
Read the two selections. Then answer the questions that follow.

Excerpt from "The Leap" by Louise Erdrich

My mother is the surviving half of a bl indfold trapeze act, not a fact I  think about much
even now that she is sightless, the result of encroaching and stubborn cataracts. She walks
slowly through her house here in New Hampshire, l ightly touching her way along walls and
running her hands over knickknacks, books, the drif t  of a grown child's belongings and
castoffs.

She has never upset an object or as much as brushed a magazine onto the f loor. She
has never lost her balance or bumped into a closet door left carelessly open.

It has occurred to me that the catl ike precision of her movements in old age might be
the result of her early training, but she shows so l i t t le of the drama or f lair one might expect
from a pertormer that I tend to forget the Flying Avalons, She has kept no sequined
costume, no photographs, no f l iers or posters from that part of her youth, I  would, in fact,
tend to think that al l  memory of double somersaults and heaft-stopping catches had left her
arms and legs were it  not for the fact that sometimes, as I sit  sewing in the room of the
rebuil t  house in which I slept as a chi ld, I  hear the crackle, catch a whiff of smoke from the
stove downstairs, and suddenly the room goes dark, the sti tches burn beneath my f ingers,
and I am sewing with a needle of hot si lver, a thread of f ire,

I owe her my existence three t imes. The f irst was when she saved herself,  In the town
square, a replica tent pole, cracked and splintered, now stands cast in concrete. I t
commemorates the disaster that put our town smack on the front page of the Boston and
New York tabloids, I t  is from those old newspapers, now historical records, that I get my
information. Not from my mother, Anna of the Flying Avalons, nor from any of her in-laws,
nor ceftainly from the other half of her part icular act, Harold Avalon, her f irst husband, In
one news account i t  says, "The day was mildly overcast, but nothing in the air or
temperature gave any hint of the sudden force with which the deadly gale would str ike."

I have l ived in the West, where you can see the weather coming for miles, and it  is true
that out here we are at something of a disadvantage, When extremes of temperature
coll ide, a hot and cold front, winds generate instantaneously behind a hi l l  and crash upon
you without warning, That, I  think, was the l ikely situation on that day in June. People
probably commented on the pleasant air, grateful that no hot sun beat upon the str iped tent
that stretched over the entire center green, They bought their t ickets and surrendered
them in anticipation. They sat. They ate caramelized popcorn and roasted peanuts. There
was t ime, before the storm, for three acts, The White Arabians of Al i-Kahzar rose on their
hind legs and waltzed, The Mysterious Bernie folded himself into a painted cracker t in, and
the Lady of the Mists made herself appear and disappear in surprising places. As the clouds
gathered outside, unnoticed, the r ingmaster cracked his whip, shouted his introduction, and
pointed to the ceil ing of the tent, where the Flying Avalons were perched'

They loved to drop graceful ly from nowhere, l ike two sparkl ing birds, and blow kisses as
they threw off their plumed helmets and high-collared capes. They laughed and f l ir ted
openly as they beat their way up again on the trapeze bars. In the f inal vignette of their
act, they actually would kiss in midair, pausing, almost hovering as they swooped past one
another. On the ground, between bows, Harry Avalon would skip quickly to the front rows
and point out the smear of my mother's l ipstick, just off the edge of his mouth. They made
a romantic pair al l  r ight, especial ly in the bl indfold sequence.

That afternoon, as the anticipation increased, as Mr. and Mrs. Avalon t ied sparkl ing
str ips of cloth onto each other's face and as they puckered their l ips in mock kisses, l ips
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destined "never again to meet," as one long breathless art icle put i t ,  the wind rose, miles
off, wrapped itself into a cone, and howled, There came a rumble of electr ical energy,
drowned out by the sudden rol l  of drums. One detai l  not mentioned by the press, perhaps
unknown-Anna was pregnant at the t ime, seven months and hardly showing, her stomach
muscles were that strong. It  seems incredible that she would work high above the ground
when any fal l  could be so dangerous, but the explanation-I know from watching her go
blind-is that my mother l ives comfortably in extreme elements. She is one with the
constant dark now just as the air was her home, famil iar to her, safe, before the storm that
afternoon.

From opposite ends of the tent they waved, bl ind and smil ing, to the crowd below. The
ringmaster removed his hat and called for si lence, so that the two above could concentrate.
They rubbed their hands in chalky powder, then Harry launched himself and swung, once,
twice, in huge calibrated beats across space. He hung from his knees and on the third
swing stretched wide his arms, held his hands out to receive his pregnant wife as she dove
from her  sh in ing bar ,

It  was while the two were in midair, their hands about to meet, that l ightning struck the
main pole and sizzled down the guy wires, f i l l ing the air with a blue radiance that Harry
Avalon must certainly have sben through the cloth of his bl indfold as the tent buckled and
the edif ice toppled him forward, the swing continuing and not returning in i ts sweep, and
Harry going down, down into the crowd with his last thought, perhaps, just a prickle of
surprise at his empty hands,

My mother once said that I 'd be amazed at how many things a person can do within the
act of fal l ing. Perhaps, at the t ime, she was teaching me to dive off a board at the town
pool, for I  associate the idea with midair somersaults. But I also think she meant that even
in that awful doomed second one could think, for she certainly did. When her hands did not
meet her husband's, my mother tore her bl indfold away, As he swept past her on the wrong
side,  she could have grasped h is  ank le,  the toe-end of  h is  t ights ,  and gone down c lutch ing
him, Instead, she changed direction. Her body twisted toward a heavy wire and she
managed to hang on to the braided metal, st i l l  hot from the l ightning str ike, Her palms
were burned so terribly that once healed they bore no l ines, only the blank scar t issue of a
quieter future. She was lowered, gently, to the sawdust r ing just underneath the dome of
the canvas roof, which did not entirely sett le but was held up on one end and jabbed
through, torn, and sti l l  on f ire in places from the giant spark, though rain and men's jackets
soon put that out.

Three people died, but except for her hands, my mother was not seriously harmed unti l
an overeager rescuer broke her arm in extr icating her from the wreckage and also, in the
process, col lapsed a port ion of the tent bearing a huge buckle that knocked her
unconscious. She was taken to the town hospital, and there she must have hemorrhaged,
for they kept her, confined to her bed, a month and a half before her baby was born without
l i fe .

It  was during her confinement in the hospital that my mother met my father, He was
called in to look at the set of her arm, which was complicated. He stayed, sit t ing at her
bedside, for he was something of an armchair traveler and had spent his war quietly, at an
air force training grounds, where he became a special ist in arms and legs broken during
parachute training exercises.

I owe my existence, the second t ime then, to the two of them and the hospital that
brought them together. That is the debt we take for granted since none of us asks for l i fe,
It  is only once we have it  that we hang on so dearly.

* * *
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14 I was seven the year the house caught f ire, probably from standing ash, It  can rekindle,
and my father, forgetful around the house and perpetually exhausted from night hours on
call ,  often emptied what he thought were ashes from cold stoves into wooden or cardboard
containers, The fire could have started from a flaming box, or perhaps a buildup of creosote
inside the chimney was the culprit .  I t  started right around the stove, and the heart of the
house was gutted. The babysitter, fallen asleep in my father's den on the first floor, woke
to find the stairway to my upstairs room cut off by flames, She used the phone, then ran
outside to stand beneath my window.

When my parents arrived, the town volunteers had drawn water from the f ire pond and
were spraying the outside of the house, preparing to go inside after me, not knowing at the
time that there was only one staircase and that i t  was lost,

Outside, my mother stood below my dark window and saw clearly that there was no
rescue, Flames had pierced one side wall,  and the glare of the f ire l ighted the massive l imbs
and trunk of the vigorous old elm that had probably been planted the year the house was
built ,  a hundred years ago at least, Standing there, beside Father, who was preparing to
rush back around to the front of the house, my mother asked him to unzip her dress, She
directed one of the men to lean the broken half of the extension ladder up against the trunk
of the tree, "Why? You can do nothing from here unless you can f ly," he said, She
nodded. She ascended. She vanished, Then she could be seen among the leafless
branches of late November as she made her way up and, along her stomach, inched the
length of a bough that curved above the branch that brushed the roof.

Once there, she stood and balanced. There were plenty of people in the crowd and
many who sti l l  remember my mother's leap through the ice-dark air toward that thinnest
extension, and how she broke the branch fal l ing so that i t  cracked in her hands, cracked
louder than the f lames as she vaulted with i t  toward the edge of the roof, and how it huft led
down end over end without her, and their eyes went up, again, to see where she had f lown,

I didn't see her leap through air, only heard the sudden thump and looked out my
window, She was hanging by the backs of her heels from the new gutter we had put in that
year, and she was smil ing. She swung down, caught the ledge, and crawled through the
opening into my room, Then, we f lew out the window, toward eafth, me in her lap, her toes
pointed as we skimmed toward the painted target of the f ire f ighter's net.

I know that she's r ight. I  knew it even then, As you fal l  there is t ime to think, Curled
as I was, against her stomach, I was not start led by the cries of the crowd or the looming
faces. The wind roared and beat i ts hot breath at our back, the f lames whistled, I slowly
wondered what would happen if  we missed the circle or bounced out of i t .  Then I wrapped
my hands around my mother's hands, I felt  the brush of her l ips and heard the beat of her
heart in my ears, loud as thunder, long as the rol l  of drums.
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