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listen up





    

Perhaps all the dragons of our lives are princesses who are only waiting to see us once, beautiful and brave.

Perhaps everything terrible is in its deepest being something that needs our love.

RAINER MARIA RILKE
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Blue Dog


A mans work is nothing but a slow trek to rediscover, through the detours of art, those one or two things in whose presence his heart first opened.
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TO OWEN GARRETTS KEEN SHEEPHERDERS EYES, IT APPEARED entirely likely that the woman in the blue shirt and red panties running back and forth between the water faucet and the two copulating dogs was the Californian. First off, the red panties were the itty-bitty lace variety. You didnt come by those easily in a town like Blue Dog unless you ordered off one of those fancy color catalogs. If you did, the folks who worked at the post office got to know your weakness, and before long everyone from Shiprock to Silver City would hear about it. From the way she ranhigh up on the balls of her feethe figured probably she was a jogger. When they werent driving convertibles, Californians ran everywhere, pumping arms and legs and inhaling diesel fumes from Mercedes, all in the name of health. Every time she banked and turned from the water faucet and raced toward the dogshands cupped in front of her, making good time but not good enough to keep hold of the waterhe could see those panties strain for all they were worth, a deep Comstock cherry-pie red that graced the tops of the longest legs hed seen all at one stretch in maybe fifteen years. It was common knowledge they all dressed like that out there, you know, certified members of a nation of crazy people. Women who never wore brassieres except as outerwear, doing aerobic exercises twenty-four hours a day in neon-colored girdles. The men, too. What kind of man was it who voluntarily put on tights and went out among them? True, they had to exercise, because they never did any hard work aside from pushing a computer button now and again or sending one another a fax. And in the state of California it was a sin to be soft. Little wonder they all got skin cancer and had nervous breakdowns every fifteen minutes. Good Lord, had she come to Blue Dog to get over one? She might also be one of those New Age crystal-rubbers searching for a cure-all to the kind of depression that came from idleness and too much money.

As Owen pondered these questions, he sat straight atop RedBow, his twelve-year-old quarter horse, an animal with just enough mustang thrown in to keep things exciting. Together they surveyed the womans lack of progress. Hopeful, Owens three-legged blue Queensland heeler, was locked up tight to the Californians sorrel bitch, one of those tall skinny dogs that probably cost two months salary and was too nervous to finish a meal Long Legs wasnt having much luck breaking them up, though with handfuls of water she was managing to sprinkle them in a pretty kind of way. It brought to mind old Father Morales down at the reservation with his holy-water rattle and the Easter group baptism.

Might even be that the dogs appreciated the water. It was a warm day, somewhere in the high eighties, could hit ninety before noon. He could see she was about to give up now that it was clear the dogs were set on following natures urgings. He watched her stamp her long, bare foot and give out a holler of frustration. She had powerful lungs, and the yelling indicated she was plenty angry, probably about something or other that happened long before the dogs got into it.

Owen Garrett knew about anger. How it could turn you to a chunk of crumbling asphalt, all tarred up, just stinking in the sun. Anger could change your whole life. It had his. He hoped it wasnt like that for this woman. She was built lean, not too heavy up topa characteristic that caused most men he knew to stammer and beg like fools. Owen himself didnt care for that kind of breast on a woman. As his father used to say: More than a mouthfuls just being greedy. Though Owen wasnt clear about the greed part, he knew he liked his women trim but not rib-showing skinny. She was five ten or so, he figured, close to his own height, but at least thirty or forty pounds lighter. Nice little slope to her tummyhe like a tummy on a womanit usually meant she took a relaxed view of things. Her curly hair, all messed up, had a healthy red glow to it in the sunshine. It looked like shed just woken up. And wasnt that a handsome thing! Some women were at their best in the morning, smiling at you over the coffeepot, reliving what you two had done the night before. Others were downright beastly until theyd poured half that pot of coffee on down their stringy throats and had a firm hold of your paycheck. On Gods own earth it came down to basically those two types of women, whether you were in the country or the city. Ones who wouldnt flinch reaching up inside a laboring ewe to yank out a turned lamb, and the rest, who didnt want to do anything but shop, listen to the radio, and put on layer after layer of pink nail polishlike Sheila.

Half a days drive northeast, in the skyscraper- and smog-filled city of Denver, Owens ex-wife rode around Larimer Square in her little black 600 SL. Small as a wind-up toy, costing more than any house should, the car was a gift from Sheilas current husband, Hal, the real estate magnate. Old Hal, who could do no wrong. Owen and Sheilas daughter, Sara Kay, had turned twenty years old this last spring. Living at the university, she was studying on something that she assured him would damn straight keep me from ending up like either one of my parents. Well, as much as Sara Kay wanted that statement to wound her daddy, he recognized it as ambition, and Owen Garrett was the first man to applaud aspirations, having come to his own so late in life.




You name it, hed worked it. Offshore oil-drilling rigs in Texas, pumping gas, peddling shocks and tires in Flagstaff, Arizona, to road-weary families stopping off at the Grand Canyon and then later that same day heading east on their way to Meteor Crater for a six-dollar disappointment. Hed even done a short stint at UNM, where all he had to do was dress up in his cowboy clothes, pose for art students, and they got him twenty-five dollars an hour.

He wasnt uneducated. Hed finished high school, just barely, because when you fed the superintendents cows at dawn, he was more than glad to give you a ride on down the hill with him. He kept up. He read books he traded back and forth with his Navajo friend, Joe Yazzi. Growing up on working ranches had given him a solitary nature and supplied him with an overload of patience, which certainly helped out with Sara Kay, who took after her momma.

Patience had given him the courage to quit all that and change his life after that sorry night in southern Colorado. Once a day he forced himself to think about it, to give it a full ten minutes by his eighteen-dollar Timex, to assess the pros and cons of continuing to live his life piecemeal or driving north to the nearest sheriffs office to confess his part in what happened.

After that, hed made a deal with himself. He wasnt allowed to think about it anymore until the sun had gone all the way down and come back up again. A man could drive himself mad just thinking. Too much thinking turned your nights to enemies.

Hed tried following the Big Book, going to AA meetings and working his twelve-step program, but after awhile those people started to get on his nerves with their chain-smoking and holier-than-thou attitudes. Step eight stalled him: Made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to them all. Did you go clear back to breaking your brothers toys, or even further, to being born to your momma at a time when she should have been done with mothering, had put in her hard time rearing four other children? To this day he still puzzled over it. Certainly you could make restitution up to a pointright most wrongsand what hed done was about as wrong as they came, but chasing after sainthood twenty-seven hours a day swung things just as far out of balance as too much drinking did.

Just because hed quit didnt erase his status of being a drunk. That much he did buy. He accepted the fact that he was, for all time, a drunk who no longer drank. He amended those twelve steps and lived by them as best he could, offering his insurmountable worries to his Higher Power. There were times he even went back to AAwhen a job took him to a new town or the guilts steeped him in a terrible brew of self-pityhed search out a meeting in one of the churches or American Legion halls, and listen, both ears open, to what other folks had to say. Saying the words of greeting always started out the samea confession that stuck in his throat like too-sweet cake: Hello. My name is Owen, and Im an alcoholic. The rush of kindly voices that came charging back: Hi, Owen! never failed to cheer him, to reassure him he could blend into the background of whatever small town hed landed in. And for ten full minutes each day, each minute a considerable chunk of time when you weighed them against one another, he forced himself to recall one particular day seven years back, in as much detail as he could summon.



He was a forty-five-year-old drunk cowboy, tanked up on bullheadedness and wounded pride, who had let his anger get the best of him. Owen had been working cattle on the Watson ranches that summer, and came into town after four straight weeks only to receive Sheilas message: I cant take it anymore. You gone all the time and me here with no more than two nickels to rub together. Im taking Sara Kay and going with Mickey. He loves me and thats that.

Before he could cry himself to sleep in a fifth of blended whiskey, he got into a pointless fight with a young man in a goofy straw Sheplers hat. Rattlesnake hatband, complete with fanged mouth agape in the center and painted chicken feathers collaring the unlucky reptile like a Vegas showgirlhe could still see the thing, clear as unwanted ice on a cattle tank. He remembered a skinny guy who couldnt have been more than nineteen or twenty, one of those types with a mouth as big as his rodeo belt buckle. After Owen accidentally bumped his arm at the pool table, spilling just a little of his beer, the fellow began needling him, calling him Pops, making fun of his duct-taped boots and soiled Wranglers, his battered hat with the cattlemans crease. Owen remembered leaning his face into the young mans personal space and giving him a chuck under the chin. See here, Ill buy you another two inches of beer, but Ive heard about enough, son. Then nothing specific, just the blind rush of anger and so much motion, the guy coming at him with a pool cue. The cue bounced off his hand and the lighter half of it flew against three men standing at the bar. It was the year of all those terrible fires. Ranchers were going broke hauling water. The fight arced through the bar crowd the way one of those fires went about creating its own wind, crossing boundaries randomly, eating whatever lay in its path. Liquor spilled into it like gasoline. Tired-out strangers whod been sharing drinks and listening to Ernest Tubbs walk the floor on the jukebox suddenly were raising their voices and clenching fists, letting go a years frustration. At the sound of the first shattering bottle, Owen brought his fist down on the smart-mouthed knucklehead who wouldnt let up.

Oh, certainly, now he knew the psychology of the incident. He was more hurt than angry. It was Sheila he wanted to go after. The idea that Mickey the stereo salesman probably had her on her back as she hooked her legs over his shoulders was killing him. He couldnt shake the image of the idiot jackhammering her with all six of his cheap-suit-and-jasper-bola-tie inches. A man didnt need a headshrinker to figure that outbut instead of telling his wife what he thought of her judgment, this unknown bigmouth became the recipient of his mixed-up sorrow. Blindly, he swung. When he next looked up, there was blood running out the mans ear and his smart mouth was quietly sagging to the left. In his left hand Owen was holding the weighted end of the pool cue. He couldnt remember anything after the first punch. His own teeth felt loose. He tasted blood. His knuckles were ripped open, exposing tendon, and a warm liquid was running down his left cheek. He reached up to wipe it away and his fingers came back bloody. A quart of whiskey under his belt, he experienced a sober moment of perfect clarity. He knew that the man under his fist was dead, and in all likelihood he had delivered the telling blow. He let go of the mans shirt, picked up his own hat, and exited the bar through the front door, still holding the pool cue he would later burn out by the dam. In all the chaos no one noticed him leaving. He could not afford to look back. After a night out by the dam, he sent Sheila a five-hundred-dollar money order for Sara Kays birthday, bought an old pickup and horse trailer at the New Mexico border, drove straight through to El Paso, and took a summer job breaking horses for a wealthy heart doctor who owned four hundred acres.

Looks like whoever gave you that scar was after your eye. You mind if I ask how it happened?

Car wreck.

Ive done my share of stitching. Id say knife woundam I close?

Owen had kept his face immobile, though his lies felt like they were crawling all over him. Your fences look like they could use some tending, doctor. Im handy with fences.



Only the next winter did he find out the stereo salesman was history. Sara Kayd been in the hospital with a ruptured appendix, destroyed that her father hadnt even called to see how shed fared under the scalpel. That was the end of her loving him as that larger-than-life daddy, and maybe that was for the best. They wrote letters every once in awhile. She told him how many As shed racked up on her report card, the colors of the ribbons shed garnered in the last gymkhana. But there was only so much you could tell a child on paper. Sara needed new heroes, and Sheila gave her plenty between that stereo salesman and the real estate king she finally married. Well, a change of pasture made for a fatter calf. Hal certainly could provide in the money department better than Owen, who felt like he was always trying to keep the wolf from delivering pups on his front step.


Sometimes he missed Sara Kay so bad his heart felt herniated. His feisty little girl, the one who rode out the bucks and shot a rifle as easily as she tied bows in her braids. At thirteen shed been a champion barrel racer, once breaking seventeen seconds. Ladies and gentlemen, first place to Sara Kay! She won a silver buckle, but it might well have turned to gold next to her face-splitting smile. Whenever he felt the urge to take inventory, Sara Kay emerged as the one good act he had done on this earth. He hoped she had kept up with her riding. She was a woman now, complete with her own set of bitternesses tucked away inside her, festering.



He checked his watchnine minutes, forty-three seconds. The dogs were still at it. The woman was sitting down in the dirt, arms folded over her knees, head resting there, all done yelling, watching. RedBow sighed beneath Owen. Owen sighed too. Come on, wrap it up, Hope, we got sheep to tend.



Hed drunk himself into memory loss for six months after the fight, solving nothing when it started to take more and more liquor to keep things comfortably hazy. When he poured his last bottle down a motel sink, half his problems disappeared, but remembering the fight clearly had taken a year. After his last job ended, as close as it was to the Colorado border, he said okay to the town of Blue Dog and caretaking this farm. Tybolt and Phyllis Starr, the elderly couple who owned it, didnt care if he raised hot pink llamas, they were so happy not to see the land lying idle. They set him up in the bunkhouse. Owen liked small-town life. People werent overly friendly. Theyd leave you alone if that was what you wanted, but if one of your animals was in trouble, they were there to offer help.

Hed made a few friends among the Navajo whod moved to town from the reservation. Good people, they worked harder than half the white men he knew. He felt a kind of ease alongside them. They had a different way of looking at transgressions. They saw punishment as naay, the gods delivering justice in their own way, with a wisdom often as humorous as it was fair. For example, a yeibechai dancer might pop right up in the pasture one day and shake his turtle rattle in Owens face, rendering him impotent, or just as casually change him into a stalk of tall blond yucca. The People believed in the old stories. To them it wasnt so much a matter of faith as it was listening to and thinking about what you heard, then relating the story to your own life. Back in Colorado such talk had been called spinning windies, and elsewhere, lying. But here, if a story felt right, there was no reason why you couldnt accept it as true.

His friend, Joe, a fellow recovering alcoholic, had once told him, Take that scar on your face, Owen. No knife did that. Eagle talon, maybe. Fork of lightning. Whatever it was, its all part of hozho, the natural cycle.

Owen had listened and smiled, wishing it were that simple. Joes army pension didnt quite make up for him losing six feet of intestine, or cover the surgeries to fit back what shrapnel had rearranged, but the money allowed him to live simply and time to indulge his theories. Every morning, shaving, the finger-thick scar beneath his own left eye reminded Owen that the truth was he had taken a life. Hed never gone to get the wound properly stitched. Hed gritted his teeth and washed the two halves of the cut with a small bar of motel Camay and tap water, then doused it with equine bloodstop powder from his tack box. When the bleeding slowed to a manageable trickle, he taped it shut with small strips of adhesive. Initially a raised rope of purple scar tissue, over time it had receded into a flesh-colored line that gave his eye a permanent tendency to wink. He marked the passage of time by that scar, tallying up his losses. In seven years: Sheila, Sara Kays respect, a house to call home, money in the bank. On the credit side: RedBow, his dog, Hope, the bunkhouse on this farm, and a few ragged sheep who might turn a profit to keep him going another season.

So what if sheep were maggots at the bottom of the manure pile to cowboysanimals Indians and fools tended and neither made a dime off? Owen no longer cared what cowboys said about him. He liked having animals around, and cattle took more time, space, and money than he had available. He ran two dozen sheep on three acres of grazing land, though sometimes as few as five or six, if hed gotten a good price and people were in the market for rams. Presently he had ten, a handful so small most would call it a hobby flock.

Forage in northwestern New Mexico was fit for little else, and by selling young rams for breeding, a few Suffolk for mutton, and the Merino crosses he kept just for wool to trade to the weavers, he stayed flush. Of course, with the environmentalists yapping about desertification, overgrazing, and the loss of different species of native grasses and the government imposing all kinds of stipulations, who knew how long it would last? The feud between cattlemen and shepherds was still alive, too, breathing shallowly, a centuries-old conflict that wouldnt die, at least not in Owens lifetime.



Fifteen minutes nowthe dog was being downright greedy.

He legged Red to a trot and headed toward the farmhouse. Hed heard from Big Lulu Mantooth at the trading post that the Starrs were looking to rent the big house. If this woman had signed a lease, the farmhouse, at the farthest end of the property, was now officially occupied. Some nights Owen had let himself dream what it might be like to move in, to climb the stairs to the second floor, to soak in the old clawfoot tub, cook his meals in a real oven, not just over a hotplate burner, to have a dryer to dry his clothes in so they came out warm and fluffy, people in the rooms to talk to besides himself. The Starrs used to come up for summers, but they were getting frail with old folks complaints, and they liked staying in Albuquerque, where the weather was easier on old bones. Whether his neighbor lasted the winter or turned tail for Santa Fe opera season next July was a question not to be answered for some time yet, but whatever happened, Owen Garrett knew he had a front-row seat.



Excuse me, maam. He tipped his hat. I dont mean to intrude on your morning.


She looked up from studying the panting dogs. Where did you come from?

He could see shed been crying. Her eyes were puffy, the piercing clean-sky kind of blue that shows up best when you wash it over with tears. The dogs were in the awkward part of things now, trying to disengage, falling over each other, all legs and confusion. Over there, by the river. I can see youre none too pleased with whats happened here.

Did you expect me to start in writing birth announcements? She pulled the now-buttoned shirt down and sat there like it was normal to be outdoors without your britches. The red panties that had first caught his eye were concealed beneath the long shirttails. I tried throwing water on them.

He smiled gently. But they werent thirsty.

She got to her feet and swatted at the dirt that had collected on her bottom and thighs. With each swat, the shirt lifted and revealed flesh. She abandoned the dirt chase and folded her arms across her chest. Listen, I dont know whose dog that is, but he shouldnt be running around loose if he isnt neutered.

Hes my dog, maam. He break a window and kidnap your bitch?

Of course not. Ishe. She let her words trail off and frowned. Look. I pay rent. This is private property. Its fenced.

Cant argue with you there.

Then this dogand youhave no business here.

The plains cottonwoods shifted their heart-shaped leaves in the warm breeze, and Owen could hear the lowing of neighboring cattle across the Animas River. She was as handsome up close as she had been from a distance, but guarded, wary.

He pointed across the acreage to his bunkhouse, eighteen by twenty-four feet of lapped logs and newly patched roof. Thats my place, he said. Im your neighbor. Ive lived here a little over two years, and those white dots in the far pasture are my sheep.

Sheep?

Yes, maam. Suffolk and a few Merinos. Brought them down off the mountain last week. They wouldnt win any honors at the state fair, but Im working toward a decent strain, even if it takes until Im toes-up. He reached down into his saddlebag, retrieved his stainless-steel thermos of coffee, and held it out to her. Go on, take it. Hot coffee wont bite you. Have a little.

Mrs. Mantooth didnt say anything about sheep. She unscrewed the thermos, poured coffee into the cup lid, and took a drink.

Sheep wont bother you. I move them in and out so fast youll hardly know theyre here.

This is good coffee.

I worked a stint or two as Cookie on a couple of ranches. You learn to make coffee or you move along.

She eyed him, drank some more, and set the cup down in the dirt. Theres no electricity in the house yet, and I was going to drive to town for some convenience store coffee. She shuddered. Thats what kept me driving from California all the way here. Those sixty-nine-cent coffees in the Styrofoam cups.

No electric?

She shook her head. It was supposed to be turned on before I got here.

Got your phone hooked up?

She sighed, and he watched the rise and fall of her broad shoulders. I dont really care about the phone.

A woman without a phone? Well, now, that was a new one. The nervous breakdown theory was looking more and more like a sure bet. Possibly shed had her fill of telephone salesmen. He let the comment pass. Likely theyll be by today to get you hooked up on the electric. Maybe they confused the days, or some emergency came up. Meanwhile, youre welcome to keep that thermos and the coffee in it.

Thanks. She tried to smile, but apparently her face muscles had made some kind of pact not to engage in such activity. The dogs were separated now. The bitch had her tail between her legs and was looking up guiltily at the woman.

She made a face at the skinny dog. Stop trying to look penitent, you little hussy.

Owen chuckled. Now dont insult her. Your dogs just following the natural order. Her first heat?


I dont know. Do they get them every month?

He smiled. No. She looks young, so maybe she wont catch. But if she does, you just let me know, and Ill assume responsibility for the litter.

Shes my sons dog.

You have a boy?

Fifteen. But he doesnt live with me.

Owen dismounted and held Reds reins in his left hand. Well, that can be hard on a dog, not to mention a mother.

She put out a hand toward the dog, who nosed in her direction, then turned and fled toward Owen. He knelt to meet the dog at her own level. She sniffed him all over, then gave him a lick on the cheek. He took her into his lap and scratched her behind the ears.

The womans face softened. Do all dogs come to you like that?

Some of them, anyway. He set the dog down. Owen Garrett, maam. Your neighbor. Give a holler if you get into trouble. Ill come by, see what I can do.

Thanks for the offer, but Im sure Ill be fine as soon as I get power.

Powerso many women seemed to be after that. Well, then. Owen put one foot in the stirrup, and the three-legged heeler hopped to his side. Come along, Hope.

How did your dog lose the leg?

A fondness for chasing cars. Cured him but quick. He slung himself the rest of the way up, turned his horse and started out for the south pasture the long way, just to have a moment to collect his thoughts. Behind him he heard the slamming of the screen door at the Starr farmhouse. His own momma had taught him to be polite. You get to your feet when a lady enters the room. You dont wear your hat into a restaurant. When someone introduces herself, you shake hands and you say your name back.



He saw her take off for town about ten oclock that morning, down the gravel road that ran parallel to the pasture. She drove an older Toyota Land Cruiser, nice car, well cared for, a faded blue-gray color with white trim. It bore a California license plate. Be for the best if she got that taken care of right away, the way some people could get around here. New Mexicans didnt care much for the Texans, and it wasnt the Texans alone who had it in for Californiansthey were fair game for all. The sight of those white license plates struck terror into most hearts. The Californians seemed to be trying to buy up all the land to build themselves getaway places. Not her, though. She was renting. I pay rent. This is private property. Seemed like out there in California they grew up believing every square inch of land could be bought, and they took the idea with them out of state, didnt they, locking doors and fencing up what was once pretty, uncluttered country. She drove around the curve of road way too fast, like all Californians, spraying gravel that would nick her nice car in places that would be sure to rust come winter, and then she was gone, out of his sight.

Below him, his sheep grazed, giving out that funny huff of breath that was part of their dining process. They looked silly, half-grown out from the last shearing, but when the autumn nights started lowering the temperatures, they would wool out quickly.



Sheep were simple enough to tend that Owen could work afternoons three days a week in Rabbotts Hardware and Lumber. He put on his green vest with the dual waist pockets and checked stock against the yellow packing slips. Next he replaced fast-moving items on the floorscrews, ballcocks for toilets, keychains that lighted up when you squeezed them around the middle. They stocked housewares as wellLibby glasses with orange slices painted on the sides, oil lamps, and kitchen gadgets like shiny aluminum garlic presses and even a stainless-steel melon baller. They had steady customers, and lumber sales kept them flush, but a week might go by without a significant sale in hardware, since here in Blue Dog most folks didnt have the necessary cash to get things fixed right away. Dave Rabbott carried a few accounts; he was in no danger of dying a wealthy man. He sat in his office and licked the tip of his pencil, tallying up long columns of figures, answering the telephone, and sometimes calling Owen over to check for a certain part for a customer.

There was a good deal of shoplifting in the store, which vexed Dave something terrible. All kinds of people thought it was okay to steal a seventy-four-cent screw, but the most blatant cases by far were the young Indian children, who couldnt seem to keep their hands off the shiny copper piping and the cut glass salt-and-pepper shakers.

Goddamn hunter-gatherers, Rabbott called them, as if there were some shoplifting encoding built into their DNA. True enough, the Navajo were descended from hunter-gatherers who once made their way across the land surviving on what the earth offered up as bounty. No crime there. New things glittered on the shelvesit was as natural for little kids to pick up a gadget and want it for their own as it was for the tourists to finger their silver jewelry. Owen came up with the idea of setting out baskets of penny toys at small-hands level. At first Dave shook his head at what he saw as a waste of twenty-five dollars a month, supplying Indian children with whistles and plastic race cars. The shoplifting dropped by 50, then 75 percent. Dave gave Owen a twenty-five-cent raise. Just dont go after making me manager, Owen said. Im busy building my herd.

His neighbor came into the store around three-thirty that afternoon. She loaded up her cart. An expensive drip coffeemaker, pack of a hundred filters for it, corkscrew, clothespins, a small flashlight, and a six-pack of some of those copper-top batteries. Then she wandered every aisle, standing by the art supplies for the longest time, studying the pastel chalk assortment, the paints, and the sketch pads. Sometimes tourists bought markers for their kids, but mostly the stuff sat there, yellowing. She put two cheap pads into her basket, took them out again, and set them back on the shelf. She turned to wheel her cart away, then returned and picked up the pads again. Once more she set them down. Dave Rabbott came in from his coffee break and stood with Owen, watching her.


Seems to be having a little trouble making up her mind, Owen observed.

Want to bet on whether she buys them or not?

Dave was a gambler the same way Owen was an alcoholic, testing himself on a daily basis, but Owen wasnt buying into todays review. Not a fair bet, Dave. Shell buy them, if not today, then another day.

You think shes one of those obsessive-compulsives like Enid was telling me about on the Oprah Winfrey show?

I kind of doubt that.

Im telling you, Owen, you never can tell what regular-looking people are up to behind their own curtains. Dave lit a cigar and walked up the stairs to his office.

Owen took his Sharpie marker out and marked $4.59 on some brass couplings before he set them into the wire bin. That was a lot of money for so small a piece of metal. Every now and then he looked up from his work to see his neighbor going through this agonizing routine of yes to the sketch pads, no to the sketch pads. His heart went out to her. Eventually she loaded up her basket with two of the cheapest pads, recycled newsprint. She turned once and caught him looking at her; then, recognizing him, she turned quickly away. But it had been long enough for him to glimpse the depth of her fear of those art supplies. She bought the big box of colored pencils, the small pastel set, an old, marked-down tube assortment of watercolors and three sable brushes, one of which Owen knew for a fact cost eleven dollars. Minnie Youngcloud checked her out, leaving her register to take the check to Dave for approval. After shed left the store, Owen went to Minnie.

Hows your old momma doing? he asked.

Minnie rolled her eyes behind the thick lenses of her glasses. Tucked into the arms of the frames were tan hearing aids that made sense on an older woman, not a girl still in her twenties. Driving me crazy. She finished another Storm Pattern last night, a beautiful rug, Owen, all reds and grays with just a little white in it. The best wools. Now shell take it to the trading post and get maybe a third of what itll eventually sell for, so of course then I got the big lecture on carrying on the weavers tradition, how if I dont learn to weave then the craft will die, like the whole Navajo race depends on whether or not Minnie Youngcloud makes rugs to sell to tourists whose dogs probably puke all over them. Mama says that someday Ill get snapping-turtle lips if I dont show respect. Other than that, shes fine. She gave his shoulder a little swat. You should go see her. She asks about you every night.

Maybe Ill try to get over there this weekend. She going to have something in the Blue Dog auction?

A Burntwater, I think.

Well, Ill be sure and buy me a raffle ticket then. Listen, can you give me change for a dollar so I can get a Dr Pepper?

Minnie smiled. Owen, if you want to see that ladys check so you can get her name, just ask me. She pressed No Sale and reached under the till box for the checks and set them on the counter.

Embarrassed, but thankful for the year-round tan that hid his blushing, he took the check from Minnie. Margaret R. Yearwood, P.O. Box 1187, Blue Dog, New Mexico, 87401. Sixty-seven dollars and ninety-two cents drawn on the Bank of New Mexico, Santa Fe branch, check number 103. She had good handwriting and used a blue fountain pen.

He handed the check back to a smirking Minnie. You know something?

What?

Your old mommas right, Miss Turtle Lips.
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FOR THE FIRST TIME IN SIX MONTHS, MARGARET YEARWOOD HAD company in bed. Sometime during the night, Echo had crawled in beside her, wormed her way between the pillow and her chest, and lain so still Margaret hadnt noticed she was embracing a dog. She awoke with her arms cast around the skinny brown body, the funky aroma of canine tickling her nose. Add stealth to her sins, right after promiscuity. In her minds eye Margaret pictured that strange blue dog taking advantage of Echo, his cowboy master tipping his hat and saying a big Western maam.

Welcome to New Mexico, where the first thing we do is knock up your dog. All I need is a litter of puppies to send me over the edge, she thought. Ill make a few calls, take her to the nearest veterinarian, have her spayed, wont even mention this fracas to Peter Thats the responsible thing to do, just have her fixed and quit worrying. She sighed. God knew how long shed slept like that, but it was bliss to once again feel a warm body against her own. You slept like this with Peter, didnt you? she whispered to his dog, who stretched lazily and gave one of those funny mystery-mutt noises, a sound halfway between a growl and singing, then tunneled deeper beneath the sheets on the old iron bed that came with the rented house.

She pulled the covers up over the hump of dog body, remembering how Peters made bed had looked the same way back homea place neither of them lived any longer. A hundred and forty miles south, in the town of Riverwall, her son was settled into the boys dormitory at the School for the Deaf.

She could have pictured Pete at age fifteen a lot of different places, ranging from a varsity water polo meet to juvenile hall, but never there, or so far away.

The administration took into consideration his special circumstances, meaning his newly acquired deafness following the meningitis. Initially they indicated they might be able to umbrella Peter in under his fathers gene pool. Ray was one-quarter Cherokee, just barely qualifying his son as Native American. But it turned out one-eighth Cherokee blood wasnt enough. Margaret could sense the paper shuffling, the committee about to say no, when she offered them herself in exchange. If she moved from California to New Mexico, providing proof Peter was establishing residency, they would keep her son. She agreed, on the stipulation that they kept this information from Peter. That last thing she wanted from her angry son was gratitude based on guilt.

At his birthday party hed made it clear he wanted to live with a foster family; that if he had to be deaf, he might as well live with other deaf people. He was still a minor, and the divorce had awarded her custody. She knew she could have reeled him back in and forced him to stay with herif she wanted to play dirty, she could have gotten his father on her side as well. Or, this one time, she could set aside her own desires and give him his wish. Sure there were other schools for the deaf, good ones, three in Southern California alone, but Riverwall was the nearest one with a foster family program. Familyas if she could define what that word meant anymore. Her own parents were dead, she wasnt speaking to her sister, Nori, and a month ago her divorce from Raymond had grown its legs and begun walking out into the world. The therapist supported Peters wish. She thought placing Peter with a deaf couple was a great idea, and a way to defuse the explosive situation their fractured family had become. Maybe so, but letting Peter go made her feel branded with the words parental failure. Logically, there was wisdom in allowing everyone a corner in which to heal. In her heart, however, logic made a weak opponent.

In order to submerge Peter fully into the deaf culture, he would have to learn American Sign Language by immersionwhat place more logical than a residential school? But on the weekends, when other kids went home to their families, Peter would take the bus not to his mother in this three-bedroom farmhouse, but to Santa Fe, to the Hidalgos, a deaf couple who had raised two deaf children of their own. Just like an exchange student, the therapist said. A whole different culture. As she said the words, Margaret had focused on the therapists desk, where a framed photo showed two sunny-faced toddlers, both no doubt in possession of all their faculties, both not yet capable of hating their mother. That, too, comprised a different culture.

With Peter in his school, weekending with foster parents, where did that leave his mother? Literally, without purpose or plan in Blue Dog, New Mexico, paired with a mixed-breed dog who as of yesterday was no longer a virgin. If she drove ten miles over the speed limit, Four Corners was one hour away. Closer to town, trading posts offered a variety of attraction from mass-produced San Ildefonso-type pottery to museum pieces secured under glass. Scattered on the nearby reservations, weavers pulled woolen yarn through their hand-built looms, creating painstaking patterns in the old tradition. But right now, what Margaret knew of Blue Dog was this house, the hardware store, and the market. It was a town shed chosen for reasons nearly as faded as the once-green T-shirt in which she slept.

As she dressed in the previous days jeans and a clean blouse, Margaret imagined her son walking into the classroom in his new school. Pete always had a hard time starting out. Hed project this deliberately sullen exterior to keep everyone distant, he wasnt easy with others. Someone else always had to make the first move. Maybe theyd place him with the perfect roommate, someone with a similar background who would take him under his wing. More likely, though, hed lock himself up inside and fit in nowhere. This is separation anxiety, she told herself, trying to ignore the adrenaline tingles cramping her empty stomach and causing the hair on the back of her neck to lift. Whether your son succeeds or fails, whatever happens this year, Margaret Yearwood, your job is to stand back and watch. If she said it enough times, she might begin to believe it.

Downstairs, she set out kibble for the dog and made herself a piece of toast. Washing the butter knife and putting it away at once, she realized she was trying to bond with the old house, impart familiarity into those gaping spaces by opening drawers and cupboards, surveying her meager belongings, all newly purchased, items without history. Shed left behind her Limoges china; the everyday dishes, too, Blue Mesa from Dansk. After Peters illness, everything she touched felt like detritus, the accumulation of twenty years of a failed marriage. Most of the furniture stayed with the house as part of the rental agreement. Everything else went to the thrift shop. The only things shed salvaged were her most comfortable clothing and a secondhand Navajo rug Ray liked to make fun ofCome take a look at Margarets little relic, hed say. My wife, the junk-store pack rat.

She thought Ray might want a lamp or two, a painting; hed chosen most of them, insisting they buy only the best because, by God, they could afford it. But neither his son nor his wife ever held his interest like the pages in his typewriter or those Hollywood women, ambitious, ready to shinny up to whatever body might land them one step closer to the fame gamewomen like the one hed left her for, the one who was going to have his baby, in the not-too-distant future, actually. If I could have, I would have given him more babies, Margaret thought. If Id had more than one to practice on, I might have done a better job at motherhood.


I dont want to live with either one of you, Peterd said on his birthday. After a raging scene, though it was clear his father had no intention of making space for Peter in his new life, Ray had driven off, leaving Peter in tears. That was the moment I really lost him, Margaret thought. Right then he was on his way to New Mexico, even if it meant he had to hitchhike to get here. It was up to her to hold herself together, drive Peter and his duffel bag to the airport, watch him board the white America West jet with the other passengers as casually as if he were going off on a hiking trip with friends. Pete was fair at reading lips of people he knew, a quick study when it came to speech reading. But how would he communicate with the stewardess if he needed something more complicated than a Coke? Sure, he still had command of his voice, and though hed initially resisted, in the past two months he had mastered finger spelling, but how many people in airports knew the rudiments of sign language? The therapist suggested that he carry a note pad and pen at all times. He might use them. But things happened, people panicked. And it wasnt just children who could be cruel. Adults had more practice.

Hed had to change planes in Phoenix for Albuquerque. She worried the entire duration of the flight, allowed him two hours for claiming luggage and the bus ride, then worried some more. At six, right on the hour theyd promised, the secretary called and told her Peter had arrived safely. He was fine, he would write soon. They had TDDstelephone services for the deaf. Margaret had the system installed herself as soon as she knew he was coming home, the awful coma business in the past. But it wasnt lack of hearing that kept Peter distant.

Before his illness he wore his clothing like garments for battle: Def Leppard T-shirts, torn black jeans, the shin-high combat boots with long red laces. When they were a family, Peter polished them every Sunday on the deck on folded newspaper, making certain they were in full view of his father, just to let Ray know that he was buying his shoes at Army-Navy surplus. His vocabulary seemed limited to as-few-syllable communiqus as he could muster: Later; No way; the occasional Cool.


There were times she had no idea where he was or who he was with. He kept his parents at arms length. To recall life before meningitis felt like sifting though the wreckage of some train disaster, but thered been occasions during that time when she and Peter could talk. Theyd taken drives together, circling through the canyons and watching the hillsides change color. In Southern California that meant two shades: vivid green in winter, flammable dry yellow in summer. She remembered one day two years ago theyd stopped across from a crumbling stables to feed their lunch apples to pasture horses, some of them so thin and poorly kept their ribs showed clear as barrel staves. At Peters request Margaret had taken his notebook paper and sketched the horses. Until shed taken it down to pack away, the drawing had been tacked above his computer in his room. Unless Peter begged her to, she didnt really draw anymore, except for doodles on her shopping list, cartoons to liven up notes reminding him to clean his room. The horses in her sketch had four legs and all the other expected horse accoutrements, but horses were meant to be represented the way Da Vinci had drawn them, lovingly painted into the landscape like Caravaggio, or sculpted life-size in marble by Berninis chisels.

The day of that drive, Peter was at his best. His long fingers stroking the neck of a gray gelding, his low voice wooing the animal toward the fence and the apple, hed turned to her and said, You know, you really are pretty, Mom, then blushed and turned back to the horse, a much easier companion. On his birthday, with just as much eloquence, hed called her a bitch.

A husband could leave you if he felt like it. So, too, a son. But how did you go about leaving yourself? Did you just pick up and leave behind your waterfront house, your friends, the old Margaret who dropped off everyones dry cleaning, remembered the gardeners birthday, learned three different ways to make ratatouille? Could you simply rent a new life among these yellow summer flowers in northern New Mexico, foregoing people for a place? Somehow, without thought to what leaving meant, shed done just that.



Peters aversions couldnt keep her from driving by the school. After the dry heat and traffic of I-44, a left turn onto 25 deposited her into the rarefied air of Santa Fe. From there it was surface streets all the way to the town of Riverwall. For exploration along the way, there were art galleries by the score, museums that shamed Los Angeles jewelry so finely crafted it belonged in private collections that would someday reflect history, instead of tarnishing on tourists necks. The state capital was so small a town and so artfully clustered together it seemed an unlikely place to conduct anything but a sleepy kind of government. The Santa Fe River ran through the center of downtown, narrowed to a trickle of water easily traversed by a bridge, barely a hint of what it would become in wintertime. Once Margaret got past the glitzy Plaza hotels and the shops off Palace Avenue, the town grew tough looking, calloused. In winter enough snow accumulated to transform the small streets and roadways into narrow, icy pathways. Perhaps that was what rusted out cars and turned people who lived here so inward and guarded.

Despite the whimsical chili pepper lights strung in the shop windows, there was evidence that wind and rain worked on a daily basis to erode adobe, chiseling its way into the smooth, thick walls. Sober-faced workmen troweled and painted right alongside the tourists, unnoticed. The shopkeepers were sullen and businesslike. The Indian women selling jewelry in the Plaza stared vacantly into space, inured by continual rejection, flatly stating, Necklace, if Margaret so much as hesitated as she passed.

Yet the tourists were upscale, anxiously toting three or four shopping bags apiece, hurrying into shops for another pricey treasure. If they werent trying to bargain with the Indians over turquoise, they were charging art on their credit cards.

She stopped for a cup of coffee at an outdoor caf down the block from the Hurd Galleries, where one of the Helga paintings sat pedastaled beneath a column of carefully directed light. The face took hold of her momentarily, and she thought that Helgachin downward, left braid starting to unravel over her naked shoulderlooked slightly ashamed of herself, possibly even guilty for causing such a furor in the art world. She wanted to visit all the galleries; someday, if Peter would agree to it, together. They could walk side by side through the exhibits of folk art without speaking, absorbing the energy of the paintings and sculptures, creating a kind of temporary bond between them. Art might be eternal, but right now, looking at it alone hurt.


The town of Riverwall lay five miles to the west of Santa Fe. The school for the deaf was on a busy two-lane thoroughfare, a cluster of pale yellow adobe-style two-story buildings framed by dark brown beams. Empty on the weekend, it resembled an abandoned fortress. No one came out to meet her; no one swung on the swing sets or was there to pledge allegiance to the three flags in the raised platform in the entryway. Trees lined the grounds, several generations of tall junipers; hardy, redolent pines; and something that looked like chokecherry. She explored the circular driveway at ten miles an hour, her drivers-side window rolled all the way down. Magpies called to one another so loudly that they seemed almost to be barking rather than singing. Passing trucks periodically assaulted her ears, but whether the noises here were birds, cars, or alien starships didnt really matter. The students wouldnt hear them.

Ullman Hall, the dormitory visible from the school front, was festooned with hand-painted shields that looked faintly Indian. Uneven lightning slashes and crude animal fetishes in primary colors decorated white paper circles. Next door to the school, surrounded by a chain-link fence, was one of those old graveyardsMadrone Cemeterythe kind with marble and granite slabs of inscribed headstones, thick old cottonwoods, and overgrown grasses that took away any potential spookiness. Theyd buried her mother, Colleen, in such a place, in Massachusetts, just south of their hometown of Deerfield. Everyone stood out in a light rain, ruining their good black dresses. She knew her sister, Nori, was equally relieved that Colleen was dead, but neither of them was able to acknowledge that to the other. Soberly they watched the polished casket being lowered into the rocky earth. Her mother had spent the last six months angry at everyone, trying hard to drive them away, bewildered when they retreated. Her father would follow in less than a year. In California cemeteries were called memorial parks, kept as well trimmed as a golf course green, squeaky-clean and somehow terrifying down to each individually clipped grass stem. There, despite the attention to cleanliness and manicured grounds, the undeniable stench of death filtered through the sunshine, thumbing its nose at the well-manicured perfection. Here, in this weedy graveyard, death felt like a medium, a process that accepted worn-out human beings and, in return, gave back seasonal wildflowers. The surrounding trees patiently oversaw each generations exit.

She parked. If Peter were here, he wouldnt know the car. Shed bought it only a few weeks ago. She entered the courtyard and wandered through the headstones, finding whole families of Garcias, Sandovals, and Estradas. Both wives of the schools founder, Louise and Gyda, were buried on either side of their husband, the man to whom theyd each borne deaf children.

Farther down the rows, the headstones were haphazardly placed, carved out of crumbling red stone, the names on them well into the process of erosion. On one headstone after another, each no larger than a dinner plate, she read the legacy of the Gutierrez family. Baby girl, three months; baby boy, one day. After that they quit giving the ages of the children. Margaret fingered a strand of New Mexico fleabane, growing rampant over the cemetery grounds. The flowers resembled miniature daisies, needle-thin petals and a tuft of yellow center smaller than the moon on her little fingernail. She let the spindly stem go and watched it bounce back toward neighboring grasses.

When they were first married, she and Ray planned to fill their house with children. She got pregnant the first month they tried. Ray sent her a bouquet of pink sweetheart roses. When she miscarried that baby at four months, she thought they had used up their quotient of bad luck, that it would never happen again. But luck had nothing to do with biology.

There were wild roses weaving in and out of the chain-link, obscuring traffic. A creamy white-and-red-violet color, the petals fragile on stems. Pretty to look at, but if you so much as touched them, wild roses dismantled.

Come on, Maggie. Whats tying you here? her friend Deeter had said
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