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1974

Saskatchewan’s South Country

Eden knew Donalda and Curtis were speeding along the road long before she saw them. HoundDog had recognized the sound of their truck and was baying joyously. Mother and son braked with a gravelly flourish beside the house. 

Donalda leaped out of the truck as Eden’s mother stepped onto the porch, shaking her head. 

“Donnie, what’s your hurry?” Barbie said. “The coffee’s still perking!” 

Eden opened the passenger door for Curtis. He slid out of the truck and stood at the tailgate, staring at the rutted driveway and rocking back on his heels. He seemed calm today.

“Mom, can we take the horses out?” Eden asked. 

Barbie wiped wet hands on her jeans. She’d been rinsing a bucketful of lettuce, radishes, and onions; a nice haul for early June. May had been rainy and warm, and the garden and crops looked better than they ever had. She glanced at her watch. 

“Okay, as long as you’re home in plenty of time to help with supper. Dad wants to go to the dance tonight, and you’ll need to clean up.” She frowned at Eden’s filthy cut-offs and tangled waist-length hair.

“Yay, let’s go, Curt!” Eden headed toward the barn, Curtis following in a circuitous manner down the path.

“And use the bridles!” Barbie called after them. “The bridles, not the hackamores!” She turned to Donnie. “That girl would steer a horse with a ribbon if she could.”

Donnie laughed. “She knows her way around horses. They’ll be fine.”

Eden waited for Curtis to catch up. “They didn’t say anything about saddles,” she whispered. “So, come on!”

Blackie and Patches were dozing in a sliver of shade beside the corral. Their bur-filled tails twitched idly at the torpid flies. Blackie looked sidelong at Eden and Curtis then gazed at the horizon as if ignoring them would make them go away. 

Patches snorted a welcome when she saw Curtis, leaving the shade to greet her favourite person. She pressed her forehead against his chest with a sigh of completion. Curtis scratched behind her ear where the halter left a sweaty stripe. 

Eden left them to their mutual adoration and approached the big gelding. Blackie flung his head out of reach but eventually allowed her to clip a rope to his halter. A waft of dry manure and worn leather greeted them as they walked into the barn.

Shirtless and wearing an old pair of jeans cut off at the knees, Curtis looked comfortable in the heat. The sun had brightened his hair to the colour of ripe wheat; the sparse hair on his arms stood white against his bronzed skin. Eden noticed a smattering of blond hair on his chest. That’s new, she thought.

Eden hitched the horses to the tie rings and picked up a curry comb from the floor. She handed it to Curtis, who gazed at it for a long moment before swiping it half-heartedly across Patches's withers. 

“Here, let me!” Eden grabbed the curry comb and scraped it across Patches’s back to dislodge the dried mud and straw the mare had rolled in since their last ride.

"So, Curt, is it the coulee or the bridge today? Or both? Do we have time?” Eden glanced at the wall clock. “We have time!” she announced, deciding for both of them. 

Curtis did not respond to Eden’s questions or acknowledge her presence. She was used to this; Curtis had been part of her life since before they could walk or talk. Curtis learned to walk, of course—and to ride at an early age—but never to talk. Never to look her in the eye or smile.

Donnie often said that without Barbie and Eden, she would not have been able to cope with Curtis’s condition. Without Barbie’s sunny kitchen and bottomless coffee pot, Donnie would not have survived. 

About five years after Curtis was born, Donnie and her husband Vic had two daughters a year apart. The girls were perfectly fine. Barbie said Donnie had guts, taking that leap of faith. Then again, she would point out, lightning rarely strikes twice.

Pussy brushed like grey smoke against Eden’s ankle then weaved through Patches’s legs to find Curtis. 

“Pussy, out of there! You’ll get trampled.” Eden kicked at the cat, but Pussy ignored her as she purred against Curtis’s leg. Her belly writhed with her latest litter; once the kittens were born, Pussy would become feral, and they would rarely see her up close. 

Barbie had named Pussy as a kitten. She had named every animal on the place with a legendary lack of imagination that was the favourite family joke. With her children, Barbie had been more inventive. Her first child was River Rock; the second boy, Skylar Blue. Barbie said these unusual names occurred to her during long third trimester walks on the prairie. A third son, George James, was named after his father and grandfather. Four years later, a daughter joined the family; Barbie named her Eden Holly. And the twin sister who died at birth—Ava Marie.

Eden quickly bridled the horses and led them to the mounting block. Curtis ambled behind her, staring at the horses’ swinging tails. She held Patches’s bridle while Curt scrambled aboard. Blackie sidestepped when Eden attempted to get on. 

“Stand still, you idiot!” she cried, flicking him with the reins. Finally, he succumbed, and they were off, taking cover behind tall caragana bushes so Barbie wouldn’t notice the saddles were still in the barn. 

Blackie’s mood improved when they got to the road; Eden didn’t have to urge him to canter. Curtis and Patches were right behind them. The sun had passed its zenith, and on the prairie, the breeze was cooler. The sky was wearing a pearl necklace of clouds strung above distant telephone wires. 

The grass along the road was nearly at the horses’ bellies. Soon, the men would be haying; it looked like there would be more than enough to feed the cattle this winter. Eden’s father George Senior was already planning to sell some of his bales. It would help pay for the house renovations Barbie was so excited about. 

Many ranchers in the district were expanding or replacing their houses; crops and prices over the past ten years had been abundant. For the first time since the land was cultivated, it was profitable to farm in the South Country. Everyone was talking about how to spend the windfall. The Pedersens were even planning a trip to Hawaii next winter. It was unheard of!

Eden didn’t envy the Pedersens. She was quite certain southern Saskatchewan was far more beautiful than Hawaii. As the horses plunged headlong into the undulating waves of the prairie, Eden surfed the wind, her hawk’s wing hair lifting her into the sky. Eden and Blackie, Curtis and Patches, flying close to the ground.

They pulled up at the old bridge. Patches’s belly heaved—she coughed and shuddered, clattering Curtis to the bone. Blackie’s ears twitched as swallows swooped near his head. Eden found it thrilling to watch the birds, circling by the hundreds, desperately trying to distract them from nests clinging to the underside of the rusting structure.

“Hey, Curt, see the birds?” she said, but Curtis was gazing at Patches’s mane, scratching her neck with blackened fingernails.

“Let’s go to the coulee, okay, Curty?” The unshod horses walked gingerly over the graveled grid road and into the opposite ditch, where foxtail and wild oats brushed the riders’ feet. Curtis lifted his knees to avoid the tickling sensation on his bare toes.

Although Curtis never spoke to her, Eden knew that when they were together, he was at ease—on their rides in recent years, and during the many hours they spent as children sloshing in puddles, digging dirt with sticks, and climbing the bale stacks. 

They walked the horses the rest of the way to the coulee. HoundDog caught up with them, her tongue nearly dragging on the ground in the heat. She ran ahead to the coulee, helpfully flushing out a family of white-tailed deer taking shelter from the sun. The doe and her fawns surged elegantly up the hill, white flags alerting the universe to the presence of a ravenous dog. Panting, HoundDog watched them flee. 

The coulee was silent except for the lacy trill of a meadowlark and the startled squeak of a gopher. The riders slid off their horses, leaving them to graze in the shade. The horses could step on the reins that now drooped around their heads, and if they broke the bridles, Barbie would be furious. We won’t be here long. It probably won’t happen.

Curtis flopped down in the tall grass, carving a boy-shaped cave under the arching blue bowl of the sky. Eden lay beside him, enjoying the relief of the cool blades against her back and the vanilla scent of the clover crushed beneath them. 

The grass was thick with vetch, buffalo bean, and wild rose, a bower above their heads. The rest of the world disappeared, leaving only Eden and Curtis, forgotten and free, with the hypnotic chomping of the horses in their ears and the scent of heaven in their nostrils. 

Eden noticed a small cloud floating directly above them in the bottomless ocean of the sky. She blew at the cloud, and it obediently dissipated. She laughed in delight.

She sat up and looked at Curtis. His arms were lightly muscled, his waist slim and long. Eden’s gaze traveled further; she was shocked to see Curtis’s jeans straining at the zipper. She could see the outline against the worn denim of his cut-offs, the mysterious shape of a man. 

Eden knew from observing the farm animals what must transpire for the world to recreate itself. At the age of fourteen, she grasped the mechanics of sex but not the sway of desire. After staring in fascination and sympathy, she glanced up at Curtis’s face. His head twisted to the right, and his eyes were closed. 

Does he even know what is happening to his body? Perhaps, she thought, although Curtis was not normal in his brain, in this particular way, he was. He could be normal in a million ways if only the rest of the world could understand him. Eden’s heart broke for her friend as he lay silent and still before her. 

With a sense of wonder and a surge of hope that almost choked her, she unzipped Curtis’s jeans, freeing his body from its constraints. To Eden, this private part of him was beautiful, like the sky and the flowers and the fat-bottomed bee buzzing inches from their heads.

What if, she thought, this would bring Curtis out of his stupor? This would be the answer Donnie and Vic had sought for so many years, the secret to brushing aside the curtains in his mind. This would make him turn and smile at her. This. So simple and natural. So normal.

Eden wriggled out of her shorts and panties and pushed herself gently onto Curtis. It hurt at first, but Eden persisted as Curtis lay immobile beneath her. With a gasp, Eden lowered herself farther onto his body. There had always been a sacred place where her lost sister Ava dwelled, somewhere below her heart. Curtis now inhabited this sanctuary, a private room of pain and pleasure, safe from judgment or harm.

Ava, Eden thought, instinctively moving over Curtis’s prone form. Curtis. When he made a soft sound she barely heard over the meadowlark’s song, she grew still, suspended in a moment she knew would live in her body’s memory forever. Her cloak of tangled hair encircled them as she bowed her head, focused solely on their joining, feeling the universe condense into the cool green grotto where Eden, Ava, and Curtis were one.

When she raised her head, a thought occurred to her. Shouldn’t they kiss? In the movies, this didn’t happen without kissing first. Maybe they had done it all wrong. Maybe this was all wrong.

As she leaned forward to kiss Curtis, he finally reacted. Waving his arms and crying out, he started to rise, and they were uncoupled, Eden falling backward into the grass. She quickly slipped on her clothes while Curtis scurried over to the horses. His jeans were still unzipped and partially pulled down, revealing slim, white buttocks. He picked up Patches’s reins, looking agitated and uncertain. 

Eden walked over to Blackie, who was indeed standing on his reins. Fortunately, he stepped away from them when she shoved him with her shoulder. She led him to a large boulder and mounted while Curtis and Patches followed, reins straggling on the ground. Patches, bless her, stood patiently while Curtis buttoned his jeans, climbed on the stone, and swung his leg over her wide back. Eden leaned down to grab the reins and hand them to Curt. He took them without looking at her.

Despite the rare opportunity to gorge on the coulee’s delicacies, the horses were frantic to get going. Blackie flung his head and pulled at the bit until Eden gave him his head, and they sailed home, Patches several paces behind due to her rotund figure. This was always the best part of the ride because if the horses were reluctant to run—given their indolent natures, this was often the case—they were always more than willing to gallop home to the barn. 

Today was no different, but Eden’s thoughts were elsewhere. I’m not a virgin anymore. What if I get pregnant? What if Curtis didn’t like it? What if somebody found out? I would be in big, big trouble. But no, she thought, it probably won’t happen.

HoundDog appeared in the ditch, keeping up with the horses as they sprinted into the wind. Eden was horrified to see the dog’s muzzle speared with porcupine quills.

“Houndie!” she cried. “Hang on. Come on, girl!” 

Barbie and Donnie were in the garden, shading their eyes with their hands as they talked, when Eden and Curtis galloped into the yard, HoundDog right behind them. Eden jumped off Blackie before he came to a full stop. 

“HoundDog got tangled with a porcupine!”

The women immediately turned to the dog. Donnie wrapped her arms around the hound’s neck to calm her. “Oh, girlie, you’re growing whiskers.”

With an annoyed glance at Eden, Barbie turned toward the house to fetch pliers and antiseptic. “Where are your saddles? Where were you? Were you keeping an eye on ’Dog?”

“I don’t know where she went. We were just down at the coulee for a little while.”

“Okay, I want you cleaned up before supper. Your legs are filthy.” 

Curtis slid off Patches and followed Barbie into the house. By the time Eden settled the horses, Donnie had extracted the quills from HoundDog’s nose and mouth, and the dog was lying half under the porch, eyes closed as she commenced the labour of healing. 
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Everything was just so normal about the rest of the day. Curtis claimed his favourite spot on the staircase landing, where he rocked back and forth on his bottom and stared up at the ceiling. Donnie attempted to scrub the horse off the boy, but he resisted a tad more than he usually did, twisting and crying while she swabbed him, then slumping in what Eden recognized as a sulk for the rest of the evening.

Barbie invited Donnie and Curtis to stay for supper as she always did, and this time, Vic and the girls were coming, too. Eden went upstairs to shower, nervously skirting Curtis on the landing. He didn’t appear to notice she was there. 

She shampooed her long hair twice, then gently cleansed between her legs where she was tender and slightly swollen. She wondered how Curtis felt. Does sex hurt boys, too? She always assumed she would wait until she got married to have sex. But no one will ever know about this. I won’t tell anybody!

“Eden, please mash the potatoes and make the gravy,” Barbie said when Eden reappeared in the kitchen. Barbie was frying hamburger patties, and Donnie was making a salad. 

The door burst open to admit George Senior, Vic, and Curtis’s sisters. The spacious kitchen suddenly felt smaller; George alone filled most of the room.

Eden’s father was broad-shouldered and shaped like a barrel. His stomach pooched over his belt, which barely kept his jeans tethered to his narrow hips. Barbie often wondered aloud why he didn’t lose weight when he stopped drinking four years ago, but his bulk defined him—he was large in every possible way. 

Today, he was talking about the hay crop. “Looks like we’ll have double last year,” he was saying to Vic. “I’m going to start mowing in about ten days unless Krasinski starts earlier, then I’ll have to get going, too.” The men laughed about his longstanding rivalry with a neighbour.

“Vic, want a rye?” George bellowed as the little girls scampered to the living room where the colour television mumbled to itself in the corner. Vic and Donnie hadn’t sprung for a colour set yet, so the girls were enthralled.

When George joined AA, he insisted on keeping booze in the house for company. For years, Barbie monitored the forty-ounce bottle of Canadian Club rye whisky that lived under the sink, but never once did she have reason to suspect George was dipping into it. She was finally beginning to relax; it seemed he really had quit.

“Oh, no, I’m fine,” Vic said, knowing George wouldn’t take no for an answer. George deftly mixed short rye and gingers for Vic, Donnie, and Barbie, then poured himself a tall glass of Coke, settling at his usual place at the kitchen table and lighting a cigarette.

“What are River and Skylar up to? Will they be home for supper?” Barbie strained to reach into the cupboard above the stove. “Eden, can you grab the seasoning salt for me?”

Eden was already taller than her mother and broader across the shoulders and hips. Like River and Skylar, she took after her father. George Junior, to his misfortune, was built much like his mother. The whole family doubted he would ever get married.

“River’s at Stacey’s for supper, and Skylar was in town earlier, but I don’t know if he’ll come home. He might go straight to the dance,” George said, with an aside to Vic. “Got a new honey over to Elder Valley, might not see him for weeks!” 

Barbie shook her head. “It would be nice if they would let me know. There’s a phone right there on the wall!”

“What about George Junior?” George asked.

“He’s been upstairs all day.” Barbie took over from Eden to give the potatoes a final expert mashing. “His asthma is just terrible at this time of year,” she said to Donnie. Barbie liked to emphasize the various ailments afflicting her brood in an attempt to commiserate about Curtis and his troubles. As if there is any comparison, Eden thought.

“George! Get down here for supper.” George was confident his voice would carry up the stairs and to the back of the house, where his son was probably lying on his bed reading comic books. Everyone within miles could hear him.

George Junior must have been on the way because he appeared on the landing. 

“Hey, there, Curt, what’s happening?” he said. Curtis continued staring at his feet. George Junior walked over to the table, gave Vic a friendly poke, and sat down beside him.

“Oh, shoot, I forgot about Doris!” Barbie exclaimed. “Eden, run down to Grandma’s and see if she wants to eat with us.”

“Why can’t George go? I’m up to my elbows in gravy here.”

“Eden, go!” her father ordered, and out she went, running down the path to her grandmother’s tiny house in the trees. Now in her eighties and widowed for thirty years, Doris clung to the land like a prairie cactus, stubbornly proving year after year she didn’t need to move into the seniors’ lodge. Eden found her on her knees pulling weeds in her immaculate vegetable garden.

“Grandma, Mom says come for supper! Sorry we’re asking so late. Vic and Donnie and the kids are here, and we’re going to the dance later.” Eden gasped for breath.

Doris rose stiffly to her feet, reaching for the cane she sometimes used. “I’m fine. Already ate. It’s almost six thirty!” 

“Yeah, sorry. Curt and I went riding, and then HoundDog got into it with a porcupine and Donnie had to pull the quills out, and I think Mom got behind with supper.”

“That dog! Always getting into something—if it isn’t a porcupine, it’s a skunk or a badger. More trouble than she’s worth!”

“Okay, Grandma, I’ll see you later, maybe tomorrow.” Eden turned toward the path. I’m starving! Riding and sex can really give a person an appetite. She hid her blushing cheeks from the old woman in case she could read her mind.

Doris looked at her granddaughter thoughtfully. “Mind yourself at the dance, now. Lots of young men on the prowl; they’ll be taking a look at you.” 

Eden smiled and waved. “I’ll come over tomorrow and tell you all about them.” 

“Watch out for those Pedersen boys,” Doris called after her. “If they’re anything like their grandfather was at their age...” But Eden was too far along the path to be pulled into Doris’s memory. She would hear all about it soon enough.

By the time she got back, Barbie had covered the table with steaming bowls and platters laden with more food than the nine of them could eat in one sitting. Fried hamburger patties, mashed potatoes and gravy, salad with fresh garden lettuce and homemade vinaigrette dressing (oil, vinegar, and a dash of sugar), green beans and corn from last year’s garden, freshly baked bread, milk, and iced tea. 

Curtis was set up with a tray in front of the television, but his sisters had to sit at the table with the adults. The television was set to a low volume so it would not disturb the diners. 

“Grandma already ate,” Eden announced as she slipped into her chair. Barbie rolled her eyes; they could set their watches by Doris and her routines, especially at supper time. 

Eden’s father was expounding about the rising price of farm equipment, Donnie was fretting about HoundDog and how well her wounds would heal, the little girls—Angela, aged nine, and Carol, eight—were smearing potatoes on one another’s clothes, Vic was attentively listening to George Senior, and George Junior was shoveling food into his mouth without engaging in any of the commotion.

“Hey, George, you going to the dance?” 

He looked up, startled. “What dance?” His eyes focused reluctantly on his sister. 

“What dance? Leanne’s and Travis’s wedding dance! You know!”

George Junior did know; Leanne had been a classmate since Grade One. Leanne and Travis had planned their wedding mere weeks before George, Leanne, and thirty other Grade Twelve students would celebrate their high school graduation. 

Word was that Leanne had always wanted a June wedding. The whole community knew the couple was five months pregnant, and that Leanne’s parents had insisted they get married as soon as possible. With the bride and groom from prominent South Country ranch families, their wedding dance promised to be a big, boisterous affair. Nobody wanted to miss it.

“Don’t you have to babysit?” George motioned with his eyebrows at Angela and Carol, who were now kicking one another. 

Eden often babysat for Vic and Donnie, but not tonight. She wanted to go to this dance. All her friends would be there, and she even had a new dress from the Sears spring and summer catalogue, a polyester double-knit halter dress, perfect for a hot evening like this.

Now that she was almost fifteen, she was filling out a bit. She would probably never be as curvy as Barbie—certainly, she’d never be as petite—but she knew the dress was flattering. 

She looked down at her plate, suddenly recalling what had happened earlier in the day. It seemed surreal; perhaps it hadn’t happened at all. But the tenderness between her legs reminded her it was real. 

She was simultaneously horrified and smug. If she could tell her friends—and she couldn’t—they would have to agree she was ahead of her time. No one in their grade was even dating yet; well, except for Celeste. But she was a slut.

Eden had a disturbing thought. What if she got drunk and accidentally told someone? She glanced over at Curtis lying under the coffee table. No one would believe me. The secret’s safe with us.

“What are you smirking about?” George kicked her under the table. “Got a date tonight?” 

She kicked him back. “What about you? Who are you taking to the dance?”

He shrugged. “Not going.”

“Loser,” Eden said affectionately. Nobody was ever going to marry George.
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The sun was setting behind orange and navy stripes as George Senior, Barbie, and Eden stepped into the prickly field near the community hall. Cars and trucks lined the street and most parking spots in the field were full. As expected, everyone was coming to the dance. 

Eden ran ahead, pushing through the crowd to the door. Feeling shy, she stopped to get her bearings. Where are Louisa and Carrie?

The first person she recognized was Celeste, who was standing with a sweaty knot of boys near the door. Then she saw her friends across the room. She made her way to them with difficulty, dodging another gang of inebriated high school boys.

“Look at those...” Louisa said, her eyes fixed on Celeste and her entourage.

“...big...” Carrie continued.

“...hooters?” Eden finished the sentence and the three of them collapsed into one another’s arms, cackling like helpless hens. 

Despite the well-rehearsed joke and the familiar and accepting arms of her friends, Eden felt oddly detached. Was it so funny? What would Louisa and Carrie say if they knew about her and Curtis?

The truth was everyone thought Curtis was creepy. At school, he was in a classroom with a kid named Gordie. The special education teacher taught them in the morning, and their parents picked them up before lunch. No one had ever played with Curtis and Gordie at recess. Not even Eden. Of course, Curtis didn’t know how to play.

George and Barbie were surrounded by friends. Her father was a magnet at events like this; his sobriety had not detracted from his popularity. He was half a head taller than everyone in the room, and his voice could be heard in every corner.

Eden scanned the room for her brothers. Near the dance floor, River watched the festivities with an arm around his girlfriend, Stacey. She was the daughter of a local rancher and farm auctioneer; Barbie said Stacey knew the meaning of hard work. Eden’s parents agreed she would make a good rancher’s wife. Everyone expected them to be engaged by Christmas.

She saw Skylar with his friends—their table had disappeared beneath a brown field of stubby beer bottles. As she watched, he took a long swig, wiped his mouth, and laughed so loudly she heard him across the room. Drunk already. In many significant ways, he was a replica of his father. One of the girls draped her arm around Skylar’s neck. Something about her reminded Eden of Celeste.

The band was assembling on stage. As the musicians picked up their instruments—banjo, accordion, saxophone, trumpet, and drums—the band leader, Dr. Christianson, announced the grand march. The bride and groom and their wedding party were arriving! Conversations gradually faded as the men and boys clogging the door made way for Mr. and Mrs. Travis Clement. 

The newlyweds looked bewildered by the attention. It had been a long day following orders from both sets of parents determined to celebrate despite the scandal of the pregnancy. However, it was common for young couples, even high school students, to come to the altar in this circumstance. Eden suspected Barbie and George had River on the way when they got married twenty-five years ago.

As Travis and Leanne shuffled alone in the middle of the hall—the band was doing a credible job of “You Are the Sunshine of My Life”—George Senior and his friends weaved through the crowd collecting money in old cowboy boots. At midnight, when the revelers would pause to feast on cold cuts, buns, salads, pickles, and a wide selection of squares and cookies, the men would present the money to the happy couple. Then they could escape into the starlit night, taking their burdens and hopes to a hotel room for a one-night honeymoon. Real life started the next day, right after the gift-opening luncheon at Leanne’s parents’ home.

The grand march was over, and couples were swinging onto the dance floor. Eden felt a meaty hand on her arm—her father, asking her to dance.

George was an excellent dancer. Light on his feet despite his bulk, he expertly guided his daughter in a lively two-step. As they twirled in perfect harmony, Eden noticed River and Stacey dancing together, and Vic and Donnie. A glance at the corner revealed that Skylar and his followers had left the hall. George Junior was standing in the back with the other single men, holding a beer. I knew he wouldn’t miss Leanne’s wedding dance.

George Senior smelled of cologne and clean sweat—no whisky fumes, Eden noted with relief. Barbie wasn’t the only guardian of George’s sobriety; the whole family watched him with foreboding at gatherings like this. In the drunk days, George would be stumbling, slurring, and leaning on the arms of his friends by now. Barbie would be preparing to take him home in tight silence. These days, she didn’t even take the truck keys away when they arrived at a dance—she trusted him that much now.

George twirled Eden around in a full circle, coming to a graceful stop as the band finished the song. 

“They have a long road ahead of them,” George said, nodding at Leanne and Travis, who were preparing to cut the wedding cake for photographs and then distribute plastic-wrapped fruit cake slices and thank you notes to their guests. Barbie had a drawer of petrified fruit cake from decades of weddings. She said it was bad luck to eat wedding cake; apparently, it was also bad luck to dispose of it.

George looked down with affection at this daughter who had grown as high as his heart in the past year. “It’s a little young to start a family, don’t you think?”

Eden shrugged. “Weren’t you and Mom young when you got married?” 

George nodded. “Yes, your mom was nineteen and I was twenty-one, so we were young. But I already had the farm and cattle. I’d been out of school since ninth grade, so I had a little bit of money. We weren’t starting from scratch. The Clements don’t have much money or land, so Travis will be on his own supporting a wife and kid. Don’t envy him much.”

He spoke so quietly Eden had to strain to hear him. “I’m glad you kids have more options now. But let this be a lesson—don’t get into Leanne’s position so you can take advantage of all those opportunities when you finish school. Don’t settle, Eden.”

This manner of talk was so unlike George that Eden took another sniff, wondering if he had been drinking. But before she could detect any odour over the reek of cigarette smoke in the room, George’s friends swept him away, and Eden was recaptured by Louisa, Carrie, and other girls from her class. She followed them gladly to line up at the bar for pop.

Hours later, Eden watched a crescent moon keep pace with the truck as the ribbon road unfurled behind them. Insects splattered against the windshield or plummeted to their deaths in the headlights. Barbie and George were discussing the evening, laughing as they companionably shared a cigarette. 

Eden was caught up in her own thoughts—Leanne’s swollen ankles revealed briefly when Travis removed her blue garter with his teeth and tossed it into the crowd (George Junior caught it, which was hilarious!); Celeste leaving the hall with Jason Pedersen and never returning; Skylar’s brief reappearance after an obvious necking session with the girl from Elder Valley; River and Stacey’s entwined hands as they politely bid Barbie and George good night.

Eden was thinking about love, about what her father had said about options, about Curtis. As she nodded into sleep, she thought about her sister Ava and the place where she—and now Curtis—lived forever, deep in her body.

When they pulled into the yard, George Junior’s blue truck was parked by the house. River and Skylar weren’t home, no surprise there. Eden gazed up at a shimmery spray of stars, the silver droplets so close she could feel their cold sparks. A cricket chorus ushered them into their waiting beds.

The sun was already up when the telephone on the kitchen wall startled them awake. It was their ring on the party line—long, long, short; long, long, short. 

Eden heard her father’s ponderous step in the kitchen, his hoarse, sleep-heavy voice answering the phone, a long silence, and then his anguished cry shaking the house. 

“Barbie!”
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Skylar rolled his truck driving his girlfriend home to Elder Valley. He missed the turn, and the truck flipped end-to-end, plowing into a wheat field. The police had to use the Jaws of Life to pry him out of the crumpled cab. 

A passing farmer found the girl, Jennifer Miller, sprawled and weeping in the mangled field. He held her while the sun rose on a perfect South Country morning, but by the time help arrived, her life had seeped into the cool mercy of the earth.

All summer, on their way to Regina to visit Skylar in the hospital, Barbie and George laid flowers at the small white cross Jennifer’s parents placed where their daughter died. 

The English family sat in the back row at the funeral, flattened by sorrow into cardboard cutouts of themselves. At the reception, to be polite, they nibbled on open-faced buns topped with egg and tuna salad, then slipped away to drive the lonely road home, where they each sought solitude—Barbie and Doris in their gardens, weeding by hand; George Senior in the pasture, checking the cattle; George Junior on his bed, reading; and River in the shop, tuning his truck. Eden went to the barn to fling her arms around Patches’s neck, sobbing to the beat of the horse’s steadfast heart.

As Doris noted on the way home, no one had spoken to them at the funeral.

It was a summer of silence. George’s booming voice faded. Barbie’s light dimmed. Few vehicles disturbed the dust on the gravel road leading to the English’s yard; no one spilled out seeking conversation and coffee or a well-timed invitation to supper. HoundDog, healed and contrite from the porcupine encounter, rarely barked. 

River and George Junior were seldom home. River was busy establishing his own farm and George Junior had taken a job at the lumberyard in Everview, finding this easier on his inflamed lungs than haying or summer fallowing. Eden, too young for a summer job and largely ignored by her mother, went on long rides, giving Patches and Blackie their exercise by turns.

Only reckless gallops across the fields, her hair billowing behind her like the horse’s tail, lifted Eden from the dispirited atmosphere of her home.

She found herself spending more time with Grandma Doris than she usually did. It was difficult to tell if her presence was welcomed or merely tolerated. Doris was a loner. 

On the day Eden turned fifteen, she wandered listlessly down the path to see what her grandmother was doing. She never looked forward to her birthday. Barbie often spent the day crying for Ava; the only time in the year she indulged in obvious grief for her lost baby. By the time the family gathered for a perfunctory birthday celebration, Barbie was typically lying on her bed with a wet dish towel over her eyes. 

The boys would try to jolly things up, and George Senior would give her a gift—this year, she was hoping for a cassette recorder—but it was shaping up to be another non-birthday. Earlier that day, Barbie and George drove to Regina to bring Skylar home from the hospital. He had been in the rehabilitation wing for ten weeks.

Doris was in her kitchen making crab apple jelly. Eden flopped on the couch, resting her head on one of Doris’s crocheted pillows. At this time of the day, Doris liked to reminisce about the journey she made—all on her own—from North Dakota to the South Country with a team and wagon and three cows to join Grandpa James on his homestead. Doris had left her mother and siblings to come to the land James had staked out, to marry a man she barely knew. She was sixteen. Once they got a shack built, her mother and younger brothers joined them in Saskatchewan. 

The five of them lived together in the two-room shack that first brutal winter, heating it with wood from the coulees and coal from a neighbour’s mine. In the spring, Doris gave birth to Irma, her first child. Irma was buried five days later in the community cemetery a mile from the homestead. It was a story Eden had heard a thousand times. 

Today, though, Doris sank into her armchair and said, “You look like death warmed over.”

“Do I?” Eden pushed herself into a sitting position. “I don’t know. I feel like I have the flu.”

“Come here and let me feel your head. No, you’re not hot. You look pale, but you’re obviously eating. Put on some weight, I see.”

Eden was self-conscious about her weight. She favoured her father but dreaded becoming a large person like he was. She had to admit her t-shirts were tight. She needed to go on a diet before school started.

Doris looked out of the window, a little tremor in her mouth as she gazed at the lilac bushes bordering her yard. At this time of year, they were flowerless and turning yellow. Beyond the yard, the barley field was a sea of tufted golden waves.

“You know, it’s been in the family for a long time,” she said. Eden had no idea what she was talking about, but prepared to listen politely, like she always did.

Doris looked at Eden with softened eyes. “Your great-grandfather—my father—drank himself to death. I’m not sure I ever told you that. He left Mother with three children and no money. Thank God my Jim came along when he did. And Jim liked his drink, too. I always thought the Depression saved him. We didn’t have money for liquor or anything else. We ate what we could raise on the farm, and that was it. But your Daddy—he carried on the family tradition.” Doris chuckled ruefully.

“Dad quit drinking. He goes to AA.” 

“Oh, I know it, thank the Lord. But now Skylar... well, he’s in line for a lot of trouble in life if he doesn’t watch out. It’s so much easier to be an alcoholic now than it was in the Depression. Everyone has money.”

Eden thought about Skylar in the hospital, pinned down by tubes and plaster, his eyes glazed with pain. His vacant stare made her wonder if he even recognized her. He was paying a steep price for pushing away from a groaning table of empty bottles and driving through the night with one hand on the steering wheel and the other wrapped around his girl. 

People in the community blamed Skylar for Jennifer’s death. Louisa had filled her in during a long telephone conversation recently.

Doris turned her eyes to Eden, the softness gone. “You don’t have to mope around about Skylar, you know. He just needs more time. I don’t buy that brain injury nonsense. Brains heal, just like bones. He’s a tough character.”

Eden was less than certain about that. Although she had only seen Skylar twice since the accident, she had heard Barbie and George talking late at night. They were worried Skylar would never be the same.

She heaved herself off the couch and raked her hair off her face. “I think I’ll give Blackie a run. See you later at dinner, Grandma?”

“Oh, that’s right, it’s somebody’s birthday, so they tell me. Take your present up to the house now, so I don’t have to carry it when I come over.” 

Doris reached behind the armchair for a large, loosely wrapped gift tucked under a pile of crocheted afghans. It was soft and pillowy; another afghan, Eden guessed. Oh, well. Another non-birthday gift for another non-birthday.

Eden had hoped to invite Louisa and Carrie for supper, but that wasn’t going to happen. There was too much going on—Skylar was coming home, River was fencing, and her father was trying to get the grain truck and combine tuned up and ready for harvest. The crops were ripening rapidly, and, with all the trips to see Skylar, George was running behind. Eden knew better than to even ask.

She stopped at the house to deposit her new afghan beside the television, where family birthday gifts were traditionally placed before opening. No other gifts had accumulated there. Sigh.

Blackie was hard to catch; Eden had to entice him with a handful of oats. She slipped the hackamore bridle over his ears and buckled it under his jaw to give him a break from the bit. Barbie wasn’t around to object and probably wouldn’t have noticed anyway. 

This might be a good year, Eden thought as she neck-reined Blackie out of the yard. Everyone might leave me alone now that I’m fifteen. That would be nice for a change. She felt woozy as Blackie walked away from the yard. She’d been dizzy all day. Must be the heat. She didn’t urge Blackie into a gallop. 

“Let’s just take it easy today,” she said, patting his slick neck. The horse rotated his ears conversationally, listening to her voice and snorting from the dust. HoundDog was following at a distance, burying her nose in gopher and badger holes, looking for trouble. 

When she got back to the yard, Eden was surprised to see so many vehicles. Mom and Dad were home, and there was Donnie’s car, and George Junior’s truck, but whose truck was that? Everyone was admiring a gleaming bronze Ford truck with white sides and hood. Skylar was leaning on his crutches, looking gratified and confused. Slipping off Blackie, Eden approached the group, letting the horse graze near the house while she held the reins.

“Insurance just came in, so we thought we’d pick it up today,” her father was saying to Donnie, who looked admiringly at the truck and sidelong at Skylar; he had lost thirty pounds and looked like a starving waif. There was no Skylar-swagger left in the boy. 

“What do you think, Sky?” Barbie asked, hand on her son’s arm. 

George Junior slapped the fender. “Excellent wheels, man. Soon you’ll get back on the horse, eh?” 

Skylar limped painfully to the porch. HoundDog nearly upended him, but Donnie quickly intervened, distracting the dog as everyone moved toward the house. Eden twitched the reins to pull Blackie from the tender grass. In protest, he emptied his bowels in a steaming heap by the step. 

Patches stood anxiously at the fence, yearning for her equine companion. Eden opened the gate to let Blackie into the barnyard, pulled the bridle off the miscreant, gave him a scolding slap on the rump, and went with resignation to the barn to get a shovel. Fun times at the English household tonight. Big birthday celebration. Yay.

When she came into the kitchen, she noticed Donnie had prepared supper. Barbie was sitting at the table with a rye and ginger, and George Junior was setting the table. No Curtis this time; Donnie had left the kids at home with Vic, knowing Barbie and George would be exhausted and Skylar overwhelmed after his extended hospital stay. 

Eden leaned into Donnie’s birthday hug for a couple of moments longer than she had intended. She was so tired, and Skylar looked so completely wrecked. Donnie’s plump arms were a balm for the soul on this non-birthday to beat all non-birthdays. 

How nice of her to make supper. Eden could see an iced cake with candles in a pan on the counter. She glanced into the living room. Nope, no more presents. Just Grandma’s afghan.

Skylar and George Junior sat down in front of the television. It was six o’clock, time for The Wonderful World of Disney. Tinkerbell was lighting the top of the Disney castle, and the familiar theme song filled the house. Skylar stared at the television, mesmerized. A small smile teased his lips. He had always liked The Wonderful World of Disney.

Eden’s father whistled the tune as he came out of the bedroom in his work clothes. 

“Doris should be here right away,” he said to Donnie. “Let’s eat so I can go milk.” Thanks, Dad, Eden thought. I won’t take up much of your time opening presents, so you can go do your chores. George turned back to the bedroom and returned carrying an unopened Sears package, which he placed beside the television. 

“Happy birthday, kiddo.” He patted her on the head. “Fifteen, wow. Barbie, our baby’s grown.” Barbie took this as a cue to start weeping about Ava. 

Eden helped Donnie put the food on the table—a huge lasagna she had brought over, fresh corn on the cob, peas, and carrots, and a Caesar salad, Eden’s favourite. Eden was so hungry she felt like throwing up. Give me food, now!

Doris stepped into the kitchen. Her cane clomped on the floor as she approached Skylar; he barely acknowledged her. Doris had not seen Skylar since the accident—she was disinclined to go to the city for any reason.

“Well,” she said, “you’ve got yourself into a pickle. But you’re in one piece. Just be grateful for that.” Skylar merely shrugged. He and Doris were not close. 

“And don’t feel too bad about that girl. People may blame you, but everyone’s time is coming. Only God knows when.”

A horrified silence gripped the room, then George Senior exclaimed, “Donnie, where’s your drink?” and Donnie said, “Supper’s ready!” and Barbie said, “Eden, come here, honey. I haven’t given you a birthday hug!” and George Junior urged Skylar to hobble to the table, and even River showed up at the last minute, filthy and ravenous. 

They were all together again, and it wasn’t a complete non-birthday after all. Donnie presented the cake with a dramatic bow and, as per tradition, Eden cut and served it after blowing out all fifteen candles in one puff. 

After dessert, she opened her presents—a mauve chenille bedspread with an embossed daisy pattern from Doris (not an afghan!), and a cassette recorder with four tapes, a head cleaner, and an earphone. This outfit was even nicer than Louisa’s! 

She was excused from dishes—Barbie and Donnie wanted to talk, and Eden wanted to try out her new recorder. She smuggled the radio from its usual place on the refrigerator and spent the evening in her room, hitting the record button when her favourite songs came on. She cried a little, listening to a Cat Stevens song, thinking about Jennifer Miller, who had danced for a very short time on this earth and was now gone forever. Forever. It was unthinkable. 

And Curtis? Their time together in the coulee had not changed him. He was still buried deep in a jumble of thoughts, oblivious to the touch of a loving hand.

Eden tossed and turned under her new bedspread. It was gloriously soft and luxurious, but much too heavy for a muggy night like this. She could hear Barbie and George talking in the living room. 

“Shush, now,” George said, and Eden knew without seeing them he was holding Barbie on his lap. She was so tiny; he often held her like a child during times of sorrow, or playfulness, or even while watching their favourite television program, The Carol Burnett Show.

Eden knew this was a private moment, but she listened, nonetheless. She could hardly avoid listening.

Barbie was crying about Ava, and also about Skylar. Her two lost babies. 

“There’s just... nothing there,” Barbie said. Eden imagined her face buried in the shoulder of George’s plaid work shirt. 

“Not yet. Give him time. The doctor said brain injury takes a long time to heal.”

“Some things never heal,” Barbie said. “You know who he reminds me of now? Nobody more so than Curtis.”

George paused. Perhaps he agreed. He said, “Nothing holds an English down for long. He’ll find his way back. Good old-fashioned work will help, once he’s on his feet. We’ll have him picking bales before you know it.”

“I just worry so much about all of them.”

“Barbie, you always say lightning never strikes twice. They’ll be okay.”
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It was the first day of Grade Ten. Eden felt drained all summer, but now she was bursting with energy. The summer from hell was over; things could only get better.

When the school bus pulled into their yard, Eden and George Junior stepped on. George was training to work as a bus driver, so today he was shadowing Lance, who was nearing retirement. 

George was beloved by the kids on the bus. “Sir Joimes!” they all cried. George acknowledged them with a regal wave, then took a seat behind Lance. They called him Sir Joimes because his middle name was James. Shades of Barbie, but with more imagination. Eden had a nickname, too—or, at least, Jason Pedersen thought so. 

“Frenchie,” he said with a nod when she sat down in the middle of the bus. He called her Frenchie because her name was English. Please. Eden ignored him. He thought he was so smart in tight Wrangler jeans and cowboy hat, a western shirt with two snaps undone.

Curtis was on the bus today. On good days, Donnie put him on the bus in the morning and then drove into town to pick him up after his class. Curtis hated it when other kids sat with him; he was known to kick if people got too close. He didn’t want Eden or George to sit with him, and his sisters sat near the front with their friends, so he sat alone. 

Having a seat to himself was only a big deal when the bus was filled to capacity, which was always the case on the first day of school. When the bus was full, students had to triple up in the seats built for two, and sometimes that led to fights. It always led to a busload of complaints.

Eden was Curtis’s defender on the bus, whether she wanted to be or not. No one else would retaliate when books or garbage were thrown at him, spit back when kids spat on him, and respond with cutting comments when the taunting grew too intense. Over the years, kids learned not to mess with Curtis. Now, they just messed with Eden.

“Hey, Frenchie.” Jason wouldn’t let up until he got a rise out of her, but she was determined not to respond today. “Why don’t you sit with your boyfriend? He looks lonely.”

Jason Pedersen, you are in Grade Eleven. Grow up already. She hunched down in the seat, gazing at the crystalline September sky and the pregnant swaths of wheat, barley, and oats. A million dollars in the field just waiting for rain, hail, or snow to wash it all away, as Eden’s father often said. The farmers were in a race against nature at harvest time; often, they came in on the losing end.

The bus lumbered along the blacktop, bulging with kids, backpacks, jackets, crayons, scribblers, books, new clothes—some kids had new clothes on the first day of school; others wore hand-me-downs for their entire school careers—squeaky clean running shoes, old stinky shoes, old resentments, new hatreds, unrequited loves, belly laughs, and outright spite. Spite was Jason Pedersen’s specialty. 

“Hey, Frenchie, you screwed him yet?” Eden cringed but didn’t let it show. “Your little retarded boyfriend?” 

With no response from Eden, Jason turned to Curtis. “Hey, Curtis, how’s the pussy? You like licking pussy?” 

The other boys were roaring, practically rolling in the aisle. So funny, Jason. I’ve heard it all before. 

Still, it was hard to sit through this, especially after what had happened in June. Eden prayed Curtis didn’t understand this dirty talk. Soon the bus would be turning into Carrie’s yard, and she would join Eden in her seat. The torment usually eased off then.

Jason stood up, reached across the aisle, and flicked Curtis on the ear. Curtis screamed and thrust his head between his knees. Eden whirled to her feet and kicked Jason in the abdomen. She’d been aiming for his balls.

Jason collapsed into his seat. Eden was tall, strong from riding, and fast as a rattlesnake. And she’d given it everything she had. She hated Jason Pedersen with every molecule in her body. She would have killed him if she could.

The kids were still sniggering, but more quietly. They watched warily, wondering what would happen next. Did Eden have the upper hand? What would Jason do?

It took Jason a couple of moments to catch his breath, but when he straightened up, he had a wicked grin on his face. He wasn’t going to let her win.

“Frenchie, Frenchie, what? You gonna kill me?” he said. “Another English killer on the loose? How’s Skylar doing? He in jail yet?”

Eden was still standing, her mouth gaping. Even Jason Pedersen wouldn’t say something like that! But he had. Before she could respond, an unearthly howl filled the bus, stopping every conversation. It even reached the men in the front. Lance signaled right to bring the bus to a stop.

Curtis was screaming in a way only Curtis could—mouth wide open, wordless, harrowing, horrible. Eden hadn’t heard him scream that way since they were little kids. He flapped his arms and twisted his torso, striking the kids in the seats in front and behind him. The kids ducked down, and everyone looked scared.

George marched down the aisle. Curtis continued screaming, and George had to shout to be heard. “What’s going on?” he asked Eden. He looked at Jason. “What did you do, asshole?” 

Jason stood up but, despite George’s diminutive size, he was cowed. “Nothing. This retard is screaming. It’s nothing to do with me.” 

Eden sat down. She knew the code well. No one in authority cared what one kid said to another. They might care about kicking, but she knew Jason would never say anything. She would never tell her parents or Curtis’s
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