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To Ann and Marshall Nelson



 


In at the beginning

and reliably fantastic all the way




1

When I visit the back corners of my life again after so long a time, littlest things jump out first. The oilcloth, tiny blue windmills on white squares, worn to colorless smears at our four places at the kitchen table. Our father’s pungent coffee, so strong it was almost ambulatory, which he gulped down from suppertime until bedtime and then slept serenely as a sphinx. The pesky wind, the one element we could count on at Marias Coulee, whistling into some weather-cracked cranny of this house as if invited in.

That night we were at our accustomed spots around the table, Toby coloring a battle between pirate ships as fast as his hand could go while I was at my schoolbook, and Damon, who should have been at his, absorbed in a secretive game of his own devising called domino solitaire. At the head of the table, the presiding sound was the occasional turning of a newspaper page. One has to imagine our father reading with his finger, down the column of rarely helpful want ads in the Westwater Gazette that had come in our week’s gunnysack of mail and provisions, in his customary search for a colossal but underpriced team of 
workhorses, and that inquisitive finger now stubbing to a stop at one particular heading. To this day I can hear the signal of amusement that line of type drew out of him. Father had a short, sniffing way of laughing, as if anything funny had to prove it to his nose first.

I glanced up from my geography lesson to discover the newspaper making its way in my direction. Father’s thumb was crimped down onto the heading of the ad like the holder of a divining rod striking water. “Paul, better see this. Read it to the multitude.”

I did so, Damon and Toby halting what they were at to try to take in those five simple yet confounding words:

 


CAN’T COOK BUT DOESN’T BITE.



 

Meal-making was not a joking matter in our household. Father, though, continued to look pleased as could be and nodded for me to keep reading aloud.

 


Housekeeping position sought by widow. Sound morals, exceptional disposition. No culinary skills, but A-1 in all other household tasks. Salary negotiable, but must include railroad fare to Montana locality; first year of peerless care for your home thereby guaranteed. Respond to Boxholder, Box 19, Lowry Hill Postal Station, Minneapolis, Minnesota.



 

Minneapolis was a thousand miles to the east, out of immediate reach even of the circumference of enthusiasm we could see growing in our father. But his response wasted no time in trying itself out on the three of us. “Boys? Boys, what would you think of our getting a housekeeper?”


“Would she do the milking?” asked Damon, ever the cagey one.

That slowed up Father only for a moment. Delineation of house chores and barn chores that might be construed as a logical extension of our domestic upkeep was exactly the sort of issue he liked to take on. “Astutely put, Damon. I see no reason why we can’t stipulate that churning the butter begins at the point of the cow.”

Already keyed up, Toby wanted to know, “Where she gonna sleep?”

Father was all too ready for this one. “George and Rae have their spare room going to waste now that the teacher doesn’t have to board with them.” His enthusiasm really was expanding in a hurry. Now our relatives, on the homestead next to ours, were in the market for a lodger, a lack as unbeknownst to them as our need for a housekeeper had been to us two minutes ago.

“Lowry Hill.” Father had turned back to the boldface little advertisement as if already in conversation with it. “If I’m not mistaken, that’s the cream of Minneapolis.”

I hated to point out the obvious, but that chore seemed to go with being the oldest son of Oliver Milliron.

“Father, we’re pretty much used to the house muss by now. It’s the cooking part you say you wouldn’t wish on your worst enemy.”

He knew—we all knew—I had him there.

Damon’s head swiveled, and then Toby’s, to see how he could possibly deal with this. For miles around, our household was regarded with something like a low fever of consternation by every woman worthy of her apron. As homestead life went, we were relatively prosperous and “bad off,” as it was termed, at the same time. Prosperity, such as it was, consisted of payments 
coming in from the sale of Father’s drayage business back in Manitowoc, Wisconsin. The “bad off” proportion of our situation was the year-old grave marker in the Marias Coulee cemetery. Its inscription, chiseled into all our hearts as well as the stone, read Florence Milliron, Beloved Wife and Mother (1874–1908). As much as each of the four of us missed her at other times, mealtimes were a kind of tribal low point where we contemplated whatever Father had managed to fight onto the table this time. “’Tovers, everyone’s old favorite!” he was apt to announce desperately as he set before us leftover hash on its way to becoming leftover stew.

Now he resorted to a lengthy slurp of his infamous coffee and came up with a response to me, if not exactly a reply:

“These want ads, you know, Paul—there’s always some give to them. It only takes a little bargaining. If I were a wagering man, I’d lay money Mrs. Minneapolis there isn’t as shy around a cookstove as she makes herself out to be.”

“But—” My index finger pinned down the five tablet-bold words of the heading.

“The woman was in a marriage,” Father patiently overrode the evidence of the newsprint, “so she had to have functioned in a kitchen.”

With thirteen-year-old sagacity, I pointed out: “Unless her husband starved out.”

“Hooey. Every woman can cook. Paul, get out your good pen and paper.”
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This jilted old house and all that it holds, even empty. If I have learned anything in a lifetime spent overseeing schools, it is that childhood is the one story that stands by itself in every soul. As surely as a compass needle knows north, that is what draws me to these remindful rooms as if the answer I need by the end of this day is written in the dust that carpets them.

The wrinkled calendar on the parlor wall stops me in my tracks. It of course has not changed since my last time here. Nineteen fifty-two. Five years, so quickly passed, since the Marias Coulee school board begged the vacant old place from me for a month while they repaired the roof of their teacherage and I had to come out from the department in Helena to go over matters with them. What I am startled to see is that the leaf showing on the calendar—October—somehow stays right across all the years: that 1909 evening of Paul, get out your good pen and paper, the lonely teacher’s tacking up of something to relieve these bare walls so long after that, and my visit now under such a changed sky of history.

The slyness of calendars should not surprise me, I suppose. Passing the newly painted one-room school, our school, this morning as I drove out in my state government car, all at once I was again at that juncture of time when Damon and Toby and I, each in our turn, first began to be aware that we were not quite of our own making and yet did not seem to be simply rewarmed ’tovers of our elders, either. How could I, who back there at barely thirteen realized that I must struggle awake every morning of my life before anyone else in the house to wrest myself from the grip of my tenacious dreams, be the offspring of a man who slept solidly as a railroad tie? And Damon, fists-up Damon, how could he derive from our peaceable mother? Ready or not, we were being introduced to ourselves, sometimes in a fashion as hard to follow as our father’s reading finger. Almost any day in the way stations of childhood we passed back and forth between, prairie homestead and country school, was apt to turn into a fresh puzzle piece of life. Something I find true even yet.


It is Toby, though, large-eyed prairie child that he was, whom I sensed most as I slowed there at the small old school with its common room and the bank of windows away from its weather side. Damon or I perhaps can be imagined taking our knocks from fate and putting ourselves back into approximately what we seemed shaped to be, if we had started off on some other ground of life than that of Marias Coulee. But Toby was breath and bone of this place, and later today when I must go into Great Falls to give the county superintendents, rural teachers, and school boards of Montana’s fifty-six counties my edict, I know it will be their Tobys, their schoolchildren produced of this soil and the mad valors of homesteaders such as Oliver Milliron, that they will plead for.


2

The news of our housekeeper-to-be galloped to school with us that next morning, or rather, charged ahead of Damon and me in the form of Toby excitedly whacking his heels against the sides of his put-upon little mare, Queenie.

“I bet she’ll have false teeth, old Mrs. Minneapolis will,” Damon announced as we rode. “Bet you a black arrowhead she does.” Before I could say anything he spat in his right hand, thrust it toward me, and invoked “Spitbath shake,” the most binding kind there was.

I was not ready to stake anything on this housekeeper matter. “You know Father doesn’t like for us to bet.”

Damon just grinned.

“Let’s get a move on,” I told him, “before Toby laps us.”

As soon as we topped the long gumbo hill at our end of the coulee, the other horseback contingents of schoolchildren loped or lolled into view from their customary directions, each family cluster as identifiable to us as ourselves in a looking-glass. Toby by racing ahead had caught up to a dilemma. Should he go tearing off to as many troupes of schoolcomers as he could reach, or 
make straight for the schoolhouse and crow our news to the whole school at once?

He settled for the Pronovosts, the newcomers who joined us every morning at the section-line gate.

“Izzy! Gabe! Everybody!” That general salutation was to Inez, riding double behind Isidor. She was in Toby’s grade and sweet on him, an entangling alliance he did not quite know what to do with. “Guess what?”

Whatever capacity for conjecture existed in the three minimally washed faces turned our way, it surely did not stretch to the notion of domestic help. The Pronovosts were project people, although the distinction between those and drylanders such as us was shrinking fast. Father already was spending less time on farming and more on hauling wares from the Westwater railhead to the irrigation project camp nearest us, the one called the Big Ditch; the father of the Pronovosts drove workhorses on the gigantic diversion canal under construction there, that breed of old-time earth-moving teamster called a dirt skinner. Not just by coincidence, the Pronovost kids were skinny as greyhounds—a family their size living in a construction camp tent was never going to be overfed.

After hearing out Toby’s feverish recitation, Isidor, who did most of the talking for the three of them, granted: “Pretty dag-gone good, it sounds like.” I noticed he gave his younger brother, Gabriel, a strong look, the button-your-lip kind I recognized because I had given Damon enough of them. But from where she was perched behind Isidor’s saddle, small Inez piped up:

“Is she gonna be your new ma?”

Instantly Damon reddened, and Toby, mouth open, for once failed to find anything to say.

I spoke up. “Housekeepers are all as old as the hills, aren’t they, Damon.”


The bunch of us clucked our horses along faster. To Toby’s dismay, Miss Trent already was banging on the iron triangle that served as a bell by the time we got the horses picketed to graze out back of the school. Miss Trent was death on whisperers, so his news needed to stay sealed tight in him until morning recess. Then, though, he burst into the schoolyard in full voice.

“—all the way from Minnieapples!” he concluded on a high note to a ready audience of the Stoyanov brothers and the two sets of Drobny twins and gangly Verl Fletcher and his shy sister Lily Lee. At the edge of his following, Inez Pronovost listened to it all again breathlessly.

“She gonna make your beds?”

“Who’s in charge of spankings, then—your pa or her?”

“Will she bring one of those featherdust things along with, you think?”

As the questions flew, Toby fended as best he could, all the while trying to gravitate toward the rival contingent at the other end of the schoolground, consisting of the Johannsons and the Myrdals and Eddie Turley, and gather them into his oration about the wonderful imminence of our housekeeper. Worried, I tried to keep an eye on the factions while Grover Stinson and I played catch with Grover’s ancient soft-as-a-sock baseball, as the pair of us evidently were going to do throughout every recess until our throwing arms dropped off. Damon was busy taking on Isidor and Gabriel at horseshoe pitching. The clangs as he hit ringers meant he was on a streak hardly anything could interrupt. The littler kids chugged around amid the rest of us in their own games of tag and such. At the moment, peace reigned. All it would take for the schoolyard to erupt, though, would be for Toby to draw a few of the bunch trailing him with intrigued questions into range of the other group. For it was the hallmark of a Marias Coulee recess that the Slavs and the 
Swedes never got along together, and Eddie Turley didn’t get along with anybody.

I will say for Miss Trent, whenever Milo Stoyanov and Martin Myrdal or the Johannson brothers and the Drobny male twins or some other combination blew up and went at each other, she would wade in and sort them out but good. However, plenty of fisticuffs and taunts and general incitement could take place by the time she ever managed to reach the scene, and those of us who a minute before were neutrality personified might abruptly find ourselves on one side or the other, right in it. Has it ever been any different, from Eton on down? Over the years in that sanguinary schoolyard I’d traded bloody noses with both Milo and Martin, and Damon naturally had more than his share of tussles with each. But ever since we had become motherless, that had all changed. Some invisible spell of sympathy or charity or at least lenience had been dropped over us, granting us something like noncombatant status in the grudge fights. Neither Damon nor I was particularly comfortable with this unsought absolution—it had a whiff of pity-the-poor-orphans to it—and Toby was too young to grasp it, but the schoolyard community’s unspoken agreement to spare us in the nationality brawls did have its advantages.

Here was where my worry came in. I somehow sensed that Toby’s innocent bragging about our acquisition of a housekeeper might poke a hole in the spell and render us fit for combat again before we quite knew it.

Tobe’s always considerable luck was holding, though, as I watched him scoot free from his first audience, cross the schoolyard at a high run, and start in successfully on the taller forest of the Scandinavian boys and overgrown Eddie.

Until Carnelia Craig emerged from the girls’ outhouse.

Carnelia always spent a good deal of recess time enthroned 
in there, probably to spare herself from the childish hurlyburly of the schoolyard. By a fluke of fate, with nearly two years of Marias Coulee classroom yet to be endured, she already was the oldest girl in school, and it showed. The front of her dress was growing distinct points, and her attitude was already fully formed: life had unfairly deposited Carnelia Craig among unruly peasants such as us instead of putting her in charge of, say, Russia. Admittedly, her family was of a different cut than any of the rest of ours because her father was employed by the state of Montana. He was the county agent, working out of the nearby Marias River agricultural experiment station, and her mother had taught homemaker courses before Carnelia deigned to be born. So, the Craigs were up there a bit on such social scale as we had. And in a strange way, I frequently felt I comprehended more of Carnelia’s lofty approach to life, jaded as it was, than I did of my father’s latest castles in the air. The reason for that was all too simple. She and I were oldest enemies.

Even yet I can’t fully account for the depth of passion, of the worst sort, between us. After all, with more than a dozen years apiece in this world, together we amounted to a responsible age, or should have. But Carnelia and I were the entire seventh grade of the Marias Coulee school, as we had been the entire first, second, third, fourth, fifth, and sixth, and there was not a minute of any of it when the pair of us did not resent sitting stuck together there like a two-headed calf until that farthest day when we would graduate from the eighth grade. Until then there would be battle between us, and it was just a matter of choosing new ground for it from time to time.

As soon as I saw Carnelia halt, turn her head a bit to one side as if hearing something sublime the rest of us had missed, and then aim herself straight toward Toby, I knew the terrain of hostilities ahead. Even Carnelia’s family did not have a housekeeper.


I yelped “Last catch!” to Grover while throwing him the ball and raced over to head off Carnelia.

Too late. By the time I got there she was practically atop Toby, her hands on her knees in the manner of Florence Nightingale bending over a poor fallen boy, and crooning her first insidious question:

“Tobias, will she tuck you and Damon and Paul in at night?”

“Huh uh!” Toby answered with the terrifying honesty of a second-grader. “She’s gonna sleep at George and Rae’s. I asked.”

“Oh, is she,” Carnelia noted for posterity. “Not a live-in, then,” she lamented, evidently for Toby’s sake and Damon’s and mine. I tried to break through the circle around Toby, but Eddie Turley chose that moment to get me in a casual headlock around the neck and I barely managed to croak out, “Pick on somebody your own size, Carnelia!” By now Damon had tumbled to what was impending, and he yelled out in fury, “Carnelia hag, leave him alone!” But he couldn’t reach there from the horseshoe pit in time either.

Carnelia was smart—worse, she was clever—and what she asked next sounded for all the world like a note of concern for the well-being of the Milliron household:

“But then she’ll have to get up ever so early to come over and cook your breakfast, won’t she, Tobias?”

“She can’t cook,” Toby confided sadly to what was now the entire listening schoolyard. Then he brightened. “But the newspaper says she doesn’t bite.”

That did it. We slunk home after that school day with even the Pronovosts barely able to contain their smirks.
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“You were night-herding again,” Damon murmured, as if I didn’t know.


By then it was Sunday, and my dream the night before had nothing to do—for a change—with the teasing circle of Hell that the schoolyard had been for him and Toby and me all week long, and everything to do with what lay in wait for us at Sunday dinner.

“Bad?” I said back in the same low tone he had used. Just out of hearing behind us, Toby romped with our dog, Houdini, both of them hoping for an ill-destined jackrabbit to cross their path. “Worse than usual?”

Damon considered while he reached for the next pebble of the right size. He was in one of his baseball phases at the time and had to throw rocks at fence posts the whole way along the section-line road to George and Rae’s place. He wound up and fired, frowning when he missed the post. “Usual is bad enough, isn’t it?”

Naturally Damon figured that my excursions while asleep were nightmares. It was nothing that simple. I rapidly thought back over this particular nighttime spell and decided against describing it to him in precise detail. I had tried that before. “I keep telling you, give me a poke when it bothers you that much.”

“Paul, I’m scared to. You’re like somebody one of those mesmerers—”

“Mesmerists.”

“—yeah, like somebody one of those has put to sleep.” Hypnosis? Even if I had the knack of administering it to myself, the nocturnal state of my mind was not subject to command.

We trudged on toward the beckoning finger of smoke from the kitchen stovepipe next door—which in homestead terms meant half a mile away—neither of us knowing what more to say. Until Damon, who could all but wink with his voice when he wanted to, intoned:


“Anybody I know? In your big dream?”

I had to laugh. “What do you think?”

“I can just see her.” Squinching his face into the approximation of a prune, he mimicked: “Cat got your tongue, boys?”

It was like that most Sundays. Once in a great while the Sabbath-day invitation to Father and his omnivorous boys would come from the Samaritan Stinsons, Grover’s parents, or from the reliably civic Fletcher family if school board business needed tending to, but standardly we were asked over to our Schricker relatives’ for Sunday dinner. The meal itself we always were surpassingly grateful for. Rae Schricker was our mother’s cousin, and with the same calm flint-gray eyes and impression marks of amusement at the corners of her lips, she resembled Mother to an extent that sometimes made my throat seize up. Certainly Rae seemed to regard herself as Mother’s proxy on earth at the cookstove. Any of us would have had to grant that Mrs. Stinson’s mincemeat pie and Mrs. Fletcher’s cream puffs could not be bettered anywhere. But Rae operated on the assumption this was our one square meal of the week and tucked ham with yams or fried chicken with mashed potatoes and gravy into us until we wobbled in our chairs. Meanwhile, George in his whiskery way would attempt to preside over the feast with encouraging injunctions of his own: “Oliver, heavens, you’re out of coffee already! Toby, here you go, the wishbone!” I say attempt because unlike us, George still very much had a mother, right down there at the opposite end of the dinner table. At these Sunday repasts Aunt Eunice, as we boys were forced to address her, ate sparingly as a bird, preferring to peck in our direction.

“Old Aunt YEW-niss,” Damon now crooned in rhythm to his pitcher’s motion, and bopped a post dead-center.

“Go easy,” I warned, with a glance toward Toby as he raced Houdini to catch up with us.


“Maybe she won’t’ve heard,” Damon muttered to me.

“And maybe the cat will get her tongue for a change,” I muttered back. “But I wouldn’t count on it.”

Father was sending us over first this Sunday noon, as usual. “Tell George and Rae I’ll be there in a jiffy,” he instructed, his favorite measure of time. It was strange how many last-minute chores in the horse barn demanded his immediate attention when visiting with Eunice Schricker was the other choice. First, though, he had made sure to curry us up, ensuring that we scrubbed behind our ears, slicking our hair down for us with the scented stickum he called “eau de barber,” and judiciously working us over with a comb the size of a rat-tail file. It was then that Damon, who hated to have his hair parted, pulled away from under the comb and demanded to know: “How is she our aunt?”

A perfectly sound question, actually. By what genealogical bylaw did we accord aunthood to our mother’s cousin’s husband’s mother? Particularly when she showed no affinity with the human family?

“By circumlocution,” Father said, which I resolved to look up. “I want you boys,” he tapped Damon with the comb, “to tend to your manners over there. It’s good practice for when our general domestication happens.”

When, indeed. By mutual instinct, Damon and I had not mentioned to Father the teasing we were taking at school about the nonbiting housekeeper. (“Does she come with a muzzle?” “Is she so old she’s a gummer?”) And we were managing to keep a stopper in Toby by telling him over and over that our tormentors were merely jealous. But the housekeeper matter was wearing us down day by day. The letter had gone off to Minneapolis, my best Palmer penmanship setting forth Father’s much mulled-over wage offer, and all we had to show for it so far was red ears from the torrent of razzing. I longed for our 
phantom correspondent, whoever she proved to be, to materialize as such a model of domestic efficiency that the rest of Marias Coulee would swoon in tribute; but at the same time I harbored doubts that I could not quite put words to. Besides, Father more than once had warned us not to get our hopes up too high, although plainly his were elbowing the moon.

So, off we went to the lioness’s den, two of us longing for this Sunday to be over and Toby impatient for it to start. No sooner had Rae let us in the kitchen door and slipped us an early bite apiece of the gingerbread she had just baked, than the sort of thing Damon and I dreaded was issued to us from the parlor.

“Is that those boys?” came that voice, snappish as a whip. “Don’t they have manners enough to say hello?”

His face full of smile and gingerbread crumbs, Toby charged in, we two apprehensively trailing after. There Aunt Eunice sat, as if not having bothered to budge from the week before, folded into her spindleback rocking chair, the toes of her antique black shoes barely reaching the floor. George as usual was seated stiffly on the horsehair sofa at the other end of the room. As I look back on it, the Schricker family line contradicted the principle of inherited traits. You would have had to go to their back teeth to find any resemblance between George, his ever-hopeful broad countenance wreathed in companionable reddish beard, and the elderly purse-mouthed wrathy figure, half his size, whom he felt the need to address as “Mum.” Sunday-clad in her Victorian lavender dress, crochet hook viciously at work on yet another doily to foist onto Rae—the parlor looked snowed on, so many of its surfaces were covered with this incessant lacework—Aunt Eunice was the obvious victor over any number of challenges of time. Thus far, the twentieth century had had no effect on her except to make her look more like a leftover daguerreotype.


George beamed in relief at us, desperate for any diversion from making conversation with his mother, and we variously mumbled or blurted our greetings back. As Damon beat an immediate retreat to the Chinese checker board kept on the tea table by the window and I edged dutifully toward the far end of the sofa, George said from the corner of his mouth: “No word yet?” I shook my head. He sighed a little, which indicated to me that he too had been receiving an earful on the subject of our housekeeper.

Right now, though, Aunt Eunice was all sparkle. “Toby, come here by me,” she coaxed as if calling a puppy, and next thing, our sunshine boy was groaningly hoisted onto what there was of her knees.

Damon scowled but did not look up from where he was devising across-the-board jumps with his marbles, and I sat there trying to appear congenial. It was part of the Sunday ritual that where the other two of us drew dark mutters from Aunt Eunice about “young roughnecks” and “overgrown noiseboxes,” she literally lapped up Toby. Out of her sleeve now came a lace-edged handkerchief, which she put to work on his gingerbread traces. “Poor thing, sent off from home looking like a mudpie.”

Toby squirmed adorably while she clucked over him, and I mentally told him to enjoy being doted on while he could. The minute he grew too big for Aunt Eunice’s scanty lap, he would be consigned to rogue boyhood with Damon and me.

“And school, dear?” she probed. “How are you getting on at school these days?”

Bless him, Toby thought to look my way before answering, and I twitched my mouth in warning. With effort, he stuck to “I have perfect attendance, same like last year.”

With an oof Aunt Eunice discharged him from his bony 
perch, meanwhile declaring, “What a pity it doesn’t run in the family. That father of yours would be late for his own funeral.”

“Now, now, Mum,” George protested weakly. Damon, thunder on his brow, clattered marbles into place to signal Toby to join him at the checker board. It was up to me to defend Father, seldom a rewarding task: “He had to tend the workhorses, is all.”

“As per usual,” Aunt Eunice crowed. Now that I had drawn her attention, I could be worked on to the fullest. She lifted her chin as if sighting in on me with it, while her face took on an expression of grim relish. “So, you, Paul—”

“Yes, Aunt Eunice?” I was not going to let her corner me into the cat-and-tongue situation.

“—does that teacher of yours make you learn anything by heart? I always stood first in my class at elocution.” Who could doubt it?

“I can say ‘The boy stood on the burning deck—’” Damon volunteered with deadly innocence. I shot him a look that said Don’t, knowing how his version ran:

 


—his feet were covered with blisters.

He tore his pants on a rusty nail

So then he wore his sister’s.



 

Luckily, Aunt Eunice wanted no competition. “Your geography and physiology and spelling bees and all that will only carry you so far,” she admonished, still intent on me. A Nile of vein stood out on her frail temple as she worked herself up. What was behind such ardor? Rage of age? Life’s revenge on the young? Or simply Aunt Eunice’s natural vinegar pickling her soul? In any case, something about me that Sunday had set her off. “I know you have your nose in a book all the time, but those are not the only lessons in store for you. When you get out in the world, Paul Milliron, you’ll see.” Pursing up dramatically, Aunt Eunice delivered in singsong fashion:

 


Life lays its burden on every soul’s shoulder,

We each have a cross or a trial to bear.

If we miss it in youth it will come when we’re older

And fit us as close as the garments we wear.



 

Not even George knew what to meet that with but abject silence.

Just in time came the bang of the kitchen screen door and further sounds of Father arriving. “Hello, Rae. It smells delicious around here. Brought you a sack of Roundup coal, not that slack stuff. Remind me to take the scuttle out and fill it for you.” His theory evidently was that if he bustled enough, it would seem as if he had been here all the while. “Oh, the nourishment is about ready? Give me a minute to freshen up and reacquaint the boys with the washbasin, and we’re yours to command.”

He stuck his head through the parlor doorway, his face ruddy from shaving and his raven-black hair slicked back the same as ours. “Eunice, my goodness!” he exclaimed, as if surprised to find her there. “Aren’t you looking regal today.”

Soon after, we sat up to the table and began to do justice to Rae’s fried chicken and baking-powder biscuits and milk gravy and compulsory vegetables, with the promise of that gingerbread spurring Damon and Toby and me to clean our loaded plates. Father and George talked crops and weather and horses and the doings of neighbors, the argot that farmers had been speaking since seed time on the Euphrates. For while those generous Sunday noons were presented to our cookless household as rituals with victuals, I am convinced it was the table talk that nourished Father and George in their unforeseen lives as adventurers in homesteading.


“The steam plow is going to be at Stinson’s place anyway, why don’t you go ahead and break that five acres on your east end? I’ll throw in with you; I have that couple of acres of gumbo around the Lake District that needs doing.”

“I don’t know, though, Oliver. I’m stretched as it is, to handle what I planted this year.”

These were not fluff-filled men. High-toned and fanciful as he could be, Father put in staggering days of manual labor, for others as well as himself. I always thought that the world got two for the price of one, when Father’s personality was counted into the earthly mix. One minute he could summarily kill a rattlesnake with a barrel stave, and the next, he might be fashioning out loud a theory of the evolution of the human thumb. In an earlier time, Father would have been the kind to take ship for the farthest places; I can see him as someone like the ever-curious naturalist Joseph Banks, sailing around and around the world with Captain Cook. His inborn hunger for a fresh horizon hopelessly mismatched him for the drayage business handed down to him, in a set-in-its-ways Wisconsin city that wasn’t even Milwaukee. But one last unexpected unfolding of the American map came to Oliver Milliron’s rescue. As the finale of homesteading, the federal government offered a vast wager: western dry land thrown open free for the taking, if you were willing to uproot yourself and invest the requisite years of your life on that remote virgin patch of earth. With Montana singing in his ear, he had piled everything with the name Milliron on it—including Mother and us; I was five at the time, Damon four, and Toby merely a gleam in Father’s eye—into an “emigrant car,” one of those Great Northern Railway boxcars that held our furniture and dishes wrapped in bedding and a few Wisconsin keepsakes at one end, and pallets for us to sleep on at the other. Astutely, as it proved, a second boxcar brought the best 
one of Father’s drays that had conveyed beer and meat through the cramped streets of Manitowoc, and his top two teams of workhorses. Marias Coulee awaited us, a promised land needing only agricultural husbandry and rain. Within a year, George and Rae followed from their becalmed life of dairy farming near Eau Claire, equally ready to try a new point of the compass.

“Neither one of you works a field enough,” came a certain voice again now, sharp as a pinch. “My place looks like a cat scratched around on it when you’re through with your so-called plowing.”

And, I must always make myself admit, just as much a homesteader as either of the field-weathered men at that table was Eunice Schricker. George may have thought he was putting two states between him and his mother when he made his move west, but he only managed to transmit Montana fever. In no time at all she too had alit into Marias Coulee, filing her homestead claim on the acreage next to George and Rae’s, living on it in her shanty for proving-up purposes, and giving George and our father constant fits as they tried to farm it for her in anything resembling the way she wanted it done.

Sod was comparatively safe ground, so to speak, in these dinner-table contentions. I was hoping that the agricultural trio would stay dug in on dryland plowing until past dessert. But keeping tabs on Aunt Eunice even more than usual this perilous Sunday, I knew from the instant her chin took on that particular lift and she aimed it dead straight at Father, we were in for it.

“Household help always steals,” Aunt Eunice announced, as if her opinion had been broadly solicited. “I am surprised someone of your experience of life doesn’t know that, Oliver. You watch. This housekeeper of yours, if she ever manifests herself, will be light-fingered. They all are.”

Nervously, Toby looked at Father.


“Eunice, please, the poor soul hasn’t even set foot across our threshold yet,” Father protested. “Besides, as long as it’s the dust and the clutter, she’s welcome to everything we have.”

“Go right ahead and make jokes,” Aunt Eunice snapped. “If you end up robbed blind, don’t say I didn’t tell you.”

“I never would,” Father said levelly. “Eunice, all I am trying to do is to bring a bit of order out of a houseful of chaos. The boys pitch in as best they can, but they’re not laundresses, downstairs maids, seamstresses—”

“—or cooks,” Damon contributed.

“—or cooks,” Father picked that up gamely. “So if it takes a housekeeper to set us to rights, why on earth shouldn’t we get one?” He scanned the table in beleaguered fashion. “Is anyone else going to take mercy on that last Missouri T-bone?”

Rae passed him the final chicken drumstick. “Keep your strength up, Oliver.”

Aunt Eunice was not going to be deterred or detoured. “Times change, they say,” she uttered as if not believing any of it. And immediately followed up with:

 


Yet, Experience spake,

the old ways are best;

steadfast for steadfast’s sake,

passing the eons’ test.



 

Again, general silence met her spirited recitation.

Aunt Eunice appeared to expect no understanding from this gathering. “Oh, well,” she fanned herself with a tiny veined hand, “soon I’ll be dead.”

That particular utterance of hers never failed to drive an icicle straight through the heart of every male in the room, except Toby. He turned as soulful as a seven-year-old could. Around most of the rest of the table, I could have predicted the responses. George’s tone broke slightly as he tried to make the usual hearty assertion, “Mum, you’re sound as a dollar.” Then Father: if Father nicked himself shaving he thought he was two feet into the grave. Even worse, invocations of mortality, with Mother’s memory so raw to him, always turned him as adrift as a castaway. Damon’s eyes narrowed; if Aunt Eunice was on her way to the hereafter, it plainly seemed to him to be by a highly roundabout route.

Rae, who had been hearing Aunt Eunice predict imminent demise for years, merely lifted an eyebrow as if interested in the prospect. But then I caught her notice across the table and she turned concerned.

“Paul, you look a bit peaked.”

Certainly the inside of my head had gone pale. Against my will, the floodgate of remembrance had been jarred open by Aunt Eunice’s icy utterance, and my dream from the night before poured back to me.

Since that time I have had nearly half a century of indelible dreams. People are always telling me they wish they could remember exactly what their dreams were about, but I wonder if they have any idea what that means. Only the few persons closest to me know anything of the quirk that causes the roamings within my sleep to live on in me intact in every incised detail and every echoing syllable. My wife learned, in our first nights together, that my mind does not shut down at midnight; it goes visiting in the neighborhoods of imagination and recapitulation and other nocturnal regions that do not quite have names. Damon could have warned her. Everyone is familiar with the concept known as amnesia: a departure of memory. My condition, as I have gingerly explored it, is best called simply mnesia: protraction of recall. Dreams slide over into my memory, in a way that I am helpless to regulate; as well as I can describe it, 
my dream experiences become something like frescoes on the countless walls of the brain. Not that this mental trick will ever win me a job in a sideshow. Except for the acuity I am credited with by my supporters in state government, reward for the right guesses I have made in the administration of education down through the years, there seems to be no other particular power of mind in my mnesiac case. As often as anyone else, I lose track of my fountain pen somewhere between the ink bottle and whatever awaits signature on my desk. But I never forget a dream. They stay with me like annals of the Arabian Nights, except that mine now go far beyond a thousand and one.

So it was with the episode that had everyone at the Sunday table cocking an eye at me now. Dreams—at least mine—are scavenger hunts to anywhere, but I could sort out some of the sources of this one. When we arrived west on the train of emigrant cars and the boxcar next to ours was unloaded at the Westwater siding, out came a casket, empty; we never did know if it represented some settler’s pessimism or was merely in shipment or what. The version of it delivered in my dream was not empty, and Mother was missing, and Damon and I and Toby—who did not exist at the time—were by ourselves in the doorway of another boxcar, one so high off the railroad bed we could not figure out how to hop down. Sitting out there supervisory in the buffalo grass was Aunt Eunice in her rocking chair. Father and, for some reason, his fellow school board member Joe Fletcher were laboring to lift the coffin onto the unhitched dray. “They forgot the horses,” Damon kept fretting as we toed the brink of the boxcar, wanting to go to the aid of the men. Aunt Eunice was the only person around who could help us down, but she wasn’t about to. “Don’t let those boys at that,” she bossed the men struggling with the casket’s brass handles. “They’ll drop it.”

“At least we know you’re not off your feed, Paul,” Father deduced from my empty plate, his words snapping me out of the dream visitation. Leaning my way at the table, he reached to feel my forehead with the back of his hand. I had no idea what he would find there, fever or chill, but the diagnosis never took place. Instead came a terrifying wail from Toby:

“AUNT EUNICE, I DON’T WANT YOU TO D-D-DIE!”

This commotion took some while to settle down, Toby sobbing the front of Father’s shirt wet and then Rae’s blouse. I suspected Aunt Eunice of being secretly pleased, but outwardly she showed only impatience as she at last directed: “Oh, for heaven’s sake, let me have the child.”

Still full of sniffles, Toby went to her, the lifting oof was given, and he perched unsteadily on those venerable knees. “Mustn’t cry,” she ordered, dabbing him dry with the lace hanky. “Now I want you to be a good boy all week, and tell me all your doings next Sunday.”

As Toby blinked and tried to muster a shiny-eyed smile, she added as piteously as before:

“If I’m spared until then.”
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The letter was there when Walt Stinson dropped off our sack of provisions and mail the Friday of the next week.

Father plucked it up as if it were the royal invitation he had been expecting. But he tapped the envelope thoughtfully against the fingertips of his other hand a few times before sitting down to slit it open with his jackknife blade.

The three of us crowded around him at his place at the kitchen table. The page full of staccato handwriting was too much for Toby. “Read it to us,” he implored. Damon’s lips were moving silently as he tried to scan the closely worded sheet of paper over Father’s shoulder.


“I think Paul should be in charge of the elucidation,” Father said as soon as he had figured out the gist of the letter.

The “Dear Mr. Milliron” salutation and the rest of the formal part of the letter I read off as if it had come from Shakespeare himself; perhaps Aunt Eunice’s nagging about elocution had made more impression than I thought. I slowed up markedly, though, at the penultimate paragraph and then the ultimate:

 


  
    The salary you have suggested is, may I say, not quite adequate to my current needs. Fortunately, however, I do see a way out of impasse on this matter. Were I able to draw my first three months of wages ahead of time, that would be a sufficiency to enable me to take my leave of Minneapolis and join your employ.
  




  
    If you will send the wage sum and the ticket price by Western Union, I will embark on the most immediate train for Montana.
  




  Sincerely yours,

Rose Llewellyn



 

“Rose Llewellyn,” Toby all but rolled in the sound of it. “That’s a swell name, isn’t it, Paul? Damon, don’t you like it too?”

Damon, though, was rocked back on his heels by something else. “We have to pay her until after Christmas to even get her here?”

“Wait, there’s something on the back,” I said, seeing the ghost line of ink that had come through the paper. I turned the letter over and read aloud:

 


P.S. May I say, Mr. Milliron, you write a splendid hand.

It is inspirational to correspond with one to whom

penmanship is not a lost art.



 


I tried to hide a grin of pride. Meanwhile Father, who had not been heard from during any of this, cleared his throat.

My brothers and I expectantly sank to our chairs at the table.

Father still said nothing. As we watched, he held the letter up in front of him and ran his other hand back and forth through his hair, as if massaging his next thought. I still wonder what the outcome would have been if Houdini had not chosen that moment to get up from his spot by the stove, shake himself vigorously, and plop back down in a settling cloud of dog hair and dust. Father took so long he might have been counting the motes, but eventually he straightened up in his chair, gave a little sigh, and sent the letter across the tabletop in my direction.

“Paul, get out your pen. We have to draft a telegram of surrender.”
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What a tireless instructor memory is. Don’t I wish I could put it on my department’s payroll. Its hours are unpredictable, however. Keeping an eye on the time today as I must, I see that the future—with whatever lasting recognition it will attach to October of 1957—is about to pay a visit. I have to make myself go out for a look.

At least the day itself seems neutral, which does not happen often at Marias Coulee. I think back to the winters here and shiver, and to the dry summers when Father and George and the other homesteaders watched as cloud after cloud dragged across the Rockies and the tufts of rain would catch on the distant peaks and be of no help to their fields. But around me now, the sky could not be more guiltlessly empty. Even the wind has 
nothing to say, for once. The only sound anywhere around is at the pothole pond where waterfowl, passing through with the seasons, sometimes alight. Whistler swans, my lifelong favorite, are the maestros, and geese next, but today it is a few dozen mallards that have migrated in and formed a fleet, with much quacking. Some kind of duck event and they have the prairie to themselves for it, except for me and whatever is passing over.

I search the unmarked blue sky, even though I know the human eye isn’t adequate anymore. It is up there more than a hundred miles, the newspapers say. The Russian orbiter, Sputnik, that emulates the moon—and that will have such a tidal pull on our education system. Now that the Soviet Union has sped past this country into space, science will be king, elected by panic. It has already started, in the editorials and legislative rumblings. Those rumblings soon will grow into growls. If I have an enemy in this world, it is the chairman of the appropriations committee. Car dealer from Billings that he is, he knows how many times I have outwitted him. This time, even though it is a borrowed sum for an I.Q. like his, substance of debate is on his side. There will be no mercy on aspects of education that can’t be argued as miracle cures in catching up with the Russians in the launching of satellites, such as one-room schools at the thin edges of the counties of Montana. A thousand such schools fall under my jurisdiction.

I have to catch my breath at this barbwire twist of my career. It is as if the person I thought was me—the Paul Milliron known to the world of education—has been eclipsed by this Russian kettle of gadgetry orbiting overhead. Yes, I was the youngest state superintendent of schools in the nation back when I was first elected—inevitably, “the boy wonder of the West” in the Time magazine article—and am now the longest-serving. Yes, I took the schools of Montana through the Depression without such wholesale closings. Yes, my depleted department fended tooth and nail during the Second World War when everything was rationed and teachers evaporated daily into the war effort, and again we never closed schools by swipe of the hand. But now it has fallen to me to pronounce the fate of an entire species of schooling, the small prairie arks of education such as the one that was the making of me.

I do not know where to turn. There is no help to be had from the governor’s office; governors come and go, and the current one has a date with obscurity. No, I have been singled out—my office has been singled out—to deliver the word to the teachers and school boards of the one-room schools all across the state that there is no place for them in the Age of Sputnik. To some extent I know how it will go, in Great Falls this evening. The convocation of delegates from the rural school systems will include old friends, people I have known since I had my own country classroom. “Mr. Milliron, good to see you,” they will say, or “Superintendent, hello again.” Not a woman nor a man of them is comfortable calling me “Paul.” They likely are not going to want to anyway, after today.

There is time before that yet. For the meeting of another sort where, like Toby, I can at least boast perfect attendance. Back there at memory’s depot where Rose stepped down from the train, bringing several kinds of education to the waiting four of us.


3

She alit to the planked platform of the Westwater depot on feet as dainty as Toby’s little ones.

In those days people poured off the afternoon train—it was called that even though it was the only one all day—and peered around like sailors in uncharted latitudes as they waited for their belongings from the baggage car. Babies lulled by the rocking motion of the train were coming awake with shrieks at their new surroundings. Coal dust from the engine tender and the smell of mothballed things gotten out for long journeys clung in the air. Our eyes big with the occasion, Damon and Toby and I couldn’t help but stare at the black-clad Belgian boys in the latest colony of families transplanting themselves from Flanders, nor they at us.

Father, who in strongest terms had prescribed best behavior for us at the depot, was standing on tiptoe and teetering a bit as he tried to sort anyone housekeeperly from the swelling crowd of land pilgrims and Big Ditch workmen and homestead people like us on town errands that called for Sunday clothes.

The disembarking passengers were dwindling rapidly, 
though, and Father’s composed expression along with them, when we heard “Coming through!” and had to move back to dodge the cart of cream cans that were the freight for the train’s return run to the mainline. Ever since, I think of Rose as having materialized to us like a genie from a galvanized urn.

For when the creamery cart had passed, there she was on the top step of the nearest Pullman car, assembled in surprising finery, targeting us with an inventive smile which somehow seemed to favor all four of us equally, while at the same time allowing herself to be helped down by an evident admirer from the train.

“Mrs. Llewellyn?” Father addressed her as if wondering out loud.

“Yes, absolutely!”

Before we were done blinking she was across the platform to us, a smartly gloved hand extended. “Oh, I’m exceedingly happy to make your acquaintance, Mr. Milliron. And these are your young men!”

Naturally the three of us puffed up at that promotion in rank. Names were given, handshakes exchanged right down the line—Rose’s hand, like the rest of her, was slender but firm—and our notion of the league of widowhood seriously readjusted. Aunt Eunice always excepted, in our experience widows were massive. We felt ourselves shrink in the presence of those great-bosomed old creatures shrouded in dresses as solemnly gray as the gravestones whereunder their late husbands lay. But this mourner of Mr. Llewellyn, whoever he may have been, was all but swathed in a traveling dress the shade of blue flame—Minneapolis evidently did not lack for satin—and there did not seem to be an ounce extra anywhere on her pert frame. In fact, I had noticed Father give a double look as if there must be more of her somewhere.


And she was awfully far from being old.

“Mr. Milliron, let me say at once,” the words rushed from her as if she had been holding them in all the way from the train station in Minnesota, “your kind understanding in letting me draw ahead on my wages made a world of difference to my situation. Really it did. I don’t know what I would have done but for your letters of—” Here adequate tribute to the Milliron corresponding hand—mine—obviously failed her, and she accorded Father a look of overpowering thankfulness for his existence.

“It was nothing,” Father replied, magnificently bland, “an A-1 housekeeper is worth a bit of extra ink.”

Rose blushed becomingly. Modesty’s rush of blood went well with her gently proportioned cheekbones and the demure expression that came to her lips. Over that, though, there still were the warm brown eyes to contemplate, and the hairdo where wavy curls and fair forehead played peekaboo in a style slightly saucy compared with, well, our notion of widows. None of which caused disturbance in any of us, let me say, including Father. Toby was not advanced enough in life yet to think about it, but Damon and I knew Father was immune to women because he missed Mother so. “I will not go through life resenting a woman because she isn’t Florence,” he had made plain when George and Rae pointed out that people were known to marry again. “And a stepmother for this tribe of heathens”—he meant us—“is apt to be a cure worse than the affliction.” So, he was at his most academic as he sized up—or more likely, sized down—Rose Llewellyn there at the depot. All he wanted was a housekeeper, and this one had come with proclamations to that effect all over her. Besides, there were those three months of wages and a train ticket invested in getting her here.

“Well, shall we be on our way, Mrs. Llewellyn?” His baritone was a bit brusque as he indicated to where our horses and wagon were hitched. He unrooted Damon and me and even Toby with seat-of-the-pants pushes of encouragement toward the baggage car. “The boys—the Milliron young men will gladly fetch whatever you’ve brought.”

An exclamation that defied translation came from Rose and she gave her head a quick little shake, her dark brunette curls flipping on her forehead, as though just then remembering something. She spun half around, her gaze flying across the now nearly empty platform.

Our four sets of eyes followed hers to the tweed-suited traveler who had helped her off the train.

Like her, this individual believed in sparing nothing on appearance. A paisley vest peeked from amid the tweed. A gold watch chain was swagged across the vest. The man was not at all tall, but held himself very straight as if to make the most of what he had. He was lightly built, and an extraordinary amount of him was mustache. It was one of those maximum ones such as I had seen in pictures of Rudyard Kipling, a soup-strainer and a lady-tickler and a fashion show, all in one. Almost as remarkable, he was the only bare-headed man in Montana, the wind teasing his dramatically barbered hair. As we gawked at the stranger he appeared somewhat ruffled, and not merely by the breeze.

Rose went, took him by a wrist, and led him to us.

“Mr. Milliron, Toby, Damon, Paul,” she counted off as if we were a select regiment, “may I present my brother, Morris Morgan.”

“I’m sorry to intrude on the tableau,” the newcomer articulated melodiously. “But I fear it’s what comes of an attachment to Rose.” My ears and Damon’s and possibly Toby’s perked up in interest at his cultured way with words. This was like hearing Father meet up with himself.


“Such luck!” Rose said as if it was an explanation for his presence. “That Morrie was able to accompany me.”

“Are you also relocating to Montana?” Father inquired pleasantly enough over a handshake he obviously had never expected to make. Morris Morgan appeared not to hear that, instead glancing nervously aside.

“Rose? My chapeau? The ransom, remember?”

Rose’s hand flew to her mouth and she whirled toward the train again. There the heavy-set conductor stood waiting, railway cap highly officious, while he twirled a nice new kangaroo-brown Stetson hat on an indicative forefinger.

“A terrible misunderstanding,” Rose rushed to tell us
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