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Damon.” I saw Damon undergo a fleeting seizure at the prospect of sleeping with
Father, snorer supreme, but heroically suppress it. Meanwhile, matters were getting
away from Father faster than he could see them coming, his expression said. He
opened his mouth to speak, but I beat him to it. “Why wouldn’t that work?” I
asked as if all this was reasonable as moves on a checkerboard, which was pretty
much the way I thought of it at the time.

“Everybody has to sleep someplace,” Damon clinched the matter.

“There now, you see?” Rose opened her clasped hands as if this solution
had been concealed in there all the time. “Don’t you worry,” she told Father again.

I wondered why he didn’t seem reassured at hearing it a second time.

“--and then, Tobe, you and I were on this kind of teetertotter, only it was a
sawhorse and we were on each end of a giant stick of firewood, and one of us
would go down and the other would go way, way up, high as the top of the house,
and we kept seesawing like that, higher and higher, until we heard somebody say,
‘You boys have won the teetertotter prize!”

Sanitizing my dreams for Toby took some doing; it was good training later
on for writing my Office of Public Instruction annual reports. What really
occurred in that dream was that I was on the teetertotter alone and it went up and
down on its own in a manner that mystified me and the voice had called out, “Paul
Milliron, you are going to break your fool neck.” My amended version did the
trick for Toby, who squirmed in excitement against his pile of pillows and let out,
“Wow, Paul.”

“And do you know who it was?”

“Aunt Eunice?”

“Right! And she had a whole wheelbarrow of candy for us--"

“Taffy, I bet.”



227

“Uhm, fudge, more like.” In my dream it was firewood and Aunt Eunice
was belaboring me that she wanted every stick sawed to the exact length of a rat-tail
comb. “Anyway, here she came, big as life, and told us, ‘Dig right in.” Damon
was there, too”--I raised my voice on this part so it would carry to the kitchen
where he was bent over his geography book; the specter of the inspector, as Father
called it, had even him doing homework--“and Aunt Eunice not only fed us fudge
until we were about to bust but took all three of us on her lap at once. How, I don’t
know.”

Abruptly Toby’s lower lip pooched out. “I miss her.”

I didn’t. Rather, I didn’t have to, for Rose’s house still held an inordinate
amount of its previous occupant as far as I was concerned. How could a woman
that tiny linger in every pore of a house? Especially the bedroom, where every
night now I crept between the covers like a trespasser in what had been female
territory since time immemorial. Rose had done away with Aunt Eunice’s doilies
on everything, thank heavens, but that whole fussy room still carried an atmosphere
of having been crocheted into existence rather than carpentered. What unnerved me
even more was that the place felt occupied by leftovers of existence. It was not
simply that death had a dominion at the other end of the house, where I had walked
in on Aunt Eunice as she was going cold. No, the immense parade of Eunice
Schricker’s years still were passing through that borrowed bedroom for me. I had
worked it out that she was Toby’s exact age the last time Halley’s Comet flew past
Earth, and from there she had gone on to declaim at the Spencerian Academy and
then cornered a husband and gave the world George and single-handedly nagged a
Wisconsin town and in old age traipsed west to lord herself over Marias Coulee:
vociferously crisscrossing other lives all the way. Then came Rose and her
jampacked record of life with Morrie and poor late Mr. Llewellyn, next in'the

gallery of existences that was that restless bedroom. And here I was, tenant of the
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moment, with the night-heightened destinies and fates of everyone I knew swirling
around whatever my own were. A person would need an orrery as big as mankind,
to keep track of it all. Needless to say, my dreams went after such thoughts like a
wolfer after wolves.

Ragged as my nerve ends were from bunking at Rose’s homestead, I did
my utmost to stay sunny during my bedside shifts with Toby. He was studying me
somberly now in the aftermath of my dream recital.

“You’re so lucky, Paul. I just go to sleep, bam.”

“You’ll grow into dreams when you’re bigger, don’t worry about that.”

He dandled a hand down to the snoozing mound of dog that had become
nearly permanent beside his bed. “I think Houdini dreams sometimes.”

“Probably good ones, too,” I agreed. “Catching rabbits while he’s lying
down.”

Toby made a face at my mention of lying down. Bed rest was thought to be
the cure for everything then. He, however, was the world’s most restless patient.
Rose was putting the majority of her daytime into keeping him occupied and Father
sat with him evenings and Damon and I pitched in after school, and still Toby was
like someone who had been put in a zoo cage. Now he plucked at the bedding and
I saw the glisten of tears in his eyes.

“Paul, tell me something. Am I ever gonna get up?”

“Sure you are. You heard the doctor yesterday. Just another couple -of
weeks yet.” Then crutches. Then a long stint of careful footsteps, which did not
come naturally to a boy like him. I didn’t say any of that.

“I still can’t go to school for a while after,” he pouted. His face darkened.
“It’s gonna be awful to flunk a grade. I'd be in the second grade with Josef and

Maggie and Alice, and they’re little kids.”
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I was caught off-guard. Rose and Father were making sure he did the
schoolwork sent home to him and Morrie himself managed to drop by at least a
couple of times a week, but evidently all of that did not weigh the same to Toby as
classroom lessons. Myself, I would gladly have lain flat on my back for hours on
end and let people spoonfeed education into me, if the subject could be Latin.

“For crying out loud, Tobe, what makes you think you’re going to flunk?
If you need more help with your schoolwork, I can--"

“I'm not there, am I,” he screeched, “for the spellings bees and the comet
stuff and reading out loud and all the rest, 'M ABSENT! I DON'T HAVE PERFECT
ATTENDANCE ANY MORE, I DON'T HAVE ANY ATTENDANCE!”

“Is that what’s eating you?” I tousled his hair; he needed a haircut, but he
so hated being barbered that none of us had the heart to give him one. “Morrie is
not going to flunk you just because you’re not there in the second row every
minute, honest. I’ll tell you what.” I lowered my voice. “I’ll get him to show me
your grades there in his record book. He’s not supposed to,” I made this up
frantically as I went along, “that’s one thing the inspector inspects, whether a
teacher blabs grades, but I’ll work on Morrie and I bet he’ll do it for you. Then I’ll
tell you if you’re flunking or not, how’s that? But it can’t be anything but a secret,
all right?”

Toby attempted to shake his head and nod at the same time, whatever it took
to vow secrecy.

“I have to scoot on out of here,” I told him, looking at the time. “I won’t
forget, about Morrie and your grades.” I made a beeline for the kitchen, passing
Damon at the table, where he was trying to be invisible behind his geography book.
“Your turn,” I said under my breath.

Damon whispered back, “If I have to read him Heidi one more time I’'m

gonna puke.”
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“Trade with Rose, then. Milk the cow while she does the reading.” That
shut him up. “Clear out of here, okay?” I shooed him toward Toby’s bedroom. “I
need to cook.”

‘Cooking’ was a generous description of it, I realize. But with Father in the
fields until the end of each day, I had fallen heir to the can opener and the pot of
boiling water for potatoes or beans and and the ham hocks and beef briskets and
anything else that passed for victuals. Dismal as my supper efforts might be, no

one seemed to think they were any worse than Father’s best ones.

Mornings now, I crossed the field in the dark toward the window glow of
our kitchen where I knew Rose was puttering until I arrived, whistling softly to
herself. I carried a bullseye lantern to find my way across the fresh furrows, a
chocolate sea perturbed into long regular waves by Father’s plowing and seeding,
but in the middle of her field I would put down the lantern for a minute and step
away from it until my eyes adjusted to the dark, and then scan the sky. The moon
went about its business, the stars were set in place, but search as I would, I could
find no sign of a miraculous spark traveling from millions of miles away. Sir
Edmund Halley and Morris Morgan said the comet was coming. They had better be
right, I thought to myself, and picked up the lantern.

The pertinent morning of this, I was barely through the kitchen door before
the faint suggestion of a tune broke off and in its place the whisper: “Is anything
up?”

“Rose, that field only was planted last week.”

“Ah. Ilose track of time. The days are so--” She darted to the stove where
the tea kettle was going off at an alarming rate. I couldn’t tell exactly what
description she might have put on our daily household situation, but strewn came

most readily to mind. I ferried our cups from the drainboard and spooned in the
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cocoa and poured the hot water. When we settled at the table and Rose had taken a
hummingbird sip, I whispered the usual: “How’d Tobe do last night?”

“He didn’t want to go to sleep.” The little knit of consternation was
between her eyebrows. “How can one boy come up with so much to worry about?
The latest thing bothering him is that he won’t get well in time for the comet.”

It indeed was going to be a close race, whether Toby mended before he
drove us all crazy. Isighed. “I’ve told him twenty times we’ll chop a hole in the
roof if we have to for him to see the damn comet.”

When I glanced up after taking a slurp of cocoa, Rose was gazing af me
with concern. “You’re getting circles under your eyes. Isn’t my bed comfortable?”
Aunt Eunice’s bed, which was an entirely different case. I mumbled something
about not being used to such luxury and hoped she would let it go at that. Not
Rose. She gave me a knowing smile, as clinical as it was sympathetic, and here it
came. “You miss Latin after school, don’t you.”

That observation had been made to me so many times by so many different
persons I was ready to pull my hair out. Because this was Rose, I merely grimaced
and muttered, “After-school is shot until Tobe is himself again, that’s all there is to
it.” I shoved back from the table and said crossly, “I have to wake up the bear
den,” meaning Father and Damon.

I just about made it to the doorway before the murmur cut me off. “Paul?”
I turned around, and there was one of those glints in Rose’s eye. “Here’s a
thought. Don’t necessarily tell Morrie where you got the idea. But there’s always

before school.”

“Morrie? Does copulate mean what I think it does? In English, I mean.”

The morning I asked that, he had a terrible time keeping a straight face.

Between yawns and cups of coffee that would have given Father’s a run for its
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money and trying to prepare for the Department of Public instruction inspector
coming to lop his head off, he was doing his best to administer Latin to me before
everyone else showed up for school. At that hour I was chipper as Chanticleer,
which probably was no help to a bleary teacher who had to come an hour early
every day to unlock the schoolhouse and light the overhead lamps and stoke up the
stove and then face me and my translations. Morrie hadn’t yet uttered a peep of
complaint, however, and now he looked more than passingly interested in my
question. “Dare I ask why you ask?”

“Just wondering.” I dabbed my finger onto the open page of the Latin
collection of readings he had most recently provided me. “Besides, it’s right here.”

Morrie blanched, then scrambled over to my desk to take a look. “Navem
capere, copulae cum manus ferreas inicebamus,” he read aloud hastily, then
translated with relief: “To capture the vessel, we threw ropes with grappling irons.
The grappling is not that severe in the English form. But look it up.”

By the time I was through doing so, Morrie had banged the triangle for the
start of school and everyone was filing in. This day as others, Toby’s desk stayed
significantly empty as the rows around it filled, and that absence continued to make
itself felt a number of ways between our fellow students and Damon and me.
Rabrab made sure to give us each a dramatic dose of pity every time she passed. At
the other extreme, Milo leered in our direction whenever it occurred to him.
Recesses were touchy, because Milo’s was not the only tongue in the schoolyard
that would like to have got at Damon and me with gossip from home about Rose’s
nightly presence under our roof. Ah, but with the Drobnys at our sides, we
comprised a Slavic splinter state no one wanted to risk hostilities with. So it went,
between sympathy and scandal. I caught Eddie Turley looking at us speculatively a
few times, but so far I had managed to stare him down--I didn’t want Darﬁbn to get

into it with him.
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“What were you looking up?” Grover whispered as I passed his row on my
way back from the dictionary.

“Have to tell you later.” I slid into my seat just as Morrie wondered aloud if
we happened to know who Archimedes was. Good, it was going to be one of
those days. I settled back to digest my morning’s Latin, not even particularly
minding the existence of Carnelia next to me, and listened to Morrie start in on how
you could move the world if you had a lever long enough.

Five minutes into the school day, he was in full spate when the door behind
him opened. The visitor was well into the room before Morrie became aware of
him, although that was not the case with the rest of Marias Coulee school. A suck
of wind went through us all.

“A visitor, do I detect from your faces?” Morrie said resolutely,
straightening his tie. More than half expecting the inspector all this while, he turned
around.

Brose Turley stood there.

It was nothing like what my dreams had been forecasting all those months.
The schoolroom door did not splinter and fly off its hinges. The wolfman of the
high country did not come garbed in shaggy winter mackinaw and bloodstained
mittens. Far from it. He had materialized there at the front of our schoolroom in
everyday trapping attire, which in my first instant of seeing him seemed even more
horrible. The heart-destroying boots. The greasy slouch hat made of who knows
what. The well-used haft of the skinning knife sheathed at his belt. Turley seemed
to be enjoying his school visit; he strutted a few steps closer to our ranks of desks,
looking us over as if we were a menagerie. Like everyone else, I swung around to
check on Eddie. The eyeglasses were off, hidden in his desk, and with remarkable

presence of mind he was rubbing the telltale place on the bridge of his nose. Had
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he somehow heard the hoofbeats of the big gray horse when the rest of us didn’t,
or simply sensed his father?

“Mr. Turley, I believe.” Morrie recovered to the extent of manners. “Good
morning. Do you wish to speak with Eddie about something?”

“Lot more than that. I want him home.” Brose Turley relished the next
words in the pink of his mouth before slowly rolling them out. “From here on.”
Sparing Eddie nothing, he squinted down the aisle of desks to his alarmed son.
“On your feet, boy.”

I saw, and I am sure Damon saw, the ever so slight motion as Morrje
brushed his fingertips along the side pockets of his suit coat. If brass knuckles
resided there, this time they did not emerge. Morrie drew himself up and wielded
authority. “School is in session. You can’t just--"

“Look it up, teacher man. This is his birthday. Old enough to leave school,
and that’s what he’s gonna do.”

Morrie looked stunned. We all were. To show Turley he would not let him
run a bluff, he strode to his desk and whipped out the student registration ledger.
His head down, he flipped through until we could tell he had come to the eighth
grade’s page. After a bit, he looked up at Brose Turley. “Eddie should have some
say in this.”

Turley shook his head, one wag each direction, like some animal ready in
ambush switching its tail. All eight grades of us stared at the spectacle occurring
over our heads, so silly and savagely sad at the same time. There was fear in the
room, and there was hatred. Brose Turley--or for that matter, Father--would have
had to pry my cold dead hands from my desk to withdraw me from a place of
learning. Damon, Grover, Isidor, Gabe, Verl, Vivian, Carnelia, Rabrab, Miles,
Lily Lee, any number of us in that classroom felt the same way, and even those

among us who were not as keen on school knew this was not right from a parent.
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Yet the trespasser had the law on his side, something not even Morrie could
remedy.

He was trying common sense on the situation. “For heaven’s sake, be
reasonable,” he implored Turley. “It’s only a matter of weeks until the end of
school. Eddie can gradliate;-”

“He’s doing that this damn minute.” Turley made a swipe at the air, it
couldn’t be called a beckoning gesture, only a signal of impatience. “Come on
here, you. Don’t make me have to tell you again.”

Like an invalid, Eddie uncertainly lifted himself up out of his desk. “He bit
his lip and kept his eyes down, away from all of ours. One shuffling step after
another, he trailed after the blunt back of his father and walked out of the
schoolroom to a life of skinning dead creatures.

Morrie crashed a fist down on his desk. All of us sat motionless, in
roomwide paralysis.

At last he caught a breath and said in a low voice:

“Everyone, never forget what you’ve seen here today.”

At recess, Milo blustered that he wished it had happened to him, but even he
looked a little green around the gills from what had been witnessed.

“Some birthday for Eddie,” Grover observed.

“By a mile,” Miles agreed.

“What’s the old so-and-so gonna make Eddie do, you suppose?” Verl
pondered.

“Housework,” Rabrab trilled. “Can’t you just see Eddie in an apron?”

“The old man is gonna put him to tending the trapline,” said Isidor the

realist. “He’ll have Eddie peeling pelts off his catch till he can’t see straight.”
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“Why couldn’t he just leave him alone until the end of school?”” Marta
voiced the thought in many minds.

Slowly but surely the verdict worked out by the Marias Coulee schoolyard
court of justice was that Eddie, leaver of bruises on the majority of us, perhaps did
not deserve fond remembrance, but no one deserved Brose Turley.

Riding home, neither Damon nor I said anything until we came to The Cut.
All at once I heard out of him, with a crestfallen note in his voice: “You’re so lucky,
Paul.”

“Why? What’s the matter?”

“I never did get to punch Eddie.”
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Morrie was low for days after that. I would pop into the schoolhouse-early
as usual, primed to the tips of my ears for Latin, and he would grunt to himself
over my translations and then stick me off in some netherworld such as the ablative
case while he graded papers and looked morose. It was the morning I was flailing
through the thicket of prepositional attachment to pronouns but never to nouns--
what were the Romans thinking, putting something like pax vobiscum in the same
language with cum laude?--when he finally burst out:
“Hopeless.”
To say the least, I was startled. ‘Imperfect,” I might have said myself about
my ablative efforts so far. Maybe even ‘inauspicious.” But totally wthout hope? 1 £5
sent him a hurt look. }
“No, no, not you. Read this.” He came down the aisle and skimmed a
sheet of tablet paper to me, which proved to be Milo Stoyanov’s essay on
homestead life.
In our family there are seven of us, Papa, Mama, Gramma, Katrina
that is just little yet, Marija, Ivo, and I. I and Ivo and Marija go to the
Marias Coulee school. I ride Roanie and Marija holds on behind but don’t
like to. Excepting for horses like Roanie and milk cows the animal ‘

everybody raises is hogs, a few. Everybody has chores including children.
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Marija’s chore is gather the eggs. Mine is get in wood and empty the slop

bucket. The food we eat is mostly deer, antelope, fish, and foul.

Morrie stared out the window. “Sisyphus. I will trade tasks with
Sisyphus, straight across.” He stood there snapping his sleeve garters in agitated
fashion, all the while muttering. “Why Montana? Why didn’t I ship out to
Tasmania?”’

I wished the school inspector would walk in the door right then, which at
least would have stirred the blood around in Morrie.

Still with his back to me, all at once he said in a forced voice: “Th@re’s
something you’d better know, Paul. I am handing in my resignation as teacher.”

This was turning into the morning from Hell. What he’d uttered shocked
me to the extent I could only babble back, “You can’t.”

The sole sound in the schoolroom for some moments was the plick plick
plick of the sleeve garters being beset. From the back, in his tailoring and calfskin
shoes, Morrie looked naturally rooted here in a place of learning; but that could not
be so, I tried to force my mind around, if he was announcing he was abandoning
Marias Coulee school. “I feel I must,” he softly answered my cry of you can’t.
“Matters are not turning out commensurate to my endeavors. Not for the first time,
I might add.” He faced around to me now. His deflated attitude alarmed me. How
could destiny leak out of a person so fast? “Don’t say anything to anyone,” I heard
him through my daze. “Not even Damon,” by which I understood he meant
particularly not Damon. “The school does not need more commotion. I’ll ride

home with the two of you at the end of the day and tell your father first.”

I was a wreck as school got underway that day. When Carnelia elbowed
me and under her breath demanded to know if whatever was wrong with me now

was something she might catch, I whispered back savagely, “I hope so.” At the
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front of the classroom Morrie soldiered on, a bit subdued but still throwing off a
good many more sparks than most teachers. My world had fallen apart. Not merely
my world, either. I could not imagine the ifate of the school without him up there
bobbing and weaving through the fields of knowledge.

At recess, the Drobny brothers were just the company I was fit for. We
were kicking a gym ball against the back of the schoolhouse, doing our murderous
best to bust its seams, when around the corner came a delegation. Headed by
Rabrab, the leading lights of the sixth grade were all there: Grover, Miles, Lily Lee,
Isidor. And Damon, trying to look inconspicuous. :

Immediately on my guard, I eyed the group up and down. “What’s this, the
Feed the Cannibals League?”

“Paul, don’t be like that.” When she wanted something, Rabrab had a look
like the fox coaxing the baby bunny out to play. She had that look now. She
glanced at my partners in gym ball mayherh. “We need to talk to you without big
ears around.”

“Nick and Sam know how to keep a secret, don’t you.” I whacked the
nearest twin on the shoulder in solidarity.

Rabrab stared the Drobny boys into an oath of silence--they knew a fellow
assassin when they saw one--then returned her full sly attention to me. “It’s Mr.
Morgan. He’s down in the dumps about something.”

“Top mark for observation.”

“All right, smarty, we all saw it happen. But Mr. Morgan has to get over
that. He can’t help it if Eddie Turley has a father that would gag a maggot. We
decided”--she generously indicated her fellow conspirators, with Damon laying low
at the back of the pack--“he needs something else to occupy his mind.”

“Oh right, Rab. Stamp collecting, maybe?”
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“Nobody asked you to be sarcastic, Paul,” Rabrab said as if I should not try
her patience too far. “You remember the Christmas play, don’t you?” Mystified as
to how Christmas had come into this, I nodded. “We figure the school could have
something like that for Halley’s when it comes,” she spelled matters out for me, her
backers nodding like dipsomaniacs. Damn, Ithought. If I'd been able to tell
Damon about Morrie’s mind being made up, everyone could have been spared these
shenanigans. “Not exactly a play, maybe,” Rabrab still was busily conjuring, “but
something. Anything like that would pep up Mr. Morgan--he has comet on the
brain.”

“Well then, why don’t you troop in there and see what he says?”

“We think you’re the one to.”

I felt caught between. The quick way out was to tell the bunch of them
Morrie was finished as our teacher. But he had implored me not to. But if I went
in there after recess the way they wanted me to and stood up in front of everybody
and said the school would like to put on some kind of something or other to mark
Halley’s Comet, what could Morrie do but say, “I regret to inform all of you--"
But this, but that. It was playing me out, juggling those. All I could think to do
was to delay; I had just been reading in my primer about the slowpoke general,
Quintus Fabius Maximus Cunctator, who avoided battles with Hannibal at every
opportunity, and it seemed to work for him.

Accordingly, I squared myself up to Rabrab and the others as if shouldering
my duty and wildly procrastinated:

“Well, gee, I don’t know, but I guess I could, only if you let me do this my
way. Mor--Mr. Morgan might think we’re putting him on the spot if I get up in the
middle of school and ask. It’d be better if I had a chance to talk him into it, off on

our own. Just so happens, he’s coming over to our place after school.”
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“He is?” Damon was outraged I had not told him that.

“Quit pulling my leg, Morrie.” Father dug into his meal with vigor. “You

can’t quit. This is excellent pork Stroganoff, by the way.” The one gain on the day
was that Morrie had pitched in with me on supper and for once we were eating
civilized food. Even Rose took a couple of bites.

“Oliver, you are not hearing me. I have decided to resign my teaching
position.”

“But you can’t,” Father said around another forkful.

“Yes, don’t tease, Morrie,” Rose said, turning to Father. “I am sure I saw
nice little green things coming up in my field when I looked out today.”

“Weeds.”

Morrie gazed around the table at the lot of us as if we were a tribe with no
ears. “Since when is it impossible for a man to depart a job he did not seek out in
the first place? I tell you, I am resigning. Ceasing to be a teacher. Chucking it in.”

Father stopped in mid-chew. “You’re serious.”

“As I have been telling you. I am afraid I am out of my element, posing as
a teacher.” Morrie seemed composed, although he had to blink considerably to
maintain it. Across from him, Rose’s cheeks were coloring up like the rise of
mercury in a thermometer, not a good sign. Gorging ourselves as we watched all
this, Damon and I were the only ones not on record, up to this point. My hope was
that Father or Rose or both of them together could talk Morrie out of quitting and
everyone would brighten up again, and then I could speak my little piece about
some kind of a comet commemoration, and Morrie could do with it or not as he
chose, and that would be that. In short, all I wanted was a miracle.

“Out of your element?” Rose sounded incredulous. “You’ve always been--"
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“Now, now, Rose,” Father headed that off. “Please, let me.” He swung
around to face Morrie. “You can’t leave the school in the lurch like this. The
inspector is going to be here any day.”

“That’s precisely the point.” Morrie was as adamant as Father. “What if he
had been on hand when that wolfhunting cretin dragged his son out of school?
Wouldn’t that have been pretty.” He drew in a sharp breath. “Who knows what he
might walk in on, if I'm in charge of things.”

“For crying out loud, Morrie, we don’t have time to find another teacher.

—

“My fellow school board members will strangle me if we have to tell that inspector

we’ve had another case of turnover. Like it or not, we’re stuck with--"

“FATHER!” issued forth from the bedroom down the hall. “CAN I SHOW
MORRIE MY BIG TOE YET?”

We all swore Toby’s voice had grown to the size of Enrico Caruso’s during
his weeks in bed.

“Tobe,” Father called back to the autocrat of the bedroom, “not until we’ve
finished supper, I told you that.”

Silence. Then: “ARE YOU ABOUT DONE?”

“Almost.” Turning toward Morrie again, Father gave him a strong looking
over before starting in. “I can’t ever get a straight line on you.” He glanced aside
at Rose, who should have known the ins and outs of Morrie if anyone did, but she
chose that moment to spear a shred of pork with her fork. Father returned to the
Morrie puzzle himself. “I move heaven and earth to land you into the teaching job,
which at first you don’t at all want. Then you take to it, and by all reports, you’re a
ringtailed wonder in the classroom. Now all of a sudden you let Brose Turley
buffalo you. Next thing, when we need you to merely be on the premises when the

inspector-- "’
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“I am not ‘buffaloed’ by Brose Turley,” Morrie replied stiffly. “I just do
not want to invite any more trouble onto the school. It would be on my conscience,
if my methods were to--”

Rose suddenly put in: “What is it you intend? To pack up from Marias
Coulee? I'm just asking.”

“Perhaps I will become a homesteader. That seems to be in fashion around
here.”

Rose looked as if she wanted to clobber him one. The rest of us at the table
stirred, doing whatever we bodily could to draw off a brother-sister spat. I was
restlessly trying to get over the horrible thought that if Morrie went, Latin went,
when Damon kicked my chair hard enough to send a jolt up my spine.

“Ah, Morrie?”--Damon’s reminder triggered the words out of me rapid-
fire--“remember the Christmas play?”

“Pull your head out of the clouds, Paul,” Father said impatiently. “What
does Christmas have to do with anything?”

“Well, I was thinking--Damon and I were thinking--actually, a whole bunch
of us at school were thinking--"

“Spit it out, we don’t have all night,” this from Father again.

“A comet something-or-other, the school ought to put on some sort of
program when it comes, is what we thought. Like at Christmas.” Ilooked
hopefully at Morrie, then Father and Rose, then back to Morrie. Encouragement
seemed to be asleep at the switch.

But Father got hold of the moment. “You are, after all, the one who
spouted comet to them until it’s running out their ears,” he reminded Morrie
pointedly. “Just when is the thing due, anyway?”

Morrie shrugged. “Any night now.”
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“Any night?” Father’s voice went way up. “That’s the best you can
predict?”

“Oliver, Halley’s Comet travels an elliptical orbit across most of our solar
system and arrives to our sight on an approximate schedule of every seventy-five
years, it does not pull in on the minute like a train.” He brushed a hand through the
air as if to erase Father’s obvious doubt. “It will come. It always has.” Morrie
turned his attention to the two of us on the edge of our chairs at the far end of the
table. “Paul and Damon, I appreciate the school’s wish to celebrate the comet. But
even if I were to stay on and preside over that, time is short, and there is not a
comet Nativity play.”

“Wouldn’t need to be a play,” Damon improvised cagily.

“No, not at all, huh uh,” I fumbled out. “Could be a--" I tried to think of
anything sufficiently celestial. Where was blindsight when I needed it, Rose?
Across the table from me, she watched me as if I could not fail, the archway of
eyebrow that coaxed out unexpected thoughts ready and waiting. The only thing
that came to my mind were these mornings of gazing up from the dark in the field to
the light of the stars and then trooping in here to this kitchen to the whispery anthem
of her whistling. “Music. Could be a music program, couldn’t it?” Scratching for
words, I came up with: “Harmony of the spheres, you told us about that, Morrie,
remember?”’

I was simply reaching desperately. With Morrie, though, you never knew
what little boost would send his thoughts escalating. The next thing any of us
knew, he was stroking the precincts of lip where his mustache used to be and
musing out loud very much as if he were at the front of the classroom.

“Actually, there was a rather nice point about harmony that I did not get
around to making to the students. That flaming idiot Brose Turley got in the way of

it that day and I never--"
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“There now, you see? Comet night, music, that’s that,” Rose said to us all
as if she had neatly bundled up the answers to everything herself. Father looked at
her with what might have been startled admiration. Except for anything to do with
farming, the two of them got along surprisingly well within the same confines, I
was happy to find. I still was paying for making room for Rose in the house
around the clock with dream visitations from tireless Aunt Eunice, but even that
seemed worth it.

“And besides music, you could make a talk, that night,” Damon was busy
reeling Morrie in. “Old Beetlejuice or something.” Morrie’s latest leap hea\{enward
in the classroom had taken us into constellations, and so the bright star Betelgeuse,
there at the hinge of the shoulder of Orion the giant, he had cited as a hinge of the
human imagination as well. “Notice how its brighter light draws our attention, and
then we see--or think we see--the outline of the giant in the other stars arranged
around that point of light. This is called a point of reference, by which we imagine
onto the infinite ceiling of the night those expanded figures from our world--here a
giant, there an archer, over there the dippers they take sips of the liquid darkness
from--"" Damon’s promoter instinct was sharp as usual. None of us who ever
heard Morrie soar off into the sky and its holdings doubted that he could take all of
Marias Coulee with him, on any given night.

Morrie had been listening to Damon as gravely as if he was being enshrined
in one of the scrapbooks upstairs. Now he found me with his instructive look and
intoned, “Arma tradeo.”

“He throws up his arms,” I informed those uninitiated in Latin.

“‘I surrender my weapons,”” Morrie corrected severely.

“That’s what I meant.”

Morrie gave his upper lip a final pat, the kind I had learned to recognize as

introducing an announcement. ‘“This may be lunacy, on my part. But perhaps I do
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owe it to the students to mark the comet’s appearance. Comet night”--he accorded
Rose a wry bow of his head, before turning to Father--“won’t be detrimental to the
school inspection, I can at least assure you of that. The students are as ready for
the inspector as I know how to make them, even if I am not.”

“Morrie, all I ask is that your body be warm and visible to that inspector
when he hits the schoolhouse,” Father reassured him, if that’s what that was.
“Here’s a thought”--a locution that had rubbed off Rose onto him--“keep it plain
and simple, on comet night. A few songs by the children and a talk from you about
the comet and that will do it.” Father eyed his newly unresigned school employee
across the table. “In other words, spare the budget from harm.”

“Of course,” said Morrie, although I noticed he was fiddling with his
cufflinks, sometimes a signal that an extravagant notion was on its way from up his
sleeve.

“NOW CAN I, FATHER?”

“Tobe has the eighth wonder of the world to show you,” Father interpreted
for Morrie’s benefit.

“EVERYBODY CAN SEE IT AGAIN IF THEY WANT.”

“We’re on our way,” Father called back, and the bunch of us trooped down
the hall to where Toby held court. Any day now--the doctor’s predictive powers
were on a par with Morrie’s for the comet--when the foot stopped being tender,
Toby would be eligible for crutches. Until then, his foot was unbandaged, out in
the open but within splints. He beamed at us down the length of the bed, as if he
hadn’t seen most of us twenty times already that day.

“Morrie, look!” Toby directed, impresario that he was on his pile of

pillows.
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Morrie leaned over and his eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Toby, you are
an evolutionary pioneer. It may take the rest of humankind ten thousand years to
catch up with you.”

“That much, huh?” Toby said with pride. He had lost the toenail off his big

toe. He could hardly wait to show that toe off in the schoolyard.

“Rose! Come see!” )

I wouldn’t have believed a person could shout in a whisper, yet I managed il

some such feat when I barged into the kitchen and madly beckoned her outside into
the dark that had now changed forever.

We went out the door of the house in nearly one person, Rose so close her
shawl smacked the back of my neck as she hurled it across her shoulders. I held
the bullseye lantern up, ushering her across the yard and into the field, the pair of
us tightroping between the seeded furrows, somehow watching our step while
trying to read the sky in giddy glances. When I judged we were far enough from
the lamplight reflected through the kitchen window, I drew us to a halt. “Here
goes.” I doused the lantern. Maybe as much as a minute passed while our eyes
adjusted to the darkness. “There,” I whispered, sheer habit. “Over the top of The
Cut.”

“Is that it, you’re sure?” Rose cupped a hand to her brow.

“Has to be. There’s the water bearer, and there’s the centaur,” I pointed out
constellations for her, “and see, that one is just as bright but doesn’t fit with any of
theirs.” No, it was beyond doubt, this was a traveling star. As soon as our eyes
had night sight, we could pick out the faint trailing smudge of light, like the here-
and-gone strike of a match, that marked the visitor amid the standing clusters in that

corner of the sky. The tail of the comet would grow and grow as it neared, Morrie
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had told us in school. Each night would add to its paradoxical cloud of brightness.
I already was dazzled, that the nature of things could be vast enough to cast a stray
diamond of light across the spaces of night probably just once in our lifetimes, yet
so legible that the blink of an eye brought this single migratory glow home to us out
of all the glimmers held by the sky. .

“Oh, Paul, it’s beautiful,” Rose murmured, my heart dancing to her words.
Then she said something odd, her tone wistful. “Morrie needs a comet now and
then.”

I'had no time to puzzle that out. “I need to go in and get everybody up to

see it. Father and I can carry Tobe out in a chair.”

I have thought back most of a lifetime on how Halley’s Comet arrived to
our world in 1910--and have come under its aura again time after time in dreams--
and the course of it through the atmosphere here below fascinates me even yet. By

the earthly order of things, Marias Coulee and its scattered antecedents through

history were granted the visiting star ahead of the populous parts of the world.
Goatherds and keepers of sheep and and camel drovers and stalkers of hoofed game
at pre-dawn waterholes, the rural earth’s earliest risers--theirs always would have
been the first eyes to find the arriving comet. Those and the dream-tossed; others
on this planet may have seen the coming of the fresh star earlier than I did that
sleep-short morning, but they were not many. Then, having made itself known to
the prairies and savannahs and deserts, the fiery traveler showered portent in past
the walls of the greatest of cities. Soothsayers prospered. Beggars did better.
Crowned heads grew uneasy; Halley’s Comet was known to carry off kings.
Harold, King of England, perished to the Norman invaders following the comet’s
passage in 1066. Edward VII, King of England, was laid in his bulky casket our

spring of 1910. Those who looked to heaven for a wrathful king of everything
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could all too readily read the comet as a flaming writ of doom. Morrie brought to
school sensational newspaper stories of panic among sects that were sure the world
was coming to an end according to one feverish prophecy or another, and
instructively paired those with similar accounts across the past few thousand years.
“Mark Twain once told the press association its report of his death was an
exaggeration, and down through the ages these lamentations fit that same category,”
he left it at. If that wasn’t enough, the Delacroix print on the schoolroom wall was
always there as a reminder that the Star Dragon had flown before and given alarm to
inflamed consciences, and would again.

Passing over our own roof, Halley’s Comet could hardly have been more
auspicious. To universal relief in the household, the doctor on his next call let
Toby proceed to crutches. Damon and I made sure to kid him about being Peg Leg
Pete the Pirate Man, and he gyrated through the house with a surprisingly sure
swagger. Rose allowed him along on her housekeeping swoops through the
downstairs rooms, which meant she could keep an eye on him. And Father looked
less like a man chased day and night by a swarm of things; he made it downstairs in
time to join Rose and me in our comet-watching every one of those mornings. Life
somehow smoothed out, under that brightening cloud of comet tail. Morrie one
morning wove it into Latin. “There is a line that is tailor-made for Halley’s, and
you know which one I mean. Universum lux desiderat, Paul. Kindly come up
with an inspired translation before I become too old and deaf to hear it.”

“I will. I mean, I am. Next time, maybe.”

Yet one thing strangely troubled me as the great comet progressed across the
sky of our lives. The particular fragment of thought never did ascend to dream
level, but only because my mind could not quite catch hold of a way to dream it.
What plagued me was the idea Eddie--One Punch Milliron’s old adversary, the

recess lout whom the schoolyard generally said good riddance to, that Eddie--might
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never look upon Halley’s Comet. On their ride to school the day after Brose Turley
jerked him out the classroom, the Pronovosts had sighted the pair of them on their
way to the mountains, a packstring behind them, swags of traps clanking on the
pack saddles. “Eddie looked like a whipped pup,” Isidor reported. Plainly Brose
Turley was squeezing in another high-country season of pelts and bounties now
that he had Eddie to slave for him. Up there in the Rockies, spring and the end of
trapping would not come for some time yet, and meanwhile the comet was low on
the southeast horizon, blocked from sight in the mountain valleys by the shoulders
of the foothills and the front range of peaks. I could not get rid of the thought that a
kind of blindness had been put on Eddie, and where did that fit in the beautiful

workings of the universe?

Hours after Rose and I made our first sighting of the traveling star, Morrie

laid out comet night for his attentive eight grades of listeners in the schoolroom.
Naturally he leapt ahead on the calendar--three weeks seemed to us all like a terribly
long time--to the night when Halley’s Comet would achieve full magnitude,
according to his calculations. That particular night, the tail of the comet would
extend across the sky from Denver to far Hawaii. Marias Coulee School perhaps
could not take full credit for that, but at least we could host the event. “Your
parents of course will need to be reminded,” Morrie reminded us, “that we will not
start until full dark.” It shouldn’t be too hard to get parents to be nocturnal one
night out of seventy-five years, we figured. “I shall make a talk on matters of the
cosmos,” Morrie said off-handedly. We had thoroughly expected that. “And all of
you--" he paused as if this was almost too delicious to tell us. Then he told us.

A hush fell on the schoolroom. Three weeks seemed like a terribly short

time.
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Carnelia wasn’t saying anything, even between her teeth. I knew better
than to speak up, because if I did it would come out something like: “Morrie, have
you lost your mind?”  Glancing around the room, I caught a gleam in Damon’s
eye, not exactly a recommendation for Morrie’s scheme. Grover looked dubious.
Marta put a hand up to her face to see if this was going to set off a nosebleed. Both
sets of Drobny twins licked their lips, tasting conspiracy. Milo, oaf among eight-
grade oafs, inexplicably had a grin on him the size of a calf bucket. At last, next to
Milo at the back of the room, Martin Myrdal stuck up a meaty hand. “All of us?
The little kids too?”

The first grade en masse--Josef Kratka and Alice Stinson and Maggie
Emrich and Dora Rellis--turned and glowered at Martin. The Robespierre of the
second grade, Emil Kratka, stuck his tongue out at him.

“All,” Morrie said firmly. “First grade to eighth grade.”

The next question in the air was from Sally Calhoun. Sally even had a
fussy way of raising her hand. “Teacher, is this a secret? Even from our folks?”

“Let’s call it a surprise, Sally. And if we want to surprise someone, we do
not tell them about it ahead of time, do we?”

If T have learned anything about what happens in a classroom, it is that
inspiration does not always follow a straight path. Up in the second row, Inez
Pronovost squirmed one way and then the other at her desk, next to Toby’s empty
one all these weeks, and suddenly piped up: “Spitbath handshake, Mr. Morgan?”

I saw Morrie covertly cock an ear for school inspector footsteps in the
cloakroom. Hearing none, he spat in his hand. “All right, everyone. The bargain
will be sealed in the manner Inez suggests. I'll make the rounds although each of
you must provide the rest of the expectoration--I do not have three dozen decent
spits in me. We shall discuss the salivary gland when we are finished.” And we

were launched toward comet night.
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Across the next weeks, Morrie found scraps of the day to rehearse us. Last

period was always a catch-all, and he used it to the fullest for our one purpose now.
Several times we voted to stay in from recess to practice. It was an ensemble
effort, whatever the results were going to be.

“So how is your singing voice by now?” Father asked me one morning after
he and Rose and I had checked on the progress of the comet. There still were times
when he looked like he was being put through life’s wringer--a dry springtime will
do that to a farmer--but some matters were not pressing on him quite as hafd now.
Toby still was the pest of all time, but at least he could periodically be dispatched
outside to work off energy by pegging around the yard. Even the specter of the
inspector dimmed off with each passing day; Father and Morrie had practically
squinted holes in the calendar and the long list of one-room schools in Montana and
come to the conclusion that with any luck now, the school term would wind down
before the Office of Public Instruction managed to get past its backlog. And while
Father would not have said so out loud, having Rose in the house all the time gave
the place a feel of ticking along to a natural clock that it had not had for a good long
time. She could be heard rummaging around in the mud room that very moment,
setting up for what she announced as spring cleaning.

Before I thought, I scoffed: “Oh, we’re not bothering with singing.
Anybody can sing.”

Father stopped whatever he was doing and sent me a long look. Then
crossed the room and closed the kitchen door, an exceedingly rare occurrence. He
came over close to me and asked anxiously:

“Paul. He doesn’t have the whole caboodle of you whistling, does he?”

“Father, I can’t tell you, can I. It’s a surprise. That’s the whole idea.”
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“HERE HE COMES!”

Toby’s yelp when he spotted the doctor’s Model T chugging along the
section-line road toward us would have wakened the dead. Houdini chorused in
with him.

“Settle down, you two,” Father directed, coming out of the barn where he
had been mending harness. This was something he was looking forward to as
much as Toby was, though, if it meant the end of careening crutches.

Damon and I got up from where we were lying flat, trying to snare gophers
at the edge of the field. If we caught any, Morrie would have the specimen he
wanted to illustrate the history of incisors--from the saber-tooth tiger on down, no
doubt--in class the next day. It was a big if. Mostly, this was just such a fine
sunny Sunday afternoon we wanted to be out in it. Now we brushed the worst of
the dirt off ourselves without Father even having to tell us and headed across the
yard, each trying to look more mature and presentable than the other. How often
did mighty events coincide like this? Toby was receiving the doctor visit he had
been looking for every day all week, and comet night was a mere two days away.

The Model T pulled up to us, vibrated nervously for several moments, and
shut down. The doctor from Westwater got out from behind the steering wheel and
was instantly set upon by Toby, in one breath wanting to know if he could throw
away his crutches yet and in the next wanting a guarantee that his big toenail would
never grow back. Another man climbed out the other side of the automobile. This
was no great surprise, as the Westwater doctor had said he wanted Toby’s one-of-
a-kind foot to be looked over by the orthopedic specialist from the Great Falls
hospital whenever that worthy made his rounds in our general direction. Certainly

Toby would be ecstatic to rate two doctors. Right now his jabbering away had the
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Westwater one thoroughly distracted, so Father approached the other. “I don’t
believe I’ve had the pleasure, Doctor--?”

“Call me Harry,” the man said as they shook hands. “Harry Taggart.
School inspector.”

It was as if Zeus had appeared in our yard. Father froze. I heard Damon
gasp, or maybe it was me.

Actually, Taggart did not look like much. He was a long stick of a man, his
bowler hat sitting on him about as it would have on a hatstand. His frowsy
mustache made it apparent what an achievement Morrie’s had been. But he had
slitted eyes, as though his vision was everlastingly pinched to a point by watching
people try tricks. And the bag he carried, now that we had a second look, was a
dark leather briefcase bulging with whatever a school inspector inspected with.

Taggart explained, “I asked around town and caught a ride out with the
good doctor here, to find your place.” Those eyes with their visors of lids flicked
across the homestead and Father in his barn clothes as if reserving judgment.

“Yes, well,” Father rallied, “we weren’t expecting you on a Sunday and--"

“Excuse us,” the doctor called over, “we’ve going in the house for me to
examine the patient,” and Toby vaulted along ahead of him on the crutches.

“And these are your other lads,” Taggart belatedly dispensed handshakes to
Damon and me. As if a switch had been flipped, now he sounded hearty. “Ready
to tackle the standards tomorrow, buckos?” We hated it when that tone of voice
was used on us. Not trusting what we might say, Damon and I stood there as
soiled as badgers and dug our toes in the yard as though in search of more dirt.

Taggart breezed right back to Father. “First off, I should make sure our
records in Helena are up to date.” He instantly delved into his briefcase the way a

gunfighter went to his holster. “Marias Coulee School District,” he pulled out an
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official-looking piece of paper and read off, “established 1903, Township 28
North, so on and so on. Teacher, Adelaide Trent--"

Damon couldn’t help it. He snickered.

Father dropped a kindly hand on Damon’s shoulder and gave a little squeeze
meant to carry all the way to the vocal cords. “Miss Trent is no longer with us.
That old epidemic, matrimony.” Father forced a chuckle. “The school board
fortunately found a sterling replacement.”

Taggart frowned.

“This individual’s name?” He spread his piece of paperwork onto the
skinny hood of the automobile, reached out a fountain pen and scratched Miss Trent
into oblivion, and for better or worse, Morrie was entered onto the rolls of the
Office of Public Instruction.

Just then Rose quickstepped out of the house, water bucket swinging in her
hand, headed for the pump. Wearing satin for Sunday, she looked very nice
indeed. Taggart cast a glance at Father as if he thought better of him. He tipped his
hat and gallantly called, “Good day, Mrs. Milliron.”

“She’s not--" Father started and stopped.

“Oh, how do you do,” Rose said, swerving over. “Actually, I am more
properly called Mrs. Llewelynn,” she said in the melancholically musical fashion
we had not heard from her for some time now. “I’m the--" She gestured
inclusively around, water bucket and all, a sweep that took in our homestead and
hers and the fields and evidently the perimeters of things all the way back to
Minneapolis.

“Temporary nurse,” Father hastily filled in.

“Neighbor next door,” I prompted in the same instant.

“Housekeeper,” Rose said, looking at both of us.
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Damon saved our skins. In back of Taggart, he frantically pantomimed
peering through a magnifying glass, Sherlock Holmes style.

“Ah!” Rose let out. “You must be the school inspector everyone has been
so looking forward to.” She and Taggart shook hands--hers obviously startled
him, as strong from work as any man’s--and she sped on with the conversation as
if she had been waiting months to confide in him. “I live just across the way, so it’s
nothing for me to pitch in here on the household chores and seeing to Toby since
his awful accident, and Mr. Milliron is so busy with farming and the school affairs
and all, so it works out well for everyone concerned. You see--" Here she halted
and bit her lip. Taggart leaned toward her from the waist as if to make sure he did
see. “My husband is”--Rose gestured off to far horizons again--“gone for an
extended period.”

“What can exceed neighborliness as a virtue?” Taggart proclaimed to us all
as if it might be on tomorrow’s test. Rose beamed at him and went off to pump
water.

Father had not fully recovered from Rose’s transit through the situation
before Taggart turned to him again. “Mr. Milliron--may I call you Oliver?”

“Be my guest.”

“Oliver, how I would like to proceed,” Taggart went on in a fashion that
made it plain it was how they were going to proceed, “is to meet with you and the
teacher before school tomorrow. To examine the classroom equipment and the
physical state of the schoolhouse, that sort of thing. Say an hour ahead of start of
class? That’s usually ample.”

My face fell. That would crowd out Latin.

Father said in not much voice, “I’ll be there.”

At that moment, Toby spun out of the house. Crutchless.
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“I CAN GO TO SCHOOL! TOMORROW!”

“Hey, wow, Tobe!” Damon congratulated him.

“The more the merrier,” Father said, sounding even more peaked. “We’ll all
see you tomorrow, Harry.”

As soon as the Model T was out of sight, the first necessity had to be
performed. I was itching to be the one. But on some scale in his own mind Father
kept track of these things, and this was not my turn. “Damon,* he said wearily.

“Saddle up and go tell Morrie, Judgment Day arrives tomorrow.”

Rose waited until the last one of us--Toby, bard of the longest-running foot
epic since that of Achilles--had the last bite of supper in him before she said it.
“Here’s a thought. I'll need to move back to my place tonight.”

Damon and Toby and I looked at each other. This hadn’t occurred to us.

Father was a different story. He was behind the fortification of his coffee
cup, taking a long slow drink, before the last of Rose’s words were out. When he
finally put the cup down, he addressed Toby. “You can climb stairs, tiger, can
you?”

“You bet.” Too late, Toby realized what he had condemned himself to.

Father looked down the table to Rose now. He had a little trouble with his
voice when he said: “We don’t want to seem to be throwing you out. If it’s too
much of a rush for you to go yet tonight--"

“I"d better.” She made sure to share her commiserating smile around to all
of us.

An unforgettable twinge went through me. It was not blindsight, it was not
even hindsight, but perception by any other name. A sense that something was

ending. I knew I was entitled to feel relief at coming home to sleep, out from under
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the hovering thunderhead of Aunt Eunice, but that was not what I felt. Anticipation
of Rose alighting into the kitchen full of whispered cheer again each morning
instead of me stumbling in from the field, dream-driven, should have filled me; but
that was not it either.

A chair clattered. Father was onto his feet, tugging at Damon’s collar and
giving me a look with plenty of pull in it. “We have to wrestle Tobe’s bed back
upstairs for him.”

“T’1l get my things together while you’re at that,” Rose said just as
awkwardly, “and then I’ll scoot.”

Father paused. “You don’t need to run off.”

“I’d better,” she said once more, and again her smile was carefully equal for
each of us but ended with Father. “I thought I’d ride over and see Morrie yet

tonight. He may need some bucking up.”

We were a motley bunch on horseback that next morning. Toby rode double
behind me; his foot still was tender enough that he was not supposed to swing up
into a stirrup with it, so Father lifted him up behind my saddle and threatened him
thoroughly against falling off or jumping down. By that hour I was bright-eyed as
could be, accustomed to riding to school that early for Latin bouts with Morrie, but
Damon drooped sleepily on the back of his horse. Father, in his best clothes,
looked like an out-of-place pallbearer on top of the pint-size mare Queenie.

Rose had not appeared at the house by the time we left and that worried me.
I’d had the comet to myself that morning, a lonely enough sighting. I could only
hope our kitchen sessions would get back to what they were, before.

Plainly Father had enough on his mind without us, so on that ride to school
we all three stayed as close to mute as boys could humanly be. Toby contented

himself with snuggling dreamily into my back as he held onto me, as though I were
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a horseback version of Houdini. The day broke out in pale spring sunshine. I can
still see the schoolhouse as it appeared when we rode up out of The Cut, its paint a
bit worn from the affections of the wind, its schoolyard trampled bare, its dawn-
caught bank of windows a narrow aperture to sky and prairie. Any inspector from
the Department of Public instruction would have seen a thousand such places. We
were about to find out if he had ever seen anything like Morrie.

By the time we were dismounting at the school, the dreaded automobile was
tottering over the horizon from the direction of Westwater. That longest day was
underway, whether we were ready or not. The schoolhouse did not appear to be.
Its windows were not showing any lampshine, which meant Morrie wasn’t on hand
yet. “Damon, get in there and make sure the chill is off the place,” Father directed
hurriedly as he hoisted Toby down from behind me. “Stoke the stove up good if
you have to. Tobe, now listen. Take it easy on that foot. No running, no
roughhousing, got that?” Toby promised, cross his heart, and all but tiptoed across
the schoolyard to join Damon inside. In my usual role, elder statesman of the boys,
I waited beside Father for the inspector’s Model T to pull up next to the flagpole.

“Where’s Morrie?” Father asked me through gritted teeth.

“Brushing up on pedagogical principles,” I said as if I knew.

“He’d better be.”

Harry Taggart unfolded out of the car, spoke of the weather, shook hands
with Father perfunctorily, and headed into the schoolhouse like a man on a mission.
Father and I hastened after him, trying not to be obvious about looking around for
Morrie.

Inside, the schoolhouse was not exactly dark, but it was a long way from
illuminated. Toby was somewhat ghostly as he squirmed this way and that in his
desk to see if it still fit him. Damon was over by the stove, but not feeding it; <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>