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·    ·

He was the brother they called Peabrain.

I never knew his real name.

Only Peabrain.

So that’s all I ever called him, too.

Though I never once stopped to think what I was saying about him by doing that. Or how it might make him feel. I only knew that’s what he answered to. So that’s the name that I, like everybody else, used.

Peabrain had a sister. She was … who? Some name, solid, that was like a stone dropping when you pronounced it. She regularly chewed paint off pencils. Neatly, leaving them the color of their wood.

Every Sunday night, their mother would drink a single beer. She sprinkled salt into it after filling her glass. I’d never seen that before. Not the salt. But a woman, with a beer.

The brand name on the label, the shape of the glass, the hand she held it in, everything would come to me in time. All I had to do was think hard. And that’s what I was doing right then, with great intent. Thinking, thinking, rooting around the long sealed-up cartons in my brain, bringing into light harmless memories from the old days here, thoughts I’d stored from that time. Something, anything, other than why I really was back and what that meant. Something other than what this place once was for me—the setting of almost an entire childhood of summers so pleasant and cheerful they could have doubled as coloring book illustrations. Something other than what the farm was for me the final season I lived here, a lesson as black and white as the dictionary page you consult because you need the definition of a puzzling word.

What I had been trying to define in that summer of 1976 was the adult universe, where I, then about to turn 18, swiftly was headed, baggage packed for me, ticket purchased, brochures offered but merely glanced at because the destination seemed too unbelievable to be my own. The grown-up land might as well have been India, with its jarring class levels and mysterious religions and exotic garb. Countless subtle languages, strange foods, extreme climates, customs you wouldn’t finally learn until after you’d broken every one of the rules. I inched forward without a map. Then came the summer of Lucy Dragon. Though my very age, she already had visited places light years ahead, landing at the farm for a breather, only to become my erstwhile guide into reality. Most people can call up merely the most general, fuzzy memories of leaving their innocence and getting the first real idea of what it would mean to have eyes open to the way things really are in life. This place, this farm—mostly this worn circle of earth where she and I spent so many hours—I actually could put my finger on and point to and say right here is where I caught on to the idea of the bigger world. Right here also is where I was broadsided by it for the first time, a slam I am embarrassed to confide I can feel keenly even more than two decades later, courtesy of the boy I believed to be the love of my life, and the girl I was hoping would be the friend of my dreams. Good and bad, it happened right here on the ground on which I once again stand. All this because Lucy Dragon came to stay in the nice clean room we had for rent.

The ponies were the ones who witnessed it all. Watching then just as they were watching me on my first day back. Without a look at them, I couldn’t help but know this. Their stares pressed into me, their eyes the color of rich earth and as big as the oval you-make when you join your thumb and first finger together to signal that everything is okay. In a wasted effort, I tried to pretend they really weren’t only a couple feet away as I started the walk from the barn down to the big sign at the roadside, carrying in my left hand the plain piece of cedar shingle onto which I had written the single word.

With every step, each time I swung that arm forward, a cold wave of general sadness broke over me. Then followed a pail full of guilt, right in the face. I knew well that my uncle would have spent all morning in his shop, firing up his fussed-over collection of power tools to perfect the look of the word I was delivering. He would have taken a router or some other kind of loud machine to carve the letters. He would have added a fancy little scalloped border. There would have been a coat of milky white primer. Then, after the proper amount of drying time, a small sharp-angled brush would have been dipped into a can of bright orangey red paint so that anybody, no matter their level of eyesight, could easily and without squinting read this from well down the road. I never have had any of my uncle’s creativity, and right then it was tough to drum up anything coming close to resembling his enthusiasm for such work. So all I’d done was take a laundry marker to the piece of wood I’d found in a box of scrap beneath the workbench, and I’d started and finished the job in the short few minutes it took for the hose to top off the water trough.

My uncle never would have stood for displaying these few inches of unadorned wood anywhere on his property—let alone out in the front yard for both passing strangers and lifelong friends to view. But, suddenly, my uncle wasn’t standing at all. And because he wasn’t, just as suddenly, there I was, three thousand miles from my home, to begin the end. To put his place to rest. To clean out, wash up, sort out, pack up, give back, give away, sell off, ship off, move out, and move along everything and everyone for which and for whom these rolling 152 acres were home. The little white farmhouse with the neat horseshoe shapes cut into the many pairs of green shutters. The hunkering barn, color of fresh blood. The thirty-eight Rhode Island Reds worrying beneath their slanted roof. The couple of rabbits that followed on your heels if you allowed them loose from the pen. The four quick goats named for the Evangelists. And the six ponies who for so long had made this address some degree of what you actually might consider a place of interest.

After this summer, so much of what was right in front of me on this day of my return would be gone. Relocated somewhere new and, as of right now, unknown. And the first step in all this was for me to head down to the sign and nail my square of wood over the number forty-four. Right in the middle of the line that tells everybody exactly how many consecutive summers the Happy Trails Pony Ring has been in operation. How many seasons in a row, it has without fail been offering any kid with enough coins five slow and dream-filled trips around the perfect circle etched beneath the sugar maples.

I stuck my hand in my jacket pocket and a fingertip found for me the point of the wide-headed silver nail I’d taken from a coffee can on the workbench. I pounded it in the proper place and then stood back to take in how three whacks of the hammer were all that was needed to announce the great chore I’d been asked to perform. To turn last year’s message—“Our 44th Season”—into “Our FINAL Season.” With my version of handiwork, a thick, wavering black line under the length of the middle word.

That’s when I finally turned and brought myself to really look at the ponies for the first time since being delivered up the driveway an hour earlier. For the first time since I was last here, twenty-two years ago. And they were staring, as usual, like no time at all had passed, all six heads over the fence, lined up side by side in the same order they’d always been: Star. Pan. Tony. Princess. Zoey. Chester. I’d always thought they were the smartest animals ever born. But as far as I knew, they were unable to read. And, enviably more often than not, their awareness and concern was limited to the very moment happening right now.

Which is an end, but also must be given some credit for being a start. Of simple-sounding things like a summer, and a request to be fulfilled. Of a real breeze, too, one that began waving up across the back field while I was down at the sign, and that now ruffles the new leaves overhead, an entrancing sound you could tape and sell to be played on the stereo at day spas. It moves around to push the tail of the copper rooster posing on the barn cupola, and to sway the triangle that hangs from the fence and calls the ponies in from the farthest edge of the field at night. The air is circling, a piece of hay scuttles past on the ground, followed by the purply feather of a jay. It’s moving my hair, now free from behind my ears and sliding across my eyes. All I can do is listen. To the whoosh of the breeze and the souvenirs it carries past me—my uncle’s whistling, and my aunt’s laughing, and the ponies saying the only word ponies are able to. I enjoy all of this fully, as you do the last bits of a dream when it gets to the point where you are waking and you realize what’s happening is not real life, yet it’s still very nice and good so why not get every moment out of it that you can. One more thing I haven’t heard for a lifetime: Frankie’s voice saying he loves me loves me loves me. I’m standing in the barnyard blinded by the sweetness in all this and that’s when the wind kicks up and—bam!—the door of the nice clean room for rent flies open and there is Lucy, who took what she did and ran away from us all, but who never really left me.

I shove the hair from my eyes and I shake the last thought out like sea water sloshing in the middle of my head. “What was that?” But the wind is gone and there’s nobody left to ask. Except the six of them there at the fence.

Executrix, I was to be.

Originally, I was to have been called owner.

“The farm will go to you,” Pal repeated throughout my childhood, like mortality was something a kid would want to dwell on. But he’d made the right choice. I knew the place as well as they did. From my eighth year through my eighteenth, I spent every summer there. I don’t say that I simply stayed there, because I did a lot more than just sleep in the little spare room that was straight ahead as you cleared the top step onto the second floor of the farmhouse. I lived there as much as did Victory, in the room to the right of mine, and Pal, in the one to the left, joining them in the cycle of the place, the working before light that is more than a butter-commercial cliché. I was far from a guest who needed to be entertained or who scuffed around bored, having to be given a constant handful of suggestions for ways to spend all her free time. I was there to help out. To work. To feed and groom and tack the ponies, then to head back to the barn to rake and shovel, sweep and pour and fill, and to interrupt any of that only when a car pulled up the drive and its doors flew open and a stream of kids ran to the ring, climbing onto the fence rails and pointing and yelling and attempting a pat. To take their money and settle them on and give them their five times around, then to head back to my chores until somebody else happened by. That was my day, always ending with a ride into the fields, a two-helping supper, a warm bath in the short deep tub, and up to bed usually even without a lengthy look at TV Those three months of the year, I grew taller, tanned, and got from the sun the kind of streaky golden highlights in my hair that my mother’s girlfriends paid good money to have professionally applied. It was as if the farm were one big vitamin pill. That’s what Pal, flexing a bicep, liked to tell me.

But that was before the summer of Lucy Dragon. After that, I remained away, my choice of school and job taking me far from Massachusetts, and my career in education earning me nowhere near the income required for the upkeep and taxes on a place that size. The farm was a sentimental luxury I wouldn’t be able to afford until I hit the big-bucks state lottery, which there was little chance of because, not liking to waste a dollar, I never bothered to play. The same way I never bothered to visit. Not once after that last summer, after the disappointing post-dentist-visit taste left in my heart regarding the place I’d long considered my true home. After that summer, I made up—or conveniently actually had—one excuse after another as to why I couldn’t come out for a stay: Heartbreak. School. Heartbreak. Love. Heartbreak. Motherhood. On and on. And all the many obligations that each one stacked on my head. The string of reasons I never could fly east eventually got so long that my aunt and uncle stopped raising the topic, which was a relief.

My uncle’s whole, complete name—Pawel—was what they gave when they phoned me from Mary Lane, the hospital to which he’d been brought.

“I’m calling on behalf of Pawel Panek,” said a nurse who didn’t identify herself personally, just rushed on to say that I was the family contact listed on Mr. Panek’s wallet identification card, even though I was out of state, and, hey, where is the 206 area code anyway?

Seattle, I said as slowly as if the word had forty-five syllables, and she informed me, “There’s been an emergency.”

When I arrived there the next day, red-eyed from my first red-eye flight, my uncle was left to bits of whisperings. A monster had been growing in his brain for who knew how long, and the morning before it had flattened him to the kitchen floor linoleum, where he was discovered by farmhand Jerzy there for chores. Once located, the thing had been determined too tricky to remove, especially from the head of someone elderly. When my uncle’s words came, they were little and soft, and I had to stay close to make them out. My ear was almost on his lips when I made out the message: “It’s time. Close the farm.” I almost asked him to repeat this, but what he’d said sunk in. Of course I replied, “Nonsense, you’ll be back there soon.” But however I tried to puff up the words, they came out steamrollered. Both of us knew better. “Nonsense, you,” my uncle said back. “Close. End. Get rid—everything.” There was a space here, and I studied the weave in the flimsy ecru blanket. He jarred me, with this: “But run the ring. One more season.” Machines on either side of the bed purred and clicked. “Please?” Pal asked. The man in the next bed, about ninety years old, screamed for his mother. My uncle finished. “Nice round number before you take the sign down.”

Twenty-two years after last doing so, I am taking in the sound of it all. The snap of the crossties. The creak of the leather as you secure the saddle, bringing the strap up into the metal ring, through and down to the right, around to the left, back through the ring and down behind the crossover of leather you’ve already made. Pulling it tight. Sort of like how you tie a man’s tie, as my uncle instructed back when he, rather than I, was the one closing the gate now that the six are tacked and waiting in the ring.

All that is why I now sit there, hand curled around the whip, mind wrapping around the past. I look to the left, to the right. There are no cars. No sounds. Nobody. Nothing. I look down at the sign. I look over at the ponies. I am back here. They are here, as they always have been. We are open for business. All of us, ready for the first of the final trips around the world. Wherever they might take us along the way.
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I have returned to the first place I ever traveled to in my life.

My debut at the farm, forty years ago, was much more ceremonious, made via a tenderly driven Chevrolet Belair the second Sunday of July, 1958, ten days after I was born. Springing my mother and me from our sterile hospital confines, my father took us on a roundabout way home, three extra miles over to Route 9, just so he could stop at the farm and show off his first-ever child.

My Uncle Pal and my Aunt Victory—my father’s little brother and his big sister—lived at and worked the farm that my grandparents had started, and on which my uncle and aunt and my father had been raised quite comfortably. The place long was known for its fine beef cattle, and its lush pastures were dotted with dozens of massive ink-colored animals the size of the two-hundred-gallon tank of heating oil hidden under our back stairs. The meat that grew on their bones was literally prize-winning, and if you wanted proof of this you could walk inside the barn and over to the pretty oak-edged glass-front case my uncle built just for displaying the many ribbons Panek Farm beef cattle had won at agricultural fairs and expositions held over the years throughout New England. Many of the animals were auctioned off to exclusive restaurants and your more notable butcher shops right after they received some of these prizes, and in this way my uncle and aunt made a decent enough living. As they did selling the asparagus in the spring, the tomatoes and cucumbers in the summer, the sugar pumpkins and winter-keeping squash in the fall, and the reliable brown eggs all year ’round.

He widowed, she never-married, both of them pretty much keeping to themselves, they didn’t live too loudly. Yet nobody could say the two of them ever wanted for much. Even so, Pal always was thinking they could do better than they were. Old age had been a big concern of his, long before he even got to the halfway point. He and Victory had personally escorted their parents through the final years of their lives, and that naturally got them thinking, especially considering how there’d be no offspring to do that for them. Saving to insure Victory and himself a comfortable existence right to the very end became the goal, and over the years a lot of my uncle’s spare time went to growing or putting together or coming up with something extra to make money on, everything advertised out in front of the house on the neat rectangular signs my uncle cut out, painted, and then hung from cup hooks, one below the previous, like those that on the day of my first visit made up a swinging block-lettered chain of hopefully irresistible offers:

Clover Honey

Brown Eggs

Miracle Herbs

Rope Swings

Manure

Firewood

Onion Sets

Birdhouses

Perfectly Round Rocks

Lucky Horseshoes (Used)

Your Name in Cement

Over the years, Pal opened up and sooner or later reluctantly closed down a series of generally ignored ventures including an iced-down boulder-strewn toboggan run, guided walks over to a tree knot roughly the shape of a pair of praying hands, and a small sideshow of poultry cursed with a range of deformities. Five winters before the July that I came into the world, he worked many nights constructing a big wagon wheel that Victory at first could only guess the prospective use of because he wouldn’t reveal it until the very end of the project. Then, the Friday night after that Easter, my uncle went off to an auction and came back with the first of the ponies—Star—standing in the footwell of the backseat of his Chevrolet. A month later, on Memorial Day, alter he and Victory had made their early drive over to leave a bark-covered log planter of salmon geraniums at the family headstone, my uncle poured the final wheelbarrow full of concrete around the two square legs of a big rectangular sign on which he’d printed elegantly and in black:

“Happy Trails Pony Ring”

Our First Season

Five Cents for Five Trips Around the World

The “Happy Trails” part had been Uncle Pal’s idea. He was an admirer of Roy Rogers and once read how Roy had the habit of signing all his publicity photos with that wish. “The World” part had been Victory’s suggestion. My uncle had wanted the line to end at “around,” but my aunt pointed out that everybody then probably would ask, “around what?” So she suggested he add “the world,” despite this technically being false advertising. Unless you had one good and big imagination, as most kids did, and do.

At noon that Memorial Day of 1953, the first rider arrived. Victory always told how she knew the exact time of day because she was just about to fill up Pal’s ginger ale glass for lunch, and as she uncapped the soda, the loud fizz roaring up from the neck of the bottle made the appropriate sound of applause. Like something big was just starting. She looked out the side window and this was what she saw: all finished with marching in the morning’s big parade downtown, a dark-haired floppy-eared boy wearing a too-large Cub Scout uniform and still holding a tiny American flag and hopping out of a long gray car then standing still before the now-complete circle of animals Pal had assembled over the previous month. And a man in a good dark suit stepping from the driver’s side and pushing back the brim of his fedora and holding out a nickel.

My uncle lifted the U-shaped piece of metal that secured the gate closed, and slowly swung it aside. Star stood there in the opening, as he would always, because, as Pal was told at the auction, and went on to relate to everyone who might ask over the years, ponies live forever.

Sunday drives were still a huge deal in those days, happily uprooting family members from their daily routines and getting them out into the country for a free day of fresh air and a glimpse of the contentment being enjoyed by farm families who, regardless of how busy they were in actuality, looked to be living the coveted simple life. Panek Farm, so well cared for and inviting, was located perfectly for the convenient viewing of this life, up and off a main and paved road that was smooth and edged with forest. This also was the same route you had to take to get to the new reservoir, so that meant steady tourist traffic on the weekends, people intent on getting a good firsthand look at the nearly forty-square-mile expanse of dammed-up river that was being billed as the largest water supply ever created by the impressive and often surprising hand of man.

Over twenty years of construction in the 1930s and ’40s, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts obliterated four entire towns in the making of the enormous Quabbin Reservoir. It was not created for the needs of most locals, but to charge down a long gravity-fed pipe and into the kitchen sinks, drinking glasses, clawfoot bathtubs, and swimming pools of people who lived in the Boston area a hundred miles east. Uncle Pal and Aunt Victory’s property abutted what once had been the town of Dana, a place that now, according to the black-on-orange signs nailed to tall trees at the boundary, is known as nothing more than State Property. If they wanted to walk far enough into the woods, as they used to once in a while for recreation, or if they wanted to ride one of the adult-strength ponies, like they once did often enough that the animals knew their way in and out without having to be given any kind of commands, my aunt and uncle eventually would come upon places that had ceased to exist.

In preparation for the flooding of the valley, houses and barns and shops and municipal buildings were moved or were demolished. Trees and fences were felled. A rail line was dismantled. Residents scattered to find new places to call home. If you can believe or at least imagine this, even the dead were disturbed, what was found to be left of them—sometimes only the hardware from their coffins—dug up and moved to a new main cemetery on the other side of the state road, a parklike setting offering higher ground and even quaint street signs that would allow you to that much easier locate the latest eternal resting places of your disrupted loved ones.

Stone walls that once delineated the properties of the towns now ran down to a long and quiet shoreline, and continued straight on in to disappear beneath cold eggplant-hued depths. While the water level was still inching up during its seven-year-climb, some people said you could spot building foundations intact and still poking up from the rising surface. And, truth be told, the chance of catching memorable and unsettling sights like that, rather than just the stark beauty of the massive lake, was what was drawing many of the visitors years after the maximum capacity of gallons had been reached. But “How long can you look at water?” was how Uncle Pal saw it. Folks soon surely would want something else to do after a few minutes or hours of staring at scenery, they’d certainly crave somewhere else of interest to go. So, he hoped, they’d drive down the road in search of some new diversion, and—hey—wait—look—stop—ponies!

By the end of that first summer of business, from no formal advertising but my uncle’s sign and the powerful means of word-of-mouth, families were seeking out the pony ring. Groups on their weekend outings were making the farm a regular stop. Little vans and big buses labeled with the names of churches and camps and youth organizations from crowded cities as far away as Bridgeport and Providence would fling open their doors and children of all sizes would charge to the ring. Nickels imprinting their palms, the most impatient kids would count aloud the number of times the bell rang to mark the number of times the ponies circled. The wheel spoke to which Star was tethered was a few inches longer than the other five, and reached a brass bell that hung from the gatepost. Each time he came up to it, the bell sounded. Five rings meant that particular ride was completed. Some of the riders wailed when that happened and when Uncle Pal moved forward to advance each animal to the gate, to free the littler ones strapped to the saddle horn by an old trouser belt and to assist each to the ground. Sometimes the kids on the ponies cried when the ride started and the animals stepped off and the stationary world began to revolve past. Or they screeched the entire time they were on, as if being put through some horrific form of torture. I am told that my parents and I got cuts in line the day that I showed up as a brand-new infant child, and that our being ushered to the front for my very first pony ride caused one little girl to have to wait that much longer and she broke into tears and, even though she was dressed in Sunday church clothes complete with straw hat, went and had a rolling fit right there on the dusty ground.

My family visited the farm every summer Sunday until I turned seven. In the first pictures of me from many of those times, I am still so small and young that I need assistance to keep from falling off whatever pony I’ve been placed on. Skip a few album pages and I am sitting proudly without anyone’s aid. Arms reaching farther, legs longer, feet finally making it to the first stop, the high hidden little loops just below the saddle that are like a beginner’s set of stirrups. My face grows more at ease in each photograph as I ride Chester, Tony, Princess, but mostly Star. Until I turned seven and my father’s telephone company, without much notice that I ever was aware of, transferred him to Chicago. And, of course, what could be done? My mother and my brother and my sister and I had no choice but to go along.

The littler kids did not care about relocating. For them, the farm held nowhere near the great degree of fascination that I knew. During visits, they chose to stay on the porch with their G.I. Joes and fake versions of animals and around two in the afternoon would begin screaming for home. I’d beg to be left behind. By age four, I was working at the farm every summer weekend, pitching in with a seriousness that had visiting adults elbowing one another as I passed them by in my blue felt cowboy hat and fringed shirts, boy’s dungarees, and black-and-gold boots, hefting a pitchfork or some other implement a couple times my size. Once we moved, I whined and pleaded and stopped eating to achieve the only thing I wanted in life-permission, with airfare, to spend the whole of every summer at the farm. So, starting with my eighth summer and ending with my eighteenth, for most of each June, all of every July, and the whole of all the Augusts, I had right heaven on the good earth I knew so well.

And then came Lucy.

All because Pal had gotten the big idea to add to the usual lineup of signs—

Miracle Herbs

Mulch Hay

Peony Roots

Laying Hens

Pickled Tree Mushrooms

Sharpening of Various Implements

—an additional one:

Nice Clean Room for Rent

It sounded great at first—when Victory wrote me over the winter about my uncle’s latest moneymaking idea and the plan to let out the extra room, a small sunporch that hung off the back of the kitchen, I loved the idea. This meant anybody from anywhere could be living with us. Somebody from Africa or Taiwan or the South Pole or Idaho. Somebody famous. Rich. In hiding. Somebody with a past that needed sheltering, here, far away from most everything. Where they wouldn’t be found. And where, if anybody did come looking, my aunt and uncle and I would be so loyal we would show blank faces and shrug in response to every question, and we would never, ever reveal there was anybody else here with us on the farm. Anybody human, that is, except for her, and him, and me.

But such exotic tenants never appeared. Those who did rent were just regular people passing through on their way to somewhere else due to nothing more than the most boring of reasons. They needed a place while awaiting an apartment vacancy nearby. They were hunting for work, or exploring a largely ignored part of the state. One sturdy young couple who daily wore matching his-and-hers khaki shorts claimed the porch for their two weeks of vacation, and bravely set out toward the dead village each morning on map-guided hikes lengthy enough to keep them gone until way past suppertime.

Only one boarder—a young man who stayed the June and July the summer I was sixteen—was remotely intriguing. While slowly drinking the can of Schlitz that Pal offered him as a welcome gift his first night with us, he told the three of us that he was on a leave of absence (though he never detailed the job he was missing from) and that he wanted solitude so he could write the play he’d long dreamed of creating. No, he’d never written anything other than letters. And he’d never been an actor, he told Victory when she asked him that question as well. Truth be told, he’d never even attended an actual play. Nor seen one on film or on his TV. But he’d heard about plays and he said he did have to his benefit the fact that he always was a good listener.

“Just as I’m listening to you now,” he told her, even though right then, if you wanted to get technical, he was actually speaking rather than listening. “Everything people say sounds to me like words on a page. I just thought it’s time I wrote it all down.”

Nobody on the farm was going to stop him. We all had our own business to tend to, and he stayed well out of our way, in the porch room all the time, writing longhand on unlined paper. I knew that much because I’d see him through the many windows as he hunched at the little table on which Victory the rest of the year displayed her Christmas cactus. He stared down at his work with the type of laser-beam concentration that I employed only on things like the Iowa test. None of us ever knew the topic or content of his play because he never revealed that. Or anything else. He took his meals in his room, on a tray, like you do when you’re sick. He didn’t bother us with chatting or company. The minute he left on the exact last day of July, just as he told Victory he would when he first arrived, it was like he’d never been there. I am lucky to even be able to recall his name. But, then, it consisted of only three letters: Ron.

I could have sat on that porch in my solitude for a dozen Junes and Julys and still never could have written the plot for what would happen after the sign got hung the following year. About that next boarder, I remember a whole lot more than the four letters of her name. She doesn’t so much stick in my mind as she occupies a territory of it. Still living, rent-free, these many years since the last time I saw her.

I’d been hearing about her the entire spring, in all my regular and greatly anticipated cards and letters from the farm.

“Guess what?” my aunt asked me in her usual typewriting, done on her old Royal that couldn’t decide between red or black ink so democratically split each letter in half and printed both. “Guess who’ll be renting the room! A granddaughter of my friend! Coming north from the south! Loves animals! Is in need of fresh air!”

And the best news, Victory pointed out with another exclamation point—the girl was just my age! Maybe a tad older by a few weeks or a month, but still replying the same number of years when somebody asked her age. Which, this summer, would be seventeen!

“Do you know this girl?”

I first asked this question back in Illinois, during the spring leading into that summer, one late afternoon while my mother peeled side-dish carrots down the drain, into the brand-new garbage disposal that had been her big present from my father for their last wedding anniversary. I couldn’t imagine ever wanting such a regular boring thing; for a gift, especially if you were an adult and therefore could ask for or afford anything in the world. But these were the kinds of things my parents traditionally exchanged. An electric knife for a garage-door opener. A machine that scrubbed your rugs for another gizmo that shot a fierce stream of water at the dirty aluminum siding on your house. A tube with a plastic claw on the end that extended so you could reach up and easily change a lightbulb on a ceiling fixture. Snow tires. Overshoes. Storm windows. A pressure cooker. A rolling trash can. Matching Water Pics. As Ma worked on her carrots, the floor of the stainless steel sink disappeared under big orange curls that piled like chopped-off locks beneath a beautician’s chair. She didn’t look up from her chore as she asked, “What girl do you mean?”

“Do you know the girl, the one who’s coming to the farm this summer? Some granddaughter of one of Aunt Victory’s friends?”

“I don’t know many of her friends anymore,” Ma told me. “Some I knew—one used to make a decent crumble but would never write down the correct recipe for me—one of those people who on purpose leaves out a crucial ingredient just to throw you off track. But I don’t remember anyone well enough to know who their grandchildren are. I’m sure Victory wouldn’t offer to take in a girl who wasn’t good and nice and respectful and helpful. Don’t you worry.”

“I’m not worried,” I said. “I think it’ll be fun.”

I did. What I actually thought was that it would be like camp. My summers always had been taken up by going back home to the farm. And despite how much I loved doing that, and that I always knew I had a better time there than anybody in the world, I once in a while found myself a bit jealous when catching up with my friends each September. They all made it sound that in groups they’d been having a kind of great time I was somehow missing all by myself at the dark end of the day with nobody around but my aunt and my uncle and the crickets, never the company of a real girlfriend like you might otherwise hang around with for the summer months.

Except for Judith and Joan, sisters who were sent off to a special camp in New York state where everybody talked Hebrew, and Gay and Darlene, two other sisters from a separate family that every summer without fail shipped them off to a place in Pennsylvania that was supposed to teach them how to eat better and exercise and bring themselves down to a healthy weight that they might maintain until the next year, Girl Scout camp was where most of my friends spent their summers. Some woodsy place up over the Wisconsin border that bore the same multisyllabic Indian name as did the freezing island-dotted lake on which it was perched. There, for a month at a stretch, wearing forest-green shorts and matching T-shirts and kneesocks and beanies that varied ih style with the wearer’s level in the organization, these girls made their homes in tents, washed without hot water, used latrines, lit actual fires, sang songs, presented skits, and told terrifying stories late into the night, doing so even after the third warning from the counselor, and the threatened penalty of busing the dining hall.

They envied me in turn, but only for my access to boys, which they were offered maybe one Friday a month at disastrous mixers with the Scout camp on the other shore. Daily I saw boys, many of them my age, passing by on bicycles, slumped into the backseats of family cars that stopped at the ring, behind the counter at the feed store. And so extra lucky was I that the only one I ever wanted to have in front of me—Frankie—literally was delivered to my door.

Our Day ’n Night Dairy order arrived every afternoon around four-fifteen; two quarts of whole milk each visit, half a pound of butter every second one. The delivery truck was a rusting boxy thing colored the same shade as coffee is if you put too much cream in it. Which, I guess, the dairy would have liked you to do so they could come to your house maybe twice a day. Its slow, clattering arrival up the driveway always coincided with my aunt’s starting, supper. That was one thing I liked about seeing it. There also was the clean formality of the old milkman, known to us as Fred. His dirty work done for the day, he was now outfitted in his blue-and-white-checkered overalls and white button-down shirt and work shoes painted the color of his bestseller. The fact that he also delivered chocolate milk already mixed and tasting better than anything you could concoct in your own kitchen no matter how much Bosco you added, that was good, too. But nothing beat what the truck delivered in its passenger seat. And that was the old milkman’s young son, Frankie.

He started with the deliveries when he was nine. It was startling the first time I saw the truck stopped at the front of the house and watched from the ring, ready to wave to Fred, and out hops Fred’s outfit—only a tiny version, with this smallish white-haired boy in it. Rushing, bent forward as he ran up the steps. You could hear the soles of his boots catch on the rough cement, the muffled clinks of the full bottles as they knocked against the metal basket he lugged, Fred’s voice sternly reminding him to slow down. The boy swapped the full bottles for the empties left rinsed shiny in the box, collected the next day’s order form, and ran back down the stairs to the truck. Fred honked a litde tune at me as he backed down the driveway. I waved. From the usually vacant seat next to Fred, the smallish boy pretended he had something on the floor important enough to look at, and he kept his eyes focused down there until he was out of sight.

The summer we were twelve, he told me he liked me. I’d felt that way about him for three years, had been waiting two long years to hear it from him, and answered as much. When I returned to the farm at thirteen, he said he wanted to go steady. At fourteen he said it was love. He’d say it in multiples. Love love love, like once wasn’t sufficient, unlike you’d expect a boy to go on. But he did go on, and how could you not believe it: Love love love. I’d say it back to him the same way, to the only ear of his that worked, which was easy to remember the placement of because it was on the same side of his body as his enthusiastic heart. The summer we were fifteen, Frankie on purpose dropped his brand-new high school class ring into our delivery box, just so he could come back on his bike the next day off and say he was on a search for it. That his parents would murder him if he couldn’t find it. They’d sprung for real gold rather than just the plated stuff that most of his friends had ordered, and now look what had happened. Gone and he’d only just gotten it. Victory said she hadn’t a clue where it was. But I had a lot more than that. The thing was upstairs in my trunk, hidden deep in a nest of seamless bras. I’d kept it there since finding it the day before he came looking, when I removed the quarts from the box and spotted the gold shining down from the corner. It fit on my finger quite perfectly, and I played with it after bedtime, making up some kind of eternal vows and pretending that my right hand was Frankie’s slipping this onto the ring finger of my own left one. He was saying my name as he did, three times, and with a peculiar Boston accent he used on no other of his words, without fail pronouncing it kind of like how I imagine the Kennedys would if any of them had ever met me. I never heard him do that to anybody else’s name, to give it that twist, and that took a big electric mixer to the blood around my heart.

“Oh Robyn, I love you love you love you.”

In the bath, I’d turn my hand to admire the green stone that represented the school color of Ware High School down the hill in the valley, home of the Indians, one of which was profiled in detailed relief on the left side of the band. On the opposite side was a small crest bearing the word “WARE” and then “FIDELITY” in an arc over that. To people who thought they were funny, that they were the first to ask, “Where’s that? Where’d you say you’re from? Where?” the town name was a joke. But if you lived here, you really didn’t think twice about the name of your home, it being what you’d known all your life. As for the word fidelity, I knew that meant you stayed true to something. I held the word in my vocabulary, and practiced it like some people work at good posture or an Olympic sport, constantly and with great future purpose. The same summer I snapped up Frankie’s ring from the milk box this kid Kevin Powers back in Illinois was after me to be his girlfriend. He wanted to know how I could have any kind of a relationship with a boy half a country away. But even if I could have put my feelings for Frankie into some kind of comprehensible words, he wouldn’t have understood them. Kevin Powers lived back in Illinois, which from the first year there I always had seen as a separate life from my real one, on the farm. It was like my blood ran down different veins when I got back to Massachusetts. One minute there and the air in me went down different tubes and passageways. Parts of my brain that I never otherwise used kicked into gear. Sounds went in the same ears, but were replayed to my brain on what was like a far better set of speakers, the type you’d pay lots for on a trip out to some specialty store in the city. There, my eyes switched, gained new abilities, like when the optometrist sets your face into the little mask of lenses and clicks a selection past you—which ones are the best, he wants to know, which ones allow you to see the way you really should? One or two? One or two? And at first, the lenses are all like how I view my existence in Illinois—you can see fine, but everything has a vague fuzz to it, a muddiness around the edges, everything is off. Then clearer, clearer, that’s it. That’s the one. I am back home. I know who I am.

And this summer, this last summer before college, I would have a genuine girlfriend along for the ride. I just knew we’d have adventures, and they’d be the best kinds, ones you couldn’t list or predict ahead of time because they would just happen on what had started out to be the most boring of days and then you would reminisce for hours, years later even, on the fun or the fright. We’d cook over an open fire all the meals that my aunt would allow us to. Even cake, which I heard from the Girl Scouts that you can make over coals if you use some kind of tin-foil contraption. We’d invent ourselves a code in which we’d write letters every month all the way until next summer, unlike my friends’ new friends, whose correspondence bulletted with hollow-dotted i’s and smiley faces at the closing usually petered out after the pages detailing the sender’s choice of Halloween costume. We’d swap clothes, invent hairdos. I’d leave for college in the fall wearing the beaded jewelry made in our own version of craft class, displaying my enviable matching necklace and bracelet and pinkie ring while showing off photos of this girl and me, of us riding, riding on real ponies, not just sitting on one of the couple of trailweary nags the Girl Scout camp each July trucked in for the many who’d registered to take part in Equestrian Day. It all was going to be just perfect.

At least that’s what I thought until my first day back at the farm that final summer. When all of it really started—when Victory had her talk with Mrs. Chichon, her closest friend in the whole world.

·     ·     ·

As usual, my steamer trunk had been deposited by my uncle in the far corner of my room, and I had the lid open as I knelt to admire all the things that I had thrown in haphazardly the week before, and that my mother had immediately come along to fold and neaten and mark off on a detailed checklist because that’s the kind of organized person she is. We had a couple of packings to tend to that May—both this old beat-up black trunk, and a new white golden-hardwared one bought just for college. I maybe should have felt sadder about all this, the fact that once I left Illinois for Massachusetts the day after high school graduation I really would not be going back but for that week in which I hoped to catch up with, and brag to, the other girls on the block. When the new year had turned and my plans got so real you could see them printed on the current calendar, my mother often would get weepy, not really crying in front of any of us, but heading behind the sliding door of the bathroom to address her sadness in front of the double sinks. Maybe some daughters would have joined in, would have banged on the door until the mother unlocked and over the threshold they’d fall into each other’s arms, sobbing out their feelings. But I couldn’t work up to that. I was so excited about the prospect of going back to the farm, and, of course, to Frankie. Then off to college in Washington, at the far other end of the country, a school that not only wanted me but was willing to pay my way. And then looking forward to returning to the farm, of course, like always, at the end of the school year. All these huge and wonderful things happening to me one after the other that even in the dark I couldn’t help but smile every time I thought about the life that awaited. My future was like a pizza that had just been delivered to the front door, made to order, all so right out of the oven and baked just for me that the steam making its way through the cracks in the corners of the box is writing my name in the air.

The farm was the first course. My favorite place in the entire big world, and now I was back there. Back home. Back in time.

It was old both physically and in the ways that were practiced there. Fish on Friday, cleaning from top to bottom on Saturday, Mass on Sunday, every night sit in the same rocking chair my grandfather once rested in, awake to the same scene he saw when he opened his eyes in the bedroom that was now mine. A man I never met, but felt like I had thanks to the many palpable links to him. My uncle was always telling me stories about his father, the original Pawel, a music lover who dragged the phonograph out to the barn and cranked up classical records for the benefit of the animals decades before anybody else in the world ever thought anything similar. He loved to walk to the edge of the field and pick a handful of plants, some for medicine, some for supper, some just to rub between his fingers and hold beneath his nose and inhale for the healing powers they surely were emitting. Always, in a custom that my uncle continued, rattling off the old-country sayings that were the answer for any situation. Proverbs for everything—even one about exactly that—“Na wszystko jest przysłowie,” which translated to “There is a proverb for everything.”
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