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DEDICATION

For my children,

and theirs





EPIGRAPH

The land is a being who remembers everything.

You will have to answer to your children, and their children,

And theirs—

—JOY HARJO, “CONFLICT RESOLUTION FOR HOLY BEINGS”

Be like the fox

who makes more tracks than necessary,

some in the wrong direction.

Practice resurrection.

—WENDELL BERRY, “MANIFESTO: THE MAD FARMER LIBERATION FRONT”





CONTENTS


	COVER

	TITLE PAGE

	DEDICATION

	EPIGRAPH

	CONTENTS

	Prologue: Bonnie, Tropical Storm Irene

	Part I: River (September)

	Vale

	Lena

	Vale

	Deb

	Lena

	Hazel

	Vale

	Deb

	Lena

	Deb

	Vale

	Deb

	Vale

	Hazel

	Lena

	Vale

	Lena

	Stephen

	Deb

	Deb




	Part II: Woods (October)

	Lena

	Vale

	Stephen

	Lena

	Vale

	Stephen

	Vale

	Deb

	Vale

	Lena




	Part III: Fields (November)

	Stephen

	Vale

	Lena

	Stephen

	Deb

	Vale

	Hazel

	Lena

	Vale

	Hazel

	Vale

	Hazel

	Vale

	Deb

	Lena

	Hazel

	Deb

	Vale

	Lena

	Deb

	Deb

	Vale




	Part IV: House (December)

	Lena

	Lena

	Hazel

	Vale

	Deb

	Vale

	Hazel

	Deb

	Vale

	Lena

	Hazel

	Vale

	Deb

	Danny

	Vale

	Deb, Danny, Vale

	Hazel

	Bonnie

	Vale




	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

	ABOUT THE AUTHOR

	ALSO BY ROBIN MACARTHUR

	CREDITS

	COPYRIGHT

	ABOUT THE PUBLISHER






Guide


	Cover

	Contents

	Part I









	ii

	iii


	v

	vi

	vii

	viii

	1

	2

	3

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34




































































































































































































































































































































PROLOGUE

Bonnie

4 P.M., AUGUST 28, 2011

Tropical Storm Irene

Maple and oak branches lash the windowpanes, sirens scream all over town. The power went out an hour ago, and all Bonnie and Dean can see are those branches, their wind-thrashed, mottled leaves, and heavy rain. A hurricane! They said it was coming on TV, and here it is. Here it is.

“All yours, baby,” Dean says, handing Bonnie the needle. She’s on the couch, shaking, not hungry, thinks she might vomit in the kitchen sink. Instead she lifts the sleeve of her nightgown, winds the band around her left arm, and searches for a vein not hardened. She slips the needle in. Ah! There it is: immediate heat, warm breeze.

She tips her head back against the couch cushion and closes her eyes. Poppies from Afghanistan: she sees them waving in a bright field in her mind. The mysterious source of this magic. Bonnie smiles and she’s a young mother again, Vale in her arms, spinning on the shore of a lake, fireworks in the distance, laughing. She puts her chin into the rolls of fat at Vale’s neck and breathes in. That sweet-sour milk: homegrown yogurt.

Divine, Bonnie thinks, smiling, her eyes still closed, listening to the rush of wind.

“I’m going out to wet my feet,” she calls out to Dean, rising from the couch. “Explore the fray!” He nods, lining up packs of smack and fentanyl on the table. Bonnie slips out of her nightgown, tugs on jeans and a sweatshirt with a neon-pink wolf across its front, pulls Reebok sneakers over her bare feet. How long has she had these sneakers? They are Patti Smith sneakers. Motherfucking Joan Jett sneakers. She laughs. Glances at her face in the mirror. What’s happened to it? Pockmarked. Drawn. Ghost version of her former face.

“I’ll see you,” she says to Dean, walking out the door and down the three-story exterior staircase to the ground below.

The water of Silver Creek, usually running languid twenty feet away, has climbed the concrete embankment and crossed the parking lot, is kissing the soles of her sneakers. “Holy water,” she whispers, kneeling to touch it. It’s cold and rust orange—a color she’s never seen water before. It’s climbed ten feet, at least, maybe fifteen. It crashes against the basement windows on the far side of the building, deafens the air with its roar.

There’s a woman across the street standing on her rooftop taking pictures. She waves to Bonnie, shouts something Bonnie can’t hear, and Bonnie waves back. Grins. Turns and walks parallel to the creek.

A barrel shoots by. A child’s plastic truck. Three car tires.

A hurricane! Just like they said on TV. Bonnie and Dean had filled the bathtub with water and waited all day for the wind, but it was peaceful, eerily mild, just a steady rain and the branches gently striking the windows. But the river—who knew? The storm they’d all been waiting for. Bonnie does a little dance, her body warm, electric.

She walks onto the Estey Street bridge—concrete piers, green iron—and stands in the middle of it, facing the surge, her arms spread out on either side of her. Like Jesus on the cross, Bonnie thinks, raising her face to the rain.

She’s found him of late: Jesus. The tall preacher, in that concrete church at the edge of town where Bonnie makes it some Sundays, hollers: “For by grace you have been saved through faith.” His blue eyes flickering.

She sits in the back row, her head in her hands, nodding.

Bonnie looks upstream at the roiling river. Rain pours down her cheeks, her neck, her lips, slips under the collar of her sweatshirt. A warm rain! A Bahamas-scented rain. A southern-scented rain. Like in that city where her daughter lives—too far away. Bonnie tips her head back, bares her teeth, lets the water seep through onto her tongue. Whoever drinks the water I give them will never thirst, it says in Matthew.

Bonnie wrote that on her wall with a black Sharpie.

“Wild, baby girl!” she shouts into the roar and din, imagining this same rain pouring down Vale’s neck and chest in New Orleans. The water answers back. A deep and glorious bellow. The asphalt below her feet shakes. Bonnie laughs. Whispers, “Holy water,” heart thundering below her rib cage.





PART I

River





Vale

AUGUST 28, 2011

Vale is tending bar in New Orleans—pouring lavender bitters into juniper-infused gin, flicker of wrist, carmine leather, Beyoncé’s “Diva” playing on the dust-covered speakers in the corner—when she gets the call from Deb: High water. A bridge. Your mother.

For twenty-four hours she’s been watching the storm on TV. Hurricane Irene touched down the night before in New Jersey, downing trees, flooding rivers, causing seven deaths. One and a half million people without power. It landed next over Long Island—roads, houses, streets destroyed, sewer plants overflowing in Long Beach. Then headed north into New England, where it lost its intensity and dropped to a tropical storm. Just heavy rain, the news said. Winds slowed. Sighs of relief at the bar. “Baby gone to sleep,” Monty whispered, laying his palm on the cigarette-marred mahogany of the bar top, watching the footage of search and rescue missions along the coast of New Jersey. Someone going to turn this bar into a guitar someday, Vale can hear Moe, the piano player who comes in on Thursdays, say in her head. She wasn’t here for Katrina, but the residual trauma has soaked into her bones, here where they know the power of wind and rain all too well. When storms come there is a magnetic, dread-sickened buzz in the air. They turn the music up. Over-drink. Dance more recklessly. They are waiting, every day, for the next big one, not an if but a when. Tonight Vale mixes drink after drink and, alongside the others there in Marigny, breathes a sigh of relief for their brethren in Brooklyn, brethren in Queens. Awful. Destructive. Yes. But not near as bad as predicted. The end of the world has not come.

The bar is full, and she loves the flickering motions that take over her body on busy nights. She steals shots, dances in slow motion to Shorty and Missy and Kanye.

But later that night, eleven thirty, other footage starts floating in: cell phone videos from northern New England. The winds dropped, yes, like the news said, but the rains picked up. The screen shows images of roads torn up, trees downed. “Just think of the ghosts unearthing,” says Monty, who found his cousin’s body, bloated in two feet of water, at the house where he was born, four days after the storm. Vale taps her glass against his bourbon. Says, “They’ll be just fine there.” Vale is from Vermont—a blue-walled apartment above the river. Hurricanes don’t hit there. It’s one of those places that is oddly immune: to poisonous snakes, poisonous spiders, tornadoes, earthquakes, landslides. But the next shot is of a double-wide—green vinyl siding, black shutters—being swept downstream. “Shit,” Vale whispers, passing another Maker’s Mark to Monty, who starts to shake visibly. Vale’s mother, Bonnie, is in one of those river towns being torn up, right now, by floodwater. The storm, according to the news, has dropped eleven inches of rain in eight hours. Creeks have surged. River depths soared. The screen shows a 250-year-old covered bridge collapsing and going under. Vale reaches for her phone and calls Bonnie’s landline, but the number is disconnected.

She gets the call from Deb, her aunt, a near stranger, an hour later. Deb’s voice is scratchy, barely audible. She must be standing at the top of the field above Hazel’s house, the only place there’s cell reception there on the farm. “Bridge  . . . missing  . . . eight hours—” she shouts, her voice breaking up in places.

Vale feels a cold stillness. She takes the phone outside into the street’s warm air. The branches of a thick-trunked magnolia rise above her. Sirens wail in the distance. She must have misheard. “What?”

Deb repeats herself. Is shouting over the sound of the rain. Vale’s mother, she says, walked out into the storm eight hours ago. Was seen by a neighbor walking toward a bridge that collapsed. Hasn’t been home since. “They’ll find her. I’m sure,” Deb says, the last word rising like a question.

The images register in Vale’s mind, piece together slowly. The first time she saw her mother with a needle in her arm Vale was sixteen years old; claw-foot tub, wood floors, smell of incense and bathwater. A slow progression of wine, then Oxy, then heroin in that blue-walled apartment above the river.

“Okay,” Vale says into her phone before hanging up. Vale was doing her own stuff back then, too—pills of all kinds. At eighteen, eight years ago, she got clean and left home. She hasn’t seen her mother since. She looks up into the branches of the magnolia rising above her. Puts her forehead against its thick trunk.

She loves this city—its warm heat, its music, its light. She hates home—its silence, its whiteness, its holes, the people she left there.

“Bonnie,” she whispers.

The next morning she slips into boots, packs a bag, gathers her cash, and walks herself to the bus station on Loyola Avenue.





Lena

MAY 17, 1956

Dearest Pines—

My sister’s husband’s eyes are the color of moss, the color of fern. I’ve never seen eyes that color, certainly nowhere in this town or on this mountain. Earth-colored, speckled with light. I’m living in what used to be my grandfather’s hunting camp, one room made of hemlock and spruce, still dank with the smell of whiskey and deer hides, a place where I keep my bird books and this notebook and the photographs I cut out of Outdoor Life and Field & Stream. The Battle of Taejon took my father, and Lex, my sister’s husband, came back from that war distant, drinking too much, averse to shoveling shit and milking cows. Who wants anything to do with a world like that? Sick with killing—nuclear.

My place? Wool blankets hung over the windows to keep out the drafts in winter, a battery-operated radio that plays Little Richard and Patsy Cline and Louis Armstrong. Buckets of creek water lined up near the door, and Otie, my one-eyed barred owl, found on Route 100, hit by a truck and barely breathing. I brought him home on a cool night in March, built him a nesting box from an old apple crate, and here he is, two months later, one-eyed, unable to fly, fervently alive.

“Fervently alive, Otie,” I call out. He purrs. “He” because he’s smaller than others I’ve seen; according to my bird book, males are significantly smaller than females.

And so it is just he and I, and these letters I chicken-scratch, while Satchmo sings “Mack the Knife” on the radio.

“Mouse!” I call out, laughing and handing Otie a live one, pulled from the trap, by the tail. He swallows it whole, blinks his thank-you. In the daytime: clings to my shoulder wherever I go. The barn, the fields, the woods. Anywhere but near houses or towns—their cool stares and many eyes. Their imposing expectations. Every one of which I’ve failed.

I avoid my sister’s house below, too. Its polished floors and clean lines and Lex’s fiddle on the back porch late at night—one-hundred-year-old melodies leaking up into the sky.

I’m like the three-legged coyote that lives nearby, the one that crosses the field in the evening, sticks to the darker edges.

Like this morning. Dawn, mist rising out of the valley, over the sunburnt trees, over the orchard and Silver Creek and the pines—you, my friends—who stand upright at the top of the hill.

“Good morning!” I call out, stretching. White pines: straight-backed ladies, winsome. You bend with the wind, sing in the strongest storms, smell like earth when the sun shines and like sugar when it rains. Hear that? Like sugar when it rains.

“What am I good for, my friend?” I ask Otie, who blinks and asks the trees. Me: twenty-seven years old. One wandering eye that won’t behave.

I laugh. Bring my cup of coffee—black, no sugar—to the granite slab outside my door, Otie by my side. The coffee burns my lips; I rub them together, feel the chaff there. Tip my head back to face the sun. A bear was here last night circling the trash can, sniffing the food-scrap pit. Her muskiness still in the air. Otie hops across the yard until he finds her scat, full of acorns and last fall’s apple drops, steaming near the outhouse door.

“Good work, Otie,” I call out, laughing.

Smoke rises from the farmhouse below. And faint but undeniable: the sound of a fiddle. He must be drunk at dawn.

“Go to sleep, Lex,” I whisper toward the trees. You shiver in response. Shake your heads. Say nothing.





Vale

AUGUST 29, 2011

Alabama. Tennessee. Virginia.

Factories. Strip mines. Blue mountains.

Billboards for Smoky Mountain Motor Lodge, billboards for Dollywood. “Damn, I could use me some tits like those!” Bonnie cooing from the couch as they watched Dolly sing on the Grand Ole Opry. “Beauteous fake babies. Not like your mama’s little knockers.” Laughing and kissing Vale’s head, sipping her Chardonnay. Vale is seven. She curls up on her mother’s lap—her favorite place to be: lavender and salt, always warm. “You and me, baby,” Bonnie whispers, reaching for Vale’s feet, pulling them onto her lap, brushing her fingers across them slowly.

Flicker of bus lights. Pounding wheels.

Deb called earlier to say the police and National Guard are still searching but have found nothing. Her broken-up voice, spotty reception.

“My mother is not dead,” Vale whispers.

Deb might sound doubtful, but eight years or no, Vale still feels her mother’s particulate matter in this world. Somewhere: a wet field. A cold barn. An empty house, window cracked open, next to a roaring fire.

Vale closes her eyes.

A story Bonnie used to tell, quoting Vale at four: Mama, you know how we get love?

How?

When you’re in the mama’s belly you hear the heart. And that makes your own heart. And then when you come out you have that love. The mama is a love factory.

Bonnie laughing, grinning, reaching for Vale, “The mama is the love factory!”

Bonnie, Vale writes in neon script across the dark sky of her mind, as the bus crosses the border into Vermont.

She’s shocked by the destruction: a garage collapsed, a pine uprooted, a black sedan wedged into the low branches of a large oak tree. Vale eyes it all slowly, looking for familiar limbs—five feet tall, dark hair, walking or sitting.

Vale checks the local headlines on her phone: 2,400 roads, 300 bridges, and 800 homes destroyed or damaged in the state. Some 117,000 people without power. Two dead. One missing.

One missing, Vale thinks, turning back toward the window, eyeing the streets of this town she left eight years ago swearing she’d never return: my own.

THE MAN AT THE BUS STATION IN NELSON LAUGHS WHEN VALE tells him where she’s trying to get: ten miles out of town, uphill.

He has one blue eye and one brown. Points, with eyebrows raised, toward Vale’s boots: thin soles, cracked leather.

Vale shrugs, throws her backpack over her shoulder, walks to the edge of the road, and sticks her thumb out.

Tomorrow she’ll go to her mother’s apartment, that place above the river where Dean will no doubt be, heating a nugget of smack on the stove, that sickly sweet, damp vinegar smell. Tomorrow she’ll go to the bridge where Bonnie was last seen.

Right now Vale needs food and a bed to sleep in. She needs to get uphill to Hazel’s old farmhouse, that place where Bonnie grew up. That house—cold white rooms, white pine painted clean again and again—where Vale’s ancestors have lived for two hundred years. Joyless in old photographs, their mouths thin lines. “How many years can you go without joy before the whole shit show crumbles?” Bonnie saying years ago, pinching Vale’s side, laughing.

SHE CATCHES A RIDE WITH AN ELDERLY MAN IN A RED pickup truck.

“You walking? Those roads are destroyed. No way in or out. I can only get halfway.”

Vale nods. “Halfway is good.” She looks at her phone. There’s a message from her boss at the bar, Freddie, to whom she told nothing. WHERE YOU AT, SUGAR CAKES?

“Crazy storm,” the man says. “A woman is missing. You hear that? They still haven’t found her.”

Vale says nothing, slips her hands under her thighs and holds them still there.

They pass the fire station, rain-wrecked cornfields where Vale used to lie down between the tall stalks and get stoned, the 7-Eleven where she’s stolen cigarettes, candy, bottles of wine. She was sixteen; she would stick them down the front of her shirt and flash a grin. Every piece of the landscape contains a memory; they attack her chest, claw there. Vale opens the neck of her sweater, seeking air.

They don’t pass the ruins of that green bridge or the apartment where Bonnie lives above the river, but Vale keeps her eyes peeled.

The last time Vale saw her mother was in that apartment. Plum-colored bruises up and down her arms. One hundred pounds, barely. Vale told Bonnie she was leaving and not coming back. She had a social worker then who said: Your mother’s life is not your own. Bonnie walked her to the door, handed her a plastic bag. Inside were two oranges and some photographs. She gripped Vale’s arm too long; when Vale finally pulled away, some strands of Bonnie’s hair came out in her hands.

The pickup passes a mustard-colored trailer tipped on its side fifty feet from the creek. There’s a pink curtain blowing through a broken window, a woman’s bra hanging from a tree branch.

Vale does a double take. Not Bonnie’s.

In New Orleans Vale tends bar three nights a week and works as a stripper the other two. Similar acts, in some ways: costume, makeup, performance, verve. Her drink specialties contain hints of sage, lavender, rose. Her dancing: strut, swing, coyness, refrain. She’s never told Bonnie about the strip club. About the way she can make four hundred dollars in a night.

Nor does Vale tell her friends in New Orleans about Bonnie. About needles or hardened veins or the love factory. Not Shante, not Freddie, not Jack. Not anyone at the club where Vale spins and dances, shakes her hips, reveals the dark orbs of her nipples one at a time.

Vale raps her knuckles on the glass window and points to the liquor store. “Here is fine,” she says.

The man pulls the truck over. Eyes her. “You sure?”

“Yes,” Vale says, hopping out.

Vale buys pretzels, instant coffee, gin, and wine, stuffs them into her backpack, and starts walking.

THE BACK ROADS ARE A MESS—DOWNED TREES, TWENTY-FOOT-WIDE gullies where culverts once lay—but by foot, passable. The creek bank that runs alongside her is lined with detritus—boulders, barrels, plastic toys, a washing machine: the things parked behind trailers and barns, all washed downstream. Vale sees a kid’s high chair crumpled against a ledge. A fur coat, snagged on a branch of a still-standing pine tree, six feet up in the air.

The higher in elevation she gets, the less damage there is, though the culverts are still washed out. Her legs ache. Her throat is parched. She stuffs pretzels into her mouth, keeps walking.

It’s late afternoon by the time she reaches the roadside spring. Clear water trickling out of a copper pipe by the side of the road three seasons of the year. The brass plaque says HEART SPRING, the name of Vale’s family mountain, the place Ezekial Wood and his wife, Zipporah, settled in 1803, when it was nothing but wild forest inhabited by Abenaki and bears and moose and mountain lions. Heart Spring, they named the mountain and this spring, ever running. How deeply unfitting, Vale thinks, bringing her lips to the copper pipe. But the water is clear and mineral rich and deliciously cold. She splashes it on her face and neck, wipes a wet hand across her chest.

Bonnie used to bring her here once a week to fill plastic jugs. “Clean water,” Bonnie would say, tipping her head back, putting her lips against that copper, laughing, drinking. “Love me the taste of some hillside spring water! Don’t give me any of that chlorinated town water, honey-cakes.”

Bonnie hated the hillside where she was born and grew up, but she was drawn to it, too. Deep trees, clean water, the trickling pools of Silver Creek. Vale bends to the water and fills her mouth, again and again.

For as long as she can remember, Bonnie cut the horoscopes out of the newspaper and taped them to the bathroom walls: The magic is yours, Gemini! You will be loved. Today is the start of something astonishing and new. Little flakes of white paper scattered, eventually, across the black pine floor, spewing good fortunes.

Vale wipes her mouth, turns, and continues walking, blisters crackling on her heels.

By the time she arrives at the bridge to Hazel’s house the shadows are long. It’s been forty-six hours since she’s slept; her legs ache, her shoulders ache, her eyes burn as she turns to face the view.

This high up you can hardly tell there’s been a storm at all. Hazel’s house at the top of the hill: a blaze of tin, traces of white paint lit by late-afternoon sun, ghost-gray clapboards fading into hillside. Behind the house stand the old chicken coop, the empty barn, empty storage sheds. All squares and rectangles, damp earth and shivering pines. Vale closes her eyes and thinks of New Orleans’s heat: of her sometimes-boyfriend, Jack, in his tree house overlooking the city, of the Gypsy fortune-tellers with their dark voodoo, of Shante with her ukulele, of the room in the ramshackle house (once hotel, once whorehouse) where Vale sleeps, camellias outside the open window.

“I don’t want to be here,” Vale says out loud.

Uphill of the farmhouse Vale can just barely make out the wooden walls of the cabin where Deb lives. Bonnie: “Beware of hippies, my love,” smiling and bringing a cigarette to her chapped lips. “They are slippery!” Turning David Bowie up on the stereo, closing her eyes and starting to dance, bare feet on cold linoleum.

Vale doesn’t want to go to Deb’s cabin, or to Hazel’s house. She doesn’t want to face their cold pity. She turns to her right and there is the teal-blue tow-along camper down by the creek where she lived for a summer when she was sixteen, butted up against the trees at the edge of the field.

She can’t believe it survived the storm, that it’s still here, creek-side. A miniature, pale-blue tin miracle.

The door pops open with a hard tug, and a pool of brown water runs out onto the ground in front of her feet.

The smell nearly makes her gag: mildew and mouse and creek water—but she’s slept in worse places before. The camper hasn’t changed much in ten years: a two-burner stove, a table, a bed in the corner. Water-stained yellow paper glued to the walls. Vale pulls open a kitchen drawer and finds mouse shit, a pipe, sugar packets, mildewed condoms. Detritus left over from when she was sixteen. On top of the shelves sit her collection of owls from that summer she lived here, ones she found at thrift stores. Plastic talismans. Purposeless idols.

She remembers Hazel once telling her back then, in a moment that surprised her: My mother always said owl sightings mean the death of something old and the start of something new.

Hazel had never said anything like that to her before.

“Hello, owls,” Vale whispers, pulling the bottle of gin out of her bag and unscrewing the top. She goes to the front step, takes off her boots and rubs her aching feet. Two blisters—bleeding—which she brings to the air.

The gin is cheap, but she feels it settle into every inch of her bones. She takes another sip. And another. Is grateful for its burn. She is just here for a day or two. Until she finds Bonnie.

Vale reaches for her backpack and pulls out a thick black journal, slips a photograph out from between its pages. It’s one Bonnie gave her before she left: a photo of Bonnie and Vale at the river. Full summer, July or August, Bonnie standing waist-high in the water, strands of dark hair blowing across her eyes, her arm across Vale’s shoulders, her lips planted on Vale’s seven-year-old plump cheek.

“Baby, come in the water with me!” Bonnie said, stripping, jumping, hooting, laughing.

Her love: intoxicating. They lived at the outskirts of town then, a room above the laundromat, and would sneak down the riverbank at night to cool down. Water, baby. Night swimming. Vale has never known who her father is. You don’t need a dad, honey-cakes. You’ve got me. Me! All yours. Laughing and reaching toward Vale. Putting her lips against Vale’s ear and singing the chorus of R.E.M.’s “Night Swimming.”

“Where are you,” Vale whispers. The night is so quiet: just the sound of the creek and the shuffle of pine needles across the camper’s pocked tin.





Deb

JUNE 14, 1974

Deb hitches north in a beat-up van with a guy she barely knows—a friend of a friend named Ron. She thinks. Or maybe it’s Ran; he says it with some kind of southern drawl though she’s pretty sure he’s from Baltimore. The drawl matches the clothes he’s wearing—weather-beaten overalls and a torn plaid shirt as if he’s straight from the tobacco plot, as if he’s six generations deep in some backwoods holler, except that his blond hair is long and pulled back into a stringy ponytail and he hasn’t shaved for days. She’s pretty sure no tobacco farmers have ponytails.

The world is a mess and she’s looking for salvation. Nixon’s tapes released. The oil embargo. India building the next nuclear device and naming it, of all appalling things, the Smiling Buddha.

Deb’s heard about the communes from a handful of old friends. They say all you have to do is drive north until you hit the Vermont border and you’ll find one. Find a town along 91 and ask any ponytailed person around. Ron or Ran is driving his van north to find one, too, and said he’d happily take her along. He said, “It’s a free world, honey,” passing her a joint, and does she have twenty bucks for gas? Deb is twenty-one, has just dropped out of Swarthmore, and is not going back to her parents’ house outside of Pittsburgh, her father working at a factory that makes parts for helicopters, her mother’s dutiful complacency.

Two of her friends died in Vietnam. The war might be over, but the toxins are everywhere: Patty Hearst’s shoot-out in San Francisco. Nixon’s lies, ongoing. Every time you open a refrigerator door you are complicit, Deb read somewhere.

It’s Deb’s grandmother, Zina, from a village outside of Vitebsk, she wants to be. Zina died when Deb was ten, but Deb still remembers the way she spoke of the farm where she grew up before the Germans came: cows, ducks, sheep, chickens. Since then Deb has dreamed of getting back there—to fields, farm animals, to doing the good work and using her hands, her arms, her strong legs. To a world apart from wars. She takes the joint from Ran’s thick fingers and puts it to her lips—breathes in. Relax, she tells herself, face into the sunlight. Dresses, fields, farming—self-reliant, purposeful, free. Her grandmother’s warm eyes would grow moist, look out the window: Nothing like waking up on a farm in the morning, she would say to Deb, eyes following a passing crow or swallow or blackbird.

In her backpack Deb has paperback copies of Thoreau’s Walden and Helen and Scott Nearing’s Living the Good Life. Her bibles. The Nearings: “The value of doing something does not lie in the ease or difficulty, the probability or improbability of its achievement, but in the vision, the plan, the determination and the perseverance, the effort and the struggle  . . .”

The pot makes Deb’s mind lift in a cloud, and she looks out her window at the fields flying by. They’re in Massachusetts now, and already she can breathe easier. Smell the earth through the open windows. Smell the Connecticut River gliding by them like a silver belt, lit by sun. Janis Joplin comes on the radio, and Deb tilts her head back and smiles. Her mother will be arriving home from the club, half-wasted from three martinis. She will see the note on the counter, surrounded by a ring of purple clover gathered from the backyard: Off to live the good life. Love and peace. D.

Her mother, who has never done anything unexpected or, Deb thinks, brave. Deb wants to be brave. The road north feels like it fits the bill, there in the van listening to Janis’s pitched yearning, feeling the wind in her long hair, feeling the sun on her cheekbones. But Ron/Ran is suddenly putting his fingers on her blue-jeaned thigh and turning to give her a stoned grin, and so she is torn from her reverie. She slaps his hand away and says, “Lay off, asshole. You can let me off here.”

FREEDOM.

It feels different when you’re alone, without wheels underneath you.

Deb finds the back road that runs parallel to the highway and starts walking.

She passes: farms surrounded by cows and crumbling outbuildings, trailers with dogs out front, some cabins tucked up against the trees. She gets a chill along her spine. Likes the way the landscape feels wild, unfettered, free.

There’s a creek running alongside the road, its water flickering. Deb climbs down the bank and splashes her neck and face. It tastes sweet on her lips. She wets her hands and rubs the cold water against her armpits. How real, Deb thinks, as she starts walking. Her heart lifts into her upper chest. How serene.

IT’S NEAR DUSK WHEN SHE SEES THE SIGN ON HER LEFT. White with a rainbow surrounding the letters: FARTHER HEAVEN. Smaller letters in blue: welcome.

There’s no house or farm in sight, just a long driveway, steep and rutted, weaving up through some fields and, farther up, tall trees.

At the top of the hill she stops.

There is a big old house, white paint fading. There are barns, sheds, apple trees. Under the apple trees to the right of the house are two women in blue jeans and loose blouses doing something with their hands. To the left of the house are three men, shirtless, moving hay bales. The late light catches their long hair, their sun-loved chests. The scene is so quiet, liquid in the late light, like a scene from an Ingmar Bergman film. She recalls her film class last spring: Liv Ullmann amid the stone cottages; Tarkovsky’s fields of tawny wildflowers.

There is a child, too, she sees now, in the grass close to the women. Naked. Rolling. A dog in its arms. No. Something smaller. Pink. The child is laughing. It’s a pig. A little naked pig in a naked child’s arms.

My God, Deb thinks. She falls down on her knees. Her legs are so tired. She starts to laugh. Though maybe it’s a cry. A pig in that child’s arms. She thinks of Zina in Vitebsk. I have arrived.





Lena

MAY 25, 1956

Honey B—,

It’s all honey. All honey, Honey Bee! I wake up to the song of Otie, his low caterwauling and clucking, faster each time around. According to my book, descending trill and whinny calls serve as contact song among family members, establish territory.

“So you love me. Good,” I say, rising and making coffee. Coffee and more coffee: this thing I do. I sit with it at the table, pull out my notebook and pencil, draw a picture of Otie. Brown and white striped plumage. Eyes, umber. Talons looking two hundred years old. Under the drawing I write: golden fury!

“Golden fury, Otie. Is that you?”

He doesn’t reply.

I finish my coffee. Down some crackers. Slip on boots, say, “Come.”

We walk toward Adele’s cabin. Adele is my only friend barring Otie and the animals that stalk these hills: bear, fisher, deer, moose, fox, owl, coyote. Coyote: the three-legged one I spy most evenings crossing the far edge of the field, the one I hear calling upstream nightly. A night creature, she or he is, like Otie and me—remarkably good at going unseen. Its tracks littering the banks of the swamp come morning.

There are ghosts, too. In the cellar holes and at the cemetery where my ancestors have been buried for two hundred years. Gray stones rising out of the earth with faintly etched names: Henry, Ezekial, William, Zipporah, Eunice, Philena, Phebe. More recently: my grandmother, Marie, and my mother, Jessie, who died in the upstairs bedroom one morning in June when I was nine years old. Some days I bring her jars of wildflowers: Indian paintbrush, phlox, Queen Anne’s lace. I plant them in the rocky earth, lie down in the grass, and close my eyes. Dream there.

But not this morning. “Buck up, Otie. Don’t let the world get you down!” I call out to the bird on my shoulder, smelling woodsmoke, following the path through birch and hemlock and spruce.

The path ends at Adele’s house: roadside, tucked up against the trees. Two rooms, white paint, a long porch, piles of wood stacked everywhere.

When I was a girl her uncle, Buck, lived in a house made of tin and tar paper a ways back in the woods. He logged with horses, lived on canned beans, threw the empties out his back window into a pile that reached halfway to the roof. I snuck to his cabin once alone and stood, quiet and unseen, at the edge of the clearing. Smoke rising from the chimney. A pair of rawhide snowshoes nailed to the wall. From within those walls came a soft and beautiful singing—a ballad about a lost lover and roses twining over gray gravestones.

I sat there in those leaves, listening, until the song came to an end.

“Indian,” my father always called him. “Gypsy-nigger.” My father’s blue-eyed grimace, his smell of grease and cow and copper.

“HELLO,” I CALL OUT ON ADELE’S PORCH.

She comes to the door, grinning. Dark hair pulled back into a ponytail, polyester pants, men’s boots with softened leather. “Otie! Lena,” she says, opening the door wide. “My favorite fools.” Inside there are herbs drying from the ceiling, coffee brewing, a pot of venison stew on the wood stove. In the corner a nephew lies sleeping on a floral couch, the TV on without volume. Above his head: a wind chime made of bone.

“Here,” Adele says, bringing me a steaming cup of coffee. “And for you, Otie—gohkohkhas—who is better than anything—this,” she says, going to the pantry where she keeps her traps, returning with a live mouse, held by the tail.

He downs it fast. Blinks at her. Adele cackles, pulls a pack of cigarettes from her pocket. “It’s a good smoky dawn,” she says, lighting one. “You coming fishing with me today, Lena and Otie?”

“Too shy,” I say, looking out the window, downing my coffee. Suddenly itching to be elsewhere: field, woods, hill, creek.

Adele shakes her head. Whispers, “Squirrel,” with a smile on her lips, as Otie and I nod our thank-yous, slip out the door.

We take the long way home, around the backside of Heart Spring Mountain. How deep the woods must have been in 1803, when my ancestors moved here! Old-growth forests, Indian foot trails. I try to imagine clearing this forest with an axe and a two-handled bucksaw. I smell the log cabin where Ezekial and Zipporah slept with thirteen children while building themselves their house on the hill. Parting the trees for light. Parting the trees for air. How grave their God must have been back then, Otie! How severe.
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