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One Evening in Winter 

One th ing for su re, it would be plenty cold  out. It was 
always that way after a storm. Laura gathered herself i nto 
her moth-eaten woolens and wondered why she d idn't just 
cl i m b  i nto her car and d rive the two m i les to the post office. 
But then she remembered how deep the snow was and the 
freezing rai n  the day before and how many cars she and 
Ma had seen stranded on the side of the road on the t.v.
and she thought better  of the walking. So she c l imbed i nto 
her jeans and gray thermals, her faded sweater, woolen 
socks and th ick padded boots, her tattered g loves, red 
scarf and green d rab ski cap, her checkered red h u nt ing 
jacket-the one Pa had g iven her with the r ight sleeve 
torn- and looked out the window to the barren cornfield 
below. 

" Better hu rry, Lau r!" her mother shouted. "Gettin' 
late!" 

Laura s l ipped her hand i nto the jacket pocket and 
checked for t he key. Yes, it was st i l l  there-she could feel it  
through her g loved hand. She released it and let it settle 

· i nto her pocket. Then she looked out the window again. 
A lready she cou ld see the stark shadows lengthen ing 

into n ight, the ch i l l  c reep ing into snowbanks, lampposts 
and stal led cars- into the land Lau ra knew so wel l. The 
fences and the rivers, the pastu res and orchards-every
th ing she saw spoke of her  father's l ife, gone now, and of 
what had gradual ly become her own. It had been two years 
since Pa d ied. For two years she and M a  had l ived alone i n  
this house. Tractors a n d  cornfields defined h is l ife; now 
they made up her own. 

Lau ra saw the even ing com ing on, sift ing out under 
the cei l i ng of the sky l i ke an old cigar-faced man deal ing 
poker. She heard M a i n  the kitchen, s ing ing faintly off- key 
one of those old love songs Pa used to s ing before he d ied. 
She smel led the stew Ma was making. It had been Pa's 
favorite. 
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" Better go!"  her mother shouted. "You know what day 
today is, don't you? Gettin' late, Lau r!" 

Laura f i n ished laci ng her boots and pu l led the laces 
down good and tight. She stood, snatched the cap off her 
head, and gave her hair  a few good swipes with the hair 
brush. She wanted to look in the m i rror, but d id n't. I nstead 
she took several more swipes with the brush and stepped 
out into the hal l. It was cold there. Certain ly you' re beaut iful, 
she told  herself. She set the brush down on the bureau and 
placed the cap on her head. Of cou rse you' re beautifu l. Oh, 
hel l, it don't matter. So what if you haven't been with a man 
since-

"Come now, Lau ra!" her mother shouted. "You ain't 
forgett i n', are you?" 

" N o, Ma." 
"Then get down here and get goin' before I boi l  a l l  this 

stew away." 
She was a large woman. She was heavy-boned and 

over-sized, with dark ol ive ski n  and long black hair. Her 
father used to joke to the fel las that she resembled a 
horse; and yet she had about her that d istictly magnetic 
attract iveness, that aura of wonder and fascination, that 
exalted mystery, common to the C lydesdale and a l l  other 
forms of prodig ious l ife. She was strong as an ox, as the 
saying goes, and cou ld l ift nearly as much as her older 
brother Wayne. She had wide h ips special ly su ited to ch i ld
bearing; had had one chi ld, but it d ied in ch i ldbirth. Laura 
was t., i rty-four and s ing le; she had never been married. 

She trampled down the stairs in  her hard boots, 
crossed the carpeted f loor and presented herself to her 
mother in  the kitchen. The old woman stooped over the 
stove. "Wi l l  you turn that stew down and let it s immer, Ma. 
You' re l iable to burn you rself, for heaven's sake." 

" I ' l l  thank you to m ind you r  own business," the old 
woman said. "Seems I raised some pretty healthy ch i ldren 
without so m uch s im meri n'." Her  voice trai led off. She 
spoke and moved i n  that s low-control led motion s ingu lar 
to old people and very young ch i ldren. The old woman 
b l inked at her daughter and tasted the stew aga in. she 
jerked her head away and wi nced. 
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" I  told you you'd get bu rnt, M a." 
"Okay, okay," the old woman said. She s l id  the l id  on 

the pot, leaned over and turned the f lame down to s immer. 
Her  hand trembled. Then she straig htened herself as 
much as she cou ld, reached up-stra in i ng-and righted 
the cap on Lau ra's head. "You have this th ing about 
weari n' you r  cap crooked, don't you? Used to d rive you r  
father damn near crazy. Now wi l l  you get! it's com i n' on 
dark." 

Laura pushed her mother's hands away and ang led 
the cap back the way it had been. "Tel l  me, Ma-you sure 
today's the day? It's awful  cold out there." 

"Sure, I 'm sure. And if you th ink  it' s  too cold take the car. 
That's what the lady from the lawyer's office said anyway." 

" D id she tel l you how m uch the check was for?" 
"I didn't ask." 
"You shoulda asked, Ma." 
"Wel l, I d idn't!" 
"We need the money," Lau ra protested. 
"They' l l  be plenty," the old woman said. With th is she 

went back to her stew, removed the l id  again,  bent over 
and adjusted the f lame h igher. Laura tugged the g love on 
her one bare hand and shook her head. "They' l l  be plenty," 
the old woman repeated. 

Laura turned the storm door handle and stepped 
outside. H e r  feet cru nched on the weathered ice. She 
eased the door gently i nto i ts frame (the spr ing was 
broken) and tucked the col lar up around her ears. The a i r  
n i pped at her cheeks. 

Laura looked south over the farm to where the land 
sloped away and the gray woods rose u p  to meet the sky. 
The sky winked with its f i rst few i mpressions of starl ight. Al l  
about her the pecu l iar  s i lence of farm land after a storm 
exhaled i nto the val ley l ike an old man snori ng. Above, 
Venus, always the first star out, shone l ike a proud Madonna 
saying grace. The land h ushed itself i nto secrecy and held 
i ts secret close. 

And then she remembered the dream, how she'd left 
the house that day and walked the ent ire length of the 
val ley. It was almost d usk. Across the southern f ield she'd 
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trod, stumbl ing t ime and again on the shadowed furrows of 
the Jen kin's orchard, u nt i l, at noon, she arrived at the 
rusted old bridge that crossed the R iver St imson. The river 
ran along the base of the h i l l s  at the far end of the val ley. 
When Laura found herself there she stood on the bridge 
for the longest time and d idn't know what to do. But then a 
voice called out i nside her, a voice resembl ing her father's, 
shouting h urry, hu rry, Laura, go  home-and without hesi
tation-without any rest at a l l- Laura ran a l l  the way home. 
It was twelve m i les, but i n  dreams such th ings were 
possib le. When Laura made it home she opened the 
kitchen door and found her mother lying u nconscious on 
the kitchen floor. She was frightened- her mother looked 
so pale and l ifeless. Laura felt her mother's wrist; she 
splashed water on her face unt i l, dazed and sh ivering, the 
old woman came around. I t  had on ly been another one of 
her mother's faint ing spel ls, but i t  scared the hel l  out of 
Lau ra. She awoke that n ight with a dry mouth and clammy 
ski n  and could not get back to sleep. She watched the 
snow fal l  outside her window and stayed awake unt i l  fi rst 
l ight. 

Laura gazed across the cornfields and saw the lean ing 
towers of the cornstalks in  the snow. She took one or two 
halt ing footsteps, stopped and l istened to the beat ing of 
her heart. She heard the blood pulsing through her vei ns. 
Then she shoved her hands i nto her jacket pockets and set 
off across the f ield. 

When she made the road she turned left cautiously 
(for the road was s l ippery now and covered with patches of 
ice) and proceeded west down the lane past the Jenki ns' 
place. Walk ing th is stretch, she always closed her eyes. 
There were th ings ahead she d idn't want to see, and she 
wanted to make sure she d idn' t  see them. She didn' t  want 
to see the Jenki ns' love seat, ancient and rusting, beneath 
the old e lm. She d idn't want to see the duck pond, frozen 
and b lanketed with layer u po n  layer of snow. She d idn't 
want to see windows or stars or her own breath against the 
f irmament of heaven. So she walked in the n ight, eyes 
closed, l isten ing. Joey Jenkins  was dead n ow, wasn't he? It 
d idn't matter that she'd had h is  baby. It d idn't matter that 
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they'd made love beneath the old e lm. I t  d id n't matter that 
the baby had d ied. N oth ing mattered. Lau ra walked u nt i l  
she was wel l  past the love seat. Then she opened her  eyes. 
The road stretched on through the rows of stark, bare, 
unfruited trees. 

The post office would be empty th is t ime of n ight; it  
always was. I t  was an o ld bu i ld ing that creaked when you 
entered it and creaked when you left. Laura stam ped up 
the steps and opened the door. She walked in  and slammed 
the door q u ickly. I t  was cold out there. She creaked across 
the floorboards u nt i l  she stood in front of the box marked 
"Wood ley," removi ng one of her g loves, fi nd ing the key i n  
h e r  pocket a n d  sneaki ng i t  i nto t h e  lock. I t  wou ld have 
been h is ch i ld. She turned the key in the lock. He would 
have come home from the war and they wou ld  have had a 
fam i ly. She reached in  and fou nd the envelope marked 
" M rs. El iza Woodley." It wou ld've been h is fam i ly. 

Lau ra stuffed the envelope into her  pocket, shoved 
the key in her other and s l ipped her bare hand i nto its 
g love. She closed the door of the box, stra ightened the cap 
on her head and creaked off across the f loorboards. She 
opened the door, stepped out, and s lam med it sh ut. She 
c lumped down the steps and into the crusty snow. 

I t  wou ld've been h is fam i ly. 
Several t imes on the way home Laura tugged one of 

the g loves from her hands and felt the crispness of the 
envelope i n  her pocket. She cou ld hear it rust le between 
her f ingers. Above, Venus shone in al l  her g lory-the 
brightest star i n  the sky-whi le eastward the si lver s l iver of 
a moon strained against the horizon. The sky was black. 
The stars fl ickered l ike blue-green candles over the frosted 
terrain. 

H urry, a voice said. 
Laura heard it and stu mbled over the frozen h u l ks of 

the apples in  the road. 
H urry, it said. 
Lau ra made the edge of the f ield and started to ru n. 

Her legs moved sl ugg ish ly over the rutted path and the 
shadows of the trees played on the g round to def ine 
themselves i n  twisted, eerie, ghostly del i neations. H e r  
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father's voice shouted h u rry, Lau ra, hurry. 
The house was a hundred and f ifty yards beyond. 

Lau ra saw it but she could not see her mother i n  the 
kitchen window. She smelled stew i n  the a i r, stew that 
smel led burnt, charred, carbonized. Her heart raced; her 
feet faltered over the path. I can't lose her! I can't- not 
now! The window glared vacantly i nto the snow. Ma! She 
clutched the envelope in her hand and d ug her boots as 
deeply as she cou ld i nto the frozen crust. The stew 
smel led closer now-pungent, acrid, defin i tely burnt. H e r  
legs l ifted; h e r  l ungs burned; h e r  th roat felt hot, scorched 
and d ry. She tore the alu mi n u m  door open and lu nged i nto 
the i nner door with the ful l  force of her shoulder. 

For the longest t ime her  mother just sat there and 
looked at her. I t  hadn't occu rred to Laura that she might be 
perfectly wel l; m ig ht, in  fact, be exactly as she had left her. 
But she was. She was sitt i ng q u ietly on the l iv ing room 
sofa, h u mm i ng to herself and reading a magazine. S he'd 
merely suffered another one of her  lapses of memory,
and forgotten completely about the stew. She was sen i le; 
she hadn' t  even noticed a l l  the black smoke in  the room. 
Laura stood in the doorway, stun n ed, ashamed, a l itt le 
embarrassed. She cou ld t h i n k  of noth ing to say. She 
leaned agains the door with her face f lushed, her red scarf 
wrapped loosely about her neck, her  g reen cap angled off 
to one s ide, and closed the door gently beh ind  her. She 
removed her g loves. 

" M ot h e r," L a u ra sa i d, po i n t i n g  to t h e  stove, "yo u r 
stew . . .  " 

The old woman scurried to her  feet and rushed to the 
stove. "Oh, I done it again!" She clawed at the knob and 
shut off the gas. Laura stared at the back of her neck and 
said noth ing. 

I t  was then that Lau ra came up behind her and 
embraced her softly about the shoulders; She pressed her  
face i nto the back of her mother's sku l l  and held her body 
fi rmly but tenderly between her strong, bare hands. She 
felt the fragi l ity of her mother's frame, the wizened angu lar
ity of her skul l, arms and elbows. "Sometimes I worry about 
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you, Ma," she said. 
The old woman stiffened. She tried to pu l l  away but 

Laura held her fast. 
And then Laura began ,to weep. She wept l ike a ch i ld  

with huge yearni ng sobs that shook her enti re body. The 
tears ra11 down her face and down the back of her mother's 
neck. She wept for the pain of the lost ch i ld and the pain of 
her lost man, for the pai n  of a world she d idn't understand, 
and for a l l  the people i n  It who were gone, gone now, her 
father among them, whom she had never real ly known or 
understood-and for her mother whom she couldn't touch. 

The old woman tu rned to face her. She reached up and 
held Laura's face between her rough hands. Then she 
pried herself away and went to the window. Lau ra tr ied to 
hold onto her hand, but cou ldn't. 

" I  never told you how sorry I was when your baby d ied," 
her mother said. She looked out over the snow and 
cornfields and watched some head l ights pass on the road. 
" I n  my day we d idn't talk about such th i ngs." 

" I t don't matter, M a." 
The car and headlghts passed away and out of sight. 
"You' re a l l  I have left now, Laura," her mother said. 

Lau ra watched her mother's breath frost the i nside of the 
window. "Your brother never even came to the fu nera l." 

" H e  and Pa cou ld never talk Maybe because he was 
more l i ke Pa than anyone else." 

"Sometimes I'd l ike to kick that Wayne." 
" M e  too, Ma" 
Laura put both her hands on her mother's shoulders 

from behi nd. 
"I resented you r  pregnancy, " her  mother said. "From 

the very fi'rst day, I resented it." She placed her hands on 
the window s i l l  and ran her f ingers through the dust. " I  
never told you th is, but I was pregnant t h e  day I married 
you r  father. That's why I acted the way I d id, L�ura- 1 d idn' t  
want you to start out the same way. I know you thought i t  
was Joey. I t  wasn't. I t  had nothi n' to  do with  h i m. He was a 
good kid. I wou lda been proud to have h im as a son- i n- law." 

"You don't have to say n ice th ings about Joey because 
he's  dead." · 
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" I  know." 
Laura l ifted her hands from her mother's shoulders. 

" Pa never l iked J oey. I don' t  know why." 
"Your pa never l i ked anyone." 
Laura reached i nto her  pocket and her hand came 

upon the envelope. She had forgotten completely about it. 
" I  sometimes wonder if you r  father ever loved any of 

us," her mother said. 
" M a, look," Lau ra said. 
Her  mother t u rned from the window and saw the 

envelope in Laura's hand. "Oh, that ol' th ing came today, 
d id  it? Wel l, g ive it here then. I been m akin' enough of a fuss 
over it, ha in't I?" 

The old woman held her  hand out for the envelope. But 
then, a lmost without th inking, a lmost as if by reflex, she 
reached up and righted the cap on Laura's head. She 
smoothed the hair  a l l  a rou nd the sides of Lau ra's face and 
then let her hand l i nger u pon her cheek for what Laura 
considered an u n usual ly long t ime. Some of the dust 
rubbed off her f ingers and onto Lau ra's black hair. 

Laura saw suddenly that it d idn't m atter about the 
check Pa hadn't left them m uch, afterall .  I t  d idn't matter if 
the check was two cents. 

Spring-that was what she thought about-that it 
would be here soon. She cou ld a lmost see the season, 
smel l  it, hear it: the b i rds wing ing their  way home at last, the 
brown molt ing sparrows and the brown earth and the 
cherry blossoms and the too-fu l l  streams and a sense that 
there was someth ing vastly eternal about it, someth ing 
forever bei ng born. . 

Laura tried to th ink  of a name for it, but cou ldn't. 
I nstead, she watched the envelope sett le i nto her 

mother's hand and thought she saw an icicle d rop from the 
eaves outside her window. 
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