes, using his step-up to reach the counter, then dragging it across the floor to get into the sudsy water and help with the dishes. He’d push René back and forth in her stroller to stop her from fussing, and run to give her whatever she needed—a bottle, a toy, a bite of his cracker. He’d let her pinch his ears and pull his hair as he put his smiling face next to hers for a photo.


But from the beginning René was different. She was difficult. She was always wanting something, and she seemed to know just what she wanted, and when, and how, and how much, and what for. Whenever anyone tried to put her down, she’d scream so hard that, in order to get through the day, Eve would have to call in all the relatives to rock her. Aunts rocked her, grandmas rocked her, older cousins rocked her, neighbors rocked her, even her brother rocked her before they all gave up, exhausted, and handed her back to Eve, the only one left, the only one still willing.


“Someone had better hand her a scepter,” Eve would say wearily, rocking and rocking, as the range and volume of René’s demands annihilated the will of anyone who dared come near.


“That little darling is intelligent, curious, single-minded,” Emma would counter whenever she happened to be nearby, favoring René in spite of everything, seeming to purposely set her above the rest of them, above Leon. “I say. Just a shining light.”


“Well,” Eve would venture, wanting to recalibrate, to set things straight, “she’s certainly figured out how to scream bloody murder. I’ll grant you that.”


Then one day, when all the rocking and patting and cooing in creation was obviously not going to be enough, Eve finally decided that, all evidence to the contrary, René didn’t run the world. She was just going to put her in her crib, close the door, and go back to the storybook she’d been trying to read with Leon—the one about the big truck making the new road. So, while Leon waited patiently, Eve jiggled René off to the bedroom.


Even with the door closed, they had to cover their ears. Leon shut his eyes and snuggled into Eve’s lap because he was really very sweet-hearted and couldn’t stand to hear the wailing.


“M-maybe we should g-g-g-go g-get her,” he said, looking up at Eve.


“No. She’s okay.”


“She’s c-c-crying so much.”


“Yes. That’s all right.”


Though Leon was good and patient, though you could take him anywhere and he was never any trouble—he’d sit looking at a book or rolling a toy truck across the floor, turning from time to time to check on his mother—he had a stammer, and Emma was happy to make it clear that she didn’t like that. Whenever Al was in earshot, she’d seize the opportunity and say something about it directly, something like “He’s a strange one” or “Too bad. Such a shame the boy can’t seem to manage.”


“Just slow down for him,” Eve would plead with Al when they were alone. “Let him take his time. He can do it if you just listen to him.”


Sometimes Al would remember to try, but mostly he’d just put on a worried grimace or, worse, look to Eve with pleading eyes, as if he were the helpless child. “Why can’t he spit out the simplest things? C-c-c-car. What’s wrong with him?” he’d say, turning his back on the boy, which was plenty enough to make Eve burn.


And whenever Leon stuttered in front of Emma, she’d stop him sharply and bend to throw a pointed finger in his face, saying, “Now, stop that, Leon! Think! Think before you say something!”


And Leon would be quiet and not say a word.


All the while René continued on, getting into every drawer, never listening, always whining and complaining and screaming if she didn’t get her way, as Emma smiled and cooed and bent to touch her cheek or give her a bite of something sweet.


So Eve’s heart was breaking for her boy, who was so good and so gentle, now wholly abandoned by the grandmother he used to make puzzles and bake cakes with. But she knew better than to start something with her mother-in-law. There was already enough poisoned water in the house to fill up a dry well, and there was no way to explain something like simple kindness, anyway—not to someone who didn’t already understand it. She knew that much.


“She’s a teacher, for crying out loud,” Al would say whenever Eve brought it up to him. “I’m sure she knows the right way to fix it.”


“And I’m telling you, she’s making it worse!” Eve would fire back.


And suddenly Eve and Al were going at it every time he came home, with things like “Your mother—!” and “Why can’t you just—!” and “Are you really such an ignoramus—!” and “How can you possibly think—!” They were born fighters—descendants of people who’d held on for their lives against drought, infestation, disease, and freezing weather—and anyone who heard them agreed that they were likely just getting warmed up.


And like that, the fault lines were established: Emma preferred René; Al preferred René because Emma preferred her and he knew better than to go looking for trouble; and Eve preferred Leon and Jayne, who was born just after Eve and Al finally found a way to move out on their own, and who was also to be numbered among the tender-hearted.
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Mousetrap


Due to the risky nature of the cattle business, Al wouldn’t even consider signing up with some banker for a mortgage, so Eve and Al lived in Emma’s basement until they’d saved enough for a little place Al found in Philip, ninety miles west of Fort Pierre. It was a Rainbow Division home, part of a postwar prairie housing project, a dumpy little cracker box with a lopsided, dilapidated school bus stuck in the barren, red muck of the front yard. Inside, all the drains were backed up and the hoarded, moldy accumulations of the previous owner were piled to the tops of the windows, but they could pay cash for it and have enough left to do the work that needed doing.


First, they’d have to tow the bus to the crusher. Then they could haul the stacks of old newspapers across the road and make a bonfire. Once the house was cleared out, they’d dig a trench around the foundation to get into the crawl space and fix the plumbing. Then Al would reshingle the roof. Eve could level out the yard, and Al could truck in rock. They’d lay the front with white granite gravel Al could get cheap from the quarry; then Eve could start her rose garden up along the front of the house while Al dug holes around the back perimeter to set six-foot fence posts in cement, to improve the view across the alley and offer some privacy from the neighbors. When they were done, they’d paint that house a cheery, open yellow, the color of the sun, and Eve would plant bright red geraniums in the window boxes, keeping them watered and clipped back, blooming against the odds.


So Eve and Al moved in and got to work. It was backbreaking, pleasant work. There wasn’t anything that didn’t need doing, and they worked night and day. Al was home for whole long weeks at a time, out in the blistering sun, happy to be building something he’d be able to call his own. He’d poke his head in the back door, covered in dirt and crud, and ask for a glass of water.


“Sure, honey.” Eve would hand it out to him, filled to the brim. “I’ll be right out, soon as I get things squared away in here.”


And she was good to her word. She’d finish inside, get the new baby, Jayne, down for a nap, then put on her gloves and be out hauling or clearing. They worked side by side, talking, laughing, reviewing the plans.


Though Philip, South Dakota, was home to the golden, arid flatness of the plains—to fields, buttes, ravines all coming to form a single line in the distance; to cold winters, hot summers, and just enough rain for the overdue sun shower to etch out gullies before leaving a rainbow arching overhead; to hard red clay and brown grass, yucca and cactus, rattlers, blue racers, and bull snakes; to thigh-high tumbleweeds blowing across the open fields, even blowing around downtown—little by little they built what could only be called an oasis. It was a lush, blooming slice of paradise, likely easily seen on a photograph from space, if such a thing had existed: a little dot of green.


Eve had always wanted a view from up high, and this little fairy-tale house on the corner, from which she could see to the ends of the earth in nearly three directions, finally seemed like a good beginning. Though she wasn’t actually on top of anyone, at least her mother-in-law wasn’t stomping over her head. At least here, there would be no one rising above her. It was just what she needed, like a brand-new start.


And after Al was back on the road, having kissed her farewell in their new living room with the picture window, taking off his cowboy hat and bending her backward like something out of the movies, she made friends with the neighbor ladies from down the street, whose husbands were also missing, driving truck or farming some distance away. They’d strike up a game of Wahoo and let the kids run wild for whole long afternoons while they smoked cigarettes and drank tea, holding the babies in their laps, throwing dice and moving marbles, their cries of victory and defeat echoing out the open windows and across the fields, making prairie dogs run for their holes.


On his first day of school at Scotty Philip Elementary, Leon stood by the front door fidgeting and fretting in the scratchy plaid pants and matching wool vest Eve had gone to the trouble of sewing for him.


He had his dad’s dark, wavy hair, and Eve had given him a permanent the night before to set off the curl.


“Look at you.” She brushed a random lock from his forehead.


“Too hot.” Leon pulled at his pants and tilted his head with a crestfallen look, like a puppy. He exhaled a river of discouragement. “I d-don’t want to g-g-go.”


And René, observing all the pomp at close range, without a stitch of clothing on herself, piped up about taking his place.


“You be quiet,” Eve told her. Then she buttoned Leon’s vest and adjusted his collar. “Don’t worry, Leon. You know where your class is. And I’ll be right here.”


Leon nodded uncertainly.


“Come on,” she said, nudging him out the door.


He ran down the steps, then turned with a mournful look, as if he might just run right back inside, but Eve waved him on.


“There’s Jimmy! Go on. See you at lunchtime!”


So Leon disappeared down into the gulch after Jimmy, while Eve and René, naked as the day she was born, waited on the front steps until they saw him waving from the far side of the deep ravine. He’d shed his vest and was dragging it in the dirt behind him, happier now, free.


“Why do I bother?” Eve asked.


But René was busy watching the line of neighbor kids trooping by in their new skirts, patterned knee-highs, polished patent-leather shoes, until a group of older boys with neatly tucked-in shirts and belted pants, laughing and kicking stones, stopped to point and whoop at her.


“Those kids are idiots and ignoramuses,” Eve said, turning René so that all the boys had to gawk at was her bare backside. “You have nothing to be ashamed of.” But when René turned back around, the boys were still bent together, snickering and cutting their eyes at her. “Run inside,” Eve said firmly, stepping between her and the boys, giving her a push. “Don’t pay any attention.”


Most days after lunch, with Leon at school and Jayne asleep in her bassinet, Eve would find time to give René reading lessons in the old rocker. But not long after Leon had got three stitches above his right eye from running through one of the girls’ jump-rope games—getting his feet tangled in the rope and landing on the playground blacktop on his forehead—there was another afternoon call from the nurse. Leon was in the hospital. He’d barreled, one arm extended, straight through the glass door that led from the playground to the gym. The glass had shattered. By the time Eve got to him, he had nearly twenty stitches, up and down his arm, from his wrist to his elbow.


“Seems like your son needs to watch where he’s going,” the principal said the next day, when Eve called for an explanation.


“How could a door possibly break on a kid’s arm?” Eve was trying not to raise her voice. “I mean, what kind of a place is that?”


“We’ve had that same door for twenty years,” the principal replied coolly. “Until now.”


When Al got home a few days later, Eve reported what had happened, and Al called Leon into the front room.


“Why don’t you watch where you’re going?” he scolded. “What’s the matter with you? You could hurt someone.”


“That’s not the point,” Eve said, turning sharply on Al. “Nothing’s the matter with him. What’s the matter with you? That’s not the point at all!”


Leon held his bandaged arm, swiveling his head back and forth between them.


“He got hurt. Twice now on the playground. For crying out loud, Al.”


“Seems like you can’t hold the whole school responsible for some kid not paying attention to where he’s going.”


“Just go back to bed, Leon.”


“No. You can stay here and learn something.”


“Go on,” Eve said.


Leon turned and shuffled away.


“If you didn’t want my opinion, you shouldn’t have asked,” Al started.


“I wasn’t asking your opinion, for God sakes. I just thought you should know.”


“So I don’t have one thing to say about it. Is this my house or not? Do I have a say about what goes on around here or not? I’m telling you, he needs to pay attention to where he’s going and not go running into glass doors, then crying it’s someone else’s fault for putting up a door in the first place. That’s just asinine.”


“You know what’s asinine? You! That’s what’s asinine.”


“You said it right there, Eve,” Al said. “Good point. You win.”


Al turned around and left town again, but the phone calls with the school, filled with cross-talk about who was at fault and discussions of conditions for Leon’s return to Scotty Philip Elementary, continued. Leon was taller than the other first graders, so that was a problem, and he seemed nervous and distracted, he didn’t pay attention.


“We have the other children to consider,” the principal warned.


“Meaning what?” Eve asked herself again and again as she sorted laundry, cut up potatoes, swept the kitchen, pulled weeds.


So when Leon finally went back to school, Eve signed him up for tap-dancing lessons in the gym with Miss Foley, an older town lady who’d spent a year in Denver in her youth, where she’d acquired, as Al put it, “all manners of airs.” But since there was no choice—since no one was going to take her side; since, whatever happened next, Leon was going to end up shouldering the blame; and since there’d be no possible harm in it—Eve figured dancing lessons might be just the thing, might help Leon learn to control his long limbs, help him understand where his physical body ended and other objects, sometimes objects to be avoided, began.


And, it turned out, Leon loved dancing. He loved the music, the patterns of the exercises, the challenge of matching his body to the bright, changing rhythms. Plus, since he was the only boy, the girls were nice to him.


But when Al was home, he wouldn’t even pretend to look up from behind his newspaper as Leon showed off a new flap-turn or a tricky jump; nor would he offer the slightest comment when Leon silently moved away to practice his double buffalo out of sight, by himself in the kitchen. He wasn’t interested in what he insisted to Eve was “nonsense, pure and simple,” and he certainly wasn’t going to encourage it.


“That’s just a big excuse for you not paying one bit of attention to him. Same as usual,” Eve said. Because Al also wasn’t interested in helping Leon prepare for the town parade, when all the boys rode their bikes behind the VFW float. Nor did he make a single effort to come to any of Leon’s Little League games, even though Leon had won the coveted position of pitcher, which should have been enough to make Al proud. On game days Eve could count on being all by herself, up on the bleachers alongside the fathers of the other boys, and when Leon needed batting practice, it would be her standing in the open field across the road, tossing the ball.


So, on the day of Leon’s first dance recital, it wasn’t really a surprise that Al got up early and left town, but neither did it go unnoted. Not by Eve.


“You’d think your own father could be here for your special day,” she fumed as Leon gathered his tap shoes and silver-sequin-striped pants. “You’d think that wouldn’t be too much to ask.” She went on from there.


By the time they were ready to leave, Leon looked stricken.


“Don’t be nervous,” Eve told him, but Leon stayed quiet, holding on to his stomach, and when they got to the auditorium, he vaulted out of the car and ran inside.


[image: image]


René was captured by Leon’s dazzling jumps and spins and complicated time steps just as much as she was by his heading out the door to school each morning, taking off on his bike in the afternoons, and roaming the fields at will until dinnertime. She campaigned to go to dance class with him, but when that didn’t work, she started simply standing behind him, following along as he rehearsed his steps.


“Hey!” Leon would warn, turning to take a swipe at her. Then Eve would call out, “Leave your brother alone. He’s trying to practice.”


But if Al was there, he’d stop whatever he was doing to watch her. He’d fold his newspaper or set the wrench he was using down on the kitchen counter to take a break. He’d get to laughing and say things like “Well, aren’t you just the best little dancer” and “Oh, my. I think they’re going to have to put you on TV.”


To which, Eve would snort and humph.


“What is it, Eve? You seem to have something to say.”


“Oh, I have plenty to say. You know I do.”


“No need holding back. We’re listening. Why not just say what you mean?”


“I mean you’re something, Al. You’re something else.”


“You don’t think René’s a good dancer?” Al would wink at René.


“That’s not what I said.”


“Well, what did you say? You didn’t say anything at all, not so far as I can tell. Zippo.” He’d laugh like he and René were sharing a joke.


“Of course she’s a good dancer, of course she is.”


As Eve stretched a hard smile at her, René would freeze, trying to figure a way to leave the room. Leon would have flown outside and hopped on his bike at the first word, but she’d have missed that exit. She’d back away slowly, then casually turn the corner and jet out through the kitchen door. Still, she could hear them.


“That’s all I was saying, Eve. I don’t know what you think I was trying—”


“Damn right, that’s all you were saying. Can’t think of anything else that might need saying, can you? When Leon’s the one who’s taking lessons and really improving. Your son! Can’t say a nice word to your own son. Why not? Probably because your mother—!”


“Now, wait just a minute. That’s got—”


“You’re a grown man, Al. Get over it and say something nice to your son!”


“Don’t tell me—! And let’s get to the real problem while we’re at it. How about how you’re raising that boy—with the sequins and the sparkles. For crying out loud, Eve. What good’s that going to do him? None. No good! Nothing, just nothing! And I do say nice things.”


“Sure, to René. Sure you do. But not to Leon. Not once. And what do you know? You’re never around, and you barely give him so much as a look. He likes his dancing. It gives him confidence. Ever think of that? He likes it! You and your mother—there’s a mama’s boy for you, if that’s what you’re implying. That’s right, Al. Might as well say it. You’re the biggest mama’s boy I ever laid eyes on, hands down.”


Then silence.


“You just have to go running your big—”


“Oh, go to hell.”


“There it is, Eve. A true feeling and a mouth like a sailor. Have it your way.”


“It’ll never be my way. Never! That’s been clear for a long time. It’s your way or else. Isn’t that right? Your way or the highway.”


René would be sitting around the foundation of the house they’d made so nice, or lying spread-eagle on the grass in their beautiful backyard, or poking around in the garden, but wherever she went, she could hear them. Al would go into the bedroom to pack his suitcase while Eve slammed doors and Jayne started to wail.


“So that’s how you’re going to take care of it.”


“That’s right. You’re always right.” Al would laugh his false, cruel laugh and be out the door without another word.


René would listen as his car pulled away, down the dirt road, and she’d wait, still as stone for a good long time, before she went back inside.


When Al finally came home again, René would be the first to greet him, grabbing his hands, forcing him to put down his suitcase, then balancing on the tops of his cowboy boots and making him dance her around the room. They’d tip back and forth to whatever was on the radio, laughing, crooning along, spinning like a Tilt-A-Whirl.


But soon enough, he and Eve would be back to where they’d left off. So sometimes he’d stay around for a few days, but mostly he’d just empty and repack his bag, slam the front door, and be gone all over again, this time for a week or two.


And gradually, steadily, René was learning.


First, it wasn’t like Eve said: she wasn’t trying to “steal the spotlight” from Leon. She didn’t want to decorate her bike and ride in the town parade; she didn’t want to play baseball or scout around the open fields, pitching rocks and pretending to shoot guns; but she did want to dance. And second, Al was right: she could do it. Even without lessons, she was a good dancer. But third, everything was connected like a game of Mousetrap: somehow, whatever it was she wanted would get the ball rolling, and right away Eve and Al would be at each other’s throats, their pitched wrangling running ahead, dropping, weaving, setting off all kinds of bells, felling planks and turning levers until the basket came straight down on Leon.


So you might say she was a spoiled, selfish child, ready to take for herself what rightfully belonged to her brother, regardless of his lost hopes or dashed feelings, his trouble or despair. Or you might say she was just a girl who wanted to learn to dance, or maybe even a girl who’d found a way to hear her father’s laughter and see his eyes light up and was determined not to let that go.


Either way, you wouldn’t be saying anything that hadn’t already been argued—“ad infinitum,” as Eve said.


Either way, it was a problem.
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Flesh and Blood


Philip had one dirt road. It went from the school, on the far side of the western gulch, straight down, then up past the single block of houses, took a sharp right, then ran down again into the southern gulch, to downtown, where it intersected with the town’s one paved street, which had a bank, a bar, a drugstore, a diner, a movie theater, and the old-time Philip Hotel.


In René’s dreams there were torrential downpours that turned all the gullies into deep pools. The neighbor kids, including Leon, would jump in, but when René tried to join them, the water would rage and churn, chopping itself into white tips and swirling over the banks. Then there’d be a skip—she’d be submerged, pounded by rain, deafened by the water’s roar, overpowered by the current and swept out into the flooded gorge, far away from the others. Sometimes Leon would appear and reach his hand to pull her out, but mostly she’d just startle awake.


It happened again and again, the dream running night after night like a looped film reel.


Drifting off to sleep in her bunk above Leon, anticipating the jump into stormy water, René would imagine gripping the bank more firmly this time or treading more powerfully against the pull of the current, as if the dream were a military drill. She hadn’t even turned six yet, but already she knew that whatever came her way, nighttime or not, she was going to have to be brave, she was going to have to buck up and handle it. To start with, she had to figure out how to keep herself out of the riptide in the first place, and dream-drowning in flooded ravines seemed like good practice.


So did sticking her tongue to the aluminum screen doors up and down the block when it was below zero, which she did under the pale light of day. Just as the “wormy Jessup kids” Eve didn’t like from next door had promised, her tongue stuck. She had to peel it off slowly, making tight fists in her pockets to endure the burning. But when Leon saw her going from one screen door to the next and ran home to tell, Eve marched out to get her, looking furious, then spread Mercurochrome on her raw tongue and sent her to bed with a hot water bottle and a lecture about not doing the first stupid thing some “goddamn dumb kid” tells you to do.


Then one scorching day in the middle of summer, when all the moms and kids were cooped up in one of the neighbor houses—fans whirring, curtains drawn—and the moms were far too hot to play Wahoo anyway, they came up with a plan. They’d all get into one car and head down to the diner. There’d be air-conditioning, and the moms could have iced tea while the kids got pop.
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