

[image: Cover Image]




[image: image]






[image: CoverImage]




Begin Reading

Table of Contents

Reading Group Guide

Copyright Page




FOR E.J., 
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AND
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What is that which always is and has no becoming, and what is that which is always becoming and never is?
—Plato, Timaeus




ONE
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A HOME TO GO HOME TO

He has shown me the old adobe house outside and in and he has taken me riding across all the parceled acres of land that surround the house and he has told me the told-again stories born of the place and of his family and of him. And now it is me showing Son what I have come from, going south to north along the coast, from one border town to another one yet, from forests petrified to those old-conifered, from cottonwood to silver fir, diamondback to amanita, erg dune to tidal flat, and sandstone to agate, from what is to what has been, from memory to what might be.

Our start-up is done according to ritual, our send-off as to custom and trend. The town people gather in earnest and attend us bearing gifts, the golden aster is vased upon the altar, the pig turns out on the spit in offering. We say all the words supposed to be said and do all the things supposed to be done and we get all the things that one gets. We get suitcases lent to us and bills tucked into envelopes, and we get stories of people’s own and advice aplenty for living our lives anew. We take all of it as given in the wholeheartedness that it is. We get wishes scribbled across the side of the pickup truck that we leave there as a kind of flourish to our pilgrimage, keeping what’s written through the new moon we are in, as that moon waxes crescent and quarters to full and as it wanes gibbous and fades on toward its end. The words as they were chalked, the sand and the dust, the grime and the duff and the tar and the oil and the mud, and whatever else of the earth we collect up along the way, will all be washed away in the moon after, once we are back to here where we are, to begin another beginning.

LET ME TELL you, then, properly, from the beginning.

Let me tell you about the knocking, the way it came as a start in the hold of the night. It’s a knocking that remains yet inside me—the weight, the cadence, the meter, the stop it put to the breath, the stall it got of the heart, a feeling that will always be, coming as it did at the wrong time, and so far into dark. I can still hear Son calling out to open up, and I’m trying to lie still enough not to be here, with my heartbeat beating so loud I’m afraid of it giving me away, even with him out there and with me in here in the bed. The knocking kept on.

It’s me, he said. He said, I know you know who this is.

His words were slurred, but I knew who this is, was.

It was a knock on the door I had wished for. I didn’t answer it. I had an old nightshirt on and pincurls in my hair and school in the morning. Son said he knew I could hear him, and I cupped my hands on my chest to quiet me down. The knocking finally stopped, and there was nothing but the sound of the wind gusting the dust up out in the empty lot. I got up from the bed and made my way in the dark to the door and opened it. He turned around on his way to his pickup when I said to him, Come back and come in.

Son had never been to my place, but I had been in his truck once. That was down in Mexico, and he had offered me a ride back over the border. He lived on this side, our side, down on Old Border Road, and he had shown me the old adobe house on the way to taking me home. That’s where I live, he said, and at this he reached over and pulled the back string of my haltertop free so he could catch a peek. I told him the way to the trailer and to please keep his eyes on the road. This is where I live, I said, and he turned in and stopped the truck and let it idle in neutral. I got out and said maybe I would see him again someday, and he shifted into gear and pulled out of the lot.

IT WAS JUST the one time on the road back from Mexico that I had seen the old adobe house. I had only otherwise heard talk of the place and the family about town, talk that had of late carried a look my way or the drop of my name. Or some remaking of my name.

My name is Katherine, same as my mother’s name, same as my mother’s mother’s name. I’ve never been a Kathy, never been a Kath, not a Katie or a Kate, not a Kat, a Kitty, a Kitten, not a Kit. Katherine I have always been, as Katherine I am today. I’m Katherine to my mother—a Katherine with a given middle name added on when she’s summoning me or angry and needing more span and heft to fill the call out. To my father, I am always Daughter, as maybe my other name unhappily recalls to him my mother. Daughter, he will say when I telephone him. Hello Daughter he will say. He will write it Dotter when he writes to me, thinking the spelling funny or charming in some way, as I do as well.

I am Darlin’ to Son. Darlin’ I always am.

I would be Girl to the old man. Just Girl to him.

Dear Girl, I would hear from the old man’s old wife.

The New Girl is what I was called at school. I heard this name among the murmurs from the other girls sitting behind me during our classroom break out in the shade of the ramada. Their talk settled about in the air with the drift of their cigarettes and the pulsating clack of cicadas. There were also remarks from certain evening regulars at the coffee shop, those who had a tendency as well to keep abreast of my business. My mother was one to bring home common scraps of gabble too, just as she fueled rumors about me with comments of her own.

I tried to shut the talk out.

My mind was made to break away early.

Son would come by in his pickup to get me, as was the plan. I skipped out of astronomy, though astronomy was my favorite class of any, maybe because we lived in the midst of the land of night sky and I could do my homework just by looking upward. More so, I had hopes of one day becoming a scientist, a doctor or a researcher of some kind. Certain ways of thinking were hard for me, but other things came naturally. The body, the earth, the universe—those mysteries unseen, I could somehow most easily see. Not because I was good at finding answers to equations, but because I loved the locked rooms of the questions themselves. I could imagine the workings and the designs of things. Pictures came to me in what seemed layers and boundaries, in what they call surface and expanse, or in drift and intent—or something like this anyway, although I know no better way to explain it. There are laws to hold to as well, laws physical and universal, laws unchangeable as to truth until falsified, laws that make a person feel safe.

Today I would be safe going with Son.

We drove through a grove of groomed fruit trees with the old adobe house out ahead of us commanding attention from the podium of earth it was built on. Son pointed to an empty plot of shade, where he said the sedan was missing from. This meant it was only the old man at home, he said, that his mother, he said, would be gone shopping or to luncheon or to some function or other that she could do her hair and dress up for. I didn’t ask him if our timing was planned or accident, I only wondered it.

The hill was lawned handsomely with Saint Augustine, and today automatic sprinklers sprayed watery rainbows over the slopes. Desert poppy and dusty maiden grew in the beds along the walkway, and a climbing rose laid claim over the portal. A shepherd kind of dog rose up from the welcome mat and sniffed at my fingers and slapped its dust whip of a tail against us in greeting. It leaned into Son’s leg and he whumped the dog on the shoulder a couple of times in a language back. Son was about to open the door, but the old man was there to open it before us. He came out and tipped the hat back on his head and said he was pleased to meet me and he did seem so. He took my hand as if to shake it and he pulled me forward to him to where when he spoke I could feel the prickle of his breath on my face. After an uncomfortable while like this, he chuckled and let me go.

He said lunch was just about ready. We went into the old adobe house and he led us through the many cool dark rooms of it and then we moved on into the kitchen. We sat at a table in a nook next to a window where we could look out at a grove of old lemon trees, their trunks all whitewashed white and their leaves all trimmed to globes, the fruit on them hanging like holiday ornaments. The old man set aluminum plates of frozen dinners out as a lunch for us—frozen green beans and frozen fried chicken and frozen mashed potatoes all steamed with heat now, and biscuits just unwrapped from their own aluminum blanketing.

I readied it all up myself, the old man said. You kids, dig in.

He put cold bottles of cola out to drink, asking me what about a glass and ice with that or why not a nip of whiskey? and I said I would pass on the whiskey, as I had homework to do after. He passed napkins around and he took a seat and we set to eating, the old man talking the whole time in story as Son and I gnawed on our wings and sucked down our cold cola drinks.

My old man came west to these borderlands, said the old man, when he was but a young man. He came out and bought him all the acres around us you see. And he hired many men and planted many trees, the trees of which bore the fruit to be sold towns and counties and states away. Thence my father’s wallet got fat mighty durned fast, as you can imagine. And so he bought more land. And with his profits from all the land, he told the men to build him a hummock in the middle of all his acres. Then he had the men collect the gumbo from just over the border to mix the adobe mud up with. And he had them build the adobe house atop the hummock we sit upon. He told them to cement in the borrow pit, and so they did, and they painted a turquoise color inside it as he had said to, and they filled it in with water to the brim. He told the men to clear the land south of the old adobe house and to build him a corral there, and stables there, an arena and cow chutes and a tackhouse there as well. And lo, my father decided that fruit had been a fruitful living for him and so he would make it a bigger venture yet. He told the men to build him a melon shed out behind the old adobe house. Then all the acres around the melon shed were cleared and the soil made ready and the seed was sown in with the seed drill. And during this time he built the waterways—the mother ditches and the acequias and the regaderas. He put in the presitas, the floodgates and the watergates. And the water was pumped through the fields in these manmade capillaries of his, these valves and these shunts of his.

And so be it my father did indeed become a rich man, he said. And he became a favored man in town. And the people made him the town mayor. He had many friends and patrons and many functions and parties to attend to. He had all this but he had not a woman to share it with. Then it was at one of the many socials he did come to meet a woman from the county east. And they were married and soon after they begat me and we lived the three of us, a happy family as ever there was one, under the roof of this here adobe house. Even during the driest of spells in the heat of the days we were happy. There were nights, I remember, when it was fiercely hot and we would go to bed with wet sheets and the fans blowing on us to get through the night and the weather.

Whoo-ee, he said. And still we did all right.

And then my mother died and my father mourned her for the rest of his years. And the town people had empathy for him and elected themselves a new mayor. And I took over running the working of the land for him when he could not sleep nor could he get out of bed either.

All of this when I was yet a young man.

And so indeed, I too would need a wife. And good fortune was soon bestowed upon me when a new family came into town from back east. They were nesters who had come as many others had come, and that was to better their health and thereby their lives in this dryland habitat. They bought property just north of our land and they built themselves a fine house upon it. They planted acres of bermuda and alfalfa and pastureland, and we paid them to let our horses and cattle graze on those acres. And lo and behold they should have a lovely daughter with the prettiest yellow hair a man might have ever seen. Anyone might have ever seen. And soon the howdy-do’s were made, and yes, I was lucky indeed.

Speaking of which, the old man said. He lifted his hip an inch off the bench and took his wallet out and from his wallet he brought a dollar bill out.

How about a bit of gambling? he said.

You know this game of liar’s poker?

WE LEAVE WITH the music playing, with the guests out on the dance floor in two-step and atwirl, with some filling their punch cups up from the spout of the fish mouth, with others at tables working seriously at their cake. We leave behind the bouquets of desert flowers and the decorations of papier-mâché, the piles of ribboned merchandise, all the bright and many-colored lights. We step outside the rented tent into the greater tent of a tinseled, starlit night. Above our heads is a spread of lost heroes and creatures of make-believe, a spiral of spiraling galaxies, a curtaining glow of aurora, a soffit of planets and stars. In skies to come, there will be more and different views and still but a speck of all there is, wombed inside this universe as we are, with our vision so hindered. Yet I look outward and am filled with pictures of the more and the what-there-might-be for us. What can be for me and Son. Now is only the beginning.

Hold it while ye may, yet happy pair.

We freeze in the click of the shutter.

And time is burned in, in a rupture of light.

The scene is a clumsy one, with Son in the lead and staggering on to the pickup and me behind, trying to make my way through a maze of suns that veer about and kilter off before my eyes. I gather my veil and train, hitched to a great weight of dress as I am, and climb up and in and slide over to the middle of the benchseat, pushing aside the cumulus mass of satin and tulle and organza, letting it all pillow onto the floor and pile up over the seat and spill out through the window. Son gets in beside me, halo’d as he is yet by the ghost of the flash. He is light and mass and heat and smile, and I am alive in the high spirit of him, of us, and of all that is tonight. I wish not to forget, but it is too much, this present is, all too much for the senses—like the blaze of the sun that can’t be looked at too long. That potent the moment is.

We are caught in the blind spots of one last picture. We blink and rub at our eyes and wait for the world to right itself again. Then Son turns the key and starts us up, and we give our good-byes and take our good-lucks, and everyone waves, as everyone does.

There is space and time and color and sound.

How else might I tell you?

WE ARE TOO young to be thinking of doing it. But Son told me his mother told him he ought to be doing it. He said she said it is not correct to be spending nights in the same girl’s bed when you are not yet wedded to her. Son’s mother was hushed after our promises were made. She said no more about Son’s leaving after roundup and supper each evening, and his not coming back until morning feed and watering time. When nothing was different but for this ring I’ve got on my finger. The ring, that too you could say is thanks to his mother, as she told the old man to give Son the sum he needed to go into town to see Mr. Gomez at the jewelry shop with. Now look at me, here at my age, wearing a diamond ring on my finger. A bright solitaire to be joined with a thin gold band meant to fit right with it.

The two of us, we too fit together perfectly.

My legs are hitched up around the crest of Son’s hips and he rocks us into the bed like this, moving us as one in this way, the whole bed awave in the rhythm of us. I cinch my arms around the roll and the breadth of his shoulders. His breath and his words are buried in my hair. We move and we move without missing a beat, and we’re roused and soothed by the cadence we make. I keep my eyes on the stone, the whitehot sparkle of star inside, hoping to take some kind of meaning or power in the spell of it. I let myself be carried off in watching it, in a thought that becomes no thought at all.

By the law, I am a child. I’m not legal age to be married. My mother told us she is happy to go down to the courthouse and sign for me for the license. She told us she is happy to have Son for a son. When he is around her, her movements quicken and her lashes flutter and her voice turns sweet as her cakes and her drinks can be. She will tongue the icing off the knife blade and fill tall glasses with ice cubes and iced tea for us. We will sit out in her patio of shade, and she will flush and bat a napkin at her face, as she talks about who has taken ill in the hot spell or what succulents in the beds have succumbed to it, as she talks about the modern coolness of the new stucco church at the plaza and the kinds of flowers that will hold up inside it. Styled in the Spanish style, she will say, and, inside, a fancy archway beneath which the baptisms are given and the matrimonial vows exchanged.

Son will make jokes about robbing cradles.

She will slice another slice of cake for him and lick the knife another time. He will say how nice my mother’s legs are, and this gets her to throw her head back and laugh the way a young girl laughs.

I would ask her about her wedding dress.

Now you would ask me. You would say, Why go and do a thing such as getting married when you are too young to be thinking of doing it? I can only explain it like this—that whatever you believe it is that is supposed to come true for you, well, one day you think it has. Though if you were to ask me now, I couldn’t tell you what the truth I believed in was, or is.

I WEAR MY mother’s wedding dress and don’t notice the stain on it until it’s too late. Just try to smile, someone says, and carry your bouquet lower, more like this, and no one will ever know what’s there. We’re on our way to the church—the satin train of the dress spread across the entire backseat of the station wagon—and this feeling comes on over inside me that what I’m about to do is wrong. It’s like the start and run of a stain, and I look down and see the black I’ve put on my eyelashes falling in drops on the lap of my dress. But there’s no going home I know to go home to.

The awful unease is gone from me by the evening. It’s gone before the handshakes and the laughing and the two-stepping has begun. I’m calmed during the song and the long walk down to where Son is waiting for me.

The spell, or whatever you might say it was, has passed.

Likely it was fear that started it. Or it might have been girlish habit or tendency. Or it could have been being mixed up or overwhelmed or even being just tired. Or maybe any number of things. Whatever the feeling was, it came over me like some great alter in the weather when I got into the backseat of the station wagon. My mother put her foot to the gas and we were off in a kickup of dust. She paid no heed to my abrupt quiet, as she must have been deep in some daydream of the notice that lay in store for her that day. She didn’t look back at me. I didn’t speak. I couldn’t say anything without something inside me breaking up and coming out in a kind of strange and embarrassing sound. We moved down the road inside a cloud of whirling earth, my stomach rocking in unsettling waves, and my mouth watering up with a worrisome taste. I took long deep breaths in to make the dizzy go away and the faint stop. I sat looking out at the world as it went wheeling by outside the window, feeling undone. I was overcome by a reckoning, is what I was, a kind of knowing, a kind of something that made me hesitate, made me want to say, Wait—say, Can’t I maybe stay a child for just a little time longer yet? Yet knowing too it was too late to back up and turn around now.

I cleared my throat and hoped to stop shaking.

We rode down Main Street. It seemed the longest ride I had ever taken, but we were already turning into the alameda before it seemed we should have been there. My mother parked the car in the shade of desert sycamore, and we got out and I gathered my train up and we walked out into the hot open sun of the plaza. A diamondback rattled out in front of us onto the footpath, and my mother and I cried out and shot back, watching the thing slither off into the nopal.

You’d better decide to take it as a good-luck sign, she said.

We hurried on into the courtyard and were soon inside the cool reprieve of the sanctuary. Chiseled figures hovered in the stillness above while on the ground busy women floated about with great concern for certainty, for detail and timing. I stood in the foyer, amid all this, trembling in vaulted shadow during the entire wait of the gathering, a heap of feelings welling up inside my chest and pushing my breath out in small and labored breaths. I stood alone in a thicket of confusion and the stirrings of goings-on, in the hard lope of my heart—a pounding so loud others surely could have heard it as well. Finally the building up of who knows what it was broke apart inside the hold of my throat. It spilled out when my mother—dressed for this occasion in a prom dress of mine, one that I would never wear now—came up to me and spoke a few sentimental and commonly said words right before the step and assemble of the ceremonial party started.

I couldn’t keep it reined in anymore. The dark poured forth from my eyes and splotched up the bodice of the already stained dress. The mascara matted my lashes together and rolled down my cheeks, turning the world a bog and my face and dress a mess. Dark blotches would mark all the photographs of us that were made in testament to the day. I would later see me standing upright and smiling in the biddings to be fertile as the earth and happy until death.

You are pale as a ghost, my mother said.

There were all the people there. There were all the names that had been written in the book. There were the words we had been told to speak. There was the thin gold band ready to be fitted against the bright solitaire meant for it. There were all the wishes prepared for us, all the gifts set out on the table, a feast on display, a great fiesta awaiting. The band was ready to play.

Son stood at the far other end from where I was, dressed up in a dark and stiff formal outfit not his, tugging at his shirtcuffs. But I cannot here recall having seen his face enough, as my mother was suddenly walking off ahead of me and blotting him out, coupled and arm in arm as she was with her young escort. There was a humming commotion among the guests, a resonance as of insects. A soprano’d voice cued me to move, and all the many heads turned back to watch as I walked toward them. I thought right then but too late that the song that had hooked me once was the wrong one to choose for today.

I tried to let the melody calm me.

The bridesmaids started out ahead, their gowns proudly homemade, their hair done up and laced with heliotrope and adam-and-eve. Then it was me. I walked alone. It was my way of doing things. I had said I wanted to walk it alone, as I had written but never heard back, though I held to the chance that my father might show at the last minute. Yet knowing I was born only a daughter and not a son—an old and piddling story, too many times told.

So I walked alone now in the weight of that dress and in parched afternoon light, the dress so heavy and the air so dense it seemed I moved in slow motion, as though there were something from sleep I was harnessed to and trying to make my way forward in. I walked down that long aisleway, past all the town people who had come for the show and that I mostly didn’t know, their faces looking to me all one and a single blur of questioning. I walked on and on for what seemed a long time. I walked along to that wrong song. Pillars of dusty light filtered in through the tall windows and settled on the heads of the attending, bestowing them with a kind of otherworldliness. You should have seen everyone, the way they had come dressed up in their finery and niceties and frills. The women had come powdered and feathered and gloved, their hair twisted and braided and coiled, and there were pillboxes and bonnets and mantillas among them. The men wore their best-yoked jackets and leather vests, their silver bolo ties and turquoise studs, their tooled belts and rodeo buckles, their dress boots of lizard or snakeskin. They scratched at their starchy collets. They covered their crotches over with the flat of their felt hats.

All were upstanding now.

It was time to go on and do what we had decided.

What I had decided.

MY MOTHER CALLED the sheriff the first go-round. He showed up at the trailer and told me to get into his car, and I argued that I would not, and he said, You had better or else, and he said a few words more added to all this too. So I got in, mad as I was, and the sheriff delivered me back to her.

This is some months before Son.

Let me thank you personally, my mother said to the sheriff.

Why tack a personally on for, I said, not asking a question.

My mother’s way of keeping me with her was to say she was grounding me. She said I was to take the bus straight to campus, and after classes I was to go directly to the coffee shop for evening shift where she would come pick me up. It was home only after that, and that was it every night after work, no matter what. Her dictum lasted about a week before my anger at her began to stir about from where it was seated not so deeply. It spiraled up and out of me like a dustdevil. My mother was one great spouting horn of her own, coming at me with threats the way she did, with a potlid in her one hand and a spatula raised above her head with the other. I fired some words at her, hoping to knock her back, and this must have worked, as she was stopped in her fury and her face went suddenly deadpan. She wiped the froth off her chin with the back of a hand and she drove a cold hard look into my eyes that I won’t soon forget. She put the potlid and the spatula down and turned away.

Just go, she said.

The trailer I later found was on the far edge of town, parked on desert pavement out on a deserted lot. The earth was barren and hard, having been winnowed over the years by the sand and the wind. A gasoline station sat next to the lot, and with a telephone booth there if I would have needed it.

I believed I wouldn’t need it.

It was hot in the trailer on hot days out. It was hot in the trailer even on not hot days. I sat on the front stoop with a hand saluted to my forehead to keep the burn of the sun off my face. I listened to a fiery wind huffing through the bitterbrush and mesquite. The repeat of cicadas came from everywhere and who knows where, going on and on as they will in their constant song and trill of courtship and territory. I sat in thought of better days to come as hot gusts of wind scarved dust across the lot. I imagined lush woodlands and wild rivers and grassy fields. I thought of boys who played guitars and sang to me. I thought of all there was that had been left or lost or simply tossed away and forgotten.

There was a dumpster that sat out across the lot. There would be picked-over bones and blackened peels and soiled diapers and such toppled out, no matter if the garbage had just been emptied from it or not. There was not much else around. Just a billboard at the side of the road with a cowboy pictured on it who held a coiled rope in his fist and a cigarette between his teeth. I thought about someday getting braces for my teeth, thinking how that might change everything for me in the right direction. I added money to come and counted up the weeks. I thought about the days and the places and the people gone and now far away.

I picked a stick up. I tossed it to shoo a raggedy crowbird off the strewn garbage, and it kwok’d and lifted and paced. I swatted the flies away from my head. I looked for shade, a cool place. A truckload of fieldhands passed and there were those hisses and clucks you get, and I picked a rock up and pitched it at their wake of hopeless noise, choking on the choking cloud of dust they left behind.

I was thirsty.

I got up and wandered over to the gasoline station to buy a soft drink. There was an old card-table and some half-broken fold-down chairs under a single pecan tree there, and I sat and would drink my drink in the shade of it. I used the sweat of the cold bottle to wipe the dust off my face, and then I might rest my eyes on the empty phonebooth ahead of me, at the lovers’ names painted and scratched on the glass, at the book of pages yellowed and hanging abandoned inside on the chain, thinking how often I mistakenly heard the telephone in it ringing. Thinking how I would be sickened by someone feeling as sorry for herself as I was feeling sorry for me.

WE MAKE THE first stop the trailer where the clothes I left are waiting arranged for me on the bed. It’s almost too small a space in this aluminum alleyway, not space enough for me and all this dress I’m fettered in. It takes a long time for Son to unbutton all the hundred tiny buttons down the back of it. Such frippery, he says. He’s drunk on wedding punch and he stumbles back and forth and the whole trailer rocks from side to side with us. His tongue is thick in his mouth and his fingers none too nimble and he mumbles and knits along the length of my spine, tail to nape, impatiently. He undoes the last button and holds up the heft of the dress, and I free myself from within and climb out and under from inside it. There is a whoosh of fabric to the floor, the tent of it collapsing in release, a great rush of breath as of a wind gust through desert brush.

Son takes hold of me. He says, C’mon, Darlin’, we should let’s do it here, but I tell him I want to do it as these things are done on such a day as this. What we do will be held in memory, I say. For always, I say. So? he says. That’s good any way it goes, isn’t it? But he shrugs and lets me go and picks the borrowed suitcase of my things up and carries it out to the truck. I put my new travel dress on and follow after him, closing the door of the trailer the one last time.

The night sky is filled brimful as a night sky can be, lit brightly as it is with clusters of planets and pulsating stars and marriages of galaxies, all of it within a wobble of dust and gas and debris unseen. There are the Dippers Little and Big tonight, a lovely Pleiades, and a throbbing red star out like a tiny heart. This is the stuff of which we are made, I say to Son, all that is of us is above us. We stand together looking upward, our mouths hung open as if to swallow what’s above down and into us. Looking out at the past in its far distance, where from there, here we are not.

Let’s get a get-go, he says.

He lets the truckbed down in a screech of metal and hinge. There’s a thump of a suitcase tossed in, a jingling ring of ringed keys, Son humming that wrong song the wrong way. He opens the door and acts to doff a hat, and I take the keys away, telling him he has too much punch in him to be driving out on the highway, and when the fun is just beginning for us. He says, Okeydokey, you are the wifey, Darlin’. We hop up and into the pickup and I pull us out of that empty lot, leaving the trailer behind, the dumpster, the billboard, the gas station, the card-table, and the fold-down chairs, leaving the lot of it behind.

We drive out past the outskirts with the lights veiled upon the town and atwinkle in the distance. We take the highway west and come soon into a great arenal of sand, an arena of darkness, a kind of nothingness that goes on and on for miles and miles, making a person uncomfortable, distrustful. It is darker than dark in the night. Our headlights begin to flood saguaro and organ pipe and ocotillo. Bright coyote eyes wink like stars along the roadside, and startles of jackrabbits take cover in the brush. Desert rats dart to and fro in a rush to their middens—twig, bone, teeth, shell, toy and cob and fur, and whatever else they may be home to. Creeping things unnamed go every which way in a dash to sand hole or desert nest—timid creatures frightened by the rouse of our engine and the ricochet of our lights.

Son jumps into a story about rabbit hunting with boyhood chums. He laughs about getting drunk and shooting twenty-twos from the windows of pickup trucks.

My father always said to keep your eyes out the window on the broken line ahead if you’re feeling carsick and queasy, I say.

Son slaps some kind of drum routine out on the dashboard.

Why do guys always do that? I say.

Do what? he says.

He rolls his window down and lets the cool desert air in and we sit in silence for a while. In not too long a time we come into a sea of rippled dunes that crest and pyramid at our sides and attend us like guests for miles ahead. On the foreland in the distance lie the curved spines of the foothills, seeming to be beasts fallen to extinction at the earth line. We make bets on how far away we are in minutes from here to the pass, and our game carries us along for a good stretch of highway. After a time we go to naming the names of places to come that we have seen on the map, names such as Spring Valley and Torrey Pines, Oceanside and Riverside, Santa Clarita, Santa Rosa, Santa Jacinta, and Santa Whatnot, remembering Petaluma and Fortuna and Ventura, Red Bluff and Coos Bay, and not to forget Lincoln City or Fall City, Tumwater or Winslow, nor Astoria. We will move through names. We will move through valley and mesa, playa and canyon, grazing field and urban park, through shrubland and grassland and woodland, past chaparral and fumarole and peninsula, old-growth and clear-cut slopes, and we will move onward into so much of the world out in front of us we don’t know yet. Who might possibly be as happy as we are?

A scratching of melody comes from the radio, chords rising open as the land that carries us, rhythm mimicking our passage down the road, harmony making this life seem it should be only that. We sing along to what songs have always been about—beginning, going on, breaking up, forgiving. We sing in missed words and broken phrases as glints of tiger moths fly at us like snow, streaking the windshield over.

In time we begin to climb. We come to the top of the pass and into blue spruce, dwarf cedar, juniper. Just off the highway, lit up among a hush of trees, is the small lodge we have heard of and have chosen to stay at, for this our first night betrothed, a place that is just the beginning of all the places we have yet to get to. Yet believing there is no more joy in the getting there than there is in the going.

Hold it while ye may.

We get out of the pickup and breathe in the incense of pine air and woodsmoke. Our breath pales the dark and goes ghosting off between us. Above us is a canopy of trees, and through the tree holes there shines a luminous star. The stillness is certain here, compared to nights upon nights glutted with the high-pitched shrill of crickets—that hum in the ears that can buzz up the nerves. Except for the riffling of the creek alongside us now, the quiet is like something from out of a dream, making us want to whisper at one another in the dark to hold to the silence better, as if not to be waked from the time and the place we are in. A desire path cuts through the grass, and I point to it that we should take this shortcut way instead of the steps laid out ahead. There, the way through the trees, I say. Son takes off on the path into the dark ahead of me, and I turn to run and catch him when then comes a thwok, like the sound of a softball hit against a bat, and Son has run smack into the overhanging branch of a rambling tree. He’s laid out flat on the ground. Even sober he could not have seen it coming. I cover my mouth to mute my laughing and I wait for Son to get up. But he doesn’t. Don’t be kidding around, I say. Still he’s quiet. C’mon, I say, you have had your fun. But he’s quiet yet and now you see I’m not laughing anymore. I bend down and Son is cold silent. I touch his face, feeling the wet trickle of blood, and my heart tumbles inside my chest like a stack of children’s blocks toppled to the floor.

Son, I say. I shake him.

Another light inside the lodge goes on.

He opens his eyes and smiles.

WHAT ARE YOU doing just staring there, Girl? the old man says. He finds me standing in the afternoon ticking of the grandfather clock, in the cool dark parlor of the old adobe house, in front of a fireplace meant more for fancy than for function. I stand at the mantel, handling the knickknacks placed just so and studying the pictures there in front of me, and I tell you, I could stay standing here this way the entire rest of the day and on into the evening, throughout the night even. I could do it all over the very next day for the entire day again. That’s how much in awe I am of Son’s growing-up days I see before me in the pictures, how in awe of the ways of his family I am, so foreign as they are to me. I’m taken by the history of him. I’m taken by the flesh and the hair and the teeth of him, of all that I see.

But I don’t tell the old man any of this.

That boy sure knows how to set a horse, don’t he? he says.

He picks one of the pictures up and puts his nose to it, with his eyes asquint as if he were seeing something in it for the very first time. Then he puts it back down.

You kids, he says, and he chuckles the way he does.

Anyways, I need to skedaddle into town to see a man about a new saddle for the bay, if you maybe want to ride along, he says.

Son says for me to wait for him, I say, and the old man okeydokeys me and leaves me standing at the mantel. I go back to looking at the pictures, all handsomely framed as they are and carefully arranged between candlesticks and Navajo bowls and pottery vases and those kinds of things set there by the old man’s wife. There’s a photo of Son when he was at the age of still being a Sonny, a small boy in cowboy hat and boots, holding a rope coiled in his kid-gloved hand. There’s a picture of him as a 4-H’er, standing proud beside his show cow, and next to it the purple ribbon won and hung in another frame. There’s a picture of Son grown some, in uniform with numbers on his chest and a ball in the hook of his arm, and I’m struck with a worry now about others that might have loved him before me, girls’ names I’ve heard from him that come back to me, visions that give me this sinking feeling.

I want to shake the crazy thoughts away.

I look at the picture of him most recently, on horseback and dressed in vest and hat and badge, his chest out and held proud as a dancer does it, with the old man at his side and with the rest of the posse back in the background. I look all the photographs over again, who knows how many times. Until I notice something about the look on Son’s face, how the look is the same, no matter what age or situation, in each of the pictures.

There is something that is off in him.

What is it I see? Is it boredom? Or seriousness? Or conceit? Is it impatience I see? Is it Son’s being posed to be what’s right in the eyes of others? Is it his trying to fit with certain attitudes and virtues they find most redeeming?

Will that look be changed in photographs of us to come?

How could I doubt it?

I will myself not to doubt it.

I am so much in love these days, I take pity on anyone who isn’t us. I look at everyone throughout the day, couples young and old, people here and there, alone or with others, smiling or talking or whatnot, and I cannot see a single face of anyone who could possibly be as happy as I am. It is only us who really know love, me and Son.

THE WOUND ON his head adds to the sanctity of this night, to the ritual of it, as if the clout were a sacrifice to powers unseen to ensure the blessings of our marriage. Son laughs when I tell him this, says I’m loco, says I’m loony in my cabeza, is what I am. But I tell him I will treasure whatever scar might likely be there to remind me for the rest of our days. I say I will cherish each day I am graced to see it. I’m looking at Son and staying my eyes on him, trying to embrace what I see. From this moment on, I will myself to hang on to everything here, this night, our beginning. I wonder about the reel of time we are in and how it will spill out into memory someday, and how it will all be lost or be changed. I want what is now to be always what it is. I cling to the words of every song that plays on the radio. I study the arrangement of the bed in the room we are in, where the door is, where the bathroom is, how the suitcase rests open, how the shoes are kicked off, the way the keys splay from the toss, the way the flower in the lapel begins to fail. I press at my temples to stay all that’s before me inside my head. The smell of the perfume on me, on him, I savor it to save it. The feel of the silk of this nightgown that slips from my shoulders and down past my hips, the way the fabric of it puddles as it does to the floor, I will the imprint in. I want Son’s chest in my keeping, his mouth, his hands on me, always to feel it all as I feel it now. I want always this happiness of wanting. This happiness of having.

Remember this moment, I say.

I WONDERED TOO late about the luck of the dress.

It was my mother’s, the one she had worn with my father, the one she had on just the one time on that one day, before all the bulk of it got packed up into my grandmother’s hope chest, where it would stay boxed and wrapped and mysterious until there was serious enough claim for it to be brought out to life again. I had seen the dress only in the photograph, the one my mother had kept for whatever reason, as it was my father in the picture with her, and not any man of hers recent. The photograph is also kept inside a hope chest, this being my mother’s, one of the few items of furniture she will drag along with her from place to place. On slow afternoons I would open the chest to study that picture of my father and my mother, thinking if I had been my mother I would have lived a different story, given that dress.

Given my father.

It’s a white satin dress with a long train. There’s a pale stain my mother left beneath the layer of tulle on the lap of it, but we don’t see this until it’s too late to get another dress, and so I wear it the way it is, stain or no stain. I cover the stain over with a manner of moving my hands or with the gather of the organza or with the collar and flower of bouquet.

My mother’s most recent bouquet was a small one compared to mine, more a nosegay or a posy, you might say, as though her hopes or her enthusiasm or her something or other had waned along with the size of her blossomed arrangement. Of course she wore no gown or fancy dress this time, nor any kind of altered rendering of one as she had with some of the men at the nuptials in between. She even left the posing out, as far as you could see from the snapshot she sent from the gambling town farther north. There she was, with a new man in hand, with him trailing a couple of steps behind her and her turning in a hurry to go, as if she had to get out of that chapel before someone up in the blue told her no, told her you can’t be going out running around and getting married this many times, over and over again.

WE LEAVE THE lodge with mist rising like smoke from the dew and with sunrise embering in pink through the trees. Flycatchers chitter and pip and acrobat about in the branches of broadleafs and pines. The wind sways boughs and rustles bracken and skitters twigs and leaves, and it slaps a cold wake-up at our faces.

We are day one married.

We’re restless with readiness to get back onto the highway. We get going and are soon moving westward to the coast, where we will from there make a turn right and go straight the rest of the way up toward the northern border. Our holiday lasts half a moon’s phase and it is rapturous and ordinary, detailed and blurry, seeming to go on and on for a long time, and it is too soon over, the way all time can be. Just as in my telling this, present tense to past, just as long and quick as that.

We do many things in many places. We sit atop a marine terrace eating abalone and vinegared chips, with breakers striking at the cliffs and Son speaking of the old man’s infidelities. We stop at a famous place in Angels City, and I’m lucky they don’t card me, and we drink whiskey and dance a-go-go at a disco, confident as if we should be locals in the place, even with Son dressed in cowboy boots and with the faded ring of snuff tin on the hip pocket of his dungarees. We take rides to the moon and we startle at alligators and we climb up into tree houses and we spin about in teacups, all in a fantasyland, spending day until night there, as if we were young kids again. We pass through clots of dust and sheets of chaff and we pass through cloud and fog and hail and rain and we travel through warm fronts and humidity, choke points and wind shear. We drive over golden and stone and floating bridges, over river and channel and bay. We chug the truck up to the top of a silent volcano and we throw snowballs and pee yellow holes and get cold too soon, not knowing proper coats. We take to the beach, the truck curmurring through scour and berm, and we stop to dig razor clams and geoduck and the tires out. We pick blue mussels and dogwinkles off rocks and we collect sea stars and sand dollars in jars. Each night we stop at a motel with the same something-dollar name—all the motels pinned along the interstate—and each day we start at one of the breakfast places in a coffee shop chain. We drink our coffee sugared and creamy and we eat our bacon crispy and our eggs over easy. Every day is filled with the smell of a beginning, with the sweet wet smell of just-washed skin and hair and the old-spicey smell of Son’s aftershave, and sometimes the air is gritty with windblow, or it is minerally with seaweed or is resinous of pine. There are lingering tastes of salt air in the fog or cut hay in the heat, and some days there is a bitter carbon on the lips from the diesel that rises off the highway, and at times a taste of metal, like car parts, or some days there is a taste of rain cloud or artichokes or burnt leaves, and even a taste of wet dog somehow. There is on and on the thrill of a song that comes over the radio and marks our days to be remembered in that way. There is the harmony of our voices in the to and the fro of our words, as we tell of places we have been and of places we would someday like to go, as we talk of accidents that have happened to us—good and bad and neither—as we speak of the still-few people we have been through or those we would like to know, and we take all of what’s said each to the other and shape it into something new to put inside a place that fits right and holds inside us.

Our journey turns a great blessing in its perfection. Within each day upon day there is suppleness and reflex, as in the movement of our youth, all within the changing and the staying the same. That knowing, or whatever it was it was—the thing that had risen from inside me on the way to the church—it must have been leftover matter of some kind, like a comet, you could say, that just got rocketed out and away.

Why should I have been so afraid?

Yes, we are yet the happy pair, we are, with not a thing to mar any day of all the days on the road for us. Save for a comment about my not eating all the breakfast on my plate. Save for the fall and the lump on Son’s head.

WE COME TO my father’s place, arriving in a terrain of mountain and waterway and evergreen, a wilderness that was a beginning for me—a childhood place and so of innocence, a paradise that way. We come to my father’s house just outside the borderline of town, an old log abode built close to the shores of the sound and buried deeply in forest. A great western hemlock stands at the edge of the woodlot and serves as witness tree, its coned crown and fluted trunk and drooping leader bearing claim through generations to this family’s parcel of land. The hemlock has been witness too to my imaginings, as I played hero or captured or saved in the woods for the countless hours of lost days. There are still the worn paths where in the past I have ambled alongside my father, picking wild blackberries or Indian plum with him, or I have stooped with him to brush the duff off chanterelles and fiddleheads, to know them and so to pick them too.

To be safe, my father would say, and he would blow on the underside of the mushroom. Look here, he would say, these split gills will always tell you. Then we might fill our coffee cans full to the top with berries, him reminding me to pick only the tiny wild ones, leaving the fat himalayas for the bear and the deer behind. He might tell me other things that would stay inside my head. He might say, Let the clams you dig sit in a bucket of their water overnight until they have spit the sand out of their shells. Or he would say, Carry a stick when walking down a lonely road so if you should come upon a mean dog, all you need do is shake the stick in the dog’s face, and mean it, to keep him away. Or he would say, Walk fast when there are other people around and they will leave you be, because they will think you are busy.

There’s a light in the cabin window on, and we knock and find my father there with his wife. My father opens the door and puts a face of welcome surprise on. Well, hello, Daughter, he says. He has a scruffy beard as has always been his habit. He has a bigger, rounder belly now. He smells like just-chopped wood. He shakes Son’s hand and gives me a pat on the back and he offers us drinks and we follow him into the kitchen. His wife is pale and thin of hair and flesh, and her smile is cool and thin too. She says her name and flutters her arms and then she pivots and disappears somewhere.

My father makes a joke about marriage and the bump and the gash on Son’s head. Son says he hates to say it, but he’s had a headache ever since the wedding day. I say I hope that a husband isn’t like wearing reading glasses, where after a time you get so to rely on them you can’t manage without. Son says something clichéd about love being blind, which doesn’t make much sense or fit right with what’s said, and my father seems embarrassed for him but laughs anyway and goes on quickly to one-up Son with another joke of his own. I look at Son, who looks smaller now than I had before seen him, even though he rises a good half foot over my father.

My father takes a bottle of wine from the refrigerator and screws the top off. He puts the screw top to his nose and sniffs it.

Good week, he says.

I breathe in the home smell of maple bacon and cherry tobacco and woodsmoke. I leave my father and Son in the midst of their polite talk and I go to stand over at the sink and look out the window. I can see the smokehouse outside my father built for the curing and drying of fish and meat. Next to it is a large vegetable garden, neatly rowed and tended, with bulging heads of lettuces and lazing squashes and beans vining their way up tepee’d poles. There’s the swing still hung from the alder, and I can see me there now on the wood seat of it, swinging high and hanging on tightly for life. There’s the thick dark wilderness out there surrounding it all—the swing, the garden, the smokehouse, the house. The wild of all that wilderness out there, the dark and the hush in it, the surprise in it, the hide, the seek, the find in it.

Go play, I can hear my father say, prodding me out.

From here where I stand at the window, I also see the add-on my father built as his family grew. I can see out and into the window to the bedroom across the way there. There where my father’s wife stands looking in the mirror, brushing her pale thin hair and putting lipstick on her pale thin lips. She stands in the bedroom that used to be my room. She looks in the mirror that used to be mine.

Yet it was me who left my father’s house, after all.

Wasn’t it?

THE RAIN COMES and the rain ends and the woods are left gauzed in pockets of mist. We walk out into air soft as baby hair, air that has a weight to it too, air that makes ferns and leaves and needles shimmer in droplets that tick wet to the earth. We say our farewells and get settled back up into the pickup, sitting quietly with the truck warming and humming, and then Son wipers the windshield and U-turns us around. I rub the vapor off the glass with a sleeve and through the blur I see a door close and the lights go out inside the house. Take it slow, I say, and Son does, moving slowly along the rooted-over driveway to keep the rattle of us down. He pulls us out onto the road and toward the way we have come, taking a left at the crossroad, where we will head down along the coast highway to the interstate and so back to Old Border Road, a place to be called home, a place to begin another beginning.
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