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Chapter 1

PART ONE

The erratic clomp of footsteps struck what sounded like the first, second, 
and third treads on the staircase leading to my apartment. No mystery 
surrounded the identity of the individual who was wasting little time 

getting to the second floor. A thud hit the fourth bare wood step and echoed 
in the stairwell. It had to be the foul-mouthed tenant who lived below me, 
coming to give me a piece of his mind, again. I could hear him cussing up a 
blue streak as he ascended. One by one: stomp, swear, stomp, swear until I 
could almost feel his hot breath in my face. A few feet away at the entrance to 
apartment number 202—mine—a floorboard yielded its familiar creak under 
the man’s weight.

I unplugged the carpet sweeper cord and wrapped it in tidy circles along 
the side of the deflated Hoover bag and glanced through the open window 
over the kitchen sink. Albuquerque’s slight October midday breeze moved 
the desert air, rippling the loosely gathered curtain that hung from the sash. 
Clouds floated idly above craggy slopes of the Sandia Mountains in the dis-
tance. Out there, from all appearances, 1929 was lazing past.  

After a sufficient delay to show my lack of respect, I answered the hos-
tile knock on my door.

A young man with beer breath and disheveled clothes stood looking at 
me. His height was a few inches shy of mine. He’d chosen an indignant look 
to greet me. The toe of his shoe crossed the threshold. “That your Model T 
parked out front?”
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“It is.”
“Well, its tire is on my bed of . . .” He faltered, caught his balance against 

the doorframe, and offered a cheeky smile. “Did I say a good morning to 
you, Mr. Simpson?”

“The name’s Hagan. Not Simpson. Simon Hagan. Guess I didn’t catch 
yours.”

“Hagan?” He eyed me with an enlightened stare. “You’ve run your 
vehicle over a stretch of my grass, Mr. Hagan. My property since it’s under 
my window—” A bad-mannered and energetic belch escaped the pooching 
cavern of his belly.

I reacted, backhanding my tweed vest to avoid the spew. 
The man took little notice. “And the noise from whatever machine 

you’re using to ratchet the floors has disrupted my sleep.” 
 “That would be a carpet sweeper, a present for my wife who’ll be 

coming—”
“Had no idea you were married.”
“Never mind. Allow me a look-see, and if that’s the case concerning my 

automobile, I’ll make amends. Otherwise, you’ve made an unnecessary trip 
up here. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m in a hurry.” I checked my wristwatch. 
“Wife’s bus is due from Flagstaff in just over an hour. But as long as we’re 
having this little discussion, I’d be much obliged if you’d put your trash out 
back where it belongs. Couldn’t help noticing you’ve left a bit of it outside 
your door. Might make a better impression on her if it were gone.”

He blinked with no response. My comments seemed to be totting up for 
consideration somewhere behind bleary eyes.

“The trash,” I said, raising my volume, “gone, perhaps? No later than 
noon.”

“Your vehicle . . . off my grass, perhaps? The sooner the better.”
“Fair enough, mister.”
“The name’s Reagan. Ronald Reagan. Don’t let me keep you.”
I nodded and closed the door, having permitted my tipsy neighbor to get 

the last word. His interruption was not about to foil my efforts to put a shine 
on the apartment. Today was much too favorable to be pettifogging minor 
details anyhow, with my bride’s bus arriving soon. I hustled off to the kitchen 
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in a tailspin, cleared the dishes from the drainboard, wiped down the counter, 
and proceeded to do a once-over through the rest of the place, rehearsing my 
lines for the part I’d gotten at the local theatre as I went.

In the bedroom, a small vase crammed full of flowers sat on the night-
stand. Next to it, her photograph beamed back at me with a reassuring smile. 
The comforts she’d become accustomed to during the last several months, 
however, living at her sister’s, had me wondering about my adequacy.

There was no mistaking it: the love we’d gotten back was real, and it 
filled me with everything worth living for. Wasted days I’d imprinted with 
guilt were gone. Gone, too, was my powerlessness and the futile hours of 
worry over my brother’s whereabouts. And gone was my reproach for an 
earless God because of what he had not done while I trod inexhaustible deep 
waters. Like a giant ship in a slow turn on the ocean, I’d felt my indifference 
to my father changing course. Over time it had become clear that he’d been 
the anchor during my struggle to stay alive, and I no longer felt like a dis-
appointed child unfairly denied a safe port in the storm. The lamp was on. I 
turned it off, then back on again to prove to myself that I wasn’t dreaming.

I strutted to the living room, waving my arms in the air, dramatizing 
my scrip, not about to cave in to the outright temptation to smoke a ciga-
rette. Acting came naturally, and so much about the idea of a masquerade 
did as well. Today in particular, rehearsing suited me, or the walls in the tiny 
burrow that was my apartment would have closed in around me. 

I sat down on the couch and continued to recite with nervous energy the 
words that let me ignore the question of how I would find time to work my 
job at the Franciscan Hotel—moreover, how I could afford not to. But I was 
in love, and my physical reserves to press on with classes at the university, 
acting, and my dishwashing duties at the hotel were bolstered by it. Eager to 
be on my way, I stood up. Unimaginable as it was, solid truth that the woman 
I loved had married me gave me courage.

Her bus trip would be taxing, so better my being early than late to the 
station. I plumped the seat cushion that I’d made a mess of and straightened 
out the wrinkles, then walked to the window. Past it, New Mexico’s peaks 
touched a magnificent sky. 

I jingled the keys in my pocket and was out the door with plenty of 
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answers to the question of where I was going. From my quiet source of dev-
ilment, I anticipated the likelihood of running into Mr. Reagan. At the bottom 
of the stairs I could see that I had, in fact, encroached on his property. Also, 
that his trash was unmoved. Not wanting to start a rift, I situated myself in 
my secondhand Model T, pulled the choke lever, then hopped back out and 
went to the front end to crank her up.

My father-in-law would be pleased to know I owned one again, old as 
it was. We’d had our history, Charlie and I, and sitting in the driver’s seat of 
my Model T—similar to the one he’d taught me to drive—felt mighty good. 
I crept backwards off of Mr. Reagan’s grass, switched gears, and gave the T 
some gas.

After crossing Railroad Avenue, I went east where farmers grazed their 
sheep on the Grand Mesa. Lying ahead, the sand dunes marked the eastern 
edge of the floodplain, and the mesa rose gently up to the foothills of the 
Sandia Mountains. I followed the ruts in the road, moving at twenty-five 
miles an hour toward the station, avoiding the rocks that might cause me to 
veer off to the side. The mild wind played havoc with the waves in my hair, 
and my linen cap bounced on the seat beside me.

Within half an hour and right on time, I was waiting at the station. I 
paced from one end to the other, on the lookout for the rounded, cream-col-
ored top of the motor coach. My eyes were peeled for the first glimpse of the 
eastbound bus from Flagstaff.

Minutes passed. I took a look at my wristwatch again, holding its face 
so the intermittent sun’s glare didn’t distort its hands: 11:39. The bus was 
overdue. I went to the desk for the third time.

“No, sir,” the clerk said, “please be patient. They’re just a few minutes 
behind schedule. It’s usually on—”

The ring of the telephone behind him got his attention.
He pressed his ear to the receiver and, without turning his head, shifted 

his gaze toward me as he listened. Then froze. His faraway look made my 
blood run cold. The ring of another telephone cut through the close space like 
a shrill omen, taking from me the air that I breathed. 

And once again I felt powerless.
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Chapter 2

When America entered the twentieth century, almost half of its pop-
ulation lived on a farm, and I was birthed on a rugged one without 
my consent in rural Kentucky. That’s where I was in 1902, a babe 

in my mother’s arms in a one-room clapboard house. Our home sat on the 
vast abundance of hilly pastureland where my father’s father had staked his 
claim to the land he handed down to his only son. It was there that Geoffrey 
Newton Hagan at twenty-four years old and Nellie Virginia Keenan Hagan 
at eighteen became the second generation of the Hagan clan, and I, Simon 
Newton, was their firstborn.

My folks worked an eighty-acre farm from the minute the sun came up 
to the minute it went down. By the time I was eight, I did the same. Some-
time during my youth, it became evident that farming rendered a hard life, 
but I had absolutely nothing to compare it to. It wasn’t until much later that 
I came to recognize the breadth of trials and the depth of toil required to run 
a self-contained farm on the outskirts of nowhere.

My being entrusted as a scrawny kid with the supervision and care of the 
prized buckskin stallion named Soot was testimony enough of the responsi-
bility I carried. Fortunately, for me, ol’ Soot had a gentle disposition, which 
enabled me to handle him, and that alone justified his having been gelded. I 
knew early on what it meant that the horse had been deprived of his vigor, 
and not wishing the same fate to befall me as a result of my own spirited 
behavior, I aimed to please.

So as a youngster, both Soot and I had temperaments that qualified us as 
docile males. He was destined for a lifetime of submission, but my compliance 
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lasted only till I was eighteen. Until then, there was no reasonable excuse for a 
strapping youngster like me to refuse to do a man’s share of the work.

Every able-bodied person in our house and the sharecroppers on our 
land went about doing what we were supposed to, and the older I got, the 
more chores there were to be done. Little else till now had done as much to 
toughen the sinews of my armor.

!
Sheer habit, not the restless night, rousted me out of bed long before 

five a.m. I hit the floor with both feet, flung the covers over my younger 
brother Alan so he could continue sleeping another hour or so, and stumbled 
to the washstand. I poured water into the basin and splashed a freezing-cold 
handful on my face, then got dressed in an unheated and pitch-black corner 
of the room.

I’d have been hard-pressed to find an area in our home that was heated 
or lighted, for while having grown over the years from one room to several, it 
was far enough in the country to be lacking in electrical advantages enjoyed 
by city folk. Adding to the austerity was the warped floorboard that chose 
today to catch the end of my bare toe. Cussing was not part of my vocabu-
lary, for otherwise this would have been an ideal chance to use it. Not one of 
my younger brothers gave any indication that my annoyance disturbed them. 
Alan merely rolled over, but neither Mason, Raymond, nor Seth stirred in 
the bed that the three of them shared across the room. They slept, and I left 
without a word, closed the door behind me, and descended the stairs.

Already Mother was up, kindling a fire in the kitchen stove. Dried apples 
were piled high in the pot, ready for stewing.

I brushed past her with my displeasure full-blown and airing. “I’ll be 
sleeping in the hayloft from now on,” I said. “Don’t see a single reason not to.”

“Good morning to you, too.” Her lighthearted chuckle had its peculiar 
way of disarming me. She bent over to stoke the fire. “If you’ve a mind to, 
Simon, then do it. Nothing’s stopping you. But for this day, tackle it with a 
good attitude, as unto the Lord,” she said, dropping a hint at salvation. “I’ll 
rustle up hotcakes and sausage, and all you can eat of those apples. It’ll be 
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ready before your chores are done.” She straightened up, and I caught the 
glint in her eye. “Now, Simon, go.”

She was beautiful to me, with a smile that could lift my burdens, and 
the love I felt for her was as deep as the well at the back of the house. One 
by one, when she’d scarcely reached the age of thirty-six, my siblings and 
I—eight sons and daughters—drained strength and energy from her on a 
regular basis. Alan, Mason, Mary, and then Raymond. My siblings had kept 
on coming: Seth, Charlotte, Lewis.

The girls’ room was across the hall upstairs. Lewis was still sleeping in 
a crib in my parents’ room next to the parlor. On this particular Sunday in 
late March, it was at least an hour before daybreak. With a second chance at 
starting it off on a pleasant note, I planted an affectionate kiss on Mother’s 
cheek. Her delight was worth the awkwardness. We both laughed.

My boots awaited me at the back door. I pulled them on at the stoop, 
grabbed an oil lantern, and lit the wick. The morning felt brisk as I set out 
for the cattle barn, holding the canister high to see my feet in front of me. 
Beyond its beam, without electricity, I couldn’t see a darned thing.

Dad had begun the milking. He didn’t look up as I rounded the corner and 
hung my lantern on a penny nail protruding over the gate to the hogpen. The 
assortment of livestock was pleading loudly to be let out to pasture. I put oats 
and corn into the troughs and then brought a pail full of swill to add to the feed.

The farm’s routine went on without much variation, no matter which 
day of the week. A smoothly run farm depended upon everyone pitching in, 
and all but the very youngest of us tended to early morning duties, the same 
as we did before going to school on other days. The fact that we would be 
going to church today merely positioned it as top priority.

The minute I opened the gate to let the pigs loose to go inside their loaf-
ing area, they clamored for feed, their flat snouts rooting for a place in front 
of or beside a bristly-haired competitor at the troughs. They were a sight to 
behold, but I had little time to waste on unproductive amusement. Dad would 
by now be shooing the cows out to graze, anticipating my help to carry buck-
etfuls of milk to the house.

We hoisted them from the mire and came up past the well, circling the 
back side of the pump near the house. I toted the lantern in one hand, trying 



8   |   Annette Valentine

not to slosh the contents of the bucket in the other. Mother met us at the door, 
holding it wide to let me follow Dad inside.

He had his hat hung on a hook almost before the screen slammed shut 
behind me. He stepped close enough to give my mother a peck on the fore-
head, and in a few words assured her that he’d be polished and in his Sunday 
best before breakfast. She was preparing to strain the milk even before he 
was out of sight.

It was still plenty dark outside. Daylight was only just beginning to 
break in the east. Even so, I left the lantern behind and with ease walked 
down to the barn three hundred feet away, trailing the scent of manure and 
wet straw into the stalls. Ol’ Soot was eyeing me from the far end of the barn, 
near where the buggy was kept. I approached with an outstretched hand, 
took a minute to stroke his muzzle, and then kept on going out of the barn, 
swinging an empty pail.

The pond had thawed, and the stream was freely running into it. I crossed 
the muddied embankment to get at the water and lowered my pail. Pieces of 
morning light quietly reflected blues in the rippling current.

The winter crops had made it through. Turnips, kale, carrots. They’d 
held, but the aftermath of a tough winter hovered in the mist over the trees 
to the north. The tobacco barn and sharecroppers’ houses stood in jagged 
shapes against the horizon on the eastern boundary. There was plenty of 
room for the tobacco to grow and pasture enough for the half-dozen steers 
left there at night.

My mind was engaged as I trudged toward the barn, hashing out my list 
of responsibilities following breakfast. I’d need to call the sheep and pen 
them once the mares were out and the stalls were clean, and I’d need to lay 
down fresh straw—all before church. And there was the need to mend the 
fence later today.

As I looked back at the house, I could see Mother walking in the direc-
tion of the chicken coop. I went inside the barn as usual, but Soot whinnied 
and pawed the ground as if I’d startled him by coming near his stall. My 
touch and the tone of my voice eased his jitters.

I set the pail down so he could drink and stood close to him, admiring 
my prize of a horse, combing his mane with my fingers, patting his sooty 
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buckskin coat. He adored the attention and responded better to me than to 
anyone else.

!
It was getting late. Most likely nearing six o’clock by now. Sunup. Time 

to get on back to the house for breakfast.
Whistling a tune, I stepped with Soot out into the open. I’d led him out 

of the barn hundreds of times. It’s what I did, but something was amiss, and 
not the wet soil, and not the plow or the mule or the haystacks. Spooked, he 
gave a spirited headshake, and as the breeze came at us, his nostrils flared. 
He was moody and aloof, so I held his bridle firmly, and we neared the trees 
at the fencerow.

I spotted Mother just as I opened the gate—past the dirt-capped hillside 
that awaited March’s covering of new grass, back by the chicken coop, gath-
ering eggs. It was part of her morning routine, and part of mine was leading 
the stallion to pasture, so I held even tighter to Soot’s bridle. Already he’d 
sensed danger, and when my mother’s cry reached us, it was impossible to 
hold him. Terror, the likes of which no words can describe, sent him gallop-
ing off as wild as the wind. He bolted from my grasp, and panic seized every 
nerve in my body, for there in the distance an odd blur of coloration—my 
mother’s wispy form—appeared. Close to her, reared up on its hind legs, was 
an enormous black bear.

Nothing in my seventeen years on earth had prepared me for the sight. 
The only thought racing through my head was to save my mother. I made 
a dash for the barn, tearing around the corner to where the shotgun hung 
from a strap on the doorframe. I gripped the gun firmly behind the trigger, 
jerked it from the nail, and darted back outside. From three hundred feet 
away I halted, trying to keep my arms from shaking, and pulled the shotgun 
to my shoulder.

The rising sun blinded me, and the bear continued to move erratically, 
taking from me the sliver of hope I had of shooting him. There was no mis-
taking the gap that had narrowed between him and Mother. She was barely 
visible. I squinted, trying to spot him and keep from hitting her, knowing the 
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profound risk with a shotgun at that distance.
Instinct told me to run instead as if there were a chance I could phys-

ically stop him in his tracks, pull him limb from limb. But with my cheek 
planted firmly against the stock, I stared down the sight and fired, feeling the 
recoil as the shot rang out and echoed through eternity. The bear went down.

Nothing could tell me whether I’d struck a fatal blow or if he’d merely 
dropped on all fours. I took off running after him, stumbling, regaining my 
balance, running again, calling out to God, desperate to shorten the distance 
and lessen the incline that stretched to the chicken coop. Every step carried 
dead weight, and the pounding in my chest sucked the air from me, but I ran 
wildly, narrowing the distance between us, unable to make out if the bear 
was alive, unable to see my mother.

At less than a hundred feet from me, the great beast rose again to its feet. 
Before I could draw my gun, the back door burst open, and Dad flew out of 
the kitchen. From the stoop he racked his rifle, aimed, and fired, and the bear 
dropped onto its side.

Within seconds I reached the level area that surrounded the house, gasp-
ing for breath, and stopped as if something had paralyzed me on the spot. 
Near the boughs of evergreen trees lay my mother, motionless. Blood gushed 
from the side of her face, and her arm was severed.

Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Dad coming down the steps toward 
us, barefooted, absorbed, both eyes fixed straight ahead. His trousers hung 
from his shoulder by a single suspender. The rifle tumbled from his hand and 
fell behind him in the dirt. I opened my mouth to speak, but the words didn’t 
follow. He walked past me as if I were invisible and slumped beside her. The 
unrestrained howl of agony that poured from him tore through all outdoors.

Sweat ran down my face and covered the palms of my hands. I couldn’t 
feel myself rushing to their side. Neither could I feel myself sliding my arms 
under Mother’s limp frame as my father reached out with both hands to touch 
her. Nor could I feel myself lifting her in my arms from the pool of blood 
beneath her. Every sensation I possessed turned to ice. The earth stopped 
moving. Dazed, I carried her toward the house.

My brother was as rigid as a fence post, stricken and speechless at the 
top step, holding the door. He gawked at the awful sight.
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“Quick, tear some rags. Anything!” I shouted. The sound of my own 
voice was foreign.

Openmouthed, Alan stared at me as if the urgency of my command had 
bypassed his understanding.

“Move, Alan. Rags,” I said, and our eyes met with fire passing between 
them. “Go!”

I caught the door with the heel of my boot and eased Mother inside, 
through the kitchen’s stifling heat, through the dining room, cutting gingerly 
past the huge cherrywood table and into the parlor. Dad came up behind us 
as I laid her on the sofa. I stood still, anticipating his courage to bolster me, 
but he dropped to the rug and knelt down beside her, unable to stand, unable 
to speak. Not a speck of color showed in his face. Lines, chiseled in his brow, 
had erased his unshakable hope that typically registered even in the worst of 
circumstances.

We both knew there was none. She panted in shallow gasps and, never 
having opened her eyes, breathed her last.

Alan flew into the room and abruptly came to a standstill a few feet from 
the sofa where Mother lay. A wad of rags to stop her bleeding fell from his 
hand. Given our obvious emotion, he gazed incredulously at me and then at 
Dad. Frozen, he didn’t move a muscle.

I was the first to stand after being crouched beside her body, and Dad 
was behind me, distraught. He pushed himself up from the floor and slowly 
rose to his feet. Alan fell into my arms and sobbed.

Dad began staving off the younger children who were wandering into 
the room, sleepy-eyed and confused, as if they weren’t sure whether they 
were late or early for breakfast. But Mason and Mary were old enough to 
know there was more to the commotion. They had both come too close not 
to catch a glimpse of torn flesh and the horror that could not be masked. With 
Alan distraught, they burst into tears.

“Mason,” Dad said, hiding his bloodied hands behind his back, “I want 
you and your sister to go with the children to my room. And Mary, get the 
baby from the crib and hold him. Rock him. I’ll be there shortly.” His voice 
was soft, his smile forced and weak. “Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Mason said, taking instructions with the maturity his thirteen 
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years afforded him. He wasted no time redirecting the youngsters to the bed-
room, and all but Alan and Mary left the room. Mason remained composed, 
nonetheless, flexing his two-year seniority over her. “Come on, Mary. Let’s 
go,” he said in earnest and the same distinctive nod of his head as Dad’s.

She was having none of it. “Can I talk to Mummy?” She watched, wait-
ing for Dad to formulate an answer.

But answers weren’t going to flow easily, and a room full of dispersing 
children offered no reprieve for Dad. He kept his arms behind his back and 
swallowed so hard his Adam’s apple bobbed under his collar.

“Mary,” I said, squatting next to her with Alan still clutching me, “first, 
go to Mother’s room and find her favorite dress. Stay there with it till I come 
and get you. Then you can talk to her about it.”

The suggestion came out of nowhere. Mary turned and was out of sight. 
Dad crumpled in a heap at Mother’s side. Alan peeled himself from me and 
did the same.

I was not equipped for such pain—not as the eldest sibling, not as the 
strongest. There was no justice to point to and no provision to lean on. I 
broke down and cried. At seventeen years old, I sat on the floor and cried 
like a girl.
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Chapter 3

Whether we were ready or not, Alan and I grew up in that spring-
time while I was still seventeen and Alan was fifteen. When we 
got out of bed that Sunday morning in March of 1920, we were 

boys. That night when we turned down the oil burners and went to sleep, we 
were old men. We and our siblings had lost the only person we could ever 
call Mother. The day—the year—left its indelible mark.

“Help me out, Simon.” Dad had his hand on my shoulder. He’d come 
and stood next to me without my knowing, and the two of us huddled close 
to my mother’s lifeless body. “I’ve sent Alan to saddle up one of the horses. 
We have a job to do while he’s gone off to fetch Doc Orr. Go in and talk to 
the rest,” he said, referring to the younger children. “I’ll cover her best I can. 
They can come say their goodbyes. Give me a few minutes alone with her.” 
After looking at my bloodstained overalls, he handed me a rag. “Take this 
and clean up first. Change your clothes.”

I went through the motions of climbing the stairs to the boys’ room. The 
place had been left with unmade beds and unattended chamber pots. There 
was no time to linger or spend unnecessary amounts of time in an effort to 
make myself presentable. I did what I could and went back down.

Dad had propped Mother at an angle on her side with a cushion. Only 
one side of her face showed. He’d covered her with the quilt she typically 
kept across the back of the sofa. It was folded under her chin. The pattern of 
bright green squares somehow gave life to her skin color. Every telltale sign 
of her encounter with the bear was concealed. I wasn’t sure how. I didn’t 
dwell on it.
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He gently moved his fingers over her eyelids to close them and then 
tucked her hair under her head as if it had never been ripped out of the neat 
bun she had worn twisted at the back of her neck. Her bare feet poked out 
from the quilt’s end, her muddy shoes lay beside her on the floor. As untrou-
bled as she appeared, she could have been sleeping.

But she wasn’t sleeping, and outrage smoldered in my gut. Emotions 
threatened to swallow me. God in heaven, I muttered. You let this happen.

“Dad?” I made sure he was hearing me. I made sure I wasn’t shouting at 
him the way I wanted to shout at God. “Should I go get Mary and the others?”

“Sure, son. And keep them close to you.” He touched Mother’s cheek 
with the back of his hand, and I could hear him whispering to her, calling her 
Lacy. And then he looked at me, his eyes dripping. “Let them talk to her. I’ll 
go out to the coop. Do what I have to do out there.”

He shuffled out, and I wound my way through the hallway to my parents’ 
bedroom, where the children had been instructed to wait, and then led them 
through the narrow hall and into the parlor. The sun shone brightly through 
the window on the far side, and I was sure only I was noticing the beams 
radiating through the dust particles that haloed on the wood floor within a 
few feet of the sofa where we stopped.

We stayed there, looking at her. I couldn’t trust myself to speak.
“Will she open her eyes?” Mary’s little voice was hardly audible. She 

had seen more than her eleven-year-old mind could understand, and Char-
lotte, only just five, had surely missed seeing anything of Mother’s encounter 
with the bear.

I hoped so. “She’ll open them when it’s time to see Jesus,” I said. “For 
now, she’s waiting. Maybe take Charlotte’s hand, Mary.” It was clear enough 
they were both terrified.

Mason handed off the baby to me and took Mary’s hand, and she in turn 
took Charlotte’s, and the three of them crept forward.

“Mummy?” Mary began to speak. Tears poured from her eyes and ran 
down her cheeks like a dam flooding its banks. “Mummy, we don’t want you 
to . . . please don’t die.”

The three younger children, it seemed, were crying because the older 
ones were. Raymond and Seth snugged up beside me like ducks under a 
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mother’s wing, and the finality of death was heard in the cries of Nellie 
Virginia Keenan Hagan’s sons and daughters. Alan, when he returned with 
the doctor, would complete the circle of offspring that she held dear, only to 
mourn her loss.

“I laid your church dress on the bed,” Mary said, releasing Charlotte’s 
hand. She took a step closer to our mother.

In a split second I had to decide whether to let Mary express her heart 
or keep her from going closer—let her have the last time she would ever 
see Mother unfold as a sweet memory or take a chance that she or her sister 
might suddenly rush over to give Mother a hug.

I weighed the trauma associated with such an action.
“Charlotte,” I said, “you and Mary and Mason keep real still, right where 

you are. Let’s take turns telling Mother how pretty she’ll look in her favorite 
dress.” I swallowed hard and took a deep breath. “Me first.” I aligned myself 
with the others, still holding Lewis, who had quieted as if he recognized we 
were standing on holy ground. “Mother,” I said, “I think you’ll look like an 
angel in your favorite dress.” I nearly choked on the lump in my throat. The 
parlor was so quiet that I could hear the saliva going down.

I waited for the others to speak of their own accord.
Mason spoke first. “You are so pretty, Mum.” But he stopped short—

to cough.
Charlotte claimed the pause for herself. “I yike it, Mummy. Pretty.”
I wasn’t sure Mary could say anything more. Tears continued down her 

cheeks. She wiped them with her free hand and held tightly to Charlotte’s 
with the other.

My siblings looked to me, every one of them. Didn’t matter the cir-
cumstance, they just did. Even Lewis, wriggling in his sopping wet paja-
mas, still in my arms, had pulled away from my chest and was looking at 
me, rheumy-eyed.

I was coming up short. At six foot three, I was short. Short of the mark. 
Short on answers. “Mason, how about you and Mary take the little ones on 
upstairs.” It seemed a reasonable way to lead them from the parlor and make 
way for Doc Orr when he arrived. “Everybody, go get dressed. Stay there till 
you’re called. I’ll rustle up some breakfast. By then Alan should be back.”
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It was another twenty minutes or more before Dad returned to the house 
from out back. I could hear him coming up the steps. He came on inside, 
roughed up, his thick head of sandy-colored hair tussled. It was obvious he 
needed to change clothes, but at least now if one of the children wandered 
outside or near the chicken coop, it wouldn’t be a scene for them to contend 
with. He turned without looking in the parlor and went straight down the 
hallway leading to the bedroom.

I doubted if I was man enough to have gone and done the necessary task 
that he had, out by the chicken coop. But I was not the man my dad was, nor 
did I sense that I had the stamp of his nature. There was no other excuse for 
why I had missed being able to shoot the bear, why I hadn’t held my arm 
steady, why I hadn’t aimed better and killed it.

I watched from the parlor as Dad disappeared into his room, knowing 
I would never be able to look myself in the mirror or answer why I hadn’t 
been capable of killing the bear with my bare hands—or why Mother had to 
be the one to die.


