On Crooked Prairie

Here in the country human contacts are few

On this narrow lane carriages seldom come.

In broad daylight 1 keep my rustic gate closed,
From the bare rooms all dusty thoughts are banned.
From time to time through the tall grass

Like me, village farmers come and go;

When we meet we talk of nothing else

Than how the hemp and mulberry are growing.

—T'ao Ch'ien, 365-427 AD
From “Returning to the Farm to Dwell”

When I was nine, unable to dodge a draft for duty at the kitchen sink, I predicted to my
mother that when I grew up and got married I would be rich enough to have a maid to do my
dishes. She scoffed. Like many of the wives in our white, middle class, Chicago neighborhood
during the 1950°s, my mother had a “girl"—translate, a black woman—come once a week to do
the ironing. But no one had a maid to do the dishes.

Fifteen years later, dressed and coiffed Ellie May Clampitt style and recently married, [
was standing in a small cabin and putting a kettle of water to heat on an old iron two-burner
fueled by a propane tank, to use for washing the dishes. Our cabin had running water, but only
cold. About once a week, Andrew, my husband, hiked a quarter of a mile down the hill to pump
water up to a holding tank. Gravity fed the water from the tank into a fifty-gallon drum next to
the sink. Unless it was a summer day that was warm enough for an outdoor solar shower, we also
had to heat water for bathing in a washtub on the kitchen floor. I didn’t have to sweep, however,
because the floor was gravel-covered dirt, which I periodically raked. instead.

I"d been literally shacked up with Andrew, who I’d met in the art museum on the U. C.
Berkeley campus, for about a year when I decided that we should get married. Andrew, who is
five years older than I am, had listened to more than a decade of bitter warnings from his father
about the economic liability of getting legally married. His parents had spent at least a third of
their assets on lawyer fees to end their twenty-five year marriage. But Andrew was committed to
living with me, and his response to my proposal was basically, “whatever.”

When my parents learned that their only daughter was about to get married, they wanted
to fly us to Chicago and give us a nice wedding and big party in a hotel. If they had suggested
that I don the veil and adopt the practices of an Iranian woman, I would have found the idea
hardly less alien than that of having a traditional celebration. Very few of our friends or even
acquaintances legalized their live-in relationships or had weddings, but those who did got
married out in a field by a guru or a Universal Life preacher. I had no objections, however, to
accepting an early wedding gift of $1000 from my parents, and we used the money to buy a
bigger and better redwood water tank that Andrew called our “betroughful.” As for a wedding,






