The Angle of My Dreams
by Jay Lake

My nameisRonnie Marshdl and | was eleven the year the space shuttle blew up. | started flying in my
dreamsright after those astronauts died.

It's not like being Superman -- you haveto find theright kind of hill and run down it like crazy and throw
out your arms like you're going off the high dive and close your eyesand believe. It'snot redly learning
how to fly. Anybody can to do that.

Thetrick isforgetting how to fall back down again.

I'd dream these flying dreams, the long grass dick on my legs asleaves spuninthear. Therewere
awaysfeathersin my dreams, like God had busted His pillow and goose down was snowing on the
world. Indreamsmy feet pounded down ahill, my teeth clacking with every step, and when it cametime
to leave this earth, that's what I'd do.

Mamadied one night acouple of years ago, deeping off the chemo shetook for her cancer. Thislast
Christmas, just a couple of months gone by, Daddy flew too, until histruck landed in the San Marcos
River. Granddaddy saysthat was punishment for mocking the angels. But | could soar away on God's
feathersand still come back safe. At least in my dreams.

That spring in math class, after we'd al kind of got back to normal about the Challenger blowing up, we
were studying angles. Because | do good in class, Mrs. Doornie gave me aprotractor to work with, and
| used it to measure the angle of my dreams. That'swhen | figured exactly how steep ahill needed to be
for metofly inred life.

* * *

| swiped two surveyor's stakes from Granddaddy's truck and used my coffee can money on ahundred
feet of clothedine at Laudermilk's Hardware in town. It was old money, from when Daddy had still given
me an alowance, but | didn't have nothing else | wanted anymore, except to seeif | could redly fly.

Therewas abig old hill on the Chamberlain place that stuck up al smooth and round like asand pile,
except it was palerock under the dirt and grass. One giant live oak tree grew up at the top, that kept
getting hit by lightning but never stopped growing. 1'd rode my bike down that hill a hundred times, until |
wiped out on acow pie and broke my wrist when | was eight and Daddy made me stop. Chamberlain's
hill looked like it might be theright angle.

So | took my stakes and my clothedine and amallet and alevel from the tool shed and headed over
there early one Saturday. | drove one stake into the ground near the top, where the hill kind of rolled
over to theangleit had, and another at the bottom, just before the hill flattened out again. My clothedine
barely stretched between them, and it was real saggy, but | used some sticks from the live oak to prop it
upinthemiddle. Then | backed off to the fenceline, baanced the level on apost with some pebbles
until it was straight, and set the protractor flat edge down on the level and stared through it at the hill and
the clothedine.

| wasright. It was exactly the angle of my dreams. | picked up my tools and went home to plan my first
flight.



"Ronnie”
Granddaddy was at the door of my room. Hewas athin man, "spar€’ I'd heard him called.

| didn't really know what "spare" meant like that, except Granddaddy didn't have much to spare for me
or theworld. He surveyed land for people and heard alot of liesand complaints and lawyerstalking.
Granddaddy had got to where he didn't trust nobody but himsdlf and Jesus. Least that'swhat he always
told me on the way to church Wednesdays and Sundays.

| jJumped up from my desk and stood straight, like he'd taught me. "Yes, Sr?"

Granddaddy looked me up and down, then shook hishead alittletiny bit. "Wereyou in my truck,
Ronnie?!

| stared at my black Keds. He never asked me things he didn't already know the answer to, and I'd
learned better than to lieto Granddaddy. "Yes, sr," | muttered.

There was adithering as Granddaddy dipped hisbdt off. "Ronnie," he said, hisvoice sad, "you know
therules. It doesn't matter what you wanted with those stakes. Y ou didn't ask.”

My breath caught in my chest, making my whole body shake. ™Y ou'd have said no."

"It'smy truck, Ronnie." He smacked the belt againgt hispadm. "Y ou can't just do what you want in this
world, boy."

| leaned over my desk.

* * *

| ate dinner at the kitchen counter, where | could stand up. That night after Granddaddy was adeep, |
sat down at my desk again, real careful of my sore butt. | was going to fly tomorrow, and | had to be

ready.

There was anewspaper clipping in my drawer, from the Austin American-Statesman. | pulled it out,
and copied out the namesin my best printing, one a atime onto the back of a picture of Mommaand
Daddy. Commander Dick Scobee. Michael Smith. Ellison Onizuka. Ronald McNair. Judith Resnik.
Gregory Jarvis. ChrisaMcALUliffe.

It was the teacher that broke my heart, that aways made me want to cry while | prayed in church. |
could see my Mrs. Doornie climbing into that rocket, flying into the sky and never coming home. | guess
Mrs. McAuliffe had kids and a husband and maybe her Mommaand Daddy who missed her, but |
awaysimagined those kidsin her class, waiting at their desks while she never came back until they were
covered with chalk dust and pencil shavings and the birds made nestsin their hair.

Then | setthelist aside with alittle space shuttle eraser I'd won in athird grade math contest and went
back to bed.

* * *

Sunday morning | was up before the grackles. | grabbed the photograph with the list on the back and
the little eraser and put them in my pocket. Mrs. Doorni€'s protractor gleamed in the moonlight from the
window, so | grabbed it, too. Dressed in my blue jeans and my red sweater and my black Keds, | snuck



out for Chamberlain's hill.

Under the live oak on top of the hill, the sky was the color of a burned-down piece of charcodl, al black
and blue overhead, and kind of gray and orange in the east. It was cold enough to see my breath, and
my throat hurt alittle. The cows complained somewhere off in the darkness, and the morning dew made
ther pies ink something awful.

| left the protractor in my pocket, took the eraser in one hand and the picture with the list on the back in
my other hand, and closed my eyesredl tight. The hill wasthe angle of my dreams. All | had to do was
run and never stop and | could soar al the way to Heaven and find those astronauts. Mommaand
Daddy would there with them, everybody laughing at some stupid story Mrs. M cAuliffe wasteling about
thekidsin her class.

My Keds smacked into the grass of the hill. My teeth clacked with each step. | knew there was nothing
between me and the bottom of the hill except some grass, so | wassafe. | stuck my armsout redl far,
graining fit to pop my elbows. My dreamstold me what to do. My legs strained with ared-hot, sour
fedling, then there was no more ground.

| had forgotten how to fal back down again.

* * *

| soared through the dawn like abird set free and nothing in my heart hurt any morefor thefirst time
gncel could remember. The cold air made my chest ache as| bresthed, and my body cresked like the
barninthewind. All | had to do was angle my hips and shouldersto turn, and | could bank and loop like
afighter pilot.

| knew Heaven wasn't straight up, like they said at the Fontevrault Bible Church, because space was up
there where NASA kept their satellites. But Heaven had to be somewhere in the sky, because angels
have wings, o | kept out circling, looking for the way.

Cadwell County, Texas stretched below me, like abig map except every little piece wasredl like one of
them specialy nicetrain sets. The sun had come up and everything was green and gold and beautiful. |
wanted to sing, but | didn't know any good songs for the sky.

"Ronni!”

It was Granddaddy. | looked down. | had flown over our little farm, and there he was in the front yard
of the house, Bible in one hand while he shook his other fidt.

"Get down hereright now!"

| banked l€ft, dipping over the housetop then back across the front yard the other way. Thistime
Granddaddy was thrusting the Bible up a me. "Y ou'rein danger of your morta soul, boy," he shouted.
"Nobody mocks God's angels.”

| shook my head, waving my hands asif to push him away. That was enough for me to remember how
tofdl. Head over heds, | tumbled into the yard at Granddaddy'sfeet. Thelast thing | saw wasthat little
photo of Mommaand Daddy circling high on thewind, asif it knew the way to the astronautsin Heaven
without me,

* * *

My head fdlt like it wasingde abucket that kept rattling as someone wasthrowing grave at it. | tried to



shakeit clear, but that only made things hurt worse.

"Sit tight, Ronnie," said Granddaddy. His voice was sadder than I'd heard snce Mommadied. | opened
my eyes. Wewerein histruck, driving real fast down County Road 61 toward town.

"What happened?' It wasadumb question. | knew what had happened to me, but | couldn't think of
anything eseto say.

"You fdl off theroof."
"No, I--"

Hisvoicewasamost agrowl. "Y ou were deepwaking and fell off the roof, Ronnie Marshdl.”
Granddaddy glanced away from the road and met my eye. "There won't be another word said once
we're done with the doctor, you hear me boy? Not ever.”

The strange thing was, | didn't even get awhipping.

* * *

| stayed out of school three days with aconcussion. Mrs. Doorni€'s protractor was smashed in my
pocket, and whenever | could get out of bed and sit up for awhile, | tried to glue it back together. The
picture was gone, and so was my space shuttle eraser.

By Wednesday | was better, and that night Granddaddy made me come down to dinner instead of
bringing me soup in my room. After we said grace over the roasted chicken and buttered green beans,
Granddaddy picked up hisknife, then put it back down. He stared at me, so | put my knife and fork
down, too. | didn't know what | had done wrong.

"Ronnie," Granddaddy said red dow, like he wasn't sure what he was saying. Except Granddaddy was
aways sure of himsdlf. "Your Momma..." He stopped, staring at the butter-and-pepper skin on his half
of the chicken. "Shelost her Mommawhen shewasalittle girl."

Hewas quiet for awhile, like | was supposed to answer. "My grandmother,” | finaly said.

Granddaddy amost looked relieved. ™Y our grandmother. Sheran away from us, left meto raise your
Momma And loseyour Momma, findly."

He hadn't never cried when Mommawas sick or when shedied. They had to carry Daddy away from
the funeral, but Granddaddy had just stood at the grave with aface like ahatchet. | wasred afraid he
was about to cry now.

"Y our grandmother," he said, "climbed aladder one day when your mother was atiny baby, and jumped
off theroof." He grabbed my hand with his, like an old leather bird claw wrapped around my pae
fingers. "She never hit the ground, Ronnie. Y ou get me?'

"Sheflew away," | whispered, tearsin my eyesfrom how much it hurt where he grabbed me.

"I'm never again going to lose someone | lovelikethat,” Granddaddy hissed, as my fingers popped and
cracked in hisgrip. "That's Satan'swork, amockery of God."

Hewaswrong. Flying wasbeing closer to God, not running away from Him. It was everything Brother
Hardison said prayer was supposed to be. My heart ached fit to burst for Granddaddy, but he'd never
believe meif | tried to explain.



"You're on redtriction,” Granddaddy said, "from now on. Y ou'll be home when you're not in school or
church. And I'll be nailing your window shut so you won't snesk out when I'm adeep.”

That night | said the names of the astronauts over and over again like a prayer, seeing that smoke cloud
from the shuttlein my mind like God's finger pointing up to His Heaven.

* * *

A couple of weekslater as| came out of schoal to catch the bus, Granddaddy was standing on the
steps.

"Come on, Ronnie."

"Yes, ar."

Wegot in the pickup. Granddaddy started it up and drove out onto U.S. Highway 183.
| watched the ranches go flickering by. "Wherewe going, Sir?’

"Augin." Hedidn't explain any further.

An hour later we pulled into the parking lot of ahobby shop. Granddaddy walked in, trusting meto
follow. Hewasright -- | would have given my front teeth to have a place like this close to home.
Moddls, rockets, electric trains, everything | could ever want.

He marched up to the counter. "I want your biggest space shuttle model, and al the supplieswell need
tobuildit."

It took me awhileto close my mouith.

* * *

For the next few weeks, we built the modd on the dining room table and ate in the kitchen. The gantry
was amost four feet high, the big orange belly tank threefeet tall. 1'd never even seen Granddaddy so
much as glue two toothpicks together before, but he wasreal good. Helet me do alot of the work, but
showed me how on the hard parts.

Sometimes held set his hands on mine, and that was amost like being touched by Momma or Daddy
again. Granddaddy had never touched me before except to whip me or to drag me aong somewhere.

Working on that model together was amost as good asflying. We even laughed afew times. One night
he walked into my room and took the nails out of my window. "I'm trusting you, Ronnie," wasal he
sad.
* * *
When we were dmost done, it was time to place the decals on the modd.
"No," | said. "Not Challenger."
Granddaddy raised his eyebrows. "One of the others?"
"McAuliffe. After theteacher."

"I know who shewas." Helooked at the decal sheet. "They didn't include that one."



"l wantit." | felt subborn suddenly, likefighting.
"All right,” he sad.

| didn't expect that, no hard words for my backtalk or nothing. Instead Granddaddy got a 00 brush out
and the gloss black paint. Hejust barely tipped the brush into the paint, sighed, and stared at the modd.
After afew moments, Granddaddy reached over and painted a perfect "M" in four quick strokes.

"Wow," | said.

He smiled at me, thefirst time I'd seen that since before Mommadied. "l studied to be an architect.
Firg thing they teach you islettering.”

| thought about that. "But you're asurveyor.”

Hissmiledied. "First there wasthe war, then your grandmother, then your Momma. | never got to finish
college”

| hugged him, hugged him so tight | thought hisribs might crack. Then hefinished painting the letters.

* * *

Redl early the next morning | dipped on my Keds and stuck the glued-together protractor in my pocket.
Then | went and knocked on Granddaddy's door. | needed to show him the most important thing |
knew.

"Sir," | whispered red loud. "Wakeup, Sr."

"What isit, Ronnie?" Through the door, his voice sounded like he'd never been adeep.

"Get dressed and come outside. | want to show you something. It'simportant, sir.”
"Ronnie..." he started to say, hisvoiceawarning. Then | could hear him sigh. "All right, boy."

When he cameinto the living room, | had the McAuliffe cradled in my arms, the empty gantry left behind
onthediningtable. "Comeon, ar," | said.

We walked through the pre-dawn gloom, listening the late-hunting nighthawks argue with the morning's
first wrens.

* * *

We stood on top of Chamberlain'shill. The east had that glowing coal color again. The cowswere quiet
that morning.

"Ronnie," Granddaddy began, but I grabbed his hand and shushed him.

"Take one of the McAuliffe'swings" | said, "and stretch your arms out redl far.”
"Thisiswrong, Ronnie."

"Justdoit,” | said. Tearsstood in my eyes. "For me. For Momma."

The modd was heavy aswe each grabbed onewing. McAuliffe's nose kept dipping down, and | had to
twist my wrist back to hold her level. "Now close your eyes and run down the hill," | said to
Granddaddy. "And when| tell you to, jump into the sky. Just forget how to fal.”



He shook his head, but he closed his eyes.

Carrying our regrets between us, my Granddaddy and | scrambled down the dew-soaked grass, running
together at the angle of my dreams.
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