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Somewhere in Minnesota


Her grandfather was still alive, that was the problem.


Sue Oldhorn was seventeen and an Ojibway Indian just out of school and at her first job, a real job at a bank running the accounts computer, and none of that was a problem. She had money and lived at home and would soon get a new car, well, not new but new-used—a blue Mustang—and none of that was a problem.


But there was this . . . this difficulty. She worked hard all day and came home where her mother and her grandfather waited—her father had been gone many years—and it was always the same.


Always the same.


She would sit down to the meal her mother had prepared, usually with food that Sue had bought with her money from her new job, and before she could eat, before she could even begin to eat her grandfather would start.


Always the same.


“You are young,” he would say. “You are young and now you must listen. Now you must listen to this story.”


But he was old, very old with deep wrinkles not just in his face but deep wrinkles in his mind and when she thought of it at work sometimes, sitting at the computer console with the green numbers rolling before her—when she thought of it she thought that he was still alive, and that was the problem.


He has lived beyond the time when he should have lived, she thought, but not in the hard way it sounded. Not then. He was still alive and he remembered things that did not always fit with the way he lived now, in the small house on the outside of town with two women who took care of him and fed him. He was still alive and in the wrinkles in his mind he remembered things to tell in his stories—oh, God, she thought, sitting at the computer. Such things he remembered.


He was still alive and last night when she came home to sit down to supper before the date she had with Bob from the bank, Bob who was tall and not a Robert but a Bob, Bob who smiled inside—when she came home before a date with that Bob her grandfather had put his fork down and she sighed inwardly and even openly and put her fork down as well.


“You are young,” he started. “You are young and a woman but now hear this story. Hear this story. . . .”


And he had begun the story of the two arrows, which he had told many other times and which was never the same, never the same. It was a story of a time gone, so far and long gone that even the Indians were different. It was the story of when a family was starving and a man had gone hunting with only two arrows in his quiver.


He had first found a rabbit, but didn’t want to use his arrows for so little meat. Then he came upon a deer, and still he wanted more, and finally a moose and he had shot one arrow at the moose but the moose had too much magic and the arrow had turned away. When he shot the second arrow it also missed, and the man had no food for his family and so he returned in shame at his greed and pride, and she knew the moral of the story. Knew it well.


But it was an old story. A boring story. And he told it in the old singsong sound she did not like, told it differently each time as if he couldn’t remember it well enough to keep it straight. Sometimes two arrows, sometimes three, sometimes a rabbit, sometimes a grouse, and on and on and it bored her sideways.


He always waited until they were sitting down to eat and that always made them eat cold food because he became angry if they ate while he talked and it always seemed as if he wanted to tell the story when she was trying to hurry to get to work or about to leave on a date or just anything to make it inconvenient and she hated the stories.


Hated them.


Because they were boring but more, too. She hated them because at final look they weren’t true. He was old and told the stories and she didn’t believe them and didn’t want to believe them because they had nothing to do with her life. Nothing to do with the bank or the new-used Mustang or the date with Bob who smiled inside or the fact that it was her check that bought the food that was now getting cold while she waited. Waited.


Her grandfather was still alive, and she sat now with her fingers slamming against the keys on the computer harder and harder, her forehead tightening into a frown, anger coming through. She was of a time and age that he could or would never understand because he didn’t see things as they were now but as they had been. Her grandfather was still alive.


That was the problem.
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Somewhere in New Mexico


He was fourteen and he had come across the river in the night blackness, in the desert dark he had come across, alone. That’s how he made the picture in his mind as he stood in the darkness alone on the U.S. side of the river. He had done it.


“I am fourteen and I am in the United States and things will become right now. I will find work and there will be money to send home and there will be food for them.”


His name was David Garcia and he was thin with a slight curve to his back and a bush of black hair that needed to be cut. He had the high, strong cheekbones and straight lines of his dead father, killed in a fight of honor, and his eyes were a quiet, serious gray. His arms were corded and tough, as were his legs, and he wore a tired-looking cap with CAT across the front and he carried a worn old army knapsack as old as the Second World War. In the knapsack were a pair of socks, two oranges he had taken from a stand in Juárez when the wind was right for taking them, and nothing else. Nothing.


He had come up from Chihuahua by stealing a ride on the train, had crossed the boundary river at night without the aid of coyotes—those who helped people cross for money and sometimes stole from them or, worse, killed them—and he felt pride that he had done it alone.


He was making his way north, far north, because it was early summer and all the work was in the north now. Men who came back told of the work in the northern states in the early summer. There were sugar beets to thin with the hoe, and the farmers paid much money for the work and would hire anybody who was willing to do it.


“For every hour you are paid three dollars,” the men said in the cantina when they drank the warm beer and talked. “That is how it works out. For every hour you are paid three dollars American and there is food, frijoles with some meat for one meal a day, and a place to sleep. A dry place to sleep. And you don’t have to be too careful about the authorities in those northern states. There are not many and they do not leave their offices in the big cities.”


David had listened to them many times. He cleaned the cantina in the mornings before it opened; the early drinkers were working men who came into the cool, dark, and private place to sip a warm cerveza before they went out into the heat of the day. Many of them had gone north to work and come back, or been deported back to Mexico, and they talked constantly of when they would go again and where they would go and where they would find work when they did go. Day after day they talked of the money they would make when they went north, money to send back for their families, and David listened.


He lived with his mother and five brothers and sisters on the outskirts of Chihuahua in an adobe hut with a metal roof. They were not poor because—in David’s mind—they had never had enough to be even poor. There must be something to compare to, he thought. To be poor you must have at one time had something. Anything. They had nothing. Food for one day had to be worked for that day. Every day. And they had meat once a month, if that. Usually it was rice and beans and some peppers.


There was work for him. There was much work for him in Mexico. But there was nothing to be paid for the work and so he listened to the men talk, listened to their stories and remembered them, and one day when the wind was right for going, he had told his mother he was heading north.


“As they all do,” she had answered, nodding. “That is to be expected.”


“I will send money,” he told her. “And when I come back I will bring money. I will bring it all.”


This time she had said nothing but dug in a sack she had by the mat on which she slept and handed him the pair of socks. He had gone that night, gone on the train north to Juárez to hide during the day and slide across the muddy river at night.


There had not been a moon, which helped, but there had been many others crossing and the border patrol had been busy with their trucks and helicopters running searchlights back and forth and he had barely missed capture at least three times.


Once across the river he had walked north all night until he stood now, just before dawn, on the edge of a highway that stretched into the northern darkness like a line pulling him. It was a slow time for traffic but they had talked of this, too, the men in the cantina, and he knew that he could hitchhike and somebody would give a him a ride sooner or later. Then he had only to keep going until he got to the beet fields in South Dakota, keep catching rides, and he could then work. He knew that.


A car came and he heard the slick-wet whine of the tires on the asphalt before he saw the lights come over the slight rise to his rear. He stood sideways and held out his thumb but the car did not stop.


Four more cars came and went and did not stop but the fifth driver pulled over, and when David got to the car he found it to be a young man in a suit who said he was a salesman and was going to Denver. He spoke Spanish roughly to David but enough was understandable. Way up to Denver, David thought when he said it, and he climbed in and wished he could speak English but said thank you, thank you, and leaned back in the soft seat as the car gathered speed.


He was truly heading north now. Denver was almost to South Dakota and the beet fields.
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Somewhere in Montana


Laura Hayes left the house and headed for the barn with long strides. It was close to eight and the school bus would be coming down the highway soon. But if she hurried she just had time to talk to her father. She was a tall girl and when she covered ground it was with an effortless purpose that seemed to make her float. She wore jeans and a jeans jacket and had long hair but kept it up for convenience. She didn’t really think much about her appearance as long as she was comfortable.


At the barn she took a quick look inside, down the dusty open middle. She saw nobody and went around the side and back to the rear where she came up to an old man leaning on the fence gazing across a large pen with just over seven hundred pregnant ewes in it.


“Hi, Louie—where’s Dad?”


Louie hesitated and studied the sheep before turning. He was very old, perhaps eighty, though Laura wasn’t sure, and stiff and sore with old bones so that he moved slowly. “Soon, now. Tonight. Early tonight they will be starting to get sick. They be sick later tonight.”


Laura smiled. He meant that they would start having lambs but he was so old-fashioned that he thought it wrong to talk of such things in front of young girls, even seniors in high school, as Laura was; so he said they were getting “sick,” when he really meant they would be going into labor. Which in turn meant that the hardest time of work on their small ranch was about to begin. Lambing meant up to two weeks with virtually no sleep, moving sheep with their lambs into the holding pens until they got to know the lambs well enough not to lose them in a herd, doctoring ewes that had problems—it was an endless time, a tearing hard time and Laura loved it; she loved it as she loved all of ranching. “I was kind of looking for Dad,” she repeated. Louie was starting to forget things, she knew, and he needed to be nudged now and then. He was the best man with sheep in the world, which was why her father kept the old Basque on the place and made him part of the family, but he had to be nudged now and then. “I need to talk to him.”


“Ahh, your father, he be in town. He say he be back in two, mebbe three hours.” Louie said “fadder” for father and “tree” for three but she understood him in spite of the accent. Sometimes she caught herself saying things the same way. Especially after working with Louie a long time, like during lambing. “He go for more medicine and more shells for the flat rifle because the coyotes they be coming in when they smell the ewes getting sick.”


Laura nodded. He would have gone for antibiotics for the sheep. Any time a ewe looked sideways at you, it was best to give it a shot. They died so easy, so easy—any help was worth trying. And the “flat rifle” was what Louie called the .243 they used for shooting coyotes. He called it that because it was so fast it seemed to shoot flat and never drop. Laura hated shooting the coyotes but they were drawn in by the smell of the afterbirth and took a terrible toll on the lambs if they weren’t put down. She had seen them working the lambs, pulling and tearing, and knew it had to be done; anybody who saw them working the lambs, taking them down, knew the coyotes had to be taken out. Still, she didn’t like it.


Laura studied the sheep. She had started as a small girl by helping her mother in the house more than working outside. But over the years she had kept less and less to the house. She was happier outside. She liked the air, liked the open, and sometimes stayed with the sheep a week or two when they took them up into the high country for summer pasture on the leased meadowland. Louie was there, too, of course, but she worked the herd with the two collies they had—Mutt and Jeff—and she knew sheep. She knew the country and she knew how to ride and work dogs and she knew sheep. She wasn’t as good as her father, and nowhere close to Louie—who was so good with them it was almost strange—but she knew sheep. She could see now that Louie was right. They were ready to start coming in, many of them. She would stay home from school.


“I’ll go in and change into my work clothes,” she said to Louie. “If they’re going to start lambing I’ll have to stay and help.”


Louie shook his head without turning from the sheep. “No. Your father he say that you go to school this time.”


“What?”


“He say go to school this time this year.”


“But I always stay home for lambing. Always.” Laura wheeled to go to the house, then turned back. “Always!”


Louie said no more but kept looking at the sheep, his head shaking with slow little motions, and Laura knew that it would do no good to talk to him. Louie was just passing on orders from her dad.


She started for the house but out on the highway she could see the school bus coming. If she went in to talk to her mother she would miss the bus and if her father said she had to go to school, that was it. She could discuss it tonight with both of them, but she’d better not miss the bus.


Turning again, she trotted up the driveway to meet the bus. But all the way she was thinking she always stayed home for lambing. Ever since she was in first grade.
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Somewhere in California


He stood to the side of the party and watched for a while. It was a good party, or as good as any of them were. He had been to many of them. That was what he did. Make music and party.


His bass player, sunken-looking Jimmy, came by with a new girl on his arm. He always had a new girl on his arm. She smiled at him, locked her arm more tightly in Jimmy’s, and steered him into a wide space where they could dance.


“Hi, Pete, want to do a line?”


Peter Shackleton turned and saw somebody holding out a piece of flat cardboard with the small white lines of powder on it, and he shook his head. He had been shaking his head for a long time now but nobody noticed. “No. I’m fine like I am. I’m even now. It’s all right.”


It’s because of the band, he thought. Peter had started a band called Shackleton’s Ice two years earlier, in his last year in high school. They had worked hard and done some school gigs and one thing led to another—always with hard work—and they had cut a record. There was talk now of a bullet and they had a good sound, a really good sound. It was a tight sound, controlled but right on the edge of going radically insane—one reviewer had called them “controlled madness.” A new sound.


It was Peter’s sound. He had worked hard to make it, worked hard to write the right kind of songs for the sound they made; he had been shaking his head to the white lines for a long time but they didn’t see it. And that’s the band thing, he thought. They assumed that because he was with the band and ran the band that he would like the white lines of powder.


But he didn’t. When he tried it he hadn’t liked it. He didn’t like it now as he did not like drinking or smoking or anything else that changed his clarity, changed the way he saw or felt life.


Right now he was seeing and feeling the party for what it really was—Hollywood. The song “Hollywood” rippled through his mind while he stood there and he looked at everyone, looked at the party and felt the current of what was happening. He tried to see the song of what was there, the beat and movement of it, but all he felt was the current.


Party current. He tried to remember why Sheldon had set the party up. Sheldon Schwartz was their agent-manager and he was good, but too busy for Peter, too busy-busy. He was always having them be at parties, having them appear at charity gigs, having them work college dances or state fairs, and after a while none of it meant anything. They were just things to do, and more things to do, until the parties mixed with the gigs and the fairs and the colleges all slid together and all that was left to Peter were the currents.


Party current. Somebody running around with a piece of cardboard covered with lines of white powder that would change your music, change the way you saw the music and songs. Loud sounds of laughter and dancing and music—always music from Shackleton’s Ice—and pretty girls and pretty men and producers and mike people and Sheldon hovering around like a great bird, making certain that everything was right.


Party current. A beautiful girl with short hair and wide eyes came up to him and smiled and said how much she loved his music and he smiled in return and thanked her and she touched him on the hand, a small touch. He knew what it meant but pretended not to know and asked what she liked most about his music. Which song.
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