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Falling in Love
by Brian Russell Roberts
Falling in love changes everything. So does getting your nose bit off. Strange as it sounds, I always halfway expected both to happen to me. Only one did. The way it happened—it changed things too. But more, it got me caught right in the texture of the earth.
In 1940, at the age of twenty-one, I walked back into the town where I was born: Eureka, in central Utah, one of the richest mining towns in the United States of America. By one account, any given piece of silverware—and I mean real silverware—that was manufactured in America between around 1880 and 1930 was on average made up of twenty-five to thirty percent silver smelted out of the Tintic Mining District of which Eureka is the heart. Same for gold bullion. And as for that soft, deadly metal that went into American ammunition during the Great War? It was Eureka that cracked the earth open, made Europe’s corner of the world bleed. Those are the odds, the statistics according to a professor I once heard lecture, and I could tell you more if I had been a professor. But it would be from a hawk’s-eye view, floating in the sky in the swoops of a scholar’s cursive—as if, from the great above, the miners were insects carrying lunch pails toward anthills of mine tailings, as if the mine owners were the warrant for the earth’s existence.
Who knows. Maybe that’s how it really was, all smooth and neat. But for me, passing back through Eureka after ten years away, nothing felt smooth. It was all rough, rough ground, and the Copper Blossom Club was the grating center of it. So I went in.
*	*	*
The Copper Blossom is where my mother had worked when we used to live in Eureka. With a dozen other women, she hustled food and drink from the kitchen and hustled men upstairs to the rooms above the restaurant. Eureka had a significant socialist element ever since it first grew up to service the mines, a perpetual low-grade war between miners and owners on the question of safety, on the price of body parts and the next breath. And in a nod to Eureka’s proud history of socialism, the women of the Copper Blossom, no matter their individual political affiliation, referred to themselves as of the gartered class. Still, as far as I ever knew, this class consciousness never dissuaded any diamond-ringed mine owner from visiting. And to several owners it was a matter of pride to cross the Copper Blossom’s picket line, as the men referred to going upstairs, regardless of political persuasion.
I walked in. Same smell. Same stained floorboards. Same lacquer to it all, as if from the doorknobs to the liquor cabinet mirror it had been brushed with two parts whiskey, one part grease, and one part red light from a Chinese lantern. Same blades of afternoon sun cutting slits through the drapes on the ample front windows. Same clinks and cooings. Same slate hung on the wall listing employee names, but they were all different as far as I could tell. I didn’t know any of the scattered men sitting at the tables. I was glad about that. I was traveling east toward the towns along the Wasatch Mountains, and Eureka was on the main route between where I had been living and where I wanted to be living. So I was compelled—by the road and the guy who let me get a ride—to pass through. When we got close, I decided to stop for a couple hours, to have the guy drop me off a little before town, so I could lay eyes back on some of the sights from when I used to live here. Just a few hours. Which is just about as long as I could hope to be anonymous, since, as I imagined, spending ten years away from anywhere, especially when you’ve lived the decade shedding your boyhood, is its own kind of temporary disguise. My plan: to walk and gawk with parsimony, assuring that this visit would be more fleeting than my anonymity. I didn’t want any trouble, didn’t want to get my nose bit off. 
I sat down at the bar and looked toward the liquor cabinet against the wall, eyes moving right past the bottles and into the mirror and finally onto my own face. We didn’t have a mirror in the West Desert, at the base of one of the Drum Mountain canyons. Which is where we had lived, my mother and me, as hermitess and son for the past ten years. So I couldn’t take my eyes off myself. 
The girl who brought out my meal caught me staring into the mirror. She looked about my age, and I felt stupid as if she had caught me staring at her. She asked, “You ever seen a mirror before?” I looked at her and, out of practice talking with pretty much everyone, answered her literally: that I used to see them pretty often but then for a long time I hadn’t seen any of them. She said I was new in Eureka, wasn’t I? I said I guessed I was. Then, and I didn’t know if it had been an insult that I glanced back at the mirror rather than kept my eyes on her, she went cold and said, “Go home and live a quiet life.” She laughed and walked off while I kept looking, now self-conscious in a different way, into the mirror and especially at my nose, which to anyone on the street would be unremarkable but to me seemed like an incarnation, spirit clothed in pure presence. 
I admit it. I had read some books by this point, especially during winters out by the Drums. But I was a lost kid, whose best teachers were the desert, the canyons, and a hermitess. I almost said a backward kid. But nothing about Eureka, or any place I had read about, seemed forward. Or like it knew more than a desert or a canyon or a hermitess knows.
After scraping a fork across my cleared plate, I turned around to look at the spot in the middle of the room where it happened, the fight that flung us out into the desert in earnest search of a quiet life. I’m talking about the fight with the hellhound, which is what mother always called the woman who—during this feet-in-the-air, nails-to-the-bone, and back-to-the-ground brawl—had bit off my mother’s nose. I wasn’t there, since I was never allowed in the Copper Blossom beyond four o’clock in the afternoon. But an image of that night hung always near me, as fleshly and frozen as a tableau vivant: Mother mid-shriek on her back with feet and shredded petticoat spread in the air, fingers fumbling at nothing where her nose had been. A slurry of stunned miners gagging, heaving up eggs and potatoes and whiskey at the bar and out onto the street. An unfathomable, vibrant nose—spit out and thumping like a bleeding section of Christmas orange on the floorboards. And, lording over it all, the hellhound, battered from the fight, dress torn half off, but smiling in terrible triumph with teeth smeared redder than her lips. As for the would-be picket-line breaker they were fighting over? For as much as I wished the fight had been about someone, that my mother had lost her nose over something, he wasn’t anyone to either of them prior to a week earlier. And he ran so fast no one in the Tintic district ever saw him again. Still, his brief presence marked the meridian of both their lives.
I know from telling this story a few times that people who first hear about the nose-biting need a minute afterwards. Take a minute. And realize that while to you it’s lurid, maybe torn from some pulpy Western, I had been living with it for ten years. It was never more than two or three steps away from what I was thinking, and it wasn’t a problem at all for me to recall the tableau and then step away to think about something else if I needed to. And I needed to.
So there I was, staring toward the center of the room where it happened. And over across the room in the same direction, I saw the girl who had brought me my meal, Isabel it turned out was her name, leaning over a table, her face hard like marble, with two men sitting there laughing. I could see now that she was absolutely beautiful, a nose straight out of the Greek epics—it had probably already launched a thousand ships in the Copper Blossom alone and seemed poised, with the faintest exhalation, to launch ten thousand more. As the son of a woman who had been of the gartered class, and especially with my mother’s profession coming to an end like it did, I couldn’t fathom asking a girl to just go upstairs. But my time here was short and, as much as I had ever known anything to that point, I knew I needed to talk with her, just a little, before I left town. So I walked over and said I knew quite a bit about the quiet life she had mentioned, and if she would go out walking with me before the men from the main shift at the mines showed up, I could tell her about it. She immediately said she would, and I could. She seemed eager, which I knew from hearing ten years of my mother’s stories was an unlikely thing for a girl from the Blossom to be.
Then, mid-thought, I saw my disguise was already worn off, since one of the men she’d been talking to said with a whistle and deadpan smirk that he knew my mama back when she used to work here. The way Isabel’s eyes softened, even glistened, I could tell that she had heard the story and that she too knew whose son I was, even if she was too young to know my mother.
Growing up as the son of a hermitess, I was only vaguely aware of protocol—that most boys and men over about eleven years old would say I should have laid him out flat on the floor for insulting my mother, especially while calling her my mama. It seemed like an option. But I also knew I had just persuaded Isabel to go walking with me based on promises about the quiet life. And anyway I knew from the parable of my mother’s whole life what happened to people who got into trouble, especially at the Copper Blossom. So I kept my eyes on Isabel and said I would be back in an hour, once I dropped my things off at a boardinghouse if she could point me toward one. The boardinghouse—it was a change in plans I hadn’t known I would make until I peeled my attention off her nose and felt something deep in those soft eyes.
*	*	*
That first day we walked together was a Monday. We went walking again on Tuesday and Wednesday. During those three days, I fell in love, fell for her like a plummet—a weight made out of lead that I had read about in Dana’s at-sea memoir Two Years before the Mast, part of the library we accumulated during ten years as my father, who was a prominent and married family man in Salt Lake City, would make his twice-yearly trips to our stone cabin by the Drums. Out there on the desert, I spent ten years never seeing any water deeper than to the knee. Just a creek that would leap and pool its way down our canyon, a trickle of spring and summer snowmelt that held us rooted there like the hermit cottonwoods and aspens. Banished from their tribes by wind and broken roots, the trees competed with us for a little creek water.
It was a desert. So you’ll understand that in that dry-creek land, where water never pooled enough to run blue, I read Dana’s book a few times over, with its tales of blue-green horizons and seas as deep as our Drums were high. Dana told how the sailors, when they wanted to know how deep the sea was, would attach a plummet to a very long rope and throw it overboard. The plummet would descend into the blue and then black and then finally stop, depending on how deep it was, before they pulled it back up again, counting the fathoms of rope as they pulled. Also, the sailors would put some sticky wax on the weight, so they could have an idea of the ground they were sailing over, based on any mud or shells or seaweed they caught in the wax.
Like I say, from Monday to the end of our walk on Wednesday, I fell like a plummet. I couldn’t stop thinking about how deep this water was, how deep I could feel for Isabel, rope peeling off a limitless spool as I plummeted deeper and deeper into this unsounded ocean. In some ways I guess you might say it was like anyone falling in love—unremarkable as anybody’s nose on their face. Everybody knows how it feels. Isabel had her stories and I had mine. But anything I could tell you about what we said, or her hair, or the way she touched me, would sound sideways, shallow. 
Let me show you what I mean. On Monday she told me how she wound up working at the Copper Blossom—a sad story, but she said also kind of funny, about her and her grandma in Silver City and sitting on what she called “a hot bus seat” on her one trip up to Salt Lake. I reciprocated, told her about what happened between mama and the hellhound—said I knew she already heard it from rumor’s thousand tongues, but wanted her to have it from the source, or at least the son of the source. On Tuesday? She told me about a blacksmith in Silver City, where she grew up, and how he one day set his hammer and tongs down in some wet cement. I told her about a man who, late summer, rode horseback by our canyon and asked for water and mama wouldn’t give it to him until he paid. He said he didn’t have any money, so she made him give us a little sack of “fossilized trilobites” he was collecting for a museum back East. I wrote it down when he said it, and when we opened it, it was a bag of bugs that got caught staring at time’s Medusa—so old they turned to stone. I also told her about a magpie that roosted once near our cabin.
See? I’m not saying what we said was meaningless, that it didn’t mean anything. Some of it felt several fathoms deeper than a knee-deep creek. But nothing we said on Monday or Tuesday can account for how I fell, how I felt, what I knew—which was that in coming together we were returning to a state of prior but forgotten union from which we had somehow come apart. And as for Isabel—she felt it too. Wasn’t long before she said as much. But a hot bus seat? A bitten nose? Hammer and tongs? A bag of trilobites? (“Tri-lo-whats?” she had laughed and scrunched her nose). All shallow waters—compared to the astonishing plummet of it all. I just kept falling and falling. Like a genuine plummet.   
Then it was time for our walk on Wednesday. She told me to meet around back of the Blossom and we would walk along Dublin, wind up the streets on the hill behind the club. Maybe it wouldn’t be so many people staring, mouths open and then flapping. She laced her arm through mine as we started and asked, “Why Eureka?” Her nose scrunched. Was she telling me she didn’t like Eureka and hoped to leave? Was each crinkle an invitation to say she was the reason I’d told her I was staying? I said it was my home, even if I had been away. “But you got no family here,” she said. I kept walking in the quiet. We left Dublin heading up the hill toward Railroad Street. She asked again, “So what about Eureka?” I started to answer, this time to admit I was staying because of her—that I was plummeting for her. She cut me off and answered the question herself: “I mean, all the shagnasty men who come through here—and I get a first row seat.” She said they were all so hungry—hungry for gold, silver, and even lead if they could lay hold of a claim they could smelt it out of. And hungry for, and here she was wry indeed, companionship of the gartered class. 
She kept talking—I know she didn’t think twice about it, but the way her nose moved when she formed words or finished a sentence made me feel like a traveler in a strange new land. I thought in the delicate creases there must be entire lost canyons of meaning. She said every man who came through Eureka had one chance in a million—of hitting pay dirt that would actually pay. And the odds were even worse for him to fall in love and the woman love him back. With so many shagnasties for so few unattached women. She didn’t know why they kept coming. And again, with the nose. With each step I kept plummeting, down and down through the black water, no idea I would ever hit bottom—a sort of amnesia that there was even a seabed below. 
I didn’t know it had already been asserted by every man among the scores who had hoped, after they crossed her picket line, that she would love them back, so I said, “I’m not like those other men.” She laughed out loud, but I kept going: “I don’t live that way.” One-in-a-million things happen every day, I said, but they’re never what you hoped for. Back on the desert I read a dime novel about Fathers Escalante and Dominguez, and for a summer I burned to find even a stray piece of their gold, which turned everything that wasn’t gold, which was everything, into a wasteland. When I stopped chasing Escalante’s treasure I saw the unlikelihood of every single thing. What were the odds of my mother taking me to the desert at age eleven? What were the odds of a magpie with its beak mostly broke off roosting every night by our cabin? Those hungry men get distracted by the unlikely thing they want, so they don’t see the long odds of things they’re not looking for. They burn for it and when they don’t find it everything in the world burns down. But I watch, and when something happens, if it’s any good, I improve on it. 
And then the limitless spool stopped unspooling. I hit the seabed and the truth thudded out of me: “Like with meeting you. You’re why I’m staying. You’re why I got a job back at Godiva Mine, working for David again, like I did when I lived here as a boy.”
She was quiet, nose blank. She asked, “Do you remember me?” I froze, inert, like the arrested ball of lead that I was. She went on: “From before, when you were a boy here with your mama, and I lived in Silver City and would come into town a couple times a month to visit my mama.” 
Then her disguise wore off. The half-dozen times I had read Two Years before the Mast, I wasn’t like those other sailors—I was more curious about what the plummet would bring up from the seabed than I was about sounding the depths. I wanted to feel the texture of the unknown universe. And here I was, after having forgotten all about the seabed, finally feeling it. It could have been anything caught in the dumb waxiness of it all: gritty sand, coral bones, a shipwrecked doubloon, Sargasso peat ready to combust when dried, the swallowed guffaw of a drowned albatross, the pristine scimitar of a lost claimant to Atlantis’s throne, the holy ghost of a slave who threw herself overboard to save her unborn child from those translucent ghosts. It could have been the sacred, perfect nose busted off a Greek statue by a Roman iconoclast and hurled into the Aegean. Instead, the texture of the whole universe was this: me, walking along Iron & O’Conner Street, having plummeted, absolutely, for the daughter of the hellhound.
My voice fell just like a sad thud trying to dent the unperturbable anvil of the undersea earth: “You!” I saw her nostrils flare, perfect as sego lily petals, before I crumpled to the ground with half the O’Connor clan lining up on the street to watch. What were the odds of falling in love with the daughter of the woman who had bit off my mother’s nose? And stack on top of it, especially in Eureka—the odds of her loving me back?
*	*	*
No one came to our wedding, conducted by a justice of the peace, just three weeks later. It seemed that everyone was against the union. Beforehand, David, owner of Godiva Mine and hence the boss of the foreman I worked under, called me in, did me the favor of explaining the matter from a hawk’s-eye view. 
It turned out, David said, that for the past decade the fight between my mother and the hellhound had been taken as an effigy of all politics and other dissensions in Eureka. Though both women made themselves scarce immediately afterwards (with Isabel’s mother managing to marry a prominent divorcé in Provo, second biggest city in Utah), they were, as recollected in the story of the Copper Blossom nose-biting, envoys extraordinary and ministers plenipotentiary of any given pair of opposing causes. The Eureka Elks Lodge sided with the hellhound while their rivals, the Tintic chapter of the International Society of Oddfellows, sided with my mother. The miners aligned themselves with the West Desert hermitess, and the owners with the Provo socialite, which also meant, pretty much, that the socialists and the capitalists assumed those same respective alignments. Those who prayed for Prohibition’s second coming were in the nose-biter’s camp, while they that burned with the fervor of legal spirits staked their tent with my mother. And no matter their church or lost religion, the citizens who loved justice canonized Isabel’s mother as a saint, while those who loved mercy claimed my mother as their own prodigal daughter. 
David must have seen me looking sideways, maybe screwing up my own nose, trying to decipher the logic for justice and mercy attaching themselves respectively to Isabel’s mother and mine—along with all that stuff about fraternal and socialist-capitalist relations. So he explained with a laugh that of course there was so much overlap among organizations that most citizens slipped in and out of boosting either my mother or Isabel’s mother several times a week. But still, he told me, the town depended, for unity’s sake, on indulging its various dissensions, and our marriage threatened to bring an end to all rivalries, by proxy. In this town where men and women proudly pinned scandal to their sleeves and garter belts, a marriage between the two of us was considered a legitimate perversion. David represented several of the town’s most respected citizens, he said, when he asked if Isabel and I couldn’t just start coupling together for a few years to see if we really liked each other first. 
I didn’t know, either at the time or until a few weeks after our marriage, that David’s stories about our mothers were concocted. “How could a couple Blossom girls ever really mean anything to Eureka’s finest?”—Isabel wanted to know, when I finally mentioned what David had told me. And even then, even during that confabulation between husband and wife, I still didn’t know that David had, since Isabel started at the Copper Blossom a couple years earlier, been known to associate with her. And that David’s term of endearment for Isabel when he would cross her picket line was “my pet socialist.” Whew. So it was true that everyone in Eureka seemed against the perversion of our upcoming marriage, which had occasioned Isabel’s recent conversion to a hustler of food only at the Copper Blossom. And also true that David, as more than a disinterested spectator, had done his share to promote the town’s antipathy towards our union. But with me, he kept his special interest concealed and beating beneath that silver-buttoned vest. Beneath his vest—he would have called it a heart.
I didn’t know any of this when he brought me in that day, so I answered him with the sincerity of the naif that I was. Told him about the magpie, like I had told Isabel during our walk that first Tuesday. Out on the desert, just a few weeks earlier this very spring, I found a bird with most of its beak broken off, roosting in the cedar next to our cabin. She was exhausted and hungry so let me feed her every morning while she sat on a branch, corn mush pushed through the cut-off tip of my winter glove’s little finger. I couldn’t help but think that there I was, ten years after moving to this place with my mother, helping another of God’s beings edge back into something like living. My memory of mother’s cries, during those early cutting terrors on the desert, was a perfect facsimile of what the magpie must know. But here was this bird, getting stronger, almost ready to somehow look past where her beak had been, to scratch out some grim rewritten future beyond the terrible breaking of now. Then, as I walked to the tree on the last afternoon, a hawk plummeted so fast that all I saw and heard was the downy feather and pale chirrup left floating in the wake, in a magpie-shaped emptiness.
I told David it wasn’t an hour after that, that my father rode up for his spring visit, carrying supplies, a double portion of money, some books as usual, and news that after ten years this would be his last appearance. He said that after a decade of supporting us in a situation that was of her own making, he had now completed his repentance and atonement for this situation of his own making. That was me—I was “this situation.” We stood there, outside the cabin, me with the chirrup still in my ear and my mother with a bandana tight over her face, so she could breathe without inhaling the scouring sands that her lost nose couldn’t filter. For the first time since I had ever known him, he took his hat off to her. And he put his hand out toward me, to shake it I realized later, and called me son. With his Scandinavian warble, it sounded like sin.   
He left. My mother and I knew I’d need to go east to the Wasatch towns, to get set up so I could carry in supplies twice a year, since she could never go back, could never live anywhere except at this canyon mouth. Even if she had to stay here alone. 
Hearing all this, David took a fatherly tone and said he was glad he and I had trusted each other these many years, since I had worked for him as a boy. He said my return to Godiva Mine was the right first step. But it would be smoother, neater for everyone involved if I got well-established before thinking of marriage. Then, as clear as my nose in the liquor cabinet mirror, I had a vision of the silver humidors and silver bank accounts and finally pre-bought silver caskets and atonements for each future family member that all the human hawks think they need before they’re ready to fall in love.
“That’s pusillanimity,” I said, trying out one of my silver-dollar book-words for the first time aloud, to see how it would stack up. I told him I loved Isabel, and that come what may: I would marry her. I would be willing to lose more than a nose for her. I would be willing to break myself against the broad steely basin that held the deepest ocean. Against this whole earth. 
And so I did.
