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For Dean and Conor









“The whole world into which I was born had become an unbearable burden, and I wished I could reduce it to some small thing that I could hold underwater until it died.”


—JAMAICA KINCAID, ANNIE JOHN












Prologue






“I’ll kill the first person who comes through this doorway! I swear I will!”


I freeze when I hear shouting coming from the house. It’s my father’s voice—not my brothers, Matt and Michael, who had gone in thinking it was empty, thinking it was safe. I watch as my father backs them off the porch and onto the sidewalk, a baseball bat gripped in his meaty hands, up in the air, over his right shoulder.


Matt takes another step backward at the warning.


Michael holds his ground. “Calm down. We’re just here to get some of our stuff.”


I stand in the driveway at the bottom of the hill beside my mother and my other six siblings, my heart thumping against my ribs. This was not the plan we had gone over earlier in the day: show up at the farm when we knew my father wouldn’t be there, get in and out before he came back. We had boxes to collect clothing, sheets and pillows, and a few pots and pans. That had been the plan when we pulled into the driveway. But he had tricked us, hiding his truck somewhere, and then ambushed my brothers at the door.


“Rose,” he yells at my mother, “get your boys out of here.” He holds the bat higher, standing wide-legged in the porch doorway. Teeth bared, face purple. “I’ll kill ’em. I swear. I’ll kill ’em.”


“Mom, I think we better go,” Lizzy whispers. “He’ll do it. You know he’ll do it.”


I read my mother’s ashen face. The bewildered blinking as she, too, processes the scene: He wasn’t supposed to be here. She looks at Lizzy, then at the rest of us. I hold my breath, waiting for her to move.


“Okay, boys,” she finally calls to my brothers. “Let’s go.”


Matt and Michael tromp through the snow and back down the hill, never taking their eyes off my father as they get behind the wheels of the borrowed trucks.


“Everybody get back in the car.” My mother hurries to the front of our old station wagon and drops into the driver’s seat. Lizzy slides into the passenger side. Luke, Mary, and I get in behind her as my three youngest brothers clamber into the way-back seat.


I watch my mother’s hand shake as she struggles to get the key in the ignition. I want to scream at her—Hurry! Hurry! Get us out of here!—before my father flies off the porch and rushes down the driveway, smashing the car windows with the bat and then dragging us out, one at a time, to beat us to death.


Finally, the engine starts, and my mother quickly backs the wagon down the driveway. I can only exhale when our procession is far, far up the road.


It is December 27, 1974. I am fifteen years old.













1962

Blame the Milkman







We descend like fleas, tumbling out of our battered blue-and-white Chevy onto a dirt driveway slippery with patches of snow and ice. All nine of us, decked out in our Sunday best, freshly blessed from church. My father, in his black suit and narrow necktie, lines us up and reminds us to behave when we go inside. The wind snaps my mother’s floral dress around her shins as she straightens collars and combs hair while cradling the baby in the crook of her arm.


I take in the barren landscape as I wait my turn for the comb’s scrutiny. Field after flat field dusted with snow, separated by hedgerows of naked spindly trees and sagging wire fences. A half-mile to the north, at the top of the hill, I spy a house, the only one we passed on the long gravel road leading here. From this distance, it is a tiny brick-red smear on the horizon.


I turn my attention to the farmhouse, which is hunched under the muddy sky like a wet dog. Its ancient, brittle shingle siding is brown, and the windows hold rectangles of yellow-filmed glass. Across the yard, a small wooden structure leans left atop a pile of cinderblocks. I watch my sister Kathy’s skeptical eye appraise the place as she lifts Luke to her hip. The sniff she makes tells me exactly how she feels about this ramshackle property out here in East Avon, or what she calls the boondocks. Kathy is the oldest, at seven, followed by Matt, Lizzy, Michael, me, Luke, and Mary, the baby.


Lizzy clamps my hand in hers as we fall in behind my father, who takes the lead, cutting a trail through the dirty snow and piles of debris littering the yard. An old woman, bird-thin with white cropped hair, greets us at a porch door that squeaks open on rusted hinges.


“Come in, come in!” she shouts. “I’m Betty, Betty Hawkins.” She extends her hand to my father, staring openly at the bunch of us. My brothers in their white shirts and ties, hair slicked back in Brylcreem swooshes. My sisters and I are in dresses tight under the armpits, our hair curled.


“My, so many children,” she exclaims, shaking her head.


This is something we hear a lot. Each time, my father puffs up like a peacock in full-feather regalia, as he does now, presenting us to the old woman one at a time, like gifts.


Safely hidden in the crowd until my turn, I look around the cluttered, chaotic mess of the porch. Large, wooden crates strewn about the floor overflow with rusted tools, broken kerosene lanterns, and greasy automobile parts. Crooked shelves hold mason jars packed with thick, liquid mysteries and tin cans full of nuts and bolts.


We follow Mrs. Hawkins up a step and through a doorway into a small room with a low ceiling and a single window. The plaster in the walls is thin and crumbling in many places, exposing rows of lath that stick out like ribs. Jackets, overalls, and hats hang on hooks above mud-caked boots. In the far-right corner, a claw-foot tub sits inside a doorless and otherwise empty room. My mother peers in, turning to Mrs. Hawkins, and asks where the sink and toilet are. The old woman laughs, pulling my mother by the elbow over to the window.


“Didn’t you see the outhouse on your way in?” She points at the left-leaning building in the middle of the yard. “The sink is in the kitchen.”


“Oh,” my mother says.


The house itself is dark, late-night dark, and smells of old newspapers. Mrs. Hawkins leads us past a room cluttered with heavy furniture and dusty boxes, then through a kitchen so narrow we have to walk single file. A doorway beyond reveals a room with sooty walls and a potbelly stove coughing smoke into the air.


Mr. Hawkins hoists himself out of a worn, overstuffed chair and ambles over to my father, pumping his hand up and down in welcome. He is round in a Humpty Dumpty kind of way with brown trousers that look scratchy.


“Sit, sit,” he says in a soft, slow drawl. My father takes a chair while Mom eases herself onto the couch, lifting Mary to her shoulder. The rest of us scatter silently around the room to sit on the filthy, wood floor.


The men do most of the talking, both waving hands of dismissal at my mother when she asks about indoor plumbing. Mr. Hawkins gets up and throws a shovelful of coal into the stove, making the fire inside roar to life like a sleeping dragon that has just had its tail stepped on.


“Did I mention the outhouse is a double-seater?” He eyes my parents over his glasses as he settles back into his chair with a satisfied harrumph.


He and my father iron out the details of the sale: the house, the barns, the farm equipment, and the forty-eight acres that are all part of the property at 2727 Swamp Road. They seal the deal with another handshake.
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It’s the milkman’s fault we are leaving our city home in Rochester, and moving to this farm. He and his high milk prices are to blame for what my father calls “our financial woes.” Lately, my father has been drumming his fingers on the kitchen table a lot before heading off to his factory job at Gleason Works, complaining about how he's sick of the milkman stealing his hard-earned money.


“I’m gonna buy a farm, get a cow, and then have all the milk I want for free,” he declared months before buying the farmhouse. My mother laughed the first time he brought this plan up, saying neither one of them knew a thing about farming.


“We’ll learn,” my father asserted. When she realized he was serious, she resisted, arguing that it was comfortable in the city, that we had a good school, good neighbors, and friends nearby. But he argued back, saying we would find another good school, and neighbors, and friends. The topic came up for days, and each time, my mother got quieter and quieter.
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We sleep on the bare wooden floor during our first night in our new home because my father is too tired to put the beds together. I lay awake long after the others, grateful for his snoring, which punctures the quiet and absolute blackness of the farmhouse. Even though all nine of us are packed together in this one room, I feel lonely. Not alone, just lonely. It is a new sensation, heavy in my stomach and cold like the planked floor beneath me.


I wake in the night, aware of my mother sitting against a wall in the darkness, nursing Mary. I want to tiptoe between my slumbering siblings and sit beside her to whisper in her ear all that I am feeling. I want the warmth of her body next to mine. But Mom has been crabby a lot while packing for this move, and if I accidentally wake anyone on my way over to her, I know she will scold me and send me straight back to my spot on the floor.
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A war is on in our new home from the moment we arrive—my mother battling against the rats that prowl the house at night in search of food. She finds a fat one on the kitchen table in the morning, eating its way through a loaf of Wonder Bread. We gather around her, staring bug-eyed at the shredded white plastic bag it left behind.


Each night, my mother smears peanut butter onto big wooden traps and slides them into cupboards and under the kitchen sink. I awake in the dark to the snap of a trap from below, and then the sound of critters scampering through the walls. Dalump dalump dalump—it is more of a stampede than the pitter-patter of a lone rodent on the run.


In the mornings, if Mom hasn’t yet emptied the traps, we find rats pinned to them, heads crushed by the metal spring, dried blood around their noses. Or worse, a rat that is still alive, squirming and squealing a high-pitched sound that goes right through my head. I watch Mom lift the flat shovel she keeps against the kitchen wall just for this purpose, whacking the thing over and over until it lies still. Seeing my mother in her new role as rat killer unsettles me.


There is a large hole in the kitchen wall, close to the floor that Mom plugs with a dishrag, but the rats pull it away. Sometimes, while we eat breakfast, one will poke its head out of the hole, scaring the bejesus out of my siblings and me as we scream and lift our feet in case it runs out. Mom tries to make us laugh by shaking her finger at the hole and saying in a funny voice, “I’m gonna get you, Mr. Rat. You just wait.” We watch the whiskered snout disappear as she thrusts a broom handle through the hole.


This makes me feel a little better about the rats during the day, but then night comes with the snap of the traps and rats fleeing through the walls. In the attic bedroom I share with my four older siblings, I lie in the dark, heart pounding, worried a rat will find a hole like the one in the kitchen wall, climb through it, and jump onto my bed to bite me in the face.


Every sound in this old farmhouse is amplified in the night’s ebony stillness, and as the others sleep in their bunk beds around me, I lay blinking and listening to distant creaks and whines. I miss the old bedroom I shared with just two of my sisters, and my old house where there were no rat traps going off all night. I miss the familiar sound of cars passing in front of the house, their headlights illuminating my bedroom ceiling, and the sense of safety I felt from the close walls of the neighbors’ houses. I might never sleep if not for being hypnotized by the nightly syncopated chorus of crickets, which eventually lulls me back into slumber.
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Daylight is better than nighttime, but not by much. Everything is foreign in this new place, like the outhouse in the yard. On day one, my older siblings and I stumble through the tall weeds toward the little shack, following my father for our first lesson in outhouse use. He climbs the steps, ducking as he passes through the doorway, and beckons us in.


A dank, out-of-the-ground smell permeates the air, and in the dim light, I search in vain for a switch on the cobwebby walls. I expect a white toilet like at our old house, with a fuzzy blue elastic rug wrapped around the lid, a flusher, and an extra roll of toilet paper on the tank. Instead, the space is filled with a long, rough-hewn plywood box running along the back wall and round wooden lids covering side-by-side holes on top. The double-seater Mr. Hawkins promised.


We bunch together in the narrow space as my father lifts the lids and exposes the holes, slivery and misshapen. An eye-burning stench rises from within, along with a muffled buzzing sound I mistake for a swarm of angry bees. I step closer to Kathy, grab her hand, and press myself between her and Lizzy as several fat-bodied insects spiral up and out of the holes, diving and circling in the dusty air before landing on the walls.


“Just flies,” Lizzy whispers down to me. I relax my grasp on Kathy’s hand even though the buzzing continues deep inside the box.


After a lot of hesitation and you-go-firsts, my brothers and sisters follow my father’s instructions, taking turns sitting over the holes, placing one hand firmly on the box to avoid falling in as they practice wiping with the other hand. I am too small to manage on my own, and when my father holds me up, I cling to him, legs wrapped around his waist, fearful I might plunge down the cavernous hole and be eaten alive by whatever is down there stinking and swarming. He shines a flashlight into the hole, and in the bright beam, I watch flies—dozens of them—flitting on the mounds of poop, soggy toilet paper, and crushed cardboard rollers.
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Summer storms bring a week of rain, trapping us in the house, breathing down each other’s necks. It doesn’t take long for the fighting to begin. I stay clear of the ruckus, standing with my back against the wall as I watch my older siblings push and shove each other, arguing over toys and space. Michael is especially vicious, pounding his brother on the back when snatching a Tonka truck from Matt’s hands. Matt is older, but his timidity is no match for Michael’s aggression, and when Kathy is unable to pull them apart, Lizzy runs to Mom for help.


“For crying out loud! Would you keep your gol’ darn hands off each other?” Mom, framed in the doorway with her hands on her hips, is as tired of us as we are of each other.


This constant chaos in our new house makes me uneasy. The living room is crammed with furniture—the couch, the TV, my father’s chair and footstool, end tables, and a playpen—which leaves little floor space to play on. We had a playroom in our city house, so when Mom thought we were too loud, she just closed the door. Here, there is no playroom, and there are no doors on any of the rooms. Even my parents’ bedroom (they sleep in the room with the potbelly stove) has only a heavy floral curtain draped over a pole to separate it from the kitchen. Their room is also cluttered with dressers along one wall, cribs for Luke and Mary, and a cedar chest at the foot of their bed.


While Mom scolds my siblings, I sneak away to the outhouse. Kathy used to help me in here, holding me in place while I went, but I learned how to balance on one arm like the rest of them do. I come out alone now, grateful to get away from the noise and tension in the house, grateful for some privacy, some peace and quiet. I secure the door latch, ignoring the flies, the stench, and the furry spiders in their corner webs, and climb onto the wooden box between the two holes. I lean my back against the wall, tuck my feet underneath me, and sit there puzzling over the events taking place in my new world.


It isn’t just the fighting I want to get away from. The thing is, I just don’t like it here in this old farmhouse. Both of my parents are always grouchy—Mom because she doesn’t have the plumbing she says she needs, and my father because it takes him a lot longer to get to his job in the city.


I miss Mr. and Mrs. Saunders, the old couple from next door who came over in the mornings, scooping us into their warm laps while they drank coffee with Mom. I even miss our milkman, even though it’s his fault we’re here. I miss his crisp uniform and the shiny-billed hat that made him look like a police officer. And how we’d open the little door inside the house and say hello as he slid bottles into the milk chute. I’d stand on a chair to get a better look, fascinated by how his broad face filled the entire opening of the milk chute, like a giant peering into a tiny home. I miss the neighborhood kids playing on our swing set and how Mom would put a dollar in Kathy’s hand to go down to the corner store to get candy for everyone. All we have here is each other, and without other kids around to give us a break, we get sick of our own company, making us moody and short-tempered.


A loud bang, bang, bang on the door shatters my thoughts and the silence. The door latch rattles; Lizzy pleads from outside. “Hurry up in there. I’ve gotta go baaad.”
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Mom claims victory over the rats and removes all but one trap. A just-in-case trap, she says, loading it with peanut butter and sliding it under the sink. With the threat of the rats gone, mice appear in the house. Lizzy thinks they are cute, but Mom says they’re not cute, they’re a nuisance, and she sets small traps for them, ignoring Lizzy’s long face.


Fall arrives and the crickets disappear, leaving the night world still and soundless. Without the constant interruption of rat traps springing shut, I sleep better, unafraid, and undisturbed by the occasional soft scratch of a mouse in the wall.


There is a new sound in the kitchen, though—a choking, guttural sound that penetrates the attic floorboards and startles me awake early one morning. I sit upright in bed to listen, my puzzlement turning to alarm when I realize it is my mother making these sounds. Frightened, I jump from my bed and shake Kathy awake.


“Something’s wrong with Mom downstairs,” I whisper, hunched close to her ear, my heart racing. Confusion crosses my sister’s freckled face as her eyes flutter open. And then she, too, is listening. Rising up on her elbow, Kathy cocks her head as the sounds continue: gagging, coughing sounds. I hold my breath, waiting for her to react. Her eyes narrow, mouth turned down at the corners, and she collapses back onto her bed with a loud groan, pulling her pillow over her head, shutting me and my fear out.


I poke her arm again, hopping now from one foot to the other.


“Kathy, please,” I beg in a voice loud enough to stir Lizzy, who peers down from her top bunk, eyes sleepy beneath dark bangs. Her face shows no hint of concern for the sounds below.


Kathy removes the pillow from her head with an exasperated sigh, and when she looks up at Lizzy, I am aware of something passing between them, like a secret in a sealed envelope.


“What’s wrong with Mom?” I persist. “Shouldn’t we go help her?”


“Don’t worry, Mom’s fine.” Kathy is still looking at Lizzy. “She gets sick like this when she has a baby in her belly.”


I frown, looking from one to the other, waiting for the smile at the joke they are trying to play on me.


“A baby in her belly? She can’t have a baby in her belly. Mary’s her baby.”


“Well, she’s going to have another one.” Kathy shrugs.


I don’t believe her. I say I want to go see for myself.


“No, don’t go down there yet.” Kathy shakes her head. “Wait until she’s done.”


The awful sounds stop, and I return to my bed, feigning sleep when Mom climbs the stairs and shuffles across the room telling Kathy, Matt, and Lizzy it’s time to get up for school, acting like nothing just happened downstairs. I peer at her through the slits of my nearly-closed eyes. Her hair is in pin curls beneath a bandanna, her face pale and eyes watery, her frayed housecoat tied loosely around her large body. I want my mother to say something, or my sisters to say something, to acknowledge this news. But they hold their tongues, so I hold mine.


The sound of my mother’s morning sickness wakes me again the next day, and the day after that. I stay put as Kathy had instructed, listening to her, but by the third morning, I cannot stand it any longer. I want to be with my mother, to console her, and so I tiptoe down the stairs, padding barefoot through the living room, toward the kitchen.


In the open doorway, I see my mother leaning over the sink, fingers gripping the edge of the counter. Her face is purple, eyes shut as vomit shoots from her mouth. She is gasping for air, gagging and vomiting again and again. Thoughts of comforting her disappear—what I am seeing is too scary, and I stand helpless in the doorway, wishing I had not come down after all. Wishing I had listened to Kathy.


I watch my mother’s mouth open and close, fishlike, as the vomiting ends and dry retching ripples through her body. When it is finally over, she pulls a wadded handkerchief from her robe pocket and dabs at her mouth, elbows resting on the lip of the sink. Only then does she open her eyes and notice me there. Head still bowed toward the sink, she pockets the hanky and turns her swollen face in my direction.


“What are you doing up already?” Her words are hoarse and whispery. I can’t think of a response, so I go to her, taking one of her robe’s ties into my hand, wanting to be close but unable to look up at her. I want my mother to touch me with reassurance, to chase away the unease racing around inside of me. I want to feel the warmth of the palm of her hand on my head.


She reaches for the faucet, rinses away the vomit, then gently pulls away from me, moving down the counter to fill the percolator with water and spoon heaps of Maxwell House coffee into it. Her color has returned to normal, her breathing calmer.


“Go on back upstairs now and get dressed.” She shoos me out of the room, scuffs over to the table, and lowers herself into a chair. “And tell the other kids it’s time to get up for school.”


I leave the kitchen, but instead of going upstairs, I hide behind my father’s chair in the living room and watch my mother. The percolator bloops and hisses, and when it’s done, she rises to fill her cup. Back at the table, she stares at the wall, stirs her coffee, stares at the wall some more. In the stillness, I wonder what she’s thinking about. The kitchen clock ticks and tocks. She blows on her coffee. Takes a sip.


I don’t leave my hiding spot until Mary begins crying from her crib. Mom stands to get her, and I scamper up the stairs on all fours, quieter than the mice in the walls.













1963

The Monster in the Barn







“Hallelujah for that!” My mother’s hands rest on her swollen belly as the entire family gathers around the new toilet, entranced as though the flusher that swirls the water in the bowl and sends it disappearing down the hole is some sort of miracle, or something we’ve never seen before. The sight is something to behold, given how we’ve been using the outhouse for over a year now, tromping through snowdrifts in our boots, me with my nightgown hitched up, staying close to the bobbing beam of the flashlight in Kathy’s hand because I’m afraid of the dark.


Grampa Murray, my mother’s father, is here as well. He is actually the hero behind this miracle, coming here to show my father how to install the toilet, sink, and new bathtub. Grampa catches my eye and winks as he lights his pipe. I blush, smiling back, and when he sticks his index finger in his cheek to indicate my dimples, I blush even deeper. He takes a few satisfied puffs from his pipe, and then the whole room smells like Grampa.


“You got a door to put on this?” He turns to my father, rapping his knuckles on the bathroom doorframe.


“Not yet.” My father shrugs. “I’ll get one next week.”


Mom wraps the toilet seat in the blue fuzzy cover from our old house, shooing us out of the room as she lays the matching rugs on the newly-tiled floor. Grampa packs up his tools and backs his truck out of the driveway. I hate to see him go and wave frantically from the window.


A month passes, and still my father hasn’t put a door on the bathroom. Tired of asking, Mom puts a pole up and hangs another floral curtain in the doorway.


Upstairs at night, Kathy explains why it is important that this new baby be a boy.


“We’re a girl-boy-girl-boy family so far.” She ticks off our names: Kathy, Matt, Lizzy, Michael, Diane, Luke, Mary. “Get it?”


Captivated by this realization, my siblings and I nod with enthusiasm, propped up on our elbows in the bunk beds. During the day, we nag Mom relentlessly, begging her to please, please have a boy.


“Well, we’ll just have to wait and see.” She shakes her head. “It’s not up to me.”


So we wait and wait, until finally the day comes for her to go to the hospital. Kathy, Matt, and Lizzy leave for school, and my father, who has called in to work, is behind the bathroom curtain shaving when Gramma Murray arrives to take care of us as she has for every baby before. Mom is on the couch making strange breathing noises, and Gramma shouts to my father to hurry up and get his wife to the hospital before she has the baby right here.


After they leave, Gramma sends Michael out to her car to bring in her suitcase and the bags of supplies she brought along for her stay. Michael, with his slicked-back cowlick and new glasses, squares his shoulders for the task. He loves being the oldest one at home and moves from car to kitchen with a swagger of superiority. Gramma unpacks the bags—plastic containers filled with sugar cookies, peanut butter cookies with forked crisscrosses, and homemade fudge. We flock around her, smacking our lips as she hands out goodies to each of us.


I love Gramma. When she bends to hug me, she’s all bosom and bad breath. She always has an apron tied around her boxy body, and she wears black tie shoes and thick stockings with dark lines that run up the backs of each leg and disappear under the hemline of her dress.


In the afternoon, my three older siblings bound off the bus and run up the driveway, shouting, “Did she have it yet? Did she have it yet? Is it a boy?”


When Gramma says, “no word yet,” they exhale a collective sigh of impatience.


Finally, the phone rings just before supper, and we swarm to the kitchen, murmuring and pushing up against one another. Gramma puts her finger to her lips and lifts the receiver.


“Make it be a boy, make it be a boy,” Kathy whispers as we wriggle together, bouncing on our toes, waiting for Gramma to hang up and give us the news.


“Well,” she says with a smile. “Your baby brother’s name is Simon.”


We whoop and jump and join Kathy in a chant-like listing of our names, with the new one added at the end: Kathy, Matt, Lizzy, Michael, Diane, Luke, Mary, Simon.


Gramma laughs and shakes her head, arms folded across that large bosom.


“Okay, okay, get to the table now. It’s time for supper,” she shouts over the din.


I love Gramma’s sugar cookies and homemade fudge, but her stew, I’m not so sure about. For one thing, the meat is stringy, and the beans and carrots are soggy. The peas bother me the most. Gramma uses the same canned peas Mom does—gray, slimy things with chalky skins that get caught in my teeth. My father has a Rule that we must eat everything on our plates. Gramma doesn’t have that rule, but I don’t want to hurt her feelings. I eat around the peas, and when she’s not looking, I wad them up in my napkin and stuff them in the rat hole in the kitchen wall. I roll the baby’s name over and over in my head. Simon. I decide I like it.


Gramma leaves when the baby—a fat little thing with tight fists and a full head of black hair—comes home. Mom moves Luke upstairs to free up a crib for the baby. He takes Kathy’s spot in the bottom bunk next to me. On his first night, he and I giggle and hold hands across the divide until Kathy, now in the top bunk, leans over and says go to sleep.


I wake in the night to the muffled sounds of the new baby bleating in the bedroom below, and to Mary wailing that she misses Luke. My mother murmurs to both of them. In the morning, my father has already gone to work when I wake up. Mom is slumped half-asleep in a chair in the living room as Simon suckles from beneath a diaper she has draped over her shoulder to hide this business from us. She tells Kathy to get breakfast for us and snaps at me when I ask to look at the baby.


“Later.” She pushes me away. “Now get to the table and eat your breakfast.”


She points at Michael and says, “Go get your glasses.” Michael hates his glasses, especially now that Kathy calls them Coke bottles and calls him Clarence the Cross-Eyed Lion. He stomps up the stairs, face bloated in a pout.


After the others catch the bus for school, Mom puts Mary in the playpen and tells Michael and me to keep an eye on her and Luke so she can get some work done. We pile on the couch to watch Captain Kangaroo, hooting as Ping-Pong balls rain down on Mr. Moose.


“See,” I say to Michael later in the show. “Bunny Rabbit has glasses, too.”


I mean it in a nice way, but my brother punches me in the arm, and Mom yells from the kitchen, “Hey, hey! No fighting.” She is grouchy all day, and when the afternoon school bus pulls into the driveway, she is still dressed in her housecoat and slippers.
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My father disappears to the barns after supper, taking Kathy, Matt, and Lizzy with him. Every evening and all weekend they cut boards and hammer nails in preparation for the arrival of our milk cow. We have two barns, which we call the Front Barn and the Big Barn. The Front Barn sits at the top of the driveway—scruffy on the outside, cobwebby on the inside. The roofline extends to the right, sloping down to cover an open, dirt-floored area where an ancient tractor with flat tires sits. Wood-handled shovels and rakes hang from rusted nails along the back wall. Fixing the tractor is on a long list of projects my father talks about each night at the supper table.


A narrow door opens outward into the barn’s main room, revealing a broken concrete floor and two cracked windows hidden behind stacks of dusty straw bales. My father sends my siblings to scout around the farm for odd bits of lumber and splintered boards, piecing them together to create an enclosure for several calves he says we are also getting. In the back corner of the barn, a steep open staircase leads upward to a low-raftered room filled with remnants of a chicken coop. Repairing the coop and getting chickens are also on the projects list.


Behind the Front Barn is a wide barnyard full of old farm equipment, and beyond that, the Big Barn. From a distance, the Big Barn looks massive and majestic in the way an elephant is massive and majestic. The wood siding is weathered to a soft gray and spotted with knotholes, and the tin gambrel roof twinkles in the sunlight. But a closer inspection reveals mismatched boards nailed all over the outside, covering up large holes in the walls. Inside, more disappointments: another cracked concrete floor in the milk parlor, more broken windows. In the upper part of the barn, two giant wooden doors swing open to an uneven splintered wood floor. The twinkling roof leaks when it rains. That, too, goes on the projects list.


The much-anticipated day arrives. We are no longer just city people living in a farmhouse; today, we officially become farmers. My entire family waits at the edge of the driveway as the truck from the livestock auction house pulls in. Even Mom comes out of the house with Simon on her hip. My brothers chase behind the truck, turning nearly invisible in the dust rising from its tires. Kathy has Mary by the hand. Lizzy and I trot alongside the truck.


My father motions for the truck driver to stop near the Front Barn. We twirl and lick our lips, hovering while the driver unlatches the truck’s tailgate and leads our new milk cow down the ramp on a braided rope. None of us have ever been this close to a cow, and we murmur and gasp at the black-and-white giantess with the prominent hip bones, spindly legs, and knobby knees. The animal is so tall I could walk underneath it if I had the nerve.


“Can we call her Bossie?” Lizzy is the first to bravely step up to the lumbering beast. She runs her fingertips up and down the furry slope of the creature’s nose. Michael joins her, offering the cow a handful of pellets the man gives him. A tongue emerges from the animal’s mouth, long and thick, dead-gray in color. I watch in fright, half expecting it to wrap around my brother’s neck like the snake on TV did to the old man on Wild Kingdom.


“Ewww,” Kathy says when the tongue touches Michael’s hand. I’d bet he’s scared, too, but Michael knows we are all watching, so he holds his hand there, letting the animal slobber it.


“It’s wet and rough.” He smirks at us, eyes magnified behind his glasses.


Mom takes Mary and Simon back to the house, and the rest of us form a procession behind my father and the man holding the rope as they lead our new cow to her new barn.


“Please, can we call her Bossie?” Lizzy asks again as we pass a shabby slatted corncrib on the edge of the barnyard and weave our way in and out of the farm equipment. The milk parlor is accessed through a heavy door that slides sideways on a track. My father pulls it open, and we follow him, the man, and the cow inside. The man guides the animal’s head into one of the side-by-side wooden stanchions, clicking the lever in place so the cow cannot move its head. Lizzy hurries to put hay down, talking to the animal while she strokes its flanks.


“Do you like your new home, Bossie?” she asks. “Are you comfortable here?”


The cow lifts its tail in response, letting loose a load of stool that lands stinking and steaming in the gutter below.


Back at the truck, my father lets my older siblings bring the calves down the ramp. They take turns leading them—cute little things with curly hairs on their foreheads—into the Front Barn. I wait for my turn, but when the fifth and final calf comes to the back of the truck, my father grabs the rope, telling me I’m too small to do this. He and the calf disappear into the barn, joining my siblings, who are fawning over the animals.


Crushed and angry, I stay in the driveway by the truck ramp, sulking. I wonder how it is that I am big enough to look after Luke and Mary when the others are at school but not big enough to lead a calf by a rope.


At supper that night, my father announces a new Rule: If you’re old enough to go to school, you’re old enough to do chores. With that proclamation, he assigns duties. Kathy, now eight, is in charge of feeding the five calves and spreading fresh straw in their pens. Matt and Lizzy, seven and six, will milk Bossie. Before the sun rises the next morning, Mom comes up to the attic and shakes the three of them awake, whispering that it’s time to get up for chores.


“Hurry now,” she urges, “so you’ll have time for breakfast before the bus comes.”


They stumble sleepy-eyed in the dark, pulling on their clothes, and head down the stairs. I listen to their retreat from beneath my covers, imagining them in the utility room, putting on their work jackets and boots. I wait for the slam of the porch door.


An hour later, I am eating Sugar Pops at the table when they return from the barns. Mom shouts, “Don’t spill it, don’t spill it,” as Matt walks carefully from utility room to living room to kitchen with the bucket of milk heavy in both hands. There are flies in the milk—some dead, others swimming for their lives—and cow hair, and speckles of dirt. Mom screens that all off, then pours the milk into the barrel of a little red-and-white machine and puts a lid on it.


“Don’t worry,” she says. “This pasteurizer will boil the milk and kill all the cooties.”


The look on Kathy’s face makes me wonder.


Later, after the school bus collects my siblings, and after the little machine hisses and steams, Mom lines up six green glass bottles on the counter, filling each with milk. She caps them and carries them in pot-holdered hands to the fridge, where they grow wide collars of cream that don’t completely dissolve even when Mom shakes the bottles before pouring the milk into our glasses at lunch. She waves off my complaint that chunks of cream are floating in my glass and the milk tastes like the barn smells by saying, “Just drink it. It’s good for what ails you.” I don’t say it out loud, but I miss the milkman, and his hat, and his milk.


Each morning and every night, my siblings return to the barns for chores. Despite my feelings about the taste and texture of this milk, I am struck by the ceremonial way Matt delivers it to my mother, and the responsibility he and Lizzy now carry instead of the milkman. The newness of these farming activities and the sense of importance for what they are doing create a ping of jealousy in me. I feel they are on a daily adventure I am not allowed to participate in because Mom decided it’s too dangerous for me to go out to the barns. But it’s that danger that makes me curious and makes the idea of being in the barns all the more enticing. Sure, I’m afraid of the dark, but I also ache for the thrill of going out into it.


[image: ]


The rhythm of our lives changes again when my father switches to the night shift at the factory. He calls it the graveyard shift and says this will free up his days to tackle the growing list of projects. It’s strange to have him around all the time; before, he was mostly in the background of our lives, only home at night for supper and the CBS Evening News with Walter Cronkite. Now he seems to be everywhere. He arrives home around eight each morning, drops his lunch box on the kitchen counter, and sits at the table to wolf down a bowl of Bran Flakes, often in a bad mood, grumbling to my mother about how this job is killing him. His new work schedule spawns a new Rule: absolute quiet while he sleeps. He doesn’t want to hear a peep from any of us once he disappears behind his bedroom curtain to lie down for a few hours. We try to be quiet, but even with three kids at school, there are still four of us and the baby in this small space, and Mom is constantly at us with her own scolding face, whispering, “Shhh! Quiet down or you’ll wake your father.”


When school lets out for summer, my siblings stay outside after chores, working alongside my father patching the barns and repairing the chicken coop. Michael turns five in July, making him old enough to go to school, and also (according to my father’s Rule) old enough to do chores. He joins our older siblings outside, and I feel further abandoned, irritated by the distinction my mother is now making between the Big Kids and the Little Kids. She says I’ll just get in the way if I go out to the barns, which only makes my curiosity grow about what is going on out there.


On the weekend, I watch from the open kitchen window as my father revs up the old tractor and backs it out from beneath the overhang of the Front Barn. A wide metal seat bounces up and down on a thick coil beneath him. The tractor’s paint has faded so it is more pink than red, and the silver muffler on top is rusted through with holes, causing a deafening sound. The tractor spits, sputters, and stalls.


My father trims an old coffee can, wraps it around the muffler, and secures it with bits of wire, saying that’ll keep the noise down. He pumps up the tires, jiggles some knobs, and restarts the engine. Black smoke billows from the muffler, but he’s right—it is much quieter now.


He tells Matt to step up on the back of the tractor for a driving lesson, and they head into the side field, my father shouting instructions as my brother clings tightly to the seat of the tractor. They switch places for the return trip, and from the window, I marvel at my brother way up there on that wide seat. Matt’s feet cannot reach the pedals, so he slides down to the edge of the seat to operate the clutch. The tractor lurches forward, careening across the open field as my seven-year-old brother bumps along, one arm wrapped around the bottom of the giant steering wheel, the other shifting gears. The sight both excites and frightens me.


[image: ]


Our windows rattle in resistance against the wail of the winter wind. Before the snow came, Mom had stapled heavy sheets of plastic around the insides of the window frames to keep the cold out. Now, the plastic slaps against the panes of glass where the air finds holes to blow through.


My teeth are clamped down on my tongue, the purple crayon in my fisted hand working to stay inside the lines. I lay splayed on the living room floor, just outside the kitchen doorway. My father and older siblings are outside doing the evening chores. Luke and Mary are in the playpen. The house is chilly and shadowy in the poor lighting, but it’s peaceful. From my position here, I feel almost alone with my mother, who is at the stove stirring a pot of boiling potatoes with a wooden spoon as Simon rides on her left hip. I smile down at the finished page. All my colors are right: red flowers with green leaves, an orange sun, and white clouds in a sky I purposefully made purple. I excitedly take it into the kitchen to show my mother.


“Oh, that’s nice, honey.” She doesn’t look at my coloring even though I am on my tippy-toes, holding the book up high for her. She bends to open the broiler door, pushing Simon back on her hip as flames shoot up around her hand when she brushes butter onto the chicken.


“Stand back,” she warns me, pulling the broiler tray out to dab at the chicken in the very back. She closes the door, shifting my brother back to the middle of her hip, then stands to stir the potatoes again, as well as a smaller pot on a back burner that I hope isn’t peas.


“What’s taking them so long?” She frowns at the clock. “Supper’s gonna be cold if they don’t get in here soon.”


She turns to me then, although I’ve already lowered and closed the coloring book.
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