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To my husband, Brad, the finest man on the planet.




Prologue

This would be easier if I were writing about someone else. Then I could change it, fatten up the thin parts and leave out the dull ones, turning them like frayed collars and cuffs, making them over into something more romantic than they really were, but then the remembering would be neither so painful, nor so sweet. I suppose you can’t have one without the other. A name seems as good a place to begin as any, maybe even better than most. I think we live many names in a lifetime. We take them on and off like new suits of clothes, donned or discarded according to the mood and moment.

Everyone calls me Eva. It’s a name that makes sense in Dillon, plain and easy to pronounce, not too many syllables. My father always called me by my full name, Evangeline. He and Slim were the only ones who ever did. Papa named me, over Mama’s objections, after Longfellow’s Evangeline. When I was little he would hold me on his lap and recite from memory. I could feel the verses rumbling rich from his chest,



Fair was she to behold, that maiden of seventeen summers.

Black were her eyes as the berry that grows on the thorn by the wayside,

Black, yet how softly they gleamed beneath the brown shade of her tresses!



My eyes are green and my hair is auburn, nothing like the description of that poetic heroine, but Papa was never bothered much by details. He was given to taking the romantic view of life and always said exaggeration should never stand in the way of a good story. In Papa’s stories it never did.

Mama thought Evangeline sounded pretentious. She wanted to call me Cora or Emma, something that wouldn’t make my other differences so obvious, though there was never a prayer of that happening. People who are different draw a lot of attention in Dillon. Me more than most. After forty years, people still gawk when I walk through town. They can’t help themselves. No disguise or name, no matter how bland, could camouflage me from the eyes of the curious as I thump and twist my way down Main Street.

I was born with a lame leg. My muscles are small and weak below the knee of my left leg, and my foot curls inward, looking like the gnarled root of the cottonwoods that grow near the river. I walk slowly with the help of a cane, bracing myself with one hand, contracting the muscles in my upper leg to drag my foot along the ground, and then swinging and dropping it forward for the next step—an uneven, rolling gait like a wagon with wheels of different sizes.

I never remember either of my parents talking to me about my leg. In Mama’s case I think this was because she didn’t want me to feel self-conscious, but Papa just didn’t seem to notice. It never crossed his mind that I might not be as whole and capable as everyone else. He saw me from the inside out, full of possibilities, and assumed everyone else had the same view.

Until I started school I felt the same as Papa. I tried as hard as I could to fit in, which is to say too hard, but whenever I came into the schoolyard the girls would giggle and whisper behind their hands and I would feel ashamed, though I wasn’t even sure what I was ashamed of.

In a sense, I came from a family of outcasts, yet we never left Dillon, even when it would have made a world of sense to go. When the storms came and the dust rolled, we fought with everything we had to stay on the land. Sometimes it seemed like the going price was ... everything.

As I said, Papa wasn’t from Dillon. He was born in a small seaside village in County Tipperary, Ireland. He emigrated when he was fourteen, settled in Boston, and became a lobsterman. He always loved the sea, and until he met Mama he never had a thought of living or working anywhere else than on the waves; but one rainy afternoon he went to the public library and happened to reach for a copy of the same book that had caught the eye of a twenty-five-year-old spinster who was on her one and only trip out of Oklahoma. Their fingers met on the spine of a worn copy of Walden, and, just that quick, they were in love.

When Mama climbed off the train in Dillon four months behind schedule, she was Mrs. Seamus Glennon. The folks back home were positively scandalized. In Dillon, Oklahoma, even a bride or groom who’d married into a family from only as far away as Liberal, ten miles north over the Kansas border, would be considered an alien for the first two or three decades after their wedding. Mama had brought home an actual foreigner, complete with a brogue and a handshake that wasn’t nearly strange enough for a stranger. If that wasn’t bad enough, he was a Roman Catholic to boot! For all the people in Dillon knew, the man might have horns.

When I was eight, Darla Simpson said her mother had said exactly that about us. I wanted to slap her for saying it, but I knew Mama would be mad if I did. Mama believed that whatever happened in life, good or bad, was God’s will and had to be borne with humility or submission, as the occasion warranted.

I, on the other hand, figured that God’s will could constitute any number of choices and it was up to us to choose the best among them, but whether we chose well or poorly, God still stood beside us. Secretly, I liked to think that sometimes God made little mistakes, like my leg. I just couldn’t believe God would make me lame intentionally.

Mama would have disapproved of my theology. “God will be merciful unto whom He will be merciful,” she would say. “Only He knows why he sends good fortune to some and bad to others. That’s His business. Ours is to accept things as they come and bear them by His grace.” To tell the truth, Mama seemed more at ease when things weren’t going too well. Too much comfort could only mean calamity was around the corner. Mama was a farmer’s daughter that way.

Papa, on the other hand, was a man who farmed and did it well, but he wasn’t a farmer at heart. Eventually the people in town, especially the men, came to respect him, but they always held him at arm’s length. He was just too different. For one thing, Papa read. In Dillon the only things a real farmer would be caught dead reading was the Almanac, seed advertisements, and the local newspaper. Papa read books, practically ate them, with an Irish love for language and lore that bordered on passion. He could recite scores of lines of poetry, and did, at the drop of a hat.

There was no one in Dillon, no one in the world, like Papa. The salt and romance of the ocean always clung to him. He always sat high on the seat of the combine, proudly above billows of golden bowing wheat stalks, looking for all the world as though he were scanning the horizon for a good port, a fisherman lost on the plains.

Papa came to Dillon because he loved Mama. I suppose he could have insisted they sell the farm and move. I could have done the same, but something changed in us. I don’t know if Papa’s transformation came over time or all in a day, like it did for me, but somehow that alien land became home. There were too many memories tilled into those furrows to just up and leave.

Before Slim came, I couldn’t have understood how that was possible. No matter what came after, I shall always be thankful to him for that. The day I met him was the day my eyes started to open, though it took a long time to sharpen my sight. Up until then I saw things, Dillon especially, the same way other people did: a small, dusty farm town in the middle of nowhere that never bred anyone that mattered and likely never would, the sort of place that only looks good in a rearview mirror. But that’s just the view from the ground.

From the air, Dillon is enchanted. The river cuts through the fields, carving them like sharp, silver thread. The cheap tin roofs shimmer and wink like gemstones in the sun. The colors of the dark earth bleed slowly into the yellow wheat, and the breathing air, burnt white as ash by the heat of the sun, melts into brilliant blue sky and pearly clouds. When you’re airborne, the scales fall from your eyes, and suddenly you can see the full spectrum of quiet colors, inky black-brown to blinding white. So perfect and seamless, you can’t feel where one color leaves off and the next begins. From above, the wheat crops are dressed in a thousand subtle shades of gold, each field just different enough to set it off from the others, showing colors you can’t see from the ground: yellow and saffron and lemon and sand and a hundred other shades there aren’t even words for. The fields make a tidy checkerboard of gold to the horizon, so square that you know they were made by man, cut and planted where they don’t belong by sheer force of will. You can feel the sweat and muscle that went into each acre. And though you are so removed from it all, you can’t help but feel a whisper of respect and pity for those left below, people of iron will who fight and inevitably die to bring order and plenty out of a hard, unyielding land.

From the air we see with the eyes of angels. I’ve only seen it that way once, but I remember it perfectly. For the first time in my life I felt sorry for anyone who wasn’t me. I was the only one in the world who wasn’t chained to the ground, forced to crawl and scratch along the earth, the taste of dirt sour in my mouth, pining without any real hope for one full, clear breath of air. Even when we landed and I was earthbound again, the feeling stayed with me. It is with me still. Slim described it better than I ever could. He said, “I lose all consciousness with the past. I live only in the moment, in strange unmortal space, crowded with beauty, pierced with danger.” I guess that’s why I stayed in Dillon, because that one memory we shared so long ago in my seventeenth summer is still stronger than all that came after. It changed everything.

Even when I’m on the ground, I see things as from above.




Chapter 1

1922

“Eva,” Mama called from the kitchen window, “when you’ve finished picking the tomatoes, bring me in some of those cucumbers too. It’s so hot I believe we’ll just have salad and bread for supper. That sound all right to you? “

“Yes, Mama.”

“Don’t forget to get all the ripe ones. Pick up the vines so you can see the little red ones underneath. You don’t want to waste them.”

“No, Mama.”

Actually, I didn’t care if I wasted them or not, but there was no use arguing that we already had more tomatoes than we could eat in a month of Sundays. The tomatoes were ripe and had to be picked. It was part of Mama’s creed. Just as Papa had been firm that naming me was his right, Mama was firm that she be in charge of my religious and moral training, which included those good Christian virtues, hard work and thrift. On that score, Mama was working toward sainthood.

She saved everything: bacon fat, paper sacks, bits of twine, and the smallest scraps of leftover fabric that she kept in a bag and used to make quilts. When I was young it seemed silly, saving every little thing, but now I’m glad she did. If not, I would never have started quilting. Trying to imagine my life today without a number ten needle clasped in the fingers of my right hand would be like trying to imagine myself mute.

My first quilt was a wobbly-seamed nine-patch in bright spring greens and yellows. Mama kept a sharp eye on me, making sure I didn’t throw away even the tiniest patches of leftover fabric, urging me to experiment with my own patterns where smaller and smaller bits of cotton could be used. Eventually, all those scraps became the mosaic of my imagination, but in the beginning I was just trying to please Mama. “Economy is nothing to be ashamed of, Eva,” she moralized. “I won’t have you growing up to be a spendthrift.”

For years I didn’t even know what a spendthrift was, but the way Mama said it made me pretty sure it led down the path to hell, so I stitched tiny patches and picked the vegetable plot clean, both without complaining, at least not out loud.

It was so hot that day. Our farm was never a particularly beautiful place, not like those clean and green farms from out East like you saw on Currier & Ives cards, where the barns were painted to match the privies and the sheep never got mud splattered on their wool. Nobody would have ever thought of making a picture postcard of our farm. The house was small, just four rooms before Morgan was born and Papa added on a third bedroom. Except for those few dustbowl years when it was impossible to keep ahead of the dirt, it was always clean and neat, with crisp blue gingham curtains that Mama took down to wash, iron, and starch every spring. We had a few pictures on the wall, an average number of crocheted doilies and painted china figurines, and far more books than our neighbors, but we weren’t exactly weighed down with ornaments.

We were too poor to think of wasting time and money painting fences and outhouses. All the farm outbuildings, except the barn, were weathered silver gray. The barn had been an honest midwestern red at one time, but the pigments had faded so much in the sun and the prairie winds had blown so hard that the boards now mostly matched the color of the barnyard, a deep, dull mahogany.

The barn itself was too close to the house, and there was no yard to speak of. Every inch of ground was used to grow crops; there was none that could be spared for decoration. Of course, Mama always planted a few petunias by the front porch each spring, about the same time the wildflowers came out and dotted the hills with specks of pink, blue, and gold for a few precious weeks, but by July the sun had burned all the wildflowers to straw and Mama’s petunias had grown leggy and brown in the heat. August was worse. In August even the house looked dusty and oven-baked, as though if the temperature rose one degree higher the chipped white paint on the siding would crackle and peel off like the skin of an onion and the little blinking windowpanes might shatter in the shimmering heat.

Normally I loved working in the diligently tended half acre that was our garden, the only green space for miles around. Working among the tender stalks and curling vines seemed to give rest to my eyes and soul, but that day it was too hot and the rows too long to think of gardening as anything but a chore. I wanted to lie down in the shade of our one big oak tree and ignore the vegetables; I knew I couldn’t, so I picked up another vine and continued plucking at an epidemic of ripe tomatoes. At least I was outside, I thought a little guiltily. Mama was stuck in the house, standing over a mess of steaming canning jars, making sure every last one was filled with tomatoes against the coming winter. The shelves were already full of jars of stewed tomatoes, pickled beets, green beans, and yellow corn, but boxes and boxes of empty jars still sat on the kitchen floor waiting to be filled. How would we ever eat so many? And yet, come spring all those jars would be empty again, just like every year. I popped a tiny, fully ripened tomato into my mouth and crushed it against my teeth to feel the sweet, summery juice spill onto my tongue. Nothing ever changed, I thought with a sigh. Not in Dillon. Not to me. I wished it would.

With the taste of the wish and the summer still lingering in my mouth, I heard a faint, buzzing noise coming toward me, growing louder by the second. It was a sound I couldn’t place, not like a bee or a locust, but more machine-like, though I knew it wasn’t a car or a tractor.

The noise got louder, and I wondered if maybe I’d been in the sun too long and was going to faint. I’d heard of girls who fainted at school say their ears started buzzing just before everything went black, but I didn’t feel dizzy. For an instant, a shadow shielded me from the sun, and I looked up to see a great sapphire bird soaring across the still, white sky—a flying machine! It moved so fast, faster than any car. I could see it clearly, right down to the riblike supports in each double wing and the cables that were strung between them. It was just like the planes I’d seen on the newsreels and in a book Papa had about the Wright brothers, but I’d never imagined them to be so loud and bright, vibrating like a living thing.

Mama stepped out onto the porch to see what all the noise was. We waved as the pilot dipped his wings and raised his arm to greet us. For a moment I could see him, his chin and the sharp line of his jaw jutting below a pair of goggles, like eyes on a grasshopper. In another moment he was gone, over the roof of our barn and toward the edge of the hill where Papa’s fields lay. The humming grew fainter and fainter until it finally stopped and I remembered to breathe.

“Did you see that, Mama!” I marveled. “Did you ever see anything so fast?”

“I never did. That was something, wasn’t it? Up in the air like that.” We both stood and watched the sky for an expectant minute until Mama murmured distractedly, “Well, this isn’t getting supper on the table, is it? I still need those cucumbers, Eva. It’s nearly five o’clock.”

“Yes, ma’am. Right away.” But I didn’t move. I stood very still in the middle of the garden, holding my breath and listening for the hum of a plane engine, wishing he’d come back.

 



Twice in a day my wish came true. Suddenly, there he was, wiping his feet on our front mat as Papa held the door and urged him to come in and make himself at home.

I knew him. I recognized the tanned curve of his face clearly, as though he’d been standing next to me and not soaring two hundred feet overhead, but in the plane I hadn’t been able to see how tall and slender he was. He was a good head taller than Papa, thin but strong, like a tree you could cling to in a hard wind. Papa was grinning even wider than usual, bursting with the surprise.

“Look what dropped out of the sky and into our field! One minute I was alone, minding my own business, and the next minute a flying machine appears out of a cloud and lands on the wheat stubble, easy as you please, right where I’d been working not an hour before!”

The young man smiled shyly and pushed a blond curl off his forehead. He was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, tall and blond with serious gray-blue eyes and cheekbones so perfect they seemed chiseled out of marble and brushed over and over again with the scarlet feathers of some exotic, magical bird until they glowed pink and hearty. He smiled in my direction, showing teeth so white and straight they might have been crocheted in place, like one of Mama’s lace doilies. My eyes clung to his face as though he were talking just to me. For a moment, I saw a spark of recognition in his eyes, like he remembered me from somewhere. I felt the same way. I’d known him for all my life, but I didn’t realize it until just that moment. If only I could stand still and not move a muscle, maybe he’d leave thinking, “What a pretty girl.” Maybe that night he’d dream about me, as I knew I would about him. He broke our gaze and turned to greet Mama.

“Well, the landing wasn’t as easy as I’d have liked, Mrs. Glennon. I’m afraid I bent your fence a little in the process. Did a fair bit of damage to the Jenny, too.”

“The Jenny?” Mama asked.

“That’s my plane. She’s a surplus trainer left from the war, a Curtiss JN4-D. Short name is Jenny.”

“Don’t you worry about the fence. It was due for some work anyway,” Papa said offhandedly. “And if you need any tools to fix your plane, you’re welcome to borrow anything I’ve got.” Still grinning, Papa took off his hat and sat down at the table. “Clare, I told this young man we’d love to have him to supper, that is, if we’ve got anything to eat.”

“I think we might come up with something. Eva?” Mama wiped her hands on her apron and shot me a look that said we’d need to scour the kitchen to find something suitable for a company supper. I didn’t want to move. I didn’t want him to see me walk, but I couldn’t just stand there forever. Slowly, trying to be as quiet as possible, I limped to the pantry to see if there was any pie left from Sunday. I could feel his eyes following me, and I kept my head down, not wanting to see his reaction to my twisted gait. The thumping of my cane against the wooden floorboards seemed like a pounding drum in my ears. I was grateful when Mama spoke.

“Tomato salad and fresh bread and cold fried chicken sound all right to you, Mr ... ?”

“That would be wonderful, ma’am. Thank you. You can skip the mister, though. Everybody calls me Slim.”

He stayed at the farm, camping in our field next to his airplane for three nights. I didn’t see much of him, but I thought about him all the time. Every hour it grew stronger, the feeling that I was being pulled toward him, inch by inch, and there was nothing I could do to stop it even if I’d wanted to. The breeze was full of sparks no one but I could feel. The night shimmered and crackled just because he was nearby, out of sight over the hill. I’d never talked to him, but I loved him. I knew it. I knew him. Better than anyone else ever could, ever would. It was real, like an electricity experiment we did in school showing how different things will or won’t let a current pass through them. I was metal and copper wire, a perfect receptor for his every thought, dream, and longing.

He was full of ambition, I knew that, but it was the kind of ambition that didn’t need an audience. He only cared to be tested against his own standard, because no other measure of merit could be as rigorous. He was a poet, saw music in the natural movements of life that other people missed, and wrote down his thoughts in a little book, transparent and completely honest because he thought no one else would ever see his words. I knew, too, that he was often afraid, but not of death or gravity. When he woke in the night, sweating and startled by the vapors of a bad dream, it wasn’t twisted metal and flame that brushed across his memory, but a vision of a stretched white ribbon across his path, a finish line that he could never quite reach, no matter how hard he ran.

Oh yes, I knew him, every bit of him. Though I can’t tell you how.

 



Two days later, the Jenny was fixed, and people started coming past our house, in trucks, wagons, on horseback, and on foot, to see Slim fly his airplane. If they were richer than we were and had five dollars to pay for the ride, they could even climb in beside him and see what Dillon looked like to the birds.

I watched the parade all day from behind the front-porch screen where I sat snapping the stems off a mountain of just picked pole beans. People waved as they went by, smiling and yoo-hooing like they were headed to a church picnic. I wished I could go too, but Mama had to get the beans into jars while they were still fresh. Of course, I wasn’t missing all the fun. I’d seen Slim fly over five or six times that morning. Every time he did, my heart pounded with excitement and I craned my neck to see him soaring overhead like a proclaiming angel with a message just for me. Still, I longed to go out to the field with the rest of the crowd. Maybe just to see how an airplane got off the ground, to be where he was. Maybe to say hello.

Another cloud of dust rose on the road. It was Mr. Walden’s ice truck bringing our order. My best and only friend, Ruby, was with him. I called to Mama that the ice was here and heard her shaking the baking-soda can she used for a bank, looking for a dime to pay for the ice. She came out onto the porch, smoothing her hair back, just as the truck pulled into our yard. Ruby leaped out of the cab and ran toward the house while Mr. Walden hoisted an ice block out of the back of his truck and onto his shoulder.

“Hello, Mrs. Glennon,” Ruby said politely. “Hey, Eva! Mr. Walden gave me a ride out so I can go see the flying machine. You want to come?”

“I can’t. I have to get these beans done.” Mama opened the screen door to let Mr. Walden pass.

“Afternoon, Mrs. Glennon.” Mr. Walden moved his hand toward his head, as though to tip his hat, but when he did, the bag of ice balanced on his shoulder shifted and threatened to fall, so he settled for a stiff nod of greeting instead. “I brought you a bag of extra chips, no charge. Thought they might be good for tea. It’s been so hot.”

“Thank you, Mr. Walden,” Mama said with a smile. “That was thoughtful of you. Now I’ve got something cold to offer you. Can you sit and have a glass of tea? I’ve got a pound cake, too.” Mr. Walden pretended to think about the idea and pronounced it a fine one, as he did every week. We were at the end of his Wednesday route, and his visits were a kind of tradition. He always stopped to eat something and visit before heading back to town, and we always got extra ice by way of thanks. Sometimes I’d tease Mama about it, calling Mr. Walden her secret admirer.

“Hmph,” she’d grump, though I could see a smile play at her lips. “The only thing Cyrus Walden admires is a well-browned piecrust and there’s no secret in that. He costs me more in flour and sugar than I save in ice with all those ice chips. I’m just being polite.”

Still, I knew she looked forward to those Wednesday chats. Visiting nearly every farm in the county, Mr. Walden was a reliable source of news, and he wasn’t shy about sharing it. Of course, Mama would never have actively engaged in gossip, but if the iceman wanted to talk while enjoying her hospitality, well, there was no help for that.

I got up from my chair to help Mama set out the tea glasses, but she shook her head at me. “That’s all right, Eva. Why don’t you go on with Ruby and see the airplane?”

“Are you sure?” I asked, not quite daring to hope she really meant it. “What about the beans?”

“They’ll wait.” She smiled and her eyes twinkled knowingly. “You don’t want to be the only girl in town doesn’t see that young Mr. Slim in action, do you? Besides, if I have to stand over that stove one more minute I’ll probably steam all the wrinkles out of my face and your Papa wouldn’t recognize me. That wouldn’t do, would it?” She patted me on the shoulder. “Go on, you two. Have fun. Don’t be too late.”

I grabbed my cane and walked with Ruby across the yard toward the field where Slim’s plane was.

Ruby and I became friends six years before when I was eleven and Clarence Parker, who was known as Clay, ran up to me on the playground and kissed me on the mouth. His lips felt stiff and chapped on mine, but I concentrated very hard so I would never forget what my first kiss felt like. When he let go of me, I took a step back, blushed to the tips of my ears, and looked up at him to smile, but he was turned around to face a group of boys who were watching near the swings. “There!” he shouted. “Y’all owe me a nickel! I told you I’d do it! For a dime I’ll kiss your old man’s pig!”

From then on I spent my recesses inside, reading books, traveling in my mind to places far away from Dillon. Ruby spent a lot of recesses inside as well, but not by choice. She was just my age, a freckled, redheaded girl with a father who drank and a mother who was too sickly to make sure her daughter’s dresses were as clean and well-starched as they might have been. Ruby’s red hair was no lie. Her short temper and general lack of interest in schoolwork meant the teacher frequently assigned her long punishments writing “I will nots” on the chalkboard. None of this curbed Ruby’s behavior, but she did come to have the prettiest handwriting in school.

Not long after my humiliation with Clarence Parker, Ruby was in disgrace yet again and stood at the blackboard scratching out her latest penance while I read about Dorothy’s trials in Oz. The teacher was distracted by some argument on the playground. While her back was turned, Ruby drew a caricature of Clay Parker puckered up to kiss a pig he held in his arms; the pig was squirming away with a face of chalky disgust. A balloon over its head read, “I wouldn’t kiss ClareDUNCE for Five Dollars!!!!”

I covered my mouth to keep from laughing out loud. Ruby shushed me, but her eyes twinkled in fun. When the dismissal bell rang, she walked me home and we talked the whole way about what a fool Clarence Parker was. From that day and forever after we were fast friends, two outcasts united against the world.

That day, as she always did when we went walking, Ruby slowed her pace to mine. That was one of the things I liked about her. Normally, Ruby trotted everywhere, like she was hurrying home to a good meal, but the minute we were together she fell into my pace, meandering next to me as though it were her natural speed. I slipped my hand into hers, and we walked together in perfect rhythm.

When we were far enough away from the house so no one could hear, Ruby started peppering me with questions. “Tell me all about him! What’s he like? Is he handsome? I heard he looks like a movie star. Were you scared when you rode in the plane? I would be! What did your mama say when he landed in your yard?”

“Landed in the yard? Ruby, you really are a goose. He landed in the field. I’ve never even seen his plane, let alone ridden in it. I barely know him at all. He came and had dinner once, but he spent the whole time talking with Papa about crops and engines. I’ve never even spoken to him.” There was no use trying to explain to her how I really felt. She would insist on details and conversations and facts, things you could only feel with your skin on. I couldn’t tell her that sometimes you can know a person inside and out without ever having passed a word between you. How could I explain? A week before I wouldn’t have understood myself.

“Well, you’re practically famous now.” Ruby nodded sagely. “Everybody says he landed right in your front yard, almost hit the henhouse, and that he’s been staying with your family and gave you all rides to pay for his keep. I was coming out of Garland’s store yesterday and a bunch of the girls from school practically jumped on me asking me was it true that he was actually sleeping in the room next to you and that he took you flying every night. They were excited, but Mary Kay Munson was pea-green jealous! She said she didn’t believe a word, that something like that could never happen to ...”

Ruby blushed, embarrassed to have nearly blurted out whatever ugly name Mary Kay had called me. Poor Ruby. She was in such a rush she didn’t always stop to think before she spoke. I pretended not to notice her stammering.

“I just can’t stand Mary Kay,” Ruby grumbled. “She thinks she’s the queen of Dillon or something.”

“Well, if I were going to be made queen I hope I’d be queen of someplace better than Dillon. What did you tell her?” I enjoyed the idea of the other girls being envious of me. If they were, it was surely a first.

Ruby smiled and opened her eyes wide with innocence. “I told her it was all true, of course.”

“Ruby! You didn’t!”

“Yes, I did!” she whispered excitedly, even though there was no one nearby to hear. “I told them he’s staying in your house and the walls are so thin between your rooms that when he goes to bed at night you can hear him taking off his clothes and after he’s done you hear the sound of water pouring into the basin so he can wash the sweat off his bare skin. I told them that he grabbed you and kissed you out behind the house and asked you to fly away with him, but you said no because you couldn’t break your mama and papa’s heart like that, but even though you’d probably never see each other again, you’d always love him.”

“Ruby! That’s terrible.” I giggled with pleasure. “How could you tell such a lie?”

“Because it sounded so much better than the truth.” She shrugged. “Besides, Mary Kay deserved it for being so nasty. She got so mad thinking about it she stamped her foot and dropped a perfectly good triple-scoop ice cream cone into the dust and ended up stepping on it and falling right on her behind.”

I knew she was making that part up to please me, just like she made up my romance with the mysterious Slim to tease the other girl’s imagination, but it was still a funny picture. We both laughed until tears came to our eyes thinking of Mary Kay and her ice cream lying, humiliated and melting in the dirt on Main Street.

When we finally calmed down Ruby looked at me with disappointed eyes. “So, you really never even talked to him? You don’t know anything about him?”

“Well, maybe one thing. Everybody calls him Slim, and you’re right, he is handsome,” I whispered, which started us giggling all over again.

And there’s a least one grain of truth in your fairy tale, I thought to myself as I squeezed Ruby’s hand. Though I’ll probably never see him again, never talk to him, I will always love him.

 



It was afternoon by the time we joined the small crowd of people, a few waiting to take a ride and many more just standing and watching the excitement. Slim saw me and waved as he helped boost a big backside that turned out to belong to Mr. Miller up into the cockpit. I was so surprised my heart jumped in my chest. Ruby dug her elbow into my ribs and hissed, “Wave back, you ninny! Ha! I thought you said he never even noticed you. I think he likes you. Look how he’s smiling at you.”

I could feel heat on my face and arms as I raised my hand shyly to acknowledge him. “Don’t be stupid,” I returned sharply. “You know it’s nothing like that. He’s just being polite, that’s all. He ate dinner with us.” Ruby didn’t argue with me because she understood what I was really saying, that someone like him would never be more than just polite to someone like me.

We found a comfortable spot on a little knoll and sat rubbing heads of wheat in our hands and chewing on the kernels while Slim and the Jenny, loaded down with five-dollar copilots, landed and took off and landed again. I could have watched forever, the way the wings dipped and sliced through the sky, dancing on an invisible tide. I nearly did watch forever, or at least for hours and hours. Without my realizing it, the afternoon had passed and the crowd began thinning out, heading home to supper. Ruby stirred next to me, “Eva, I’ve got to go. Shall we catch a ride with someone?”

“No. You go on,” I answered without looking at her, my eyes transfixed by the sapphire miracle soaring overhead. “I’m going to stay a little while longer. I can walk back. It’s not far.”

“You sure?” she asked uncertainly as she stood up and smoothed out the wrinkles in her skirt. “Won’t your mama be worried?”

“No. It’s hours until dark. You go on. I’ll be fine.” And I was. Ruby left reluctantly, but I felt fine and free sitting alone on the hill, a part of the late summer sky, at once warm and cool as a light afternoon wind blew across my face and the folds of my cotton dress while the heat of earth seeped into my body. The silky dance of the plane was even more beautiful silhouetted against a twilight sky, a poem not yet written, at least not by me. When the last rider climbed out of the cockpit, shook hands with Slim, and drove back toward town, it seemed like an instant had passed instead of an afternoon.

I rose to leave too, but Slim came bounding up the hill toward me. “Hey, there! Eva, isn’t it? I was hoping you’d come out today.”

“You were?” I asked without a hint of flirtation in my voice. I couldn’t quite believe he’d actually remembered my name, let alone been looking for me.

“Yeah. I was wondering if you’d like to go for a ride. I wanted to ask you the other night, but your dad was so interested in talking about flying that I hardly got to say a word to you. And I thought”—he ducked his head and cleared his throat awkwardly, I could tell he was as unaccustomed to talking with girls as I was to talking with boys—“Well, I thought maybe you’d like to come for a ride with me. For free, I mean. My treat.” He cleared his throat again and nervously reached up to push the normally disobedient curl off his forehead, forgetting it was tucked securely inside his aviator’s cap.

My mind was so full that nothing came out of my mouth. Slim searched my face, and his smile faded a little, “Unless you’re afraid. It really is safe, but some people are just scared of the idea. You don’t—”

“No, it’s not that,” I rushed to explain. “Of course it’s safe. Anybody can see that. I guess I was so surprised I didn’t know what to say. I’d love to go.”

We walked toward the plane without saying a word. My heart was beating so furiously in my chest I was certain the sound of it would drown out any conversation. He reached toward me tentatively, thinking, I suppose, that he’d have to lift me and my crippled leg into the plane, but I stopped him. “Just give me a boost like you did everyone else. I can do it. I like doing things for myself.”

He looked at me seriously as he made his hands into a stair step. “I know what you mean.”

 



Watching from the ground, I somehow never thought about being afraid, but now, as the propellor coughs and roars and the body of the plane shimmies, I am afraid, awfully afraid. Feeling my heart pound and almost hearing the blood coursing through my body, I realize that fear, some kinds of fear, are good. It makes me know I am alive in a way nothing else ever has. The plane is light and flimsy, made of wood and wire and cloth, nothing more. Somehow I thought it would be stronger, thicker, like a protecting cocoon. If anything goes wrong and we hit the ground, there is nothing to prevent injury or even death. I still want to go. I know somehow that there is something in the sky I’m meant to find. Maybe you have to risk death to find your life, your true life. I know if I stay on the ground I’ll definitely stay alive and things will go on like they always have, but I know too that if I stay on the ground, my future will miss me.

It seems so long, so long that we run, weighted and clumsy, along the ground. It is as though gravity refuses to loosen her grip on us, and then, miraculously, speed and our defiant will, our refusal to stay pinned and helpless to the earth, breaks us free, and we rise on the fuel of our own thoughts, away from the heat of earth, up and over the fences and fields into the fresh and darkling sky.

Suddenly my heart isn’t pounding anymore and I can breathe. For the first time in my life I can draw a full, greedy lungful of air into my body because I am part of the sky, in exactly the right place, exactly where and how I am meant to be. How perfect everything looks from an angel’s perspective. There is nothing wrong with me. There is nothing wrong with anybody. There are no mistakes, only the beauty that comes from difference and surprise and the beauty that comes from sameness and order. How hard it is to see from sea level. How long it took me to understand this.

I lift my arm into the wind and feel it rushing, pushing, stretching past my open fingers, wanting to take me with it through clouds and stars to be part of the eternal, but today it leaves me behind. Today I am too heavy to join it. Someday I’ll come. The winds tell me so, and I am sure of it. It’s our destiny.

I never want to go back.




Chapter 2

I couldn’t even wait for the propeller to quit spinning before I gushed forth a flash flood of words. I needed to find the right phrases to explain it all, right then, before one particle of it faded and I missed my chance to preserve it fresh and whole in a waxy casing of words.

I gasped for breath, trying to say everything at once. “Is it always that way? Is it? Ever since I first saw you, when you flew over the house and dipped your wings at us, I’ve tried to imagine what it would be like! I’d spent so much time at it that I almost convinced myself I’d gotten it right, that I’d already done it, but I was wrong! It’s just so much ... I don’t know, bigger than I thought it would be. Not the world, or the sky, but the idea, the way your thoughts expand. Oh!” I screwed up my face in exasperation. “I’m not making any sense. You must think I’m crazy rattling on like this, but I’m so excited I’m tingling! I can’t think of anything to compare it to. It’s a new world up there! A new heaven and earth. Do you know what I’m saying?”

“Yes,” he said, smiling, pulling off his goggles to reveal eyes that reflected mine. “I know. That’s why I wanted you to come. I thought you’d know what you were seeing. Most people don’t, you know.”

“How is that possible?” I wondered.

He thought for a moment, then shrugged and hopped lightly out of the cockpit and onto the ground. “They just don’t have the imagination, I suppose.”

“Papa would understand. I know he would. I just wish I could find the right way to describe it to him.”

Slim moved around the Jenny methodically, sliding wooden blocks under the wheels while my eyes followed his every move, memorizing him as if he were a vapor that might vanish into thin air if I turned my head even for a moment. “I’ve tried, a few times,” he said, “but nothing ever quite hits the mark. The first time I flew I rushed right home to write it all down in my journal. I was so afraid I’d forget just how it felt.”

I pushed myself up from my seat and swung my legs out and over onto the wing. “Yes! That’s just what I was thinking.”

“Don’t worry,” he said earnestly. “You’ll never forget it. If it speaks to you, flight stays with you always. Sometimes I find myself talking to someone and I’ll begin daydreaming about flying and realize the dream is more real to me than the person I’m talking to. Even though it’s so real, you can’t ever find the right way to tell people about it. At least, I can’t. But there’s something about you, Eva”—he nodded seriously—“you might have better luck.”

He looked up, and I saw in his eyes the same expression he’d had the first night in our kitchen, a moment of recognition, as though he sensed we’d met somewhere before but couldn’t quite remember where. For an instant, the doubt cleared away and he remembered my face and that we had been together from always. I waited for the perception to pass, for him to brush it away as a ridiculous fancy, but he didn’t. When he spoke his voice was soft as the breeze, almost as though he were talking to himself.

“I bet there are words in you, Eva, poems and songs that could make sense of everything. I can see it in your face.”

He reached up to me with both arms, and this time I let myself be helped off the wing. The touch of his hands was firm and comforting encircling my arms. My body slid steadily along his until my feet touched the ground, and I felt his hands resting too long between my shoulders and the small of my back. I knew I should pull away and say something awkward and blushing to cover my embarrassment, but I wasn’t embarrassed. How strange, I thought. Stranger still that I felt so natural leaning my head onto his chest. Without pretense of accident or confusion I raised my face to meet the kiss I knew was waiting.

I didn’t need to make myself concentrate on that kiss. It was like flying. There was no danger I’d forget how his lips felt, soft but solid, tentative and unapologetic all at once, or the gentle insistence of his fingers at the buttons of my blouse. If I had been thinking, maybe I would have told him to stop, but I wasn’t thinking. I didn’t want him to stop. If I were lying, maybe I’d say that I didn’t understand what would happen next, but I did.

I could have said no, but instead I yielded to the pressure of his arms on my shoulders, pulling me down onto a bed of crackling wheat stalks, curling beneath the safety of his body sheltering mine, covering me like a blanket. Though it was my first time, my body responded to his without thought or instruction. Natural and familiar, like opening a thick, dusty book and finding you already know the story.

 



Afterward, we lay talking, encircled by a protecting wall of wheat that hid us from the world. He told me of his growing up in Michigan and of the first time he saw a plane fly and how wonderful he thought it would be to have one of his own and be part of the sky. He told me how he had saved up to buy the Jenny and how he’d worked as a wing-walker with a flying circus before he’d started barnstorming on his own, but what he really wanted was something bigger, something to test himself against. He told me a million things about himself while I memorized the lovely flat vowels of his midwestern accent and practiced pacing my breathing to his, making my lungs expand and contract to his rhythm. Then he was quiet a long time, content as I was to stare up at a perfect elegant circle of evening sky. Finally he raised himself up on one elbow and turned toward me, resting his other arm on the flat of my belly.

“Now tell me about you. Tell me about that,” he said simply, indicating my lame leg with his eyes. If someone else had asked me that question, I’d have felt ashamed, but with Slim it was different. I liked his honesty. He was genuinely interested in me and wise enough to know that my twisted leg was part of the story.

“Right after I was born, the doctor told Mama and Papa I’d never walk and they ought to take me to Texas to see a specialist. Mama asked if a specialist could make me walk, and the doctor said no, but they could brace my leg so at least it would be straight. Mama said she didn’t see how a straight leg would do me much good if I couldn’t walk on it, and besides, she wasn’t going to travel four hundred miles to see a bunch of doctors who’d given up on me before they’d ever seen me anyway, so we never went.”

“I like your mother.” Slim laughed. “She doesn’t let anyone get around her, does she?”

“Nobody except Papa, and I don’t think that counts. Anyway, after that Mama started exercising my leg on her own, trying to make it stronger. She made a kind of bag that strapped on to my ankle, and she put a few washer rings in for weight. I’d kick my legs to hear the washers jingle. Gradually she added more and more weight, and my leg got stronger and stronger. By the time I was a year and a half old I could stand holding on to something. I could walk with a crutch before my third birthday. Later I just needed the cane.”

“And after that you walked everywhere?”

“Not quite. I’m so slow they knew I’d never make it to school and back without help, so Papa taught me to ride, and when I turned five he gave me Ranger, our old plow horse, as a present. I loved riding. I used to gallop across the fields with my arms spread wide, pretending I was a bird. I’d imagine I was running a race and none of the other kids could catch me. But I couldn’t have been going too fast,” I said with a smile. “Even in his younger days, Ranger wasn’t exactly a speed demon.”

“You still have him?” Slim asked.

“Oh yes.” I nodded. “I still ride him to school and town, but I never go to Dillon unless I have to.”

“Don’t like school? I don’t blame you. I never saw the point of learning something out of a book that you could learn better if you just went out and experienced it for yourself. My mother is a teacher, and she’s always on me for not taking my studies seriously, but I’m too restless to be much of a scholar. I went to college for a while, but I dropped out so I could learn to fly.”

“You’ve been to college!” I marveled. “Really? Oh, I’d give anything to do that! I love books and learning things. Papa’s just the same. He reads everything he can get his hands on. If there’s nothing else available he’ll read the Sears Roebuck out loud so Mama and I can hear all about the new advances in farm implements. You know, I actually like it.” We laughed, and Slim reached over and wound a lock of my hair around his finger.

“So, you’re a lot like your Papa, and you love school. Tell me more,” he said and seemed so sincerely interested that I did.

“I don’t love school. I love learning. School would be fine if it was just me and the teacher and a pile of books, but it’s not. I hate going there.”

“The kids tease you?”

“Not so much now as when I was little.” I shrugged. “Now they mostly ignore me, all except Ruby. She’s the girl I was with today. My best friend. My only friend.”

“You don’t have any beaus?” he asked. For a moment I thought he might be teasing me, but his question was genuine, and I was pleased to think he supposed anyone would be interested in me.

“No. Of course not.” I blushed.

“Why not?” he asked incredulously. “You’re beautiful, Eva. The most beautiful girl I ever met. Are all the fellows in this town blind or something?”

“Not blind. They just can’t see past my leg. I’m the crippled girl, that’s all.” I sat up and started picking wheat stalks off my dress, suddenly wishing he’d change the subject.

Slim got up and kneeled in front of me, enfolding my hands in his. “I see you,” he whispered looking square into my eyes. Then he leaned forward to kiss me again, softly, an endearment. “I see you just like in a looking glass, but better than that. I see you front to back and head to toe. I see you, crippled leg and all, and I’m glad for it.”

I raised my eyebrows doubtfully. “You’re glad I’m crippled?”

Slim bit his lip, searching for a better phrase. “Not exactly glad, but if you weren’t you wouldn’t be the same person, would you? From that first moment, in your parent’s kitchen, I knew there was something different about you. I couldn’t figure out what it was. Then, when you walked away and I saw how hard that was, something as simple as walking across the room, I thought maybe that was the difference. You know what it is to have to work for what you want. If not for that, you might be just as empty and twittering as any of those small-town girls that come hanging around my plane. But you’re not. I never met anyone like you, Eva.”

“I never thought about my leg that way.” I couldn’t help but smile at him. “That’s the nicest thing anybody’s ever said to me. But what about you? You must have lots of girlfriends.”

“Not me,” he said dismissively. “There are plenty of girls that come out to watch me fly, but they don’t interest me. They flirt and bat their eyelashes at me, all painted up and squeaking. They remind me of a bunch of circus monkeys.”

I laughed out loud at the picture he’d painted. The description fit Mary Kay Munson and her crowd to a tee.

“I mean it,” he continued earnestly. “Most girls are just ridiculous, nothing in their heads but fluff, with no more interest or idea of how a plane works than a rabbit has of how the magician pulled it out of the hat. No,” he said solemnly, almost to himself, “no girls for me. I’ve got plans. Aviation is going to change the world, and I’m going to be right in the middle of it. I don’t have time to go and get myself tangled up with some girl.”

I knew his words weren’t intended for me, that he was only repeating his own resolutions to himself so he wouldn’t forget, but they stung all the same. For a moment, I felt foolish sitting there with him, wondering what I’d gotten myself into, but then I remembered his ambition. It had been there from the beginning. Before he’d ever touched me, before we’d said a word, I’d known who he was. His pull toward me was strong, but the pull of a future he saw outlined only in shadow was stronger and always would be. I’d known that, and still I’d come to the field, flown with him, held him close instead of pushing him away. I told myself I had no right to feel hurt now.

“Anyway, I’ve never been much good at talking to girls.” He shrugged off his reverie. “My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth whenever I meet one. It’s different with you, though. I can’t explain it. Right from the first moment I knew I could say anything to you and you’d understand. Isn’t that strange?”

“I know just what you mean.” I leaned over, kissed him, and pulled him down next to me as I lay back on the grass and nestled close to him, content for a time to say nothing, just watching the moon as it rose full overhead.

“Eva?”

“You know, my real name, my full name anyway, is Evangeline.”

“Really? That’s my mother’s name, too, and that’s what everyone calls her.”

“Nobody calls me Evangeline except Papa. I think of it as almost a secret, like a pet name that only the people who really know me can use. I wish you’d call me by it.”

“All right, I will. Evangeline, I ...” He lowered his eyes to look where his hand rested stroking the soft fabric of my dress. “What I mean is ... did I hurt you? I didn’t mean to. I didn’t plan any of this.” Finding the courage to look at me, his eyes were anxious and sincere. “I wouldn’t want you to think this was what I was planning when I invited you to ride with me. I wanted to share the sky with you, that’s all.”

I reached up and pulled a strand of golden grass from his hair, “Shush. You don’t need to explain. I didn’t feel tricked, if that’s what you’re thinking. I felt ... oh, I don’t know ... alive! All my veins were running hot and cold at the same time, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. The truth is, I didn’t want to stop it. It would have been wrong to try, like standing against a force of nature. If we’d have fought it we would have been altering our destiny somehow.”

He smiled and rolled onto his back, sliding his arms under my shoulders and pulling me close, “I’m glad. I’d never do anything to hurt you, Evangeline.”

“I believe you, Slim, but some kinds of hurts you can’t help. Sometimes hurt and happiness are all part of the same package, so you’ll always know it really happened. You know how when something wonderful happens people say, ‘Pinch me so I’ll know I’m not dreaming’? Life is like that sometimes, a little pain thrown in so we know we aren’t imagining the whole thing. The pain will help me to remember it all after you’ve gone.” I took a deep breath and tried to sound light and brave. “I guess that will be pretty soon, won’t it?”

It made me feel better to say it first and give voice to the thought I knew was worrying him, how to tell me that even after what had happened he would have to leave. It would have been nice to lie there and imagine a life together, to pretend for a little while that we would never part, but there’s too much of my practical mama in me to give in to daydreams. He shifted away from me ever so slightly, and I felt his breathing find a new rhythm, separate from mine.

“I’ll go tomorrow morning. I’m supposed to fly down to Texas to do some stunts in a flying circus.” He sat up and looked me in the eye, and I knew it was because he wanted me to believe his words. At that moment, he believed them himself.

“I’ll be back, Evangeline. I promise. Just as soon as I can, I’ll come back, and then we’ll ...” He hesitated for a moment trying to think how the sentence ended, but I could see him struggling with the choices before him. Whatever he said next would either be a lie or alter everything he’d ever envisioned for himself. I interrupted him before he was forced to choose.

“Slim, my papa and mama love each other as much as two people can. They don’t talk about it, of course, but what they’ve got is real special. Every once in a while, though, I see Papa standing on the porch watching the horizon, and there is a lonely look comes into his eye and I know he’s thinking of the sea. He misses it. He loves us, but there is this silent part of him that wonders what he might have done if only.” I sat up taller and smoothed the wrinkles out of my skirt. “I’d never want that to happen to anyone I loved. If someone I care about is going to dream about something, I’d rather it was of one more hour with me rather than one hour away so they could find out how the story might have turned out ‘if only.’ Wouldn’t you?”

He took my hand and pressed his lips to my palm. “I barely know you, but I love you, Evangeline. Is that possible? I don’t want to go.”

“I know.” I didn’t tell him that he had to go. There was no need to pretend to discuss what we both knew had been decided.

 



Papa was furious when I got home. I’d figured Mama would be the one who would want to skin me and Papa would be the one trying to talk her out of it, but nothing that day happened the way I thought it would. When I arrived, well after nine o’clock, Papa was pacing the floor and Mama was sitting calm in her chair, rocking and knitting as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened. She told Papa to shush, that I was home now and that was the important thing. I explained about the airplane ride and that Slim and I had gotten to talking and lost track of the time. It wasn’t a total lie. I figured they didn’t really want to know the rest anyway.

“You won’t let it happen again, will you, Eva?” Mama asked, more to reassure to Papa than to exact any promise from me.

“No, Mama,” I replied contritely. “I’m sorry I worried you.”

“Worried us!” Papa barked. “I was half out of my mind with worry! You try a stunt like that again, miss, and I’ll take my strap to you! I swear I will!”

“Now, Seamus,” Mama soothed, “that’s enough of that. You’ve never laid a hand on her and you know you never would, for all your bluster. There’s no harm done. It’s late. We’d better get to bed. Eva, we’ll want to get started on those pickles early tomorrow, before the heat sets in.”

Alone in my room, I took off my shoes, dress, and slip, and poured water into the flowered basin. I lifted the sponge out of the washbasin and squeezed tiny streams of water over my skin before putting on my lightest nightdress, enjoying the feeling of the damp cotton against my body, a cool, caressing hand against my tingling new breasts and thighs. Would it last, I wondered, this burning, enlivening sensation that spilled, inside and out, over every part of me that he’d touched? Did it happen that way to everyone? Had Mama felt like this? Had stout Mrs. Dwyer who sold aspirin and cough syrup behind the counter of the drugstore? Or Corinna Leslie, Ruby’s cousin who’d gotten married last April? Picturing them each in turn—canning pickles, making change, hanging laundry—I couldn’t remember seeing a shadow of anything as wonderful as the awakening that surged through me. It couldn’t have been the same, I thought. Surely if they’d felt it, even half as strong as I did, they’d never be able to hide it.

I was glad to be alone, not because I wanted to escape Papa’s anger, but because I was afraid they’d be able to read what had happened on my face. I wanted to think, to hold it all close without trying to explain it, willing myself not to remember that in the morning Slim would be gone.

I opened the window and lay down on top of the quilt Mama had helped me patch when I was only ten years old, a blue and red Ohio Star pattern. As I lay there, looking at the moon and wishing for a bit of breeze to stir the hot night air, I could hear Mama and Papa getting ready for bed in the next room. The hinges of their door squeaked in a familiar pitch, and the drawer on their chifforobe scraped against the frame just like every night. Papa always swore he was going to oil the hinges and plane the drawers, but he somehow never got around to it. I was glad. Those night sounds were like a lullaby to me. I don’t suppose I’d have been able to sleep without them.

Papa’s boots thumped on the wooden floor, and I could hear the sound of his voice murmuring something to Mama as he walked to the window and struggled to open the sticky sash. Then I could hear his voice as clear as if he and Mama were addressing me face to face, but of course they weren’t. They’d have never shared with me the things they told each other that night.

“Just for tonight, Clare. The night air won’t kill us this once. It’s so hot, and I feel so restless. I’m suffocating.”

“All right, Seamus, but don’t blame me if you catch pleurisy. At least come away from the window and get into bed.”

“I won’t be able to sleep. I keep thinking about Evangeline, out with that boy, so late, in our field. In our field! I let him park his plane there, fed him at our table, lent him my tools, and he has the nerve to take my daughter up in his plane without even asking my permission. She could have been killed up there in that contraption of his!”

“But she wasn’t, and everything is fine,” Mama replied factually, “so come to bed and forget about it.”

Papa grumbled as he paced. “She was so late! What could they have been doing out there that time of night?”

I could hear my mother shift under the covers and roll over to face Papa. Her voice was quiet and more patient than it had been. “Seamus, you know what they were doing. You know,” she urged.

“Clare! What are you talking about? Evangeline hardly knows him. Never even spoke to him when he came to dinner. Besides, she wouldn’t, she—”

“Why not? Why wouldn’t she? I did, Seamus. We did.”

“That was different. We were in love and we couldn’t ... Well, it wasn’t like this. Some stranger passing through town. We were in love. It was for life, you and me.”

“Yes, I’d known you for three days and it was for life. What makes you think it isn’t just like that for Eva? Oh, Seamus.” Mama sighed, and I heard a rustling of bedclothes and then footsteps as she got out of bed and crossed the room to stand near him. I could see her in my mind’s eye, her arms wrapped around Papa as he stood looking out the window, frowning at the full moon.

“Did you see her when she came in?” Mama asked. “Did you see her face and how her eyes shone? It’s love for her, and for her it is for life, even though for them it may not be more than a night. She’s your daughter, Seamus. She wouldn’t have settled for less than the real thing.”

“The real thing,” he scoffed. “What would she know about that? She’s a child. The real thing is with someone who’ll stick around for more than a week; someone who’ll be there when the crop fails, or your sight grows weak, or the baby gets sick. There’s nothing fancy to real love, but you can count on it, like the earth under your feet. You don’t get that with some clown in a flying circus! Oh, leave it,” Papa huffed. “I don’t know why I’m letting you get me so tied up in knots over this, anyway. This is my Evangeline. She’d never waste herself on someone like that. Nothing happened,” he stated with finality. “I know it. She’ll wait for the right one. I know she will.”

“The right one? Just who do you think that will be?” Mama’s voice sparked with impatience the way it sometimes did when she’d burned the bread or broke a dish, but I’d never heard her speak that way to Papa before. “Seamus, Eva is all the things you imagine her to be. She’s bright and beautiful, and she’s crippled. That’s part of the package. It’s part of what makes her special. Why won’t you see that?”

Mama’s voice was cold and hard as she continued. “Her leg is twisted like a corkscrew, and no one around here is going to make her their wife, not ever. Even if they did, who would she find here? Clarence Parker? Harold Jessup or some other illiterate dolt with no imagination and no plans? It would suffocate her. No, I’m glad she was out in our field with that exciting, handsome boy with the big dreams. She deserves someone like that, someone as remarkable as she is.” She choked, and her voice lowered until it was almost a whisper. “I hope it was wonderful, Seamus. Lord, I hope it was, because it’s going to have to last her a lifetime.”

Then I heard the muffled sound of Mama crying, and I knew that she was in Papa’s arms, her face against his chest, wetting his shirtfront with her tears. I buried my head into the mean comfort of my pillow and wept quietly by myself. I cried because I’d never known before how much Mama loved me—not just doing her duty, but really loved me—and how love forced her to see me sharper and deeper than she’d have liked. I cried because I’d always known what she said about my being crippled was true, but like her, I’d never said it out loud because that would have made it too real, solid and visible and hard, like words on a page. Once true words are released into the air you can’t ever take them back. I cried because the truth cuts so deep. Most of all, I cried because the night was nearly over and in the morning Slim would be gone.

I dreamed of Slim that night. We were back in Papa’s field, hidden in a den of sweet-smelling wheat, our arms around each other. Then, without any warning, the Jenny’s propellor spit and sputtered and spun all by itself, and the plane started taxiing across the field without her pilot. Slim had to run alongside and climb onto the wing to get hold of her, a rider racing after a renegade horse, before she took off without him.

I ran as best I could, limping behind them, but it was no use. I was too slow. Slim never reached his hand back to grab mine. I could see as I ran that the Jenny, which had formerly been a two-seater, now only had a cockpit for one. There was simply no room for me. I gave up the chase and stood where the little sapphire plane had rested a moment before, waving halfheartedly at its retreating shadow, my legs so heavy I couldn’t move another step.

Then, just when the plane was so far away it looked like a dot on the horizon, Slim turned back and flew straight toward me, dipping his wings and waving, like the first time I’d seen him. He sailed overhead, stirring the air the way a fountain troubles still water. Reaching skyward, I caught the breeze in my hand and felt Slim in it. His power and life, the cool familiarity of his skin, the rhythm of his heart, the pull and pain of his destiny were physical reality in my hand. I had eyes in my fingertips and knew everything that was coming, though I knew I would forget it all before waking. None of that mattered.

“All right,” I consented and let him disappear into a cloud, content to wait below, remembering how it was going to be. Then in an instant he was gone, and I was alone with only the hum of the Jenny’s engine to remind me that he’d ever been there at all.

The engine noise woke me. It took a moment to separate myself from the dream, though I knew for certain, sleeping and waking, the buzz overhead was real. Slim was leaving.

I could hear Mama in the kitchen, clanging skillets and making coffee. The smell of my favorite breakfast, pancakes and Virginia ham, wafted in from the kitchen, and I knew Mama had heard the plane leave too and was cooking comfort into my meal, whisking the unspoken words of understanding into the silky batter, knowing I wouldn’t miss her meaning.

I stood at the window until the engine sounds died away completely, until I was certain he wasn’t turning back, and a little longer than that. Finally I left off waiting and got dressed. There was nothing else to do.
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