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This is John’s book—
with thanks to Jack Barry, who began it


—P. M.


My gratitude to Sylvia Lanka, who sings




Life is simple, but we insist on making it complicated.


—Confucius


Life is the dancer and you are the dance.


—Eckhart Tolle





Just Dance



I grew up on a farm, and I’m ten, so I don’t know much about love. I know about cattle, chickens, two goats, sheep, and how to ride a horse.


But I know love when I see it.


My mother was a professional soprano until she met my father. She studied in Europe and sang opera and performed concerts and wore big silk dresses until she came back to America and walked into a small diner in Wyoming. My father saw her. He stood up and walked over.


He held out his hand.


And they danced.


There was country music playing. My mother knew nothing about country music. She’d never heard of Johnny Cash or Tammy Wynette or “Stand by Your Man” or “Ring of Fire.”


My mother danced with him. Later he would teach her the Texas Two-Step.


My father is a cowboy and my mother a classical soprano. They might seem far apart in life.


But my mother loved my father right away.


“When I looked into his eyes I felt like I was looking into the eyes of a very wise horse,” she said.


My mother is better at singing than at words.


“Your mother was more beautiful than evening light,” says my father.


My father is very good with words. He carries books of poetry and short stories in his saddlebag.


So here is a rule.


If you want to find the love of your life, go to the Hideaway Café in Cheyenne, Wyoming. When a tall cowboy with a ponytail comes up to you and takes your hand, you don’t have to speak. It’s better not to speak, actually.


Just dance.


By Sylvie Bloom


Grade 4
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Sweet Songs and Stinkbugs


My father, my younger brother Nate, and I sat on the hallway floor outside the one bathroom in our house. You might think we were waiting to use the bathroom, but that was not so.


We were listening to my mother sing. She likes to sing in the bathroom when she takes a shower. My father tiled the entire room, in fact. The tiles bounce her voice around so she can hear herself.


In the attic I found large posters of my mother, all dressed up in taffeta or silk, singing in great halls, fancy chandeliers above her. Her name, Melinda May, was written in large, important letters. Now my father calls her Min and she sings to the animals and in the tiled bathroom of our farmhouse.


When she sings in the shower we come to hear her. Nate hears my whistle and hurries in from the barn. My father comes in from the fields. Once he left his horse Jack by the back door and we later found Jack in the kitchen.


We heard the slap of the screen door, and Bett, our herding dog, came down the hallway to lie down next to my father.


“The herd is safe. Bett has come to be with her pack and listen,” said my father softly.


My father set his cowboy hat on the floor next to him, his head leaning against the wall. His eyes were closed.


My mother’s voice sounded lovely and clean, like newly washed glass.


“Un bel dí,” my father said softly.


“ ‘A fine day.’ ”


My mother may not know all things about Johnny Cash, but my father has studied Puccini, who wrote the song my mother sings. My father knows all of my mother’s songs and who wrote them—Puccini, Bizet, Mozart, and Donizetti.


My brother, Nate, pointed to a stinkbug crawling down the wall.


There is something about my eight-year-old brother, Nate—a sort of sly sweetness when he points out the strangely homely with the beautiful.


“Lovely,” whispered Nate with a grin.


My father—good with words, remember—said Nate understands the connection of opposites: the sleek, shapely body of the bug and his bad smell.


“Summer vacation soon,” said Nate.


I turned my head to look at Nate. “Do you ever want something exciting to do away from the farm in the summer? To see amazing things?”


Nate shook his head. “I’m happy here,” he whispered. “It’s amazing here. And exciting.”


“I need something new,” I said. “Something more interesting than cows and goats and chickens.”


“Chickens are very, very interesting,” said Nate. “Millie even likes to sit on my lap. Buddy plays tag with me.”


“I need something different,” I said.


“It will happen,” said Nate. “It will.”


I smiled because Nate sometimes sounds like a wise old man.


My mother finished her aria on a high, long note. She turned off the shower.


My father quickly got up. He didn’t want my mother to be shy about us listening when she sang in the shower. Nate hurried off. Bett trotted after them.


All that was left behind was my father’s handkerchief. And the stinkbug crawling back up the wall again, direction changed.


My mother came out of the shower and bent down to pick up the handkerchief.


She knew.


My mother knew everything.


Almost everything.


I wondered why she’s happy singing in the shower instead of wearing a big silk dress and singing for a huge audience, who, when she is finished, leap to their feet and applaud. And someone gives her a huge bunch of flowers onstage as the velvet curtain falls.


Today I found a letter left open on the kitchen table for me to read. It was from James Grayson, a famous tenor, to my mother.


Melinda—


I will be singing a concert close to you. Please come. Maybe we can sing together again! I’ll send you tickets.


James


I turned the letter over as if hiding it from myself. I remembered a large, fancy poster with a picture of my mother and James, looking happy and famous. How could she leave that behind to live on a farm in the middle of the prairie?


It is hard to believe that loving my father is enough.


It is hard to believe that Nate and I are enough.
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A Perfect Day


I didn’t like the last day of fourth grade. I loved the fourth grade, mostly because I love my teacher, Mrs. Ludolf. Mrs. Ludolf loves me, too, which helps.


I will miss her when I go to fifth grade.


She knows I can write. She wrote back to me on my stories. She asked questions.


“Really??” she writes with disbelief.


“LOVE this!”


“Ugh.”


“I don’t understand this sentence. What do you really mean?”


She is always right.


“Spelling is more important than you think,” she once told the class. She sighed.


I knew she was thinking about her husband, Sheriff Ludolf, who can’t spell. He writes Ludolf’s Log in the newspaper every day, all about town events.


“He’s a very smart man who learned English when he was older,” she said. “But he can’t spell.”
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