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For Frank





ONE

The buckskin gelding pawed the ground and tossed his head back. Alfred urged him on, but the horse moved in quick side steps without going forward. The horse had an Indian background and a stolid temperament. It was not his nature to be nervous. But something was upsetting him.

Alfred looked out over the windy plains of eastern Colorado. Broad hillsides sloped into grassy bottoms dotted with spiny yucca, prickly cactus, and thistle. The land was barren of trees, except for the occasional gnarled scrub cedar clinging to a rocky bluff, or the scraggly cottonwoods that congregated near the creek beds. He saw nothing amiss. Closer in, Alfred checked the ground. No rattlers, gopher holes, or other dangers a sharp horse like Sage might detect.

Alfred clenched his jaw and heard a familiar crunch. Grit. What he didn’t breathe in through his nose, he took in through his mouth. Grains of sand lodged in the crevices of his teeth. It was a condition of working on the dry, brittle land.

Six months earlier, when Alfred had bought the ranch, no one had put a name to the long dry spell. He had been living in Mexico for eight years and had read about Roosevelt and the hard times across the country. People had put a name to that: the Depression. What were the odds that, hard on the heels of massive unemployment, would come the misery of drought—for that was the word everyone now used: drought.

The wind picked up, and the air took on a bilious yellow cast. Alfred had grown up on a ranch in the Rocky Mountains and was not yet familiar with weather patterns on this terrain. He had not yet learned to read the currents and eddies of dust, the way an experienced canoeist could read a river, could tell by the roar of the water, the height of the spume, and the churn of the foam, the exact degree of danger the rapids held.

Overhead, ducks dragged their purple shadows along the backs of the grasses. Sage whinnied and shied back.

“Come on, pal. Help me out here.”

Alfred was not in the habit of talking to his horses. Sure, a word or two—“Good boy,” “Giddy-up,” that kind of thing. Yet here he was, speaking in full sentences.

He didn’t have time for a balky mount. He was losing patience. He thrust his heels into the horse’s side, and Sage moved reluctantly forward.

Alfred needed to get home and clean house to prepare for the arrival of his bride. At that very moment, Virginia Mendenhall was on the train from Mexico. She would arrive in Denver the next day and they would get married at the Quaker meetinghouse. It was impulsive to bring Virginia to this desolate land. They were both older and had worked at other jobs—he as an organizer for the YMCA in Mexico, she for the American Friends Service Committee, a Quaker organization based in Philadelphia. She knew nothing about ranching but was game to try. Her enthusiasm reassured him, though he knew, deep down, that she had no idea what she was getting into. If he had been more prudent, he would have waited to see if he could make a success of ranching before bringing her out. But he was not prudent. He was in love, and love and prudence were not compatible. So he abandoned the sense of responsibility that throughout life had been both his curse and his blessing, and asked her to marry him.

Alfred heard a sound like a freight train and looked behind him. A massive cloud rolled toward him, muddy tan at the top, black at the base. Before he knew it, the cloud caught up with him. The wind hit like a tornado, blowing dirt so violently he could not see beyond the brim of his hat.

A dust storm. Sage had known, had tried to warn him. Perhaps it was the static in the air, or some high-pitched signal, some disturbance in the natural order of things that his horse could pick up, while Alfred, with all his reasoning and intelligence, could not.

The cloud guzzled up the light. He could not see beyond the back of Sage’s head. All he knew was that home was east, directly into the wind, and miles away. He pulled his bandanna over his nose and turned the horse in that direction.

The wind came at them with unrelenting fury. It stirred up particles and hurled them through the air with such force that they scoured his face. Dirt crept down his pants, like insects. Tumbleweed spinning crown to head flew at him from out of the darkness, grazed his face, then moved on. Sticks, gravel, and flying debris pelted him full force. The wind pushed his hat further onto his head, as if a giant hand were pressing against it. His thoughts were not for himself but for Sage. It was cruel to have an animal out in this.

His best bet would be to go to the old sod house. It had been left there by the original settler who had proved up the claim. The roof was caved in and the windows gone, but it huddled against a rise and would offer some protection from the storm.

He turned Sage around. Now the wind flogged their backs as they made their way toward shelter.

Suddenly something spooked Sage—a darting animal or some wind-borne debris. The horse reared up and pranced backward. Alfred heard a crackling sound, like a rifle shot. The weight of the horse fell from beneath him. He jumped clear as the horse crashed to the ground. Alfred got up, but Sage didn’t. Sides heaving, the horse kicked his feet and strained his head upward, to no avail. Alfred knew from the terrible sounds of pain that the animal was in trouble. He circled Sage and approached from the back so he could check for damage without getting kicked. Blinded by the dust, he felt the animal’s lower pastern for the bone between the hoof and the fetlock. All he could feel was gelatin.

He had to act quickly, before he lost courage. The saddle pitched and yawed as the horse flailed about. Alfred had trouble unstrapping the rifle. When he finally had it in his hand, he came around in front of the horse and aimed between the eyes, getting up close so that he would not miss. Sage tossed his head, caught the barrel of the rifle, and sent it flying. Alfred groped in the dust until he felt cold metal. The better target was behind the ear, he decided. He changed position. The horse’s anguished neighs lacerated Alfred’s insides. His hand shook. He concentrated on steadying his hand. He cocked the rifle. It didn’t catch. He tried again. No use. The thing was jammed. The dust had clogged the mechanism.

Alfred’s stomach turned nut hard. The wind cuffed his ears and numbed his face, but not his heart. Working the ranch alone, Alfred had done about everything a man could do. But this was one chore he had not counted on. He thought of every way to get out of doing it. Perhaps he could go get help. Perhaps the horse could be saved. But as the wind screamed and the dust built up, he knew what he had known in his gut from the beginning. He had no choice. He was wasting time, trying to save himself from the unpleasant chore, thinking about himself and not Sage.

He pointed the rifle into the air and tried again, just to make sure. Nothing happened. He took off his bandanna. Should he tie it over Sage’s nose or eyes? Nose, he decided, so that for the last few moments, the horse could breathe dust-free. Even this close, Alfred could not see Sage’s eyes. For that he was grateful. It was because of his liquid, intelligent eyes that Alfred had selected Sage from the many wild horses that the trader Caruthers had for sale. He felt the plush warmth of Sage’s nose against his palm.

He got out his knife and crouched behind the horse’s head. His lips burned, and his skin felt cracked and abraded, like old shoe leather. For his own safety he could delay no longer. Before putting on his gloves, he gave Sage one last pat. Each moment was another moment the horse was in pain. He held his breath, closed his eyes, and pulled the blade across the horse’s throat. The knife caught at first—why hadn’t he sharpened it more recently? He changed his grip and pulled harder. He felt the blade slide across. The neighing stopped. The legs went still. Sage’s head flopped to the ground. Alone with the wind, Alfred backed away in horror and held up his palms to his face. This close, he could smell his gloves, which were darkened with blood. The wet fingers were a magnet for the dust. In disgust, he threw the gloves into the whirling dust. Then he flung the knife after them.

He turned into the wind and he headed toward home. His chaps scraped against the low-growing cactus and sagebrush. Without his bandanna, he had nothing to keep the dirt out of his face. Sludge coated his tongue. He spit out a wad of mud. Flying grit scratched his eyes. He lowered his face into the crook of his elbow to protect his eyes. Suddenly he thought: His eyes. I should have covered Sage’s eyes.

As doubt set in, he began to lose his sense of direction. To get his bearings on the ranch, he depended on visual relationships, how one thing lined up with another—that butte across from that gate, this hillock in relationship to that gully. But he could not see an arm’s length in front of him. He was walking east, directly into the wind and in the direction of home. But suppose the wind had shifted, even slightly, so that he was actually walking southeast, into the vast open range? If a ship veered off course even a few degrees, it would miss an island.

Too much thinking interfered with his homing instincts—whatever it was in man that told him where on the earth he was, which direction to go, and how to get home. Everything around him was the same. He could be walking in circles, for all he knew.

If something happened to Alfred, no one would miss him for days—weeks, even—except Virginia. And what would she think when he wasn’t there to meet her at the train station? She knew no one in Colorado. She didn’t even know where the ranch was. All she had was a rural-route address. The only other person who might miss him was the postman, who would notice the mail collecting in the box—any letters Virginia had mailed from Mexico that would arrive after she did.

Up ahead he saw sparks traveling waist high, in succession, cutting their way horizontally through the dust. A trail of stars, each one fading before the next lit up. Was his mind turning feeble? As he got closer, he realized that he had reached a barbed-wire fence. The wind was so strong it generated electricity that jumped from one barb to another along the length of the wire.

A fence spitting stars. Its strange beauty calmed him. Cutting a wide berth, he followed the fence until he came to a gate. He climbed over the weathered plank boards to the road. He chose a direction—left—knowing he had a fifty-fifty chance of being right. Now he traveled by the feel of the ground beneath his feet, sensitive to any change in elevation. When he felt himself going down into the bar ditches, he regained the high ground. When he came upon the curved metal mailbox, he was home free. From here he knew the way by heart.

Without eating supper or taking a bath, he fell into bed. Tomorrow he would take care of everything. Tomorrow he would get married. Now, the only thing he sought was sleep.



Sleep did not come to Virginia until deep in the night, after the border crossing. She had passed most of the time in the tiny curtained sleeping compartment, listening to the rotation of the train’s wheels, fast for long stretches, then slow, pulling her toward her new life. The future hung shining before her, without a hint that anything could tarnish it.

After a few short hours of rest, she freshened up as best she could in a bathroom that wasn’t much bigger than a telephone booth. She wore her long blond hair the same way she had for the past ten years, up in a bun, which made her look a bit too severe, but it had the virtue of being a quick hairstyle. She had never been one to waste time in beauty parlors. As she wound the thin ponytail at the nape of her neck, the train lurched around a corner and she was thrown against the side of the lavatory. The hairpins in her mouth fell to the floor and scattered. She washed them off and started over, then pinched her cheeks and looked at herself in the saucer-sized mirror.

She was not a beauty—her forehead was too high, her nose too big, her cheeks not defined. But she had a pleasant face. With a touch of mascara, a bit of red at the lips and some powder on her nose, it would even be a handsome face, but she had never gotten in the habit of putting on makeup, and when she did, she felt like a stranger to herself. So even today, on her wedding day, she wore none. But she felt beautiful and knew instinctively that her face had a special glow. Not even lack of sleep could keep loveliness from her face. Not today.

She found a seat on the train and gazed out over the flat New Mexican desert. Low scraggly bushes gave the terrain a nubby appearance. Adobe houses the same color as the earth fit against the hillside. Near the front of the car, several men read newspapers, and a mother tried to quiet her two small children. Cigar smoke wafted through the window from another car.

Virginia unfolded a handkerchief on her lap and got out a roll she had saved for breakfast. After she finished eating it, she carefully brushed the crumbs from the pleats of her purple crepe dress—her best dress. Not new, but of solid quality. She could not afford a new dress for her wedding.

She thought of Alfred, dear, sweet Alfred, waiting for her at the station. Would she even recognize him? She pictured his strong jaw, his square chin, and his eyes, which were … which were … What color were they? She couldn’t remember. This flustered her. She had only seen him twice in her life—once eight years ago, in the Washington, D.C., train station, and once six months ago, in Mexico. After that, they had gotten to know each other through the mail. Over the months, the details of his face had blurred, and the only thing that stood out was the lightning shaped scar that divided his forehead. Taut and shiny, the scar did not tan the color of the rest of his skin, and made his face look lopsided. But his eyes. She closed her own—would he be able to say what color they were?—and tried to picture his face.

She felt a stab of apprehension as it occurred to her that she did not know him at all. She had no idea what it would be like on the ranch, far from her family, who gave her strength; from Quaker meeting, which grounded her; and from the Quaker work that gave her life meaning. She was giving up everything she knew in order to go to a place she had never seen, to marry a man she had known for less than two days. The folly of it hit her with full force.

The apricot-colored desert jerked by the window in flits and flashes. The rocking of the train made her queasy. She began to question her judgment. A rancher’s wife? She was afraid of horses and didn’t know a thing about cattle. She was a complete greenhorn. And the thought kept returning to her: she did not know the color of his eyes. She was marrying a man and she didn’t even know the color of his eyes.



She had first met Alfred in 1925. She was on her way to graduate school at Haverford, a Quaker college near Philadelphia. She had never traveled outside of North Carolina. Her father was worried about her long train ride alone, and he had come up with the idea that she should travel as a pregnant woman. No man, no matter how unsavory, would bother a pregnant woman, he had reasoned. Her mother had made a special pillow that Virginia fastened beneath her slip. The strings hung down against her bare skin and tickled her back.

During the intervening eight years, she had traveled frequently and had come to love train stations, those cavernous spaces that are made intimate by all of the human drama of partings and arrivals. But the trip to Philadelphia was her first, and she was terrified by the world, so unimaginably large and different from Whittier, North Carolina.

She had to change trains in Washington. Unaccustomed to her new body shape, she kept bumping her elbows into her padding as she dragged one suitcase a few yards, then went back to get the other. As she advanced slowly down the platform, a tall, attractive man in cowboy boots approached her.

“Please, ma’am, let me help you with those,” he said.

Remembering her father’s stern warning, she pulled the suitcases to her. “No—no, thanks. I’m fine.” He was handsome, and therefore dangerous.

“You shouldn’t be lifting heavy things in your condition.”

“Oh—right.” She had forgotten she was supposed to be pregnant.

The authority and command of his physical presence made an impression on her. She was tall for a woman, and measured five feet nine in her stocking feet. This placed her eye-to-eye with most men she knew, and she gazed over the heads of most women. With Alfred, she looked directly into his neck, where the top pearl-snap button of his Western shirt opened to accommodate his tanned, hairless neck.

“I’m sorry. I haven’t introduced myself. Alfred Bowen.” He shook her hand. “Where are you headed?”

“Philadelphia.” She looked around her and realized, with growing panic, how confusing the station was. “I don’t know where the train leaves from. All these different tracks. I had no idea.”

“No need to worry. I’ve got a long layover. I’ll make sure you get on the right train.” He tucked his worn cardboard suitcase under one arm and picked up her two bags. He had muscular forearms and thick wrists, and he moved with an easy athletic grace.

She took off her glasses so Alfred could see her eyes—her best feature, with long lashes and slate-colored irises so large there was little white visible. As she walked beside him, she hunched her shoulders forward, but no contortions could hide the large bulge at her midsection.

They walked to the main terminal. Light streamed through the large glass windows and scattered onto the floor among the bustling crowds. She and Alfred stopped for a moment at the big board. She squinted but could not read the timetable.

“Your train leaves in two hours. Is your husband going to meet you at the station?”

She looked at him in confusion. People swarmed around them.

“The baby’s father,” he said.

“Oh, yes. Well—” She blushed and clutched the handle of her purse. Her fingernails dug half-moons into her palms.

She did not want to lie, but then her whole masquerade was a lie. Surely her father, a devout Quaker, had not foreseen this predicament when he came up with this ridiculous scheme. “I’d rather not go into it, if you don’t mind,” she said.

“You should be careful traveling alone,” he said. “You never know who you might meet.”

Here was a man who would get along with her father, she noted.

He invited her to eat with him in the dining room. They sat at a corner table overlooking the street. She felt comfortable around him. He had a gentleness and a sense of confidence that reminded her of her older brother Jonathan, before his head injury.

“Where are you going now?” she asked, after deflecting several questions about herself. An inexperienced liar, she had no idea how to assemble the structure of falsehoods in order to make the lie of her pregnancy blend in with the rest of her life.

“Mexico.”

It seemed unspeakably adventurous and exotic. She was nervous about going to Philadelphia, and here he was off to another country where they spoke a different language. “Why Mexico?” she said.

“I love children. Especially adolescents. I worked at the YMCA in Chicago for years, and when they asked me to open a branch in Mexico, I jumped at the chance.”

“You worked in Chicago? Do you know Jane Addams?”

“Not personally. But I’ve been to Hull House. I was looking into doing some joint programs with the Y.”

Her eyes widened. She knew all about Jane Addams’s settlement house for immigrants. She wanted to model herself on this pragmatic woman and her brand of democratic social ethics, which had less to do with handouts and more to do with helping immigrants help themselves.

“I can’t believe it. Jane Addams is my hero. She’s the reason I’m going to graduate school in social work.”

“Graduate school?” he said. Two creases formed at the bridge of his nose, like a chute his lightning-shaped scar might slip through.

“Yes. I mean, eventually. When the time is right.” She felt herself floundering. Pregnant women did not go to graduate school. Period.

When the time came for her train to depart, he paid for her meal, accompanied her to the train, and made sure she was settled.

“You take good care of that baby,” he said, like an affectionate uncle.

She watched him through the window as the train pulled out. He did not turn around, did not wave, did not see the tears of disappointment that dropped from her cheeks and onto her collarbone.

She had felt such a connection to him. He was idealistic and adventurous. He had been to Hull House. There were so many things she wanted to find out about him. He was ten years older than she, and so much more advanced in his knowledge of the world. But every avenue of conversation led to a potential trap that would unmask her ridiculous disguise. What a stupid idea. A fraud. She should never have consented to it.

When the train was outside the city, she went to the lavatory. It was stifling inside the tiny cubicle, and the smell made her nauseated. The window was tilted open, leaving a small space at the top. She lifted her dress, untied the pillow, and stuffed it through the window. Standing on her tiptoes, she watched it tumble down the steep embankment like a giant marshmallow and land in the reeds.



Years passed, and she thought of him often. She finished her degree and worked for five years as youth coordinator for the American Friends Service Committee in Philadelphia. Her job involved seeking placements for Quaker youth in settlement houses, Indian reservations, prisons, and reform schools across the county. She eventually visited Hull House. In 1933, she went to an Appalachian mining town to organize a Quaker-sponsored child-feeding project. After an incident she couldn’t bear to let herself think about, she suffered from nervous exhaustion, and went to Mexico City. A friend’s aunt, an English Quaker who had married a Mexican anthropologist, graciously provided a place for her to recuperate.

A few months into her stay, Virginia was walking on a crowded commercial street with the maid’s eight-year-old daughter, Claudia. Among the jumble of signs in Spanish, she saw the familiar letters YMCA and thought of Alfred. On a whim, she went inside. A Mexican youth behind the desk was moving his lips silently as he read a book called Speak English Today.

“Do you know an Alfred Bowen?” she asked.

The boy marked his place in the book with his finger and looked up at her. “El Señor Elfego Bowen? He is very very big man? Giant size?” He raised his hand over his head to show the height.

“Yes, that’s the one. Is he here? In this office?” Virginia said.

“He is to go in America,” the boy said. Apparently he had not reached the chapter on verb tenses.

“He’s gone?” Virginia said.

Virginia turned to Claudia, who knew more English than the boy behind the desk. After several exchanges, Virginia was able to determine that Alfred was leaving for Colorado the next day. The boy went and found an American, who gave them instructions to Alfred’s house.

She and Claudia took the tram across town. They found Alfred’s house and Virginia knocked on the door. A tall man answered. When she saw the lightning-shaped scar on his forehead, she knew it was Alfred.

“May I help you, ma’am?”

She remembered how odd she felt when he had called her ma’am in Washington.

“Hello. I’m—I know this will seem very peculiar, but I met you many years ago. My name is Virginia Mendenhall.”

He looked at her without recognition. She blushed furiously but continued on. “In Washington, D.C. You were on your way here. Oh dear, it was too many years ago.”

“I’m sorry. I can’t say that I remember.” Suddenly it became clear to her. In the intervening years, she had been preoccupied with him and he had not given her another thought. There was no reason for him to remember every single person he had helped in his life, particularly not a pregnant woman traveling alone.

“On the train … I was …” She held her hands out in front of her stomach.

His face brightened. “Oh yes, of course.” He glanced at the dark child beside her. “And this is your daughter.”

“Oh, no. This is the maid’s daughter. Actually, I don’t have a child.”

“I’m so sorry,” he said and looked down.

“No, I mean, I wasn’t—it was all a ruse. My father’s idea. It was … a put-on. He was afraid that, well, you know, that a strange man might talk to me.” She smiled at the irony.

He led Virginia and Claudia across a courtyard to a small room that was empty but for an open trunk and some odds and ends scattered on the floor.

Alfred pulled a doll from the trunk and gave it to Claudia to play with. “It’s for a friend’s child,” Alfred explained. Claudia beamed with pleasure and ran off to the courtyard to play.

“I’m sorry I can’t offer you a place to sit,” he said to Virginia. He closed the trunk, and she leaned against it. He sat on the floor.

“Where are you headed?” she asked, and remembered that she used those very words, or ones similar, when she had met him in the train station.

“Colorado, where I’m from. I’m going to start a ranch.”

He told her, with great enthusiasm, about his plans, and the time passed quickly. Before she knew it, the light began to fade. Outside, the pepper tree in the courtyard shimmered with movement from hundreds of wild parrots, tiny drab birds unlike their colorful relatives that Americans kept as pets. As if on signal, the birds flew away all at once, rising in a magnificent racket and joining swarms of other parrots until the pink sky became stippled and dark like a day-old beard over sunburn. Virginia was filled with happiness, until they exchanged addresses and said good-bye, when she realized that for the second time in as many meetings, their crisscrossing paths would lead them to different countries.

His first letter arrived the day after he left. He had mailed it before boarding the train. She sat down immediately to respond. They began corresponding every day. Because the mail was picked up three times a week on the ranch, some days she would get several letters and some days none. She lived for the post. She cherished his letters, which arrived with a thin line of grit in the bottom of the envelope.

Each afternoon when she sat down in front of the tissue-thin stationery, she found herself loosening up. The blank page drew words out of her that she had never said to anyone, certainly not a man. In her squat, manly handwriting, she confided in Alfred, the way strangers on buses and trains had opened up to her. Convinced she would never see him again, she felt free, unbound, as if the laces of a corset had been snipped. Gone was the self-consciousness, the shyness she felt around other men. Her letters were filled with her thoughts of the past, the future, what she saw around her in Mexico. She fell in love with the person she was on paper, and the way she felt when she wrote to him.

His letters were practical, plainspoken, filled with details of ranch life. He exuded decency and integrity, and this commanded her respect. But she longed for a bit of poetry, a romantic, heartfelt confession or some raw unguarded revelation.

When he proposed, he wrote, “I would be honored if you would be my wife. Together we could make this ranch prosper. I can do it on my own, but I’d prefer to do it with you, if you can stand it.”

He had actually said that. Not “I love you,” but: “If you can stand it.” So much for poetry.

But she could not accept his offer, for there was one thing she had failed to tell him during their courtship (she was not even sure while it was going on that courtship was what it was, since he had never offered any clue to his heart’s feeling). The thing she had not told him was this: she could not have children. That was what the doctor in Philadelphia had told her after the women’s problem she had experienced in graduate school. She had to let Alfred know. If she had been forced to tell him face to face, she was not certain she could have done it. A letter was hard enough. She crumpled up page after page, dissatisfied with each version. She did not know which affected her more, telling him in the first place, or knowing that doing so would cause him to reject her.

His response came quickly: “Dear Virginia, I read your letter with great sadness …” She could read no further. Tears dropped onto the page, dissolving words into pools of blue, dissolving pools of blue into each other.

She did not have the courage to finish reading the letter until the following week, and then she had to decipher the words through the smudges: “Dear Virginia, I read your letter with great sadness, knowing what you have had to suffer. But I love you, and want you, not a progeny. So if you are still willing to have me, this poor old heart will not have to break.”

She realized that what moved her was not flowery language or romantic flourishes, but a heart’s honesty.

Remembering this, her fears fell away and her thoughts turned giddy and girlish. Today was her wedding day. She was ready to meet the future, whatever it held for her.



By the time the sun cast its first light over the plains, Alfred was out with the two drays and a wagon, searching for Sage. The virgin dust created a strange but beautiful sheen in the early morning sun. Dunes had appeared overnight, rippled on the surface like the rib cages of starving cattle. Smaller drifts had formed around tumbleweed, cactus, driftwood, and bushes—anything that trapped the traveling earth. Somewhere, in the vast sweep of prairie totally reordered by the storm, Sage was buried above-ground.

Alfred surveyed each drift, looking for the one that had, at its heart, the remains of his horse. When he saw a hoof protruding, he stopped the team. In a strange reverse of the burial process, he dug around the horse until the weight of the dirt was reduced enough for the drays to pull Sage out. Covered in dust, Sage had a petrified look, as if he had been there since prehistoric times. If an archaeologist uncovered this horse and found the animal’s throat slit, what assumptions would he make about the behavior of man and animals, Alfred wondered.

He had no great affection for horses. He had been bitten, stepped on, and splashed with urine. Horses had rubbed him against trees and blown out their stomachs to keep him from properly tightening the cinch. But Sage was an exception. He was a first-rate cutting horse, range-smart, with cattle sense bred into him. He could hear or scent cattle before Alfred could. He knew how to keep order without stirring up the herd. He could outrun a cow and turn it back in a quick, smooth motion.

Alfred had admired Sage’s athletic prowess. More importantly, the horse was attuned to Alfred’s moods and compensated for his deficiencies so that together they operated far more efficiently than either could with another partner. In Alfred’s experience, this true understanding with an animal came rarely. He felt a deep sorrow at his loss. Hat in front of his heart, he stood by the newly formed dune and paid silent tribute to his beloved horse.

He had not felt this way since he lost his first horse. Streaker was a black gelding with a splotch of white on his forehead, as if someone had hit him between the eyes with a snowball. Alfred’s father had given him the horse on his twelfth birthday—a rite of passage. He adored Streaker. Like all first loves, this one was passionate and unguarded, his heart still unscarred by loss. His father mocked him for pampering the animal. In his father’s view, a horse was utilitarian, period. One day, when Alfred was helping his father repair fences, Streaker got tangled in a bale of barbed wire. The more he thrashed about, the more the barbs ripped his flesh. Alfred watched in horror. He was paralyzed. He turned to his father, who knew what to do. Always.

“Shoot him,” his father said and handed him the rifle.

Alfred had been brought up with guns, had been hunting since he was a young boy, but he could not bring himself to shoot Streaker. “I can’t,” he said.

“It’s your responsibility, son,” his father said.

The wire thorns sliced through the horse’s black coat and into the glossy red muscle beneath. Alfred screwed up his face and closed his eyes tight, as if to keep out the tears. Images reeled before him: Streaker carrying him bareback across the meadow; Streaker’s tongue sweeping his palm for sugar; Streaker coming when he was called, like a dog.

Alfred opened his eyes. “Please help me,” he pleaded. For his father, shooting Streaker would have been no more difficult than killing a rattlesnake or a coyote.

“He’s your horse. Man up to it.”

No, no, no, no. Alfred repeated silently to himself, hoping his voiceless screams would drown out the horse’s cries.

“You’ll thank me later,” his father said.

He didn’t want to cry in front of his father, but he couldn’t stop himself. He wiped his nose on his sleeve. The horse was screaming. The boy cursed his own weakness. His older brother, Shrine, could have shot the horse, no problem. But Alfred couldn’t do it.

Losing patience, his father said gruffly, “You can shoot him or stand here and watch. Your choice.” He walked away.

Silently cursing his father, young Alfred raised the rifle. His hand quivered against his cheek. The lick of white between the horse’s eyes marked the target. He fired. The screams stopped.

He turned for his father’s approval, but all he saw was his father’s back. His father did not turn around. He did not come back. He just kept walking.

Alfred hated him.

He curled up on the ground, making himself small beneath the immense blue sky.

Nothing else would ever approximate the grief he felt at the loss of his horse. But the tears stayed inside him, safe from ridicule. He would not show weakness again, at least not in front of his father. From then on, whenever he felt any emotion surface, he would swallow it, as if he were swallowing his own vomit, and the taste was just as acrid.

He never felt that way about a horse again. Better not to risk the pain of loss. Of course, nothing bad ever happened to any of the horses he didn’t care a whit about. Then came Sage. He forgot himself, became attached again. And now it was as if the mere act of loving that horse had marked it for loss.

Alfred dragged Sage to the bone yard, then headed home. The grit under his clothes scratched his skin. On the front porch, he took off his clothes and shook them out. Buck naked, he hauled the tin tub to the kitchen and took a bath, cleaning places he usually didn’t bother cleaning. The channels of his ears had collected sand, like the chambers of a conch. He gently lifted his private parts and washed. Grit had collected in the folds. It would not do to bring sand to the wedding bed.

He thought of Virginia’s body. Tonight he would see it for the first time. They would be husband and wife, and it would no longer be unseemly to think of her in such a way.

As he lay folded in the tub, he looked at his own body and wondered how it would appear to her. He was forty-three, no longer a young man. Though his muscles were taut from physical labor, he had more soft spots than he would like to admit.

After his bath, he prepared the house for Virginia’s arrival. Alone, he had not paid much attention to housecleaning. He had bought the ranch from the bank. The previous owners were bachelor brothers who had leveraged the property in the late twenties and invested the money in stocks. When the market crashed, they lost it all. The two-room house stood abandoned for several years, and the prairie winds pushed the dust through the cracks and crevices of the house. When Alfred moved in, he shoveled the accumulated dust out of the rooms, but he did little in the way of improvements or serious cleaning. There was a bed on which to bunk down, and a stove to keep the place warm. The only thing of value to him was a grand piano that his grandmother had brought across the country in a covered wagon. His mother had taught him to play on its stiff keys. The hard action had forced him to develop great strength in his fingers.

Alfred wanted everything to be pristine for Virginia. First impressions were important. Every woman he had ever known was particular about cleanliness, and he didn’t want to start off on the wrong foot. He dusted the piano and the other furniture and carefully swept the rooms. Yet he knew that during the two days he would be gone on his honeymoon, a layer of dirt would collect on the furniture and floors.

Suddenly he had an idea. Virginia’s mother and sisters had sent out a trunk packed with tablecloths and sheets. He would simply cover the two small rooms from wall to wall with the linens, and when he and Virginia returned from Denver, he would leave her in the truck while he rushed inside and removed the sheets. Then he would carry his bride over the threshold—if, in fact, that’s what she wanted. He didn’t know much about these Quakers. His general impression was that they were a little odd. Maybe being carried over the threshold wasn’t a Quaker thing.

After he packed and dressed, he opened Virginia’s trousseau and covered the rooms with cloth.





The train slowed down as it approached Denver. Virginia looked out the window and saw some dilapidated brick buildings and the backs of a few wooden houses that overlooked the railroad and had been left unpainted. One neatly kept backyard had crisp white sheets bleaching in the sun. Virginia smiled as she thought of the trunk of linens her mother had shipped to Colorado. Virginia could picture her mother the way she had seen her so often in childhood, with a wooden embroidery hoop in her lap, picking at the taut fabric with a needle, in and out, in quick movements.

A ninth-generation Quaker, her mother believed in plainness, and spurned worldly goods. The Quaker concept of plainness had nothing to do with homeliness or ugliness. It was a form of genuineness. Her mother did not spurn beauty, only frivolity—anything that was not necessary. Their house was spare, with a few well-made pieces of furniture. There were no knickknacks or porcelain figurines to clutter the room. No wallpaper covered the walls. Books added the only hint of color.

Virginia’s mother believed that anything useful should also be beautiful. This included embroidered pillowcases, pitchers, and furniture. Honesty was a quality she expected of objects as well as of people. She had lovingly prepared a trousseau of embroidered sheets, a damask tablecloth, crocheted runners, and pillowcases edged in tatting. Virginia had never had patience with a needle, and the thought of starting out her married household with her mother’s exquisite handwork filled her with delight.

The train pulled into the station and hissed to a stop. Virginia took her bags from the overhead rack and carried them to the platform. People milled about, and the crowd parted to make room for a porter’s cart. She heard a man shout, “Vivian,” and her heart leaped. She looked in the direction of the man’s voice, thinking that perhaps it was her name that had been called. Then she was bumped aside by a young woman in a red suit and hat who was striking enough to be a movie star. The woman zigzagged her way through the crowd and rushed into the open arms of her lover. They kissed fervently, oblivious to the surrounding observers. Virginia blushed and turned away.

The crowd thinned out, and still she did not see Alfred. Suddenly she was seized by a nameless panic. What if he had changed his mind? What if she had gotten the day wrong? But she thought better of it. Alfred was not a man who made careless mistakes. There was a reasonable explanation, she was sure.

She made her way to the main terminal, a cavernous room with high-backed oak pews set in rows facing each other. She spotted him across the room. He was wearing a cowboy hat and a suit with a string tie. His hat turned this way and that as he searched for her. She waved to get his attention.

Beneath her breastbone, her heart felt stiff and twiggy, as if a bird’s nest had lodged there. The intimacy of their correspondence had created an illusion of closeness, but now, confronted with his physical presence, she felt awkward.

When she reached him, he tipped his hat and quickly took her suitcases, tying up his hands and erasing the need for physical contact.

She felt a touch of disappointment, thinking of the wild abandon of the lovers she had witnessed earlier on the train platform.

“Your eyes are brown,” she observed.

He cocked his head slightly. “Yep,” he said and waited for her to explain herself. When she didn’t, he said, “Sorry to be late. I had to take care of some unexpected chores. Did you have a good trip?”

“Yes, lovely,” she said. There was an edgy politeness between them.

In the parking lot, they found his navy-blue truck, which was sandblasted into the mottled color of sun-bleached asphalt. He put her luggage in the bed of the truck alongside some rusted machine parts and several burlap feed bags.

She opened the door, and dust dribbled down the window. She brushed off the seat with her hand. Seeing this, Alfred quickly pulled out a red bandanna and dusted off her seat, with apologies.

“I’m fine,” she said, sensing his embarrassment. She hiked up the skirt of her best crepe dress and climbed into the dusty truck. She didn’t want him to think she lacked the mettle to be a rancher’s wife.

They drove to the Friends’ meetinghouse near the university and met briefly with the Quaker elders who had agreed to oversee the wedding.

At the appointed time, Virginia and Alfred went into the meetinghouse and took their places near the front on one of the plain wooden benches arranged in a square.

Virginia sat in the stillness of the meeting and let the dappled sun warm her skin. Unadorned windows looked out over a yard shaded by enormous oak trees. Squares of sunlight fell across the unoccupied benches. A vase of purple phlox on the center table sweetened the room with its scent. Around her, people sat with heads bowed, hands clasped, faces quiet and composed. These Friends had come for an opportunity to worship and to extend the fellowship of celebration to another Quaker.

In her travels, she had worshipped in silent meetings all over the country, and she felt comfortable amidst people of like mind, united by the conviction that the inner light, or “that of God in every man,” revealed itself directly to each individual. The people who were gathered in the room believed, as she did, that religion was a personal experience and that no intermediary, such as a minister, was necessary to communicate with God. She waited in the silence, warmed by the fellowship she had come to expect of Quakers, though today, on her wedding day, her excitement made it impossible to ease into prayerful meditation.

After people had settled down and several minutes had passed, she nudged Alfred to get up. They stood by the table in the center of the square, faced each other, and said their vows.

They returned to their seats, and the ceremony continued in steady silence. Birds chirped outside, and the smell of smoke drifted through the open windows. A cat meowed and scampered under the benches. It approached Alfred and rubbed against his leg. Several of the members smiled.

Alfred reached over and felt the edge of his hat, a familiar object. He lifted his head and glanced around him, careful not to be too conspicuous. He saw bowed heads and expressions of calmness and serenity. Virginia had explained to him that a Quaker wedding was a silent meeting for worship in which a marriage took place. This struck him as an odd way to conduct business, but he was indifferent to religion and didn’t want to deny her.

As the minutes ticked by, Alfred fidgeted. He felt like an alien presence in the room. Sitting still was unnatural for him. He was a man of action. The only time he was still was when he slept. He tried in vain to keep from jiggling his leg. He thought what a curious act it was to sit in silence. At one’s own wedding, no less. He thought of all the things he could be accomplishing. On the ranch, there was more work than one man could possibly do. He was always pushing forward, never relaxed. No matter how much he did, it was never enough.

As the silence progressed, the muscles in his neck lengthened out, his breathing became steady and regular, and his shoulders dropped. At some point, without realizing it, he let the outside world loose and went inside himself to a place where he existed in a timeless state of grace. He had experienced similar moments at the piano as he marshalled all his faculties to interpret the music. When he funneled his thoughts and feelings into an intense concentration, the exterior world fell away and he reached a realm of pure communion where he and the music became one. It seemed to him that creativity, like worship, was a form of concentrated focus.

When an academic-looking snowy-haired man in wire-rim glasses stood up and started to speak, Alfred was startled out of the deep place where he had come to rest, and was surprised to find himself at his own wedding.

The man spoke of the patience to endure the weaknesses and human failings of the other person. Alfred thought this a dispiriting thought to introduce at a wedding. Once again he was reminded what a foreign setting this was. Sitting by his new wife, surrounded by this queer fellowship, he felt embraced but out of place. His life had taken an inconvertible turn, and wherever it would lead, it would lead them together.






TWO

Alfred looked out the truck window at the bleak landscape that unrolled in drab shades of brown: brown grass, brown brush, brown dust. The land was fissured with dry creek beds that had open lesions and curled leathery pieces of dried mud where water had once been. Stony outcrops and ragged buttes interrupted the monotony. At certain points, you could look for miles with nothing to interrupt the sightline. In other places, a rise by the road put the horizon an arm’s length away.

He was driving Virginia to the ranch for the first time, after two wonderful honeymoon days in Denver. Virginia had loved City Park, with its swan-filled lake and a dramatic backdrop of mountains that kept their snow crowns even in the heat of August. They had attended a summer stock production of Cyrano de Bergerac at Elitch’s Gardens. During the quiet moments on stage, they could hear the tinny tunes of the merry-go-round through the theater walls. Everything about Denver had delighted her. But now city life was far behind them. They had been driving over dirt roads for an hour, and Virginia had been conspicuously silent. The truck was stifling inside, but Alfred dared not open the window. Enough dust seeped in through the air vents to make his skin itch and his throat feel chalky.

He had hoped for clear skies today. He wanted the land to put on its best face for Virginia, so her first impression would be favorable. Instead, everything had a jaundiced cast, made worse by the wind, which stirred up the topsoil and dirtied the air, the way a clear pond becomes muddy when the bottom is disturbed. Wind roamed over the land and, at certain spots, turned on itself to form a dust devil. Its rattlerlike tail whipped this way and that, scooped up tumbleweed, sticks, small pebbles, and loose soil and carried them aloft until it ran out of fuel and deposited its contents randomly on the plains, far from where it originated.

It was people’s misuse of the land that had caused this dust-choked mess. The prairie was a delicate system, not to be tampered with. The roots of the grasses ran horizontally under the surface, where they were protected from drying, grazing, trampling, fire, and frost. The fibrous roots descended eight inches and were so thickly matted that the settlers had carved out bricks and built houses with them.

Underneath the sod layer, the soil was rich enough to grow crops. In this part of the state, farmers had peeled back the protective covering of the prairie and had planted wheat and corn. When the Great War increased the demand for grain, more and more people converted the grasslands to fields. But with the sod layer gone, there was nothing to hold the soil in place, and when the wind skimmed the fields, it sheared off a layer of dirt and sent it traveling for miles.

In Alfred’s letters to Virginia, he had described in the bleakest terms the dust, the drought, the difficulties of daily life. But he also mused, on paper, how they would work together to transform this dry corner of Colorado into something they could be proud of. He was only faintly aware that he was doing a salesmanship job.

In his youth, he had followed his fortunes haphazardly, just to see what would turn up. When he left the ranch to go to college against his father’s will, he sought out courses in literature, history, and the arts—all subjects his father had no use for. He majored in music, driven in equal measure by his mother’s love of the piano and his father’s scorn. He discovered, upon graduating, that the only jobs available to him were church choir director or private music teacher, and neither of these appealed to him. He tried for several years to give private piano lessons, but only succeeded in forever ruining his enjoyment of “Für Elise” and the Moonlight Sonata, two perfectly fine pieces of music when played by skilled hands. He worked for many years with the YMCA youth program before he was asked to open up a branch in Mexico. He jumped at the chance to learn a new language and experience a different culture, without a thought of the future. And he did not regret it. But now that he was older, his life was more directed. When he wanted something, he went after it. And he wanted Virginia.

He glanced nervously at his new bride. Her blond hair was pulled up in a twist and secured by combs. He loved her graceful neck, with its swells and indentations at the nape. It pained him to see the red lines where she had scratched herself. The way the air dried out the skin took getting used to, he knew, as did the tickle of dust that felt like the brush of gnats against the skin.

She fanned a handkerchief against her neck. “Is it always this dusty?” she asked.

“Can be,” he said. “Today’s a bit worse than normal.”

They pulled within view of a two-room house and a windmill on a hill, with not a stick of greenery in sight. The white sun was a metallic smear in the sky and made everything look ashen. The dirt yard was packed as hard as cement. The outbuildings were made of scrap wood the color of driftwood. At one time, the house must have been painted white, but the grit had sandblasted much of the paint away. Squares of plywood, hinged at the top and held at a tilt by sticks, shaded the windows. Alfred had never paid much mind to the house. It was a place to bunk for the night, nothing more. But looking at it now, alone on a barren hill, he wondered what Virginia must think.

She looked around, alert and bright-eyed. It was this gleam of curiosity that had so touched him in Mexico. Things made an impression on her. She was willing to embrace new things. But this was a lot to adjust to.

He parked the truck by the house. “Stay here. I need to check on something,” he said.

As he walked to the porch, the wind worked its way through the grass, and all of the land seemed to be moving, a phenomenon that had created in some pioneers a queasy condition very much like seasickness. He felt that way now. What was he thinking, bringing this cultured, educated woman to an isolated two-room house that lacked running water or electricity?

Inside, with the furniture draped in white linen, the rooms had a ghostlike quality. He quickly pulled off the sheets and tablecloths, balled them up, and kicked the pile under the bed. The place looked spotless, just as he had planned.

He returned to the truck. Suddenly he was overcome with shyness. It seemed silly to carry her over the threshold. Instead he said, “Would you like to see the house?” and led her through the door by the hand like a burro.

Virginia looked around the two rooms with the cold eye of one evaluating a rental property. When she saw a trunk at the foot of the bed, her face softened and she rushed over to it.

“Oh, this is the trousseau Mama wrote me about,” she said with more animation than she had displayed since they left Denver. She opened the trunk. It was empty.

“What happened to the linens?” she said.

A bad feeling that had been building in Alfred now reached its full proportion. He considered lying. But that was no way to start off their new life together. Sadly he lifted the edge of the bedspread and with his boot swept the pile of dirty linens from underneath. They both stared at the dingy mound.

“I covered the furniture to protect it from the dust. I wanted you to walk into a clean house,” he said despondently.

She collapsed on top of the pile and pulled a tablecloth up around her face. Her shoulders shook, her chest moved in small convulsions, and he heard strange sounds coming from her. His mind sped into the future, and frames of a disastrous marriage flipped past. It wasn’t until moments later that he realized that what he was hearing was laughter.

He looked at her curiously.

She was laughing so hard she was crying. She wiped her eye with a corner of the tablecloth. It left a muddy smudge.

“Silly me,” she said as she looked into Alfred’s stricken face. “Attached to some old pieces of cloth.”

“You mean you don’t care?”

“The dirt will come out, I’m sure,” she said.

He joined her on the pile, and they tumbled about in the dirty laundry, exuberant with the promise of a fresh start.



Virginia was ill equipped to define, or even conceive of, romance. Long ago she had declared herself beyond it, above it, or at any rate far from it, and she doubted that she could even cobble together a rough picture of what romance might include. What she now had with Alfred was not romance but something more exquisite: a joy in everyday things, shared with someone else. She loved the way Alfred’s face lit up when he returned home after a day on the ranch; the way he observed her like a strange but cherished curiosity; the way he was always humming without being aware of it, and when she asked, “What’s that tune?” he’d act startled, as if caught in an illicit act.

She was thirty-four, far past marrying age. “Spinster” was not a word she had ever used to describe herself, but others no doubt had. Even the open-minded Quakers. After she finished graduate school at Haverford—one of only three women in the department of social work—she was offered a position with the American Friends Service Committee in Philadelphia. When she accepted the job, Mr. Darby, a distinguished gray-haired Quaker with an aquiline nose and dark bushy eyebrows, looked at her and said, “We’re so glad you’re joining us. We’ve had problems with young women who take the job and then get married within a year.”

Alone, she had lived a full life. She traveled frequently for her job, had a lot of friends and more dinner invitations than she could accept, was active in Quaker meeting, and sat on too many committees. She was an avid reader of newspapers, Quaker journals, and novels. At night she liked nothing better than to slip into different fictional worlds, live inside characters’ heads and get to know them in a more intimate way than was possible in real life. But she had never become inured to that moment when she closed the book, turned out the light, and settled back into her pillow—that moment before sleep when the chilly fingers of loneliness touched her in an unwanted caress.

At different stages of her life, Virginia had come in and out of being herself. As a child, she had been spirited and adventurous. Then life intervened, and she turned serious-minded, a little dour. On the ranch, she felt her true self emerging—an aspect that had remained concealed for most of her adult life, until she met Alfred. She was still the same person she had been when she was alone, but a part of her that had frozen was now melting—water instead of ice—the same substance, but a different form.

One thing she hadn’t done when she was alone was laugh. With Alfred, she laughed all the time. When he came in from work and found her in the kitchen, he would lift her from behind and say, “How’s my bonita Cuaquerita?”—his pretty Quaker. Sometimes he called her Shoo-fly. She laughed with delight when she felt her feet leave the ground. With the air under her soles, she took in the salt, hay, and leather smell of him. When he set her down, she would put her hands on his shoulders and stand on her tiptoes to taste his lips, which were briny from the day’s work.

She had never developed the gift of being merry. Optimistic, yes, but not merry. With Alfred, she was merry. They teased each other, nuzzled, and frolicked. It was ironic that despite the deep vein of seriousness that ran through both of them, what love brought out was a playful, childlike quality. Each allowed the other to be silly. And that was another thing Virginia had had very little of in her life: silliness.

One evening shortly after her arrival, she and Alfred had come upon a prairie-dog town. From afar they watched the rodents gambol in the dust like young pups. Alfred put his finger to his lips and they stood stock still, watching as two prairie dogs stood face-to-face on their hind legs and clicked their teeth together in a tender, affectionate moment. When the wind changed direction, one of the animals let out a warning cry—half whistle, half shriek. The others dropped to the ground, chased their black-tipped tails, and dove into their holes.

As she and Alfred got to know each other she often thought of those prairie dogs. Like the animals, they, too, kissed, prodded, and poked, establishing ties through a kind of playful dance.

Every evening after supper, Alfred took her to a different part of the ranch. He wanted her to discover the land with him. Being from the East, she yearned for tall trees, overhang, cover. Here everything was exposed; there was no place to hide. The flat expanse of patchy brown grass, yucca, and low-growing shrubs reminded her of some mangy animal pelt. The land did not stir her soul. What stirred her was Alfred’s love of the land, the fact that it was not a separate thing from her, but included her.

She could not believe her good fortune—for there was no other explanation. What would have happened if she had found herself isolated in this barren corner of Colorado with a difficult man? When Alfred asked her to marry him, all she had to go on was several months of daily letters and a deep connection that she trusted but could not explain. Now they were two strangers joined by—by what? A mysterious bond that had nothing—or everything—to do with marriage.



The two-room house she now called home had once been a bunkhouse. When the main house burned down, the bachelor brothers had converted the bunkhouse’s rickety side porch into a tiny kitchen and moved in. Leaky windows surrounded the kitchen on three sides. A hand pump drew water from a cistern in the basement. An air-ventilated cupboard with screen shelves served as the only refrigeration. The cast-iron stove was in the main room, where it doubled as a heater in winter. To cook, Virginia had to shuttle back and forth from the kitchen. There was so little space that sometimes when she backed up from the stove, she would bump into the grand piano. She could not move the piano back. The two reading chairs and the desk were already crowded against the wall, giving the room the feel of a storage closet. When she and Alfred read at night—by the same lantern, so as to conserve fuel—the flame’s lurching reflection against the piano’s curved sides created a cozy feeling. But by day, the strange-looking piano dominated the room. Horseshoe-shaped gashes scarred its ebony lid. Shaggy logs held up the piano, like the massive legs of dray horses. Alfred was very attached to that piano and coddled it as if it were a priceless Steinway. He kept a pail of water underneath it to protect it from the dry air. Periodically he rubbed it with the same linseed-oil-and-root mixture that gunsmiths used on guns. Often he would open the lid and flick his fingers lightly over the surface to remove dust. Then he would close the lid carefully as if the piano were a rare treasure box. But he never played it.

The only possessions Virginia had deemed worthy of shipping to Colorado were her books. She could not live without them. In addition to her beloved novels, she also had Quaker diaries, journals, and essays. Reading was one of her main sources of spiritual strength. She was a firm believer in the “inner light” and knew Faith and Practice by heart. The cover of her leather Bible was worn through to the suede on the spine, and the gilded edges of its tissue-thin pages were now as dull as unpolished brass. The Quakers, so well known for their silence, were a verbose lot when it came to writing. Virginia drew strength from the lives of Quaker women, who were strong and had been treated as equals since the seventeenth century, when George Fox trembled before the Lord and gave the Quakers their name. She admired the seventeenth-century Quaker Margaret Fell, a mother of eight, who served time in English prison for her beliefs. The book she wrote there, Women’s Speaking Justified, was never far from Virginia’s bedside. Her main role model, the reformer and social worker Jane Addams, was born to Quaker parents and maintained close ties to the Society of Friends. Another role model, Elizabeth Fry, opened a school for women prisoners in London before coming to America in the 1820s. Virginia also admired women like Susan B. Anthony and Lucretia Mott who exemplified the Quakers’ belief in action rather than thoughts.

She unpacked her books and set them in columns around her. The bookshelves were already filled with Alfred’s books. She read the spines: Tolstoy, Shakespeare, Henry James, Thucydides, Herodotus. All books of substance, but they were not hers. They did not warm her soul like the quiet parlor observations of Jane Austen or the passionate intensity of Emily Brontë and other books that had taken her in as a guest between their covers. Setting out her books gave her dominion over the room in a way nothing else could. She stuffed as many books as she could fit in the glass-fronted bookcase, then put the rest on the high shelf that ran along two walls.

Virginia never thought she would find housekeeping fulfilling. As a working woman she had viewed any time spent cleaning as time wasted. But now she had more than a place to live; she had a home, and the urge to clean blossomed inside her.

As she organized the house, she felt her mother’s influence looming in her. Her mother was a fervent housekeeper. While she was growing up, their house had always been messy, but immaculately clean. Her mother encouraged artistic and imaginative clutter and left any ongoing projects undisturbed, whether paints and brushes scattered over a table, or an ever-expanding fort of sheets, chairs, scarves, and shawls, or the many volumes and papers of her father’s historical research projects. But underneath the clutter reigned a sense of order that contributed to the warmth, familiarity, and affection that made home home.

On the ranch, the water that the windmill pumped for the cattle was too “hard” to use in the house, Alfred had told her. She had never heard water referred to as hard, though she had noticed a white crusty ring around the pail under the piano. For use in the house, Alfred drew water from a distant watering hole and hauled it to the cistern in a special tank that fit in the back of the truck. He searched for holes that had frogs—the water from these tended to be the safest. But cistern water was too precious to use for cleaning, so they took the laundry to town, an hour’s drive away.

Virginia felt sure Alfred was being overly cautious. How would he know whether the livestock water could be used for mopping? The dear man had worked so hard to make the place clean for her, but he clearly had never taken a pail of water to the floor. She fetched a bucket of salty windmill water and sloshed it along the pine planks. The water beaded up in clear bubbles. When she submerged the mop in the pail, the mop’s floppy tendrils wouldn’t even absorb the water. She ended up spreading the water around on the floor and leaving it to evaporate.

So she couldn’t mop the floor. Surely she could take a bath. Again, she trudged back and forth from the cattle tank to the main room and poured the water into large pots on the stove. She moved the kitchen table aside to make room for the large tin tub. With clothespins, she attached sheets to the clothesline above the windows in the unlikely event that a visitor should choose this moment to be neighborly. After filling the tub, she lowered herself into the water. To her disgust, she found herself coated with a translucent film that made her skin as slippery as if she were bathed in mucus. She lathered up to rid her skin of the creepy feeling, but the water would not rinse off the soap. Finally, she rose from the tub and rubbed the minerals and soap off her skin with a towel.

Scarcity she understood—of food, clothing, shelter, money, jobs. The country was in the middle of a depression, and people lacked many of life’s necessities. But water was one thing she had always taken for granted. No longer.

Once, and only once, did she use cistern water for laundry, and she hoped she would never have to again. On that morning, she had been collecting eggs in the broken-down henhouse by the windmill. Across the rafters, the bachelor brothers had tacked up old burlap feed bags as insulation. The burlap sagged with something heavy and lumpy. Curious, she stood on an empty crate and pulled the frayed edges of burlap away from the nails that held them. Suddenly she was pelted with dozens of rotten eggs. They broke against her head, splattering on her shoulders and slithering to the ground. The fetid smell penetrated into her pores the way bad kitchen odors seep into a cutting board. Horrified, she ran toward the house, dripping with greenish slime. As she reached the door, she thought better of entering: she could not introduce that sulfurous smell into the house. So she dragged the washtub to the cattle trough, filled it with water, got in, clothes and all, and dunked her head under. The slippery water did not get rid of the horrible smell. With no thought to modesty, she removed her wet clothes and walked, stark naked and dripping, before God and all the livestock, to the house. She washed again in the kitchen, this time with precious cistern water, and used the same water to launder her clothes.
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