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   I ate the day

Deliberately, that its tang

Might quicken me all into verb, pure verb.

                              Seamus Heaney, “Oysters”



Amongst the Fields

Outside the locked room is the landscape of time ...


	—Ursula K. LeGuin, The Dispossessed



Infinity

Miss Brethwaite’s Möbius strip loops above me. It is a long stretch of butcher paper, twisted once by my physics teacher and then connected at the ends. She hopes that we will be able to visualize infinity when we look at it.

I can’t. This is because one side of the paper is waxed, the other not. I do not think infinity comes in shades of shiny and dull. Miss Brethwaite also joined the ends of the strip with big staples. I do not imagine infinity being held together by tin stitches. Nor would there be a world around it that pulses, as the long fluorescent lights in this classroom do. I know that stars pulse, and being partially made of stardust, I pulse, but I do not believe infinity would. Certainly such a thing is beyond that, beyond the stars and me.

Below the ceiling, the air made warm by the clanking hot-water heater swirls around the twisted paper, fluttering it. Hanging since Christmas, its sides have become as worn as the edges of the road my school bus travels every morning and afternoon. In the spring, when the fog thickens on the long curve that twists up and over Buckle Summit and the borrow ditches beckon just off the slippery tar, I think I am closer to infinity than Miss Brethwaite’s Möbius strip will ever take me.

Perhaps my lack of understanding stems from my familiarity with butcher paper. At least once a year I twist and tape patches of it around the specific muscles of a dead animal. It happens in early summer when Daddy, with a bucket of grain, leads the steer, still pulsing in hide and hoof, out into the lower hay meadow. He puts the black pail down and walks away. The yearling, a little spooky, walks up to it and blows, and the grain flies out. He sniffs and snorts and soon commences to eat as Daddy walks farther and farther away. About the time the steer’s done, Daddy has found a spot to sit. He rests his elbows on his knees, his rifle in his hands, and he wrinkles an eye into the crosshairs of his scope, shrinking distance. I stand far to the side of him, wondering if time shortens when space does, and when I see his trigger arm tense, I hold my breath.

The steer crumples at the same time there is a hollow pop. The Angus is no longer in a gentle summer day, enjoying a certain bucket of oats. Though he is lying amongst the green timothy and the wild iris of my little meadow, he has entered another field, as well. All that really remains of him here is tenderloin and T-bone and sirloin and roast.

I look away from the Möbius strip and down to my wrist, which calmly beats the rhythm of my life. I press my thumb to that pulse, wondering how long it will be till I abdicate to infinity, and I sigh, not because I’m contemplating my end, but because I am having trouble with this physics test.

Phillip Steen, the dentist’s son, hears me and looks up from the white space he has filled with tight little figures. It is impressive, this precise order he makes out of nothing. He is in love with numbers and with me. He has asked me out too much. But there is something wrong with his eyeballs. All the time they jiggle and bounce like they’re attached to miniature rubber bands springing from the inside of his skull. I have come to think they vibrate to his brainy calculation of the world and of me. When I talk to Phillip, I try not to look at his irises because they make my head and stomach ache. I smile quickly at him and glance back to my own page.

Miss Brethwaite has said that it helps to draw pictures, that they will clarify the formulae necessary to apprehend the world. The particular problem that has slowed me involves a boat and a current. Sensibly, I began my illustration with a canoe and a river. As I’ve studied the problem, shrubs have grown up along the banks, and then trees—whole climax forests of them—have sprouted, and there is long grass that curls like birthday-box ribbon into the water where cutthroat run upstream and cobblestones run together. At first empty, the boat now has two passengers—men—and one of them is paddling while the other sits and stares at the ripples I have placed. It is Henry David Thoreau taking his brother, John, on the Concord and Merrimack rivers for a week, just before John dies of lockjaw. I think Henry should slow the velocity of the boat by not paddling, or maybe he should even stroke against the current. In such ways he will stall the arrival at his brother’s jumping-off place. I erase the paddle and redraw it. Now it is poised above the water, and Henry and John float—just float.

I draw a little bubble coming from John’s mouth and in it write the only thought I know of Heraclitus: “You cannot step into the same river twice.” Just so simply the currents carry time away, and we are left confused by the velocity of our lives.

I look at my watch. There are twenty minutes left. I shake my head, for I cannot work this problem. In fact, I cannot work any of them, and the failure of a test seems as inevitable as the victory of currents.

With my head bent, I look up from under my eyebrows and glance obliquely at Miss Brethwaite, who paces back and forth in front of the class. She has snow-white hair and the profile of George Washington. She could be the father of our country except for her bosom, which is huge, like infinity. It juts from her, and she rests her crossed arms on the solid shelf of it. Her fingers, which drape over the starched yards of white cotton blouse, tap impatiently against the side of each breast. I think that there is so much endless firmament to her that the drumming must be inconsequential. I imagine her bosom to be like the universe, impervious to Albert Einstein’s little fingers tapping on its wavy glass window. What did he see when on his tiptoes he first peered into heaven’s cabin?

Forever, I think. Her chest. He saw Miss Brethwaite’s breasts. And then I wonder if, when Miss Brethwaite was young, any man lost himself amongst her unbuttoned blouse, her uncorseted flesh, her immeasurable world. And could she remain impervious? She is, after all, an old maid. I wonder because I am just a girl. We have very little in common, Miss Brethwaite and I, except a curiosity about infinity. And what is that? Surely something more than velocity but less than love.

The Present

Mama wakes me up as she does every morning. “How early it is of late!” she whispers over me, and then she tugs on my toe as she leaves the room.

Early and late. I wonder if that is what the present is, a combination of the past and future. Do we need early and do we need late to have now? And what is now?

I look at the photograph on my wall, taken of my grandmother when she was sixteen—my age. It is an early version of her, not a late one, and her hair, curling in long heavy ringlets around her head, looks like black iron pipe. Because her gaze is demurely directed to the side, I have placed the photo so that the young woman in it looks shyly down at me in bed. From early in her life she looks out to late in her life: she looks at me. And I look back at her. I think where our gazes meet is now.

In the summer, I have tried to catch the horny toads that live in the high desert west of Buckle. I wiggle my fingers in front of their upside-down eyes, hypnotizing them. As they watch transfixed, my other hand comes round from the side to grab their tails. If I am fast enough and nab them, their tails break off, and I am left holding just a pinch. The present is like a horny toad, I think. You can’t grab it directly because it’s too fast, and if for an eyeblink you do, all you have is a tiny dried scale of something already lost under the sagebrush world. I know every morning when Mama grabs my toe, she is grabbing the present we are in. It is transitory, and there is not a way to talk of it as there is for early and late.

Miss Brethwaite has told us about the Doppler effect. This is the principle in physics that says a sound coming at you is louder than a sound going away from you. I know it is right at that moment when the sound is even with you that you are in the present. It is when you feel most alive.

I know this by walking in the fields where Daddy keeps his horses. Often they straggle over to me, one at a time, and then stroll along. But sometimes they don’t see me right away, so busy are they with their grass and each other, chewing on one another’s withers, grooming each other’s rumps, insulting each other with the slap of a tail, stomping on one another’s hooves. Those are the times I like best, those when they don’t see me.

I hurry by, purposely not looking at them. After I am well past, I assume one of them happens to notice me. Quickly the information is conveyed to the others. The conveyance is silent; it is not a whinny or a nicker. I suspect it is the long particular stare of the one that alerts them all, and soon they stop their business. In a bunch, then, they come galloping.

I hear them, their sound coming toward me, the pound of earth both hollow and full, the ragged breath that comes with running and the liquid snorts that come with excitement. They are all I hear, but I keep looking ahead, to where I am going. I move toward a specific riffle in the creek. It is the future, and known by me. And I remember that before they started, the horses were in the shade of the blasted but green cottonwood. It is the past, and also known by me. The sound of the horses gets louder and louder, and then it is upon me, the present, and it is deafening and dappled in gray and black and sorrel and bay. Then the sound goes away, into the future where I am headed. I love my father’s horses.

“Miss Brethwaite says I will pass physics,” I announce as I come in to breakfast.

My sister, home for the weekend from college, snorts. “How?”

I stare at her as I sit down. If she were not my sister, I would like her. She is lively and good at everything. She majors in literature and mathematics, representing both my mother’s and father’s strengths. I think when she was conceived, my parents still lived in the city, and the kind of marriage they had made them balanced. They leaned into each other evenly, like the two sides of an isosceles triangle. When they conceived me, though, they had moved here, to Buckle, and it was Daddy’s choice, and they supported each other unevenly, like a right triangle. I think when they made me, Mama was mad at him, so I am short on one side—my father’s. She left that analytical part out to spite him. My sister received an A from Miss Brethwaite. “Miss Brethwaite says my work has been so interesting that I will pass. That’s how,” I say.

This is a half-truth. What Miss Brethwaite said was, “You write excellent science fiction on every lab report and exam you submit. If I don’t pass you, you will be here forever because you are a moon-eyed girl.”

I know what moon-eyed things are. I know because we once had a moon-eyed dog. His name was Moon, and he was a lunatic. When Daddy would go riding, he would get his saddle out and then go get the horse. When he came back, Moon would run to the saddle to guard it. He would not let Daddy near his own saddle. He would not let Daddy near him. Daddy would have to rope the dog and tie him to the fence post. He would come in laughing and say, “I have had to lasso the moon again.”

The dog was such a lunatic that he could not take the sun. In just three years, his pale moon eyes clouded over with crusty brown pigment, and he was blind. Daddy put him down. He is buried up behind the house, where the deer run, because that is what Moon liked best to do—to chase them in some long, panting, unspoken now of a gully.

Daddy always buries our animals where they were happiest. Sometimes when I walk amongst the fields, I stumble on the indentations of lives lost under the sagebrush world.

The Past

“Phillip Steen likes me,” I tell Mama. “Too much.”

She and my sister and I sit around the old kitchen table, scarred by one of its previous users. Along with some old furniture, our house came with anecdotes, and we have cozied into them, both the furniture and the stories. The table, from the cookhouse, is signed by Lyle, who long before I was born blew his hands off with dynamite. He thought the fuse had extinguished, and he went to relight it. Afterward, he wore two silver hooks. Like some of us push our silverware around a table, he must have scratched away with whatever hand he wrote, and eventually Lyle appeared. His name floats on the table like a soul on a Ouija board. Most days I lightly place my hands on the name, wanting to ask the dead man questions, questions that have changed as I have. When I was little, I wondered if his wrists got colder in the wintertime, or how he held his horse’s reins. But now I ask more adult questions like, “Did you ever dance again with a girl at the grange, and did she hold tightly to your hooks?” Or, “How did you button and unbutton your pants and your shirt? Was there a woman to do it, and if she did undress you, did you long to feel her flesh with your lost hands?”

As I trace his name with my finger, finishing it, preserving it with my own skin’s oils, I look at the south-facing window, where another tale—one of someone my own age—is present. It is a long, drawn-out line slashed across the glass pane, wavy in its making and blued by its age. The sister of Lydia Pyeatt put it there. The story goes that a young man gave her an engagement ring with a diamond, but he was a cowhand, a poor boy, and she distrusted his ability to provide her with anything so pure. She took the ring and dragged its diamond down the window. That he truly loved her is proven in the etched glass in this house, day after day and decades after their deaths. Mama told me the story, as she used to visit Lydia in the nursing home. I would like to go see the old woman and hear about my house’s past, but Mama says Lydia cannot tell me. “She has lost her mind,” she explains. “Where do you think she placed it?” I once asked Mama, and she grinned at me. She thought I was teasing.

“How could anyone like you too much?” Mama glances at me as she slides a piece of lodgepole into the cookstove. “You are worthy of all the affection you receive.” She does not use the stove so much for cooking as for the warmth it gives her. “You should be flattered that such a nice boy likes you.” She quietly drops the iron latch on the firebox. “He’s good to have in a crowd of kids. He’s like the piece of green cottonwood you throw into the cookstove to calm the fire.”

My sister and I look at each other and roll our eyes, in agreement for a change. Though we do not travel in the same universe now, neither of us is interested in boys who cool. We are after boys of willow or aspen—we are after boys of fast and fierce heat.

“Who do you like?” My sister has waited until Mama has left the kitchen.

I am not sure I trust her with the information. I hesitate. “Fergus Meagher.”

“He is very hot,” she says.

I am pleased by her response.

“Did you know he’s named after a county?” My sister smirks

“He is not. He is named after Fergus, the fairy king in Yeats’s poetry.”

“I cannot believe you think that. His last name is Meagher, like the county.”

“He cannot help his surname. He was born with it.”

“But his first name is also a county. That could have been helped.”

“That is coincidence.”

“What is his big brother’s name?”

“Which big brother?” I stall for time.

“The oldest.”

“Lewis.”

“And is that a county?”

“Yes.”

“And his next big brother?”

“Carter.”

“And ...” She has the smile of victory on her face.

“A county.”

“And the rest of the batch?” She makes them sound like cookies out of a cutter.

“Clark ... Judith ... Bonner ... Dawson ... Cassia ...” They are all in my state government book.

“Why do you think they have all those children? They must be either Catholic or Mormon.” She is smug, for there are no Catholics in this valley. “I am sure that a Mormon couple named all their children after counties but for one. And they named him after an Irish Catholic fairy king.”

“They could have.” I say it without conviction. Instead of looking at her, I stare at Lyle on the table, quickly tracing his name, and then I look out the etched window at the falling snow.

Mama has come back into the kitchen. She is aware of the silence. “What are you girls not talking about?”

“Nothing,” we both answer. My sister saunters out.

I watch Mama check the fire again, and I wonder if she married Daddy because he cooled her. I wonder because she is always feeding the stove. I do not think she married him for that; I certainly hope not. Though I would like to know her other than as my mother, she is no more approachable than Lydia, only she hasn’t lost her mind. I think she has just lost her life a little, forgetting it in a city. Now, far away in Buckle, she cannot get it back. She should be more present, I think, present on a map—here, and on a clock—now. If she is not, how will she make stories to be left like old antiques, for someone else like me to someday polish?

At the beginning of the semester, Miss Brethwaite had Phillip roll a croquet ball one way while she tried to hit it with another, faster one. She kept missing, but finally she showed us Newton’s first law—the law of inertia. When her faster ball hit the other, the one veered off and slowed down. This is because, Miss Brethwaite explained, the forces exerted by one particle on another results in the latter changing its motion, the magnitude of its speed, or both. Because of Daddy, it seems, Mama changed her motion and her speed. She was knocked off course to Buckle. I wonder if when she came to a rest and looked around, she was surprised at how lost she had become.

I would like to ask her. But I won’t. “I am going for a walk,” I say. “Do you want to come?”

She smiles at me and shakes her head. “It is too cold.”

As the snow floats down in slow motion like the inside of a Christmas globe, I turn around in the air thickened by flakes to look at our log house. Against the gloomy day the rooms are lit, and outlined against the south-facing window, the one with the diamond line, stands Mama. Her arm is bent at the elbow, raised in a wave to me, and she is still, so still. Some of the room’s brightness catches and gathers in the diamond scratch, and it runs a bright and sparkly diagonal across her shaded body, slashing it.

“Come with me, Mama, come with me.” But I know she can’t. She does not like the cold, and she is warm there, in the house Daddy has chosen. I am safe there, too, in the home she has made for me. But I know even as we love it in the same way, we use our love differently, and I will someday leave. Mama will not. Mama and the house will be my past. In a world made unfamiliar by its falling, I wonder at how we are separated—so transparent and pure—by a pane of glass and a line of diamond.

The Future

The whole floor of Miss Brethwaite’s classroom is a maze. Our homework assignment has been to bring a deck of cards. In class, our work has been to build twenty-six triangles in a line, the end of which connects with someone else’s. When all the students’ rows are completed, someone will be called on to touch one end of the maze, and then serially the whole will collapse. Miss Brethwaite says once we see the long, twisty, zigzaggy line of cards fall in sequence, we will understand the particle-wave theory. This states that amongst any field, there can be a wave motion, and a wave is a propagation of disturbances, characterized by changes in the particles. The first disturbed particle creates the ripple.

Miss Brethwaite has threatened to fail anyone who accidentally starts the motion before its time. I look up at the Möbius strip, which has come undone and flutters, and I worry that the breeze in this tiny universe will dislodge one of the cards. When I look around the room, everyone is trying to be still, and everything is except for Phillip’s jiggling eyeballs. I think Miss Brethwaite will pick him to start the motion, for he is her best student.

“Fergus Meagher,” she intones. “Come here.” As I watch him walk catlike toward the end of the card line, I am not very surprised. Of all of us, only Fergus could move gracefully enough to not destroy the experiment. In his pointy-toed and duct-taped cowboy boots with the undershot heels, he steps over the tediously built structure with ease. I watch the long denimed muscles of his legs, and I am glad that Daddy has told me it’s all right to describe boys as beautiful, for Fergus is that. I am in love with him.

Apparently, Miss Brethwaite is, too, for it is an honor to be appointed the role of divine first mover. She is not impervious, then, to the tapping of human fingers on the universe, and I think how sad it is for her that she recognizes beauty she is too old to have. Her chance is past. Mine, however, is not. Mine is ahead. It is the future.

I glance at Phillip, who dizzily watches Fergus float above the city of cards. I wonder if he is jealous. Instead, he seems relieved that he has not been called to navigate this world, glad that he is the calculator, the accountant, rather than the god of this little universe. I could not ever marry Phillip, I know, because of his lack of imagination.

I hold my breath and look around the room. Everyone is doing the same, and all eyes, except Phillip’s, are fixed on Fergus, watching him as he fluidly bends. Kneeling in front of the first card, his dark head is bowed, and I can see only the tips of his long lashes, but I know he gazes animatedly at the world of cards he will soon put in motion, for he is all willow and aspen. He is all hot and fierce heat.

He waits with his long, graceful finger extended. It is like the finger of God in the Sistine Chapel, just before he wakens Adam to the world, to Eve, to time, to the future. It is all potential. I can feel the anticipation like heat in my stomach.

Miss Brethwaite stands behind him, and it makes me wonder who made God. Could it have been someone like Miss Brethwaite, fulsome and white and separate, aware that beauty exists only if it is transitory and yet unwilling herself to be part of that transitoriness? She slowly bends over him, and the front of her white blouse, the part that shrouds her nipples, grazes the top of his head.

Miss Brethwaite says that this particle-wave phenomenon, also called destructive interference, operates in any physical system—gas, liquid, light. I am sure, then, that it operates in her. I am sure she feels his fine dark head graze those particular points of her breasts, which must be big as stars. He must be like a rock tossed into her waters, and the disturbance ripples through her being. “Now, Fergus. Now.” She says it imperatively.

His finger flicks forward like a snake tongue, like an electric charge, and the world is put into continuous and consistent motion. I look ahead of the ripple, at the cards not yet touched, not yet affected or changed, cards angled into each other like the sides of isosceles triangles, like my parents once were.

In my geography book, there is an old photograph of a Japanese man holding on to a light post. His back is to the sea, and what he does not know is that right behind him is a wave, a tsunami, overwhelming and unstoppable. His future curls toward him, just an instant away. He will be like the cards that quickly go from perfection to right triangles to collapse.

I see the Old Maid cards I have brought, the cards for which I lost class points because there are not fifty-two of them. They are still intact. I look at Fergus’s hands, which hang idly over his knees as he watches what he has done. I imagine his hands flicking toward my skin. I imagine the future.

Amongst the Fields

“Isn’t it funny how we deal with time so differently?” Mama says quietly. “People in the city want to buy it, and people in the country want to kill it.” She bends down into the creek and scoops up another dead swallow. We are at The Narrows, a bottleneck of igneous rock that forms the entrance to our ranch. I am lifting swallows out of the creek, too, before the current carries them away. They are all dead.

Cal Rehnquist, a local cowhand for the Door ranch downcreek, has ridden through our property hunting cows. On the way out, he stopped to throw rocks at the swallows’ nests. Mama and I, who were coming down from Silkey Bar after checking the irrigation pipes, saw what he was doing, and we ran at him, screaming like swallows ourselves. When he heard us, he mounted his horse and rode off.

When we got to The Narrows, the city of perfect geometric mud domes was a shambles, as if an atom bomb had exploded. Certainly Albert Einstein knew, I think, what practical applications his theories of physics would spawn. Look, after all, what a hand with a rock can do. Above us, the survivors dart willy-nilly like arrowheads without their shafts. Miss Brethwaite has spoken of the vectors of time, and these survivors seem like them. But they are uncontrollable, confused, and their noise is high-pitched and small in the vastness of this world.

When we have gathered all the swallows we can, Mama takes her shirt off and starts to bundle them. She has no brassiere on, and because I have never seen her naked in full and unadorned light before, her flesh looks fragile to me.

“You do the same,” she tells me. Under my blouse, I am bare as well, so I hesitate. I am embarrassed, and ashamed that I am. Mama is busy with the little bodies, gathering them into her blouse, paying my nakedness no heed. I do as she does, laying my shirt on a rock and filling it with the tiny dead beings. “What are we going to do with them?” I am frightened that she is taking them home to bake in a pie, a swallow pie I could not ever swallow. I count the birds as I place them—two and twenty, three and twenty, four and twenty. How many does it take to make a sad, bad thing?

“We’re taking them to the top of the rocks,” she says. “They should be closer to the sky.” We secure our bundles with a knot of the sleeves and quickly start the long crisscross walk up to the top of The Narrows.

Out of breath, Mama begins to lay each bird out, spreading its wings upon the pocked outcropping. They blend so well into the dark blue-black stone that they look as if they were in the sky when there was a big bang on the earth. Now they are a flock of fossils in flight.

When Mama is done, she stretches out on the rock amongst them, spreading her arms and closing her eyes. She is full bodied, I think, and beautiful, and I understand why Daddy loves her. Cautiously, I lie down next to my mother, far enough away that I can spread my arms out, too, but close enough that my fingertips touch hers.

When she feels my touch, she grabs my index finger and tugs it, like she does my toe in the morning. I feel her grasp relax and her muscles retract so that the skin of our fingers barely touch. “Miss Brethwaite says she is retiring after this year.”

“Why?”

“She says that she has just learned of the law of singularity.”

Mama’s eyes are still closed to the sky. “What is that?”

“Miss Brethwaite says it is a situation predicted by Einstein’s law of general relativity. There is an indication in his equations of an infinitely dense point with no dimensions and irresistible gravity. At that point of singularity, all laws break down. They all become fictitious.”

“So?”

“Miss Brethwaite says if all laws are false, there is no point in teaching.”

“I guess there is no point in living, either,” Mama says.

I can see that she smiles, for the corner of her lips turns up. I do the same as she—turn my face to the sky, close my eyes, and grin. We should not be doing this, I think, lying so bare naked amongst the fields.



The Tracks of Animals

At first it was light, this startling and darting of wrens in the thicket of her chest, until Ada identified it for what it was. Worry. “Where’s that Jack?” she asked aloud, letting the annoyance in her voice calm her, the question reminding her of how often she’d asked it. Jack did this too much, this “checking on things,” this impatient walking about.

Tux, Ada’s old border collie, cocked an ear and opened an eye toward her, thumped his tail twice, and settled back into his snooze. Smiling at him, Ada pushed another stick into the firebox, opened the flue to fan the flame, and then pressed her head against the window, scanning for Jack; she moved to the next window and did the same, and the next, and the next, until she had searched the four corners of her world. He came from none of them now, and the worry in her chest turned to something bigger, like a magpie lifting out of its messy nest, squawking. Fear. Jack should be back by now. And perhaps as easily as he walked into her life he would walk out of it.

She waited till the day was dimmed, and then she slipped her feet out of sheepskins and into snowpacs, slouched into her parka, and grabbed the flashlight. On the porch there was a shallow footprint, and a deeper one on the top step, another on the bottom, and then prints barely shadowed by the aura of window light. “Jack!” She zipped her coat up and turned on the flashlight. “Jack!” The light beam bobbled, illuminating and magnifying falling snowflakes in the dizzying darkness. With each bobble her fear grew. “This is ridiculous.” She steadied the beam, casting it like a beacon into the vastness, a signal for him to come moor himself near her, at the table over a warm meal and then in their bed beside her warm body. But the sweep of her light did not find him cutting through the snow, pushing his way homeward. Ada turned to the door, opening it. “Tux.”

The dog lifted his head to look at her and dropped it again.

“Tux, you come.”

Her tone told him she was serious, so Tux groaned and shook off his stiffness. He walked under her arm as she pulled the door behind, hurrying him.

“Go find Jack.”

Tux sniffed the cold air, hopped down the two steps, turned, and pissed on the porch post, watching Ada as he yellowed and steamed the snow.

“Come on.” Ada riveted the light to the ground and lengthened her stride to fit into Jack’s prints. The static of night and snow enveloped her, each flake a point spinning into the tracks she was following. She stopped once to wait for Tux, who still stood at the cabin steps, watching her poke at the darkness with her little stick of light, and she thought of turning back and calling for help. But then she’d feel foolish when Jack turned up and everyone found out how needy she’d become. “You stay!” she ordered.

She hurried along, trying to outwalk the obliterating flakes, feeling breathless because she had never walked in his tracks before, and the strangeness of it let her see the world through his eyes: how small this place might feel to him after all he’d seen; what it would be like to hinge and unhinge long, thin legs and push through deepening snow on wobbly heron knees; how distant the earth felt under those turned-in-at-the-heel boots he wore; and she hoped her trespass into him would tell her where he’d gone. Somewhere between the house and the tar, though, she’d slowed and stopped, because his sign was snowed in. And she was snowed out, again just herself. “Jack!” she’d demanded, and then, “Jack?”

Jack Derito was gone. It was so simple that it defied her understanding.

Ada stood in the sun of a December morning. Its brightness belied the coldness around and within her. She’d been staring at the snow in this open stand of lodgepoles for more than an hour, long enough for her toes to ache with cold. She knew how white and clammy they would look against her hot pink nails, which just a month ago she had for the first time in her life painted. She told Jack their pinkness would forestall the encroaching monochrome of a Montana winter, even though that was a lie. She loved winter; it was Jack who grumbled against its length and paltriness of color. She had really painted them to be silly—something she had never been until Jack—and to please him because he loved her feet. More than any other part of her, he told her, he loved her feet. “Even the bunion?” she’d tentatively asked, for she did not like to draw attention to her flaws, but there was something compelling in Jack, compelling enough that she had done something even bigger than paint her toenails for the first time: she’d married him. “Even so,” he’d answered. And he’d kissed her toes one at a time. Perhaps that was why he was gone. Perhaps a man needed to love more than a woman’s feet to stay in a marriage.

Ada wiggled her deadening toes, thinking of how the lurid polish—now chipped—glowed like her life so recently had. She should go, she thought, go back to the cabin and run a hot tub and warm up and ... and ... live. But she could not take her eyes off of what was in the snow.

Coming out of the lodgepoles were small tracks—a vole, probably, whose rounded nose, propelled by its strong little hindquarters, had plowed the snow in front of it. Ada could follow the wake of its movement from shadow to diamond-studded light. She imagined the tiny engine driving forward in all this blank coldness, the heart firing so fast that it hummed, it purred, as with one little foot at a time it clawed itself right to its destiny, a destiny that was fulfilled right where Ada now stood. For at her feet, the lifeline stopped, just like that, and imprinted in the snow, lighter than air, was the swoop of feathers, the spread of wings and tail, the fossil of an owl.

“Why couldn’t that have happened to you?” Ada asked out loud, and she was startled, not only by the noise of her voice, which for a month had been a mewling one of loss, but by her sentiment. She preferred Jack’s death to her abandonment.

At first, she was sure that Jack had been swooped down upon, and for a month everyone else was, too. The search and rescue looked for Jack’s tracks, they looked for the spent cartridges of a gun, they looked for strange license plates; and when that failed, they looked for the sign of an unhibernated and desperate grizzly, for the patient pugmarks of a mountain lion, for the wayward tread of an avalanche; finally, they just looked for some coincidence of fate. They found none. It defied understanding, this fact that Jack Derito was gone.

She had first seen him in the mercantile store in Buckle. She’d gone in not because she needed anything but because she’d come to town to replace a muffler on the pickup and had to wait. While she ate a burger and had a malt at the Dew Drop Inn, many people she’d known her whole life came over to chat before they sat down with someone else. That she ate alone didn’t make her feel sad—she had come to believe that with quiet one could hide from trouble, and the citizens of Buckle respected her belief—but it did make her feel separate.

When she finished her lunch that spring day, she walked down to the mercantile with the familiar awareness of her singularity, of her self-containment, of her skin. Out on the ranch, she felt no separation between herself and the world; she moved through it unmembraned, unaware of borders. Only in town did she feel the shape she had made of herself and, by consequence, her limitations. It was why she usually did not dally when she came in on errands.

But on this particular day, Art Samson at the garage told her the truck would not be ready till two, and it was only one.

When she walked into the store, Jack was standing near the cash register, squinting at slides he’d just paid for in the light from the big windows. It was his willed obliviousness, like that of an animal that knew it was being watched but chose to ignore it that made Ada want to study him. And so she stood on the far side of the greeting-card aisle, above the section marked FOR SOMEONE SPECIAL, and observed. She tried to be polite, just as she tried to be when she watched the wildlife on her ranch, occasionally glancing down, pretending that she was looking for a card. There were white tabs that denoted who someone special might be: FRIEND, said one; DATE, another; A WOMAN. A MAN. She picked a card out and opened it. “I need you,” was all it said.

Holding the card, Ada discreetly watched the man as he looked at his slides. She imagined that he came from an ocean, for the one ear she could see was large with pearly folds spiraling inward like some kind of seashell. Ada had once been told that if you pressed your ear to a shell, you could hear the sea, and she had a desire to press her own ear to his, to listen to the tides of him. His cheek creased into a beard the color of Queenie, her sorrel mare, and she imagined how the whiskers curlicued back into his chin, his skin, his molecules, his atoms, his universe. The fingers that held the slides to the light were long and slender, and the nails were clean with little translucent moons rising at their bases. Ada had never seen such fingers on anyone, except an orangutan at the Hogle Zoo, in Salt Lake City, that year her parents took her out of state for her sixteenth birthday. When it had put its outspread hand to the glass, she had pressed hers against it and been embarrassed, for the ape’s had been so much more beautiful. Despite that memory, Ada had a desire to walk up to this man, unfold his deft fingers, and, in the broad sunlight of the windows, stand palm to palm against him.

She looked down at the card. “I need you” was still all it said. There was a hollowness low down between her hips, which Ada recognized as desire. Up higher, though, there was a different feeling—an emptiness, but with a structure to it, like honeycomb, channeled and chambered. And sweet; she had never felt such sweetness. It was that sweet emptiness which made Ada understand that she had shifted from separateness to loneliness. It was what made her remember that loneliness was the same thing as love.

She stood there holding the card, watching it tremble with each rush of blood into her fingers, and considering what she might do. She put the card back, then looked up again at the stranger, who had put one slide down and was elegantly lifting another.

When her parents died in a car accident, Ada was just nineteen. What she had felt then was a knifing desolation. Sensing that such wounding could drive her from the one thing remaining of them—the land—she grimly set about befriending those she would need to keep it: the loan officers at the bank; the cattle buyers; the fence builders; the occasional hired men, never more than average but always young and unmarried and with bodies that could stanch (for a while, at least) the bleeding out of her emotions. At a young age, then, grief had given a task to Ada, which was to function from a solid mental ledge of practicality. This practicality, honed for a decade, proved useful now.

Again she reached down to A MAN, pulled out both card and envelope, and felt in her jacket for a pen. Under “I need you,” she wrote her name and the directions to her place; her hand wavered as she wondered if she should include her phone number, as she had made it plain to everyone in Buckle that it was only for emergencies. But she was turning thirty and had never been in love; this was an emergency. “If you get lost, call,” she printed above the number. After she paid for her card, “Excuse me,” she said on her way out, reaching in front of the man to lay the sealed envelope on his box of slides.

Jack arrived that evening with a bottle of wine, and he was from the ocean. Or near it. He’d grown up in England.

“On the sea,” Ada stated.

“Hardly,” he laughed. He was from Warwick. “That’s a good hundred kilometers from The Wash,” he said, and Ada thrilled at the foreignness of him, that he thought in metrics and was so used to water that he referred to the sea as a laundry tub. “No, no,” he corrected, explaining that The Wash was a bay opening to the North Sea. She brought out an old atlas that had belonged to her parents and opened it to England. “See Warwick?” He pointed to a dot in the middle of the country.

That evening, for the first time in Ada’s life, a map came alive. The point that would have otherwise remained a meaningless speck took on color; it teemed with Jack, and his mother and father and two sisters who still lived within it; it filled with stories of his childhood; it spilled over into trips he’d taken to London, to the North Country, to The Wash, and even across the sea to Denmark. And once, he told her, he’d traveled to Penzance, the southwestern tip of the finger of England. He turned to the front of the book that showed the whole world. “Look,” he explained, “look how this finger of land points to America,” and he dragged his own lanky finger across the Atlantic, following the trajectory. “Landfall,” he said, tapping Florida. “See how it’s a finger, too? Do you know how in the Sistine Chapel God reaches his finger out to Adam’s own sleeping hand, how he’s about to charge him with life?”

Ada stared at the side of his face as he talked animatedly to the map in the book; she knew what a chapel was because right at the Buckle Summit was a little stone hut with a highway sign that told how it was a traveler’s chapel where people could stop to pray; she knew what a cistern was, but she didn’t know about sistines.

“That’s how I felt standing at Penzance, imagining the coast of the United States, my homeland pointing me in the way I needed to go, charging me with life.” He recounted how he decided then and there to cross over. He looked at her and smiled. “So I did a sea change, eh,” and since Ada didn’t know if he was making a statement or asking a question, she just nodded.

He asked where she’d traveled.

“Let’s see,” she said, taking the big book and turning to the index to find what page the Rocky Mountains were on. Her finger wandered until she found the place Buckle would be if it were only bigger. “I’m here.” She tapped the page. “And once a month I go here.” She slid her finger up and a little to the left, to Missoula. “To the Costco to get supplies. And then, when I was sixteen, I went here.” Her sensible hand traced a path through river drainages and across a plain to Salt Lake City. “To the zoo.”

She watched as his orangutan finger touched her own, which was still lit on Salt Lake, and she felt charged with life.

Jack did not leave that night. He had too much to tell her, and Ada had so much she must hear. Most nights of that kindled summer, after a day of making hay and before a night of making love, Ada would bring out the atlas and ask for stories. And Jack would show her places he had been. Once, on a page showing England and France, he traced a tunnel—a chunnel, he called it—through which a train ran. She lay naked next to him, trying to imagine such a horrible thing. “You mean the ceiling of the tunnel is the bottom of the ocean?” she’d asked. “Why doesn’t it cave in?”

“Because the seabed’s so deep between, eh. There’s one hundred fifty feet between the chunnel and the channel.”

“Oh, my, I couldn’t ...” Ada so loved the light and air—so loved her world of emptiness, which now, with Jack, was a full emptiness—that the thought of the damp, subterranean darkness covered over by deep, dizzying water made her tremble. “For how far?”

“Right under this part.” His finger ran from Dover in England to Calais in France. When he looked up and saw the look on her face, “What?” he asked.

“No. I just want to be here. With you.” Her toes curled on their own, one set of nails digging into the sheets, the other into the top of his foot, and Ada was troubled, for one foot cleaved to home, the other to Jack.

He studied her and then smiled. “I know.” The mapmaker’s pastel pages flew beneath his hands until he came to Massachusetts, where he tapped almost before he looked. “We’ll go here. Boston.” And he began to tell her of the Mapparium, a globe of the world in a Christian Science center. It was three stories tall, and she would enter through the Pacific Ocean and leave through the Indian without getting wet or seasick, and while she was inside, she would stand on a glass bridge and look out at all the continents made of stained glass and backlit by thousands of tiny pinprick lights, like stars. “You’d be Archimedean!” he’d laughed in delight.

Ada understood him to say she would be a comedian, and though she wondered why her being there would be funny, he was so excited about the prospect that she didn’t ask. For once he looked at her rather than at the map as he talked. “It would be a trial run before the real world, eh,” he said.

That night, the Mapparium became for Ada the symbol of the world she wanted with Jack Derito, and it beckoned as bright and shiny as a great big Christmas ball. She imagined them, arm in arm, hayfoot strawfoot, leaving their prints on a world bigger than she had ever imagined.

And perhaps that was why Jack Derito was gone: Ada had gotten greedy.

In January and February, the snow fell daily. Ada would turn her face to the sky and feel the flakes melt on her eyelids and imagine how they floated all around her, millions of them, perfect and complete, and of how they piled one on top of another till they lost their shape, like bodies in a mass grave, and became just snow. She thought about how perfect and complete Jack Derito had been, and how perfect and complete he had made her feel for the short time they’d been together, and how their story had lost its shape, just like that, one dark November night. And though it was impossible after the three months he’d been gone, in the mornings and afternoons when she went out to feed the cows, she looked for some imperfect remnant of him in the snow.

One day, when she came back from her feeding and tracking, Earle DeCora was waiting, leaning against his sheriff’s car.

“Earle,” Ada said softly, her heart falling down.

Uncrossing his legs and straightening away from the car, removing his hat and slowly turning it by its brim, Earle nodded. “Ada.” He smiled at her with embarrassment. “Could you tell me about Jack’s run-ins with the immigration service?”

Ada shook her head. “Weren’t any.”

“They didn’t want to deport him?”

“Well, they did because his tourist visa was up. But when we got married, they quit bothering him.”

“When’d you and Jack get married, Ada?”

“August. It was six months ago on the tenth.”

“And he left in November.”

“No, Earle. Disappeared.”

“Disappeared, then, in November. So you were married a little over three months when he came up missing.”

Ada nodded. “But what’s this have to do with anything?”

Earle put his hat back on, suddenly becoming official. “Ada, I was just talking to the immigration folks, and they were telling me that a person has to be married at least two years before they’ll consider him an alien resident. Otherwise they view the marriage as a sham.

“Seems to me Jack might have thought two years was a long wait.” He reached into his car and pulled out some papers. “Seems Jack had applied for an extension of his visa in June and didn’t get it. Did you know that?”

Ada felt her skin move around the frozen ribs of her body like water, and she placed her cold hand on her chest to try to solidify it again. She spoke tentatively. “I guess I wouldn’t be surprised. He liked America, wanted to see it all.” She gestured to her land and lied. “Particularly right here. He said it charged him with life.”

“But you didn’t know?”

It was Ada’s turn for embarrassment. She shook her head.

“Most of us would tell, Ada.”

“That’s because in Buckle, all of us already know everything about each other so we might as well tell. But Jack was ...” She tried to think of a word to describe him. “Different.” She listened to how unsteady her voice sounded. “We weren’t just sitting still, you know. One of these years soon, after we sold the calves, we were going to Boston to see the Mapparium.”

Earle’s face disclosed nothing.

“It’s a big globe, three stories of land and stars made out of glass and light that you walk into. To look out on all the world. It’s what I wanted to see first and most of anything Jack told.”

After Earle’s visit, Ada quit looking for signs of Jack. Once a week she went to town; she’d do her chores and go to the library, something she had never done before, to learn of England and of the Mapparium and of Archimedes and of any other fact Jack had introduced her to, and then to find lives like hers in fiction. She was aware, as she made up her mind about what to take home, that her foot impatiently tapped. After the library, she went to eat at the Dew Drop Inn, where people, as they always had, came over and chatted and then sat down with someone else. Only now she didn’t feel separate but alone. Terribly alone. And humiliated.

In March, the icicles hanging from the eaves began to melt, and she watched their tears drop onto the porch and evaporate. By April, the snow was receding from the cabin; she thought of the oceans and their ebb tides and of how they pulled back from the beaches—hissing, Jack had said—and she swore she heard hissing as the earth sucked in the thawing water. The ice on the tar went up in steam, and the snow in the borrow ditches, which with blowing snow and the detritus of the plows had grown taller than the highway, sank. All the way into town, a green ribbon of grass uncurled. And just beyond that, the spring uncovered the buried legs of roadkill. The stiff legs of deer and elk punched dainty hooves into the spangly air.

That was when a truck driver called in to say he’d seen a turned-in-at-the-heel boot on what looked like a human leg sticking out of the snow near Cottonwood Creek, a half mile from Ada’s ranch. When he stopped, the ravens, a whole murder of them, flew off.

In the dead man’s coat pocket was found the mail, more intact than he, from a November day—a statement for Ada Derito from the Minerals Bank; a bill from Mulkey Propane for 250 gallons delivered in October; a flyer for a pre-Christmas sale at the Buckle Mercantile; and a friendly reminder from the Buckle Carnegie Library that three books, all on the Baja peninsula, were overdue. That the man—Jack Derito—had been struck by a passing vehicle on a snowy night was assumed. Unclear was how it could have happened at the mailbox. Unknown was how quickly or slowly he died. Unimagined was what dragged him the half mile to Cottonwood.

When Earle told Ada that Jack Derito was found, he was shocked by her paltriness of feeling.

But paltriness is its own tapestry. Woven into it was Ada’s realization that Jack had not stopped loving her; her understanding that she would once again have to save what was left—this time, though, it was she rather than land in need of saving; and her acceptance of the familiar comfort that turning away from wanting offered.

After Earle left, Ada sat in the grass, Tux leaning against her, his black-and-white fur warming in the spring sun. All around her, the world glowed, and it reminded her of the Mapparium. She thought of how Jack had told her she’d be Archimedean, which she now understood to mean that she would have been capable of moving amongst the relationships of the world. “Eureka!” Archimedes had shouted upon the apprehension of his sphere.

Ada remained still and silent, well aware of her place in the hopeful globe of green and blue.
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