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Barbara Kingsolver

to be taken for a jock, the u.ay he splayed himself on the foor to read or

think, as iihe took gravityharder than the rest of us. Dark eyes look-

ing up, offering no answer to this question that stuffeci our throats like

cotton *'ool. It even damped out my mothert favorite 'ararning against

ge tting above mt,self : It's not the a,histle tbat pulls lbe train. She for.md

other ways to sa,v it, Lord knows. But that rvord left our station.

It was a long time ago. People say that as a comfort, as if che broken-

giass edges of our damage get w-orn down by years. And in the mean-

time, vou do what? Stare at the train wreck, pick at the scar, pla1, fl-t.

scorching nr€morv over and over like a hard piano passage you're deter-

mined to memorize, trvingto dull the cuttingedge. Even if it adds up

io che purs,.ric oimisen'as an occupatiorl. I've studied the angles, read

rre accounrs 'ou can find in the neu-s, a few police reports i probably

shor-r.Idn'r har e seen, and these stories get me no further. Right up to the

quesrion rnark, still empty air on the other side. Horv did mv brother go

off and leave rne like that ? $fith determination, some self'-rnedication,

people assume d: Drunk or high, fell asleep oru tlte tracles. But it takes

sorne doing to choose that particular bed, and what about rvaking up

at the last minute with the animal drive to save your olvn skin? How
rvould a soft body stay put against all that po\\,er. Screaming brakes, the

instinct for surviving. The people u,ho needed you to starv.

Cr-rus's death broke my parents, but I had to go on being some-

bodr. : sister anc'l noc a sister, a person on my own. I was eleveu r.vhen

rc h;.;',pene d, \\e ali Lrorv eleven-year-old girls, rvith their wide eyes

an..l sincere beliefrhat everv terrible thing that happens is their fault.
Except fbr the carefree few who think nothing is. Maybe for sorne of
us, when it comes ro the ties that bind us one to another, it has ro be

all or nothing. Maybe I've rvished for the mercy of nothing. Maybe I
still do.

Pr.
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Barbara Kingsolver

Thatt not what he'd have seen, though. Charlie would ask if I was

okay, and when I made up something, a student rescheduling a lesson,

he would believe me. Pick up his knife and fork and cut up his pork
chop. Thatt the man he is, solid and good, which makes him sound

ordinary, or I guess maybe the enviable side ofordinary as husbands go,

but itt more unusual t}an that. His mind could no more hold thoughts

of betrayal than a good strong hand can hold water. Just not built for
the task.

I was young when I d known Sigurd, only twenty and barely more

than a child, even if I thought otherwise. Years ago, anyway, time enough

for forgiving and forgetting trespasses, even if they felt murderous at the

time. Or so I told mysel4 while dishes were washed, while the newspa-

per was folded to the local section and read, while we said our good-

nights before Charlie turned in. But an hour after midnighL I was sdll

plryrng Chopin in the dark house, trying to stop time. If I didnt ever

go to bed and get up again, if six more days didnt pass, we could go

on here, unrattled by this earthquake I didnt ask for. At least I knew my

playingwouldnt disturb Charlie. He is early to bed and early to rise, a

farmer to his bones, and could sleep through the Second Coming. Het
told me if he ever does turn over in our bedroom upstairs and wake up

to one of my nocturnes, the sound of me sends him right back to his

dreams. So there he lay above me while I sat in the dark living room

playrrg all the Chopin preludes I could remember, then the mazurkas,

and after that the nocturnes.

My hand was cramping like a fiend, and I finally quit on Chopin in
the middle of a cadenza. Right hand is the bad one. That was Sigurd's

fault, and one_ruined hand the least of it. I snapped on t.he little brass

music lamp on the piano, stood up too fast, and took hold of the fall-
board to steady myself, not wanting to trip over the dog curled at my

feet or ding my hip on some sharp corner in the dark. That's bodies for
you, underneath all the mind's drama, just pitiable fesh. My legs had

fallen asleep. I saw the shoes under the piano and said quietly without
thinking: "Oh, Mom is here."

Gaz looked up at me with his ears pricked, pale eyes curious in the
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Barbara Kingsolver

to me ? The sting of a wash-damp hand on a cheek. Or words, of the

kind that can sting parts of a child more tender than f esh. Her curdled

tortune inside me rvould not gec passed on. \[hat happened to me was

tbr the best.

I left the shoes oucside the back door and went upstairs to bed. I
always thought of my mother as old back rhen, older than dirt, but she

u,asn'r. Late thirties or so u,hen she lost Cy and gave up on the r€sr. I was

younger than that when I lost everything.

Alle r

: :s: :ime I c., er 1..-r; . ..
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Barbara Kingsolver

for a dress rehearsal probablr.-it \vasn't usual to practice in that giant

auditorium unless we meant business. But with that little glimpse, he

got in my head and stayed there the rest of the day, his rva1, of standing

on the sidewalk, body presented to the world, bundle of papers rucked

under one arrn as he cradled the farne of a lighter inside his cupped

fingers to light a cigarette. Arms ancl wrism like Michelangelo's Dauid,I
swear, with power you could see in the muscle and sinerv but tenderness

in rhe harrds. I shiverec.l. As if those hands had touched me already.

It u'as springtime, there \\ias that. Slrell of reviving 61rass and all God.s

earthworms coming up for air after a winter that nigh had killed me. It
wasn t my first winter in Indiana, but I rrever got used to that level of
cold that makes the little hairs in your nose freeze and brisde like cactus

spines, till you want to stop breathing. Months of ice and mud, and nor.r

here came crocuses, songbirds, light r.vinning over dark like something

out of rhe Bible. Nl of rhat could surely rouse a body into rur. Also roo,

the French horn professor had said what she did-171 buj, it-so itwas
him doing the selling. No special failing on my part.

tr u.,ouid go home that evening to a sweet boy u'ho'd recently spo-

ken of marriage. To rne specifically; Jon Link and myself being mar-

ried. I was meant to be r,,'alking on the clcuds now, rlot looking over

the fence. Even ii I cl learned llot to make too much of the narriage
business" Vre lived amons young people r.vho could argue you down

to the gristle on which was the better Brahms piano concerto, first or

second, but shrugged offmarriage as a so-called piece of paper. Unlike
the people I'd conre fiom, rvho held no act before the sighr of God
to be more important, for people gcnerallv but a girl certainl\r It had

been my mother's main argument against m)/ running offto college:

Ifhat bo1 do j,su thlnk tuill baue you f';Vou go on getting aboae vt,urselj'?

None likelv, I granted, sitring that last day in her kitchen, talking to
her back as she bc,ile d potatoes, atrsorbing disapproval along r.r,ith the

potato smell I dreaded urould follov,, rne out of that house. I wanted to

ask What ba1 do 1,ou think wi/l bat,e tne nott,? Bur rhat rvas irer point.
I uras too peculiar. And run ofi, I did, puiled onto the Greyhounci bus

by a music scholarship that felt like a rope thrown to the drow-ning.

Pa

f;a.{ing at the other end of it a u
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