



[image: Cover Image]







BLUE KANSAS SKY


MICHAEL BISHOP


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com









      

      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      










INTRODUCTION “SUCH GUILELESS BEAUTY IN DEBRIS”: THE MORAL UNIVERSE OF MICHAEL BISHOP



To drive off the spleen, regulate the circulation, and keep himself from succumbing to despair, Ishmael takes ship on the Pequod. The rest of us settle for more prosaic possibilities. Whenever it is a damp, drizzly November in our souls, we yell at our children, break dishes, drink vodka, watch professional football, go into politics, or join support groups. Sometimes we write fiction. And if the spleen of the moment boasts a proper Melvillean mixture of ire and melancholy, the resulting story or novel might be a very fine work indeed.


Can there be art without spite? Many painters, composers, and writers would answer no. Accepting his National Book Award in 1952, novelist James Jones lamented the flight from irony and skepticism that marked so many artists’ responses to the hyper-patriotism of the war years. “The only thing wrong with literature in our time is that it lacks malice, envy, and hate,” said Jones. “This fear of rascality in our writers is unwillingly turning them into moralists.”


A quarter century later, another National Book Award winner, novelist-philosopher Walker Percy, weighed in with a similar brief on behalf of bile. Conducting a self-interview in a 1977 issue of Esquire, Percy called fiction writing “a very obscure activity in which there is usually a considerable element of malice. Like frogging.” (Frogging, he explained, is “raising a charley horse on somebody’s arm by a skillful blow with a knuckle in exactly the right spot.”) Later in the piece, Percy argued that the knack for writing fiction entails theological, demonic, and sexual components: “One is aware, on the one hand, of a heightened capacity for both malice and joy and, occasionally and with luck, for being able to see things afresh …”


We turn now to the case of my friend and colleague Michael Bishop, whose fiction exhibits a decided dearth of rascality, a remarkable absence of malice, and absolutely no inclination toward frogging. To be sure, there is darkness in the novellas that follow, not to mention physical pain, psychological torment, wry humor, and impassioned outrage over human stupidity, but the ruling ethos is a generosity of spirit that belies the formulations of our two National Book Award winners. So where does that leave us? If Jones and Percy are right, it would seem that Bishop’s qualified optimism and essential sunniness – not by accident is the hero of the lead-off novella, “Blue Kansas Sky,” named Sonny – are fundamentally at odds with the higher varieties of literary ambition.


At this juncture, a remarkable little book by novelist John Gardner comes to our aid. The central thesis of On Moral Fiction is that the best writers function not as malice-meisters but as bearers of universal values. In the first chapter, Gardner makes his classical bias explicit:




The traditional view is that true art is moral: it seeks to improve life, not debase it. It seeks to hold off, at least for a while, the twilight of the gods and us … That art which tends toward destruction, the art of nihilists, cynics, and merdistes, is not properly art at all. Art is essentially serious and beneficial, a game played against chaos and death, against entropy. It is a tragic game, for those who have the wit to take it seriously, because our side must lose; a comic game – or so a troll might say – because only a clown with sawdust brains would take our side and eagerly join it.





As his argument deepens, Gardner further antagonizes the merdistes:




Great art celebrates life’s potential, offering a vision unmistakably and unsentimentally rooted in love. “Love” is of course another of those embarrassing words, perhaps a word even more embarrassing than “morality,” but it’s a word no aesthetician ought carelessly to drop from his vocabulary. Misused as it may be by pornographers and the makers of greeting cards, it has, nonetheless, a firm, hard-edged sense that names the single quality without which true art cannot exist.





At the risk of embarrassing Michael Bishop, I must declare that I, for one, cannot read passages like these without thinking of his oeuvre: not just the collection before us, but also such thematically rich novels as No Enemy but Time, Ancient of Days, Unicorn Mountain, and Brittle Innings, as well as the stories gathered in Blooded on Arachne, One Winter in Eden, Close Encounters with the Deity, and At the City Limits of Fate. While On Moral Fiction is not a wholly persuasive treatise (in the second half, Gardner goes off the deep end, equating serious novelists to divinely inspired priests), I shall always be grateful to its author for placing the literature of affirmation on a par with the pessimistic calisthenics of Samuel Beckett and Kurt Vonnegut. In Gardner’s view, the maker of authentic “moral fiction” is an entirely different creature from James Jones’s creepy “moralist.” And Blue Kansas Sky tacitly makes the case for this distinction as powerfully as any book I know.


If all of this sounds a bit high-minded, I should hasten to add that Gardner’s aesthetic readily embraces the sort of “category fiction” with which Michael Bishop’s name is usually associated. In the final chapter of On Moral Fiction, Gardner celebrates “the intelligent and sensitive writer” who has learned how to bend genre conventions to his purpose: “As John le Carré, Isaac Asimov, Peter Beagle, Curtis Harnak, and many others have shown, one need not be a fool or a compromiser to write a mystery story, a sci-fi or fantasy, or a book about growing up in Iowa.” If the four novellas that comprise Blue Kansas Sky didn’t deliver the reliable delights of speculative literature – if they didn’t offer uncanny encounters and canny extrapolations – I wouldn’t be discussing them right now, mainly because Bishop wouldn’t have written them in the first place.


Beyond its sophisticated picture of social interactions aboard an interstellar wheelship, “Cri de Coeur” gives us a hard-science space adventure replete with stunning vistas and heuristic mishaps. Counterpointing its subtle anthropological ruminations, “Death and Designation Among the Asadi” (a Nebula Award finalist) offers up aliens so deliciously incomprehensible that they linger in the mind long after the plot details have dropped away. To accomplish the critique of racial oppression that drives “Apartheid, Superstrings, and Mordecai Thubana” (also a Nebula finalist), Bishop deploys an astonishing amalgam of magic realism and quantum mechanics. Even the fundamentally mainstream “Blue Kansas Sky” is shot through with a sense of the fantastical – to the young Sonny Peacock, the world feels more numinous than Newtonian – and it’s even possible to regard its various rainbow and tornado images as soliciting a return to Oz.


How does Bishop accomplish this feat? How does he create viscerally pleasurable works that nevertheless participate fully in the universe of “moral fiction” while simultaneously eschewing the pamphleteering impulse? The answer, it seems to me, lies in what Percy calls the “cognitive” or “diagnostic” dimension of fiction writing. In each of the works before us, Bishop takes hold of the same two interconnected themes – the same two grand ideas – and addresses them with all the intellectual honesty he can muster. As Percy puts it in his Harper’s essay called “The Diagnostic Novel,” “the serious novelist is quite as much concerned with discovering reality as a serious physicist.” It is Bishop’s relentless urge toward discovery, his insatiable appetite for surprise, his insistence on wrestling his thematic obsessions to the ground, that enables him to avoid the sentimentality and moralism that Gardner, Jones, and Percy – and Herman Melville – would all agree is the enemy of art.


Early in “Cri de Coeur,” Dr. Abel Gwiazda, the geologist-poet who narrates the story, has yet another unpleasant encounter with Kazimierz Mikol, the space ark’s sour fuel-systems specialist. The principal object of Mikol’s hostility is Abel Gwiazda’s son, Dean, afflicted with Down’s syndrome. When Abel expresses pride that Dean has made a compelling intellectual connection between the shape of a geode and the ship’s fuel spokes, Mikol asks, sarcastically, “Do you think that on that basis I should declare the kid a genius?” To which Abel replies, “Human would do. Just human.”


Human would do. In that stark plea for cognitive enlightenment lies the first of the two themes that animate these novellas, a plea that we might call – to borrow the title of Jürgen Habermas’s most recent book – “The inclusion of the other.” For Mikol rejects Dean not only as an individual (at one point he dismisses him as a “hairless baboon”), but also as the avatar of all Down’s-syndrome individuals. “I dislike mongoloids,” he tells Abel. “In my view, an entirely rational prejudice.”


In Abel’s eyes, meanwhile, not only is Dean fully human, his soul partakes of a palpable brightness. “Cri de Coeur” vibrates with images of luminosity, beginning with the wonderful opening line, “Why, once, did moths singe the tapestries of their wings in candle flames?” While Dean is in utero, his extra chromosome a matter of public record, Abel speaks of his desire to “call Dean’s pent-up spirit from the dark.” After Dean is born, Abel marvels at the child’s belief that everyone loves him: “In a universe of swallowing dark, and despite the eclipse of his reason at conception, he scatters a property so similar to light that it dims my vision.” Observing Dean trying to manipulate his cybernetic doppelganger inside a virtual-reality chamber, Abel composes a poem that begins:




A starchild in a VidPed cage


Unwraps himself, with deadpan glee.


Such fragile tissues disengage,


Such guileless beauty in debris.





Just when all this rhapsodizing threatens to become a bit much, Bishop reminds us that there is more to raising a child, especially a Down’s-syndrome child, than the mutual exchange of unconditional love. In one especially memorable moment, Dean’s habitual wailing carries his father past the snapping point: “‘Damn you, you little defective! Shut up!’” Even after Dean grows quiet, Abel’s anger remains: “Repeatedly, I shoved him in the chest with my knuckles, herding him toward the exit.”


Racism is the most obvious way that human beings violate the ideal of inclusion, and each novella in this collection addresses the issue at some level. The preadolescent Sonny of “Blue Kansas Sky” studies the Kansas-Nebraska act and the abolitionist movement in school. The pathetic Mikol of “Cri de Coeur” calls Abel, who is Tanzanian, a “selfish Sambo.” The extermination of the African pygmies hovers like a malignant ghost over the events in “Death and Designation Among the Asadi.” But Bishop’s richest meditation on racial injustice is “Apartheid, Superstrings, and Mordecai Thubana,” in which Gerrit Myburgh, a smug Afrikaner, becomes an unwilling witness to the murderous policies that have polluted his country for so many generations.


At the climax of this meticulously researched novella, Bishop piquantly inverts the light imagery that suffuses “Cri de Coeur.” Newly aware that the luminous white city of Pretoria is infested with oppressors, Myburgh comes to regard all its streetlamps, incandescent bulbs, and blazing automobile chrome as negative innovations. These things belong to a universe “contaminated by light.” Pretoria’s complacent glow has prevented Myburgh from perceiving the excluded others, “the shadow-matter armies bivouacked in their shameful invisibility out there beyond the electric bonfires …”


With “Death and Designation Among the Asadi,” Bishop expands the ideal of inclusiveness into the extraterrestrial realm. Throughout his investigation of the cryptic Asadi who inhabit the planet BoskVeld, the cultural xenologist Egan Chaney is a man at war with himself. By defining the BoskVeld aborigines as “an alien people,” wholly commensurate with Homo sapiens, Chaney hopes to achieve an oblique expiation for what his own people did to the pygmies. Yet Chaney’s efforts to bring his subjects into the fellowship of the intelligent are continually thwarted by the Asadi themselves – by their antisocialness, their troublesome diet, their seeming lack of language, their bedeviling prismatic eyes, and, most especially, their bestial familiars (who turn out to be far stranger than you are likely to imagine). Early in the novella, Bishop offers a “dialogue” between Chaney’s two psyches, an exchange that climaxes when one of the selves declares, “I hate the Asadi … They curdle my essence with their very alienness.” That this outburst comes from Chaney’s “soul” half, not from his presumably colder and less compassionate “self” half, is a measure of Bishop’s refusal to strain thematic complexity through the comforting filter of dualistic reason.


In “Blue Kansas Sky,” Bishop explores the social and moral ambiguities entailed in our attempts to include those “others” commonly termed “ex-convicts.” A coming-of-age story set largely in the 1950s, “Blue Kansas Sky” frequently echoes Huckleberry Finn and To Kill a Mockingbird, and, as with those earlier works, the child-hero apprehends certain ethical imperatives that elude the grown-ups around him. Entering the story as a brutal and unattractive figure, Sonny Peacock’s Uncle Rory repels the local citizens, who see him as just another unsavory exemplar of convicted criminals everywhere. It is only Sonny who accepts Rory from the first, not because children possess an innate moral superiority – Bishop will have none of such mawkishness – but because, like Dean Gwiazda, Sonny is heir to a kind of unfocused curiosity, a “guileless beauty,” largely unavailable to the adult world.


Let me add parenthetically that I regard “Blue Kansas Sky” as one of Bishop’s finest achievements, and I’m pleased that he decided to make it the flagship of this collection. Keyed to the primary colors – the blue of the sky, the yellow of the ballcaps Rory’s mother naively sends her imprisoned son, the red of the blood-ties that bind the characters in reluctant constellations – the novella is a tour de force of tension, tone, and tongue:


“Potatochips fell around him, petallike in their beauty.”


“These tall flowers, with their brown clockfaces and their lionlike manes, did not lend themselves to comfortable bicycle transport …”


“… Neil and Pike angled off in different directions, the wind howling after them, shrapnel storms of snow glittering and whirling all about the cottonwood-studded pasture.”


“Chili, as everyone called the captain, struck Sonny as an okay guy, but his orange suit made him look less like an airman than a swashbuckling clown.”


The second time I read “Blue Kansas Sky,” the last line made me cry.


Complementing Bishop’s insights into “the inclusion of the other” is an allied theme that we might call “the redemption of the outsider.” Each novella in this collection gives us at least one important character who finds himself, either through conscious intent or metaphysical accident, standing outside a normal human frame of reference. This dislocation finally has an instructive effect – sometimes on the outsider, sometimes on his fellows – though the lesson is never simplistic, and its full implications remain mysterious.


The outsider in “Blue Kansas Sky” is the ex-con Rory Peacock, who upon his return to Van Luna takes up residence in the town dump. Having banished himself to this bizarre and unsavory landscape, Rory can finally reflect on his life, and he gradually enlists the understanding and even the admiration of the Van Lunans, effecting various reconciliations we would never have thought possible at the beginning. While “Blue Kansas Sky” remains Sonny’s story throughout, the parallel narrative serves Bishop well, permitting him to mirror the child-hero’s maturation in Rory’s progressive domestication of the odiferous wasteland.


“Cri de Coeur” features an outsider far less sympathetic than Rory Peacock. Exiled by his bigotry, Abel’s nemesis, Kazimierz Mikol, rejoins the human community aboard the wheelship only after his aunt’s death forces him to reevaluate his past. While the exact mechanism remains obscure, Mikol’s redemption evidently occurs once he connects his instinctive hatred for the handicapped Dean with his beloved sister’s own sort of neurological pathology.


“Apartheid, Superstrings, and Mordecai Thubana” presents a searing literalization of the situation described by Ralph Ellison in the memorable opening lines of his first novel: “I am an invisible man. No, I am not a spook like those who haunted Edgar Allan Poe; nor am I one of your Hollywood-movie ectoplasms. I am a man of substance, of flesh and bone, fiber and liquids – and I might even be said to possess a mind. I am invisible, understand, simply because people refuse to see me.” In Bishop’s novella, however, it is a white man, the Afrikaner banker Myburgh, who suffers from invisibility (as the plot would have it, he is temporarily translated into subatomic shadow matter), so that, for the first time in his life, he truly sees the blacks with whom he grudgingly shares a nation. Written during a period when the fall of apartheid was by no means a foregone conclusion, “Mordecai Thubana” avoids any easy implication that Myburgh will now spend the rest of his life championing racial harmony. But he is still a man transformed.


For Egan Chaney, the xenologist-hero of “Death and Designation Among the Asadi,” detachment comes with the job. I suspect that, in naming the protagonist as he did, Bishop intended to evoke silent film actor Lon Chaney, whose brilliant portrayals of the deformed and the misbegotten made him a hero to outsiders everywhere. In his mad attempt to comprehend the denizens of the BoskVeld rain forest, Egan acquires an “invisibility” almost as literal as Gerrit Myburgh’s, for it so happens that Asadi cultural norms permit him to assume the role of pariah, “psychological outcast”: no matter what Egan does, the natives will be obliged to ignore him. The more vigorously the xenologist pursues his ideals, however, the more unrealizable they become, and I’m not giving away anything vital – indeed, the fact is announced on the dust jacket of Transfigurations, the full-length novel Bishop eventually spun from “Death and Designation” – when I reveal that Egan ultimately finds the Asadis’ irreducible otherness more attractive than “normal” human community.


Egan’s epiphany not only provides the novella with its marvelous conclusion, it furnishes an appropriate coda to my appreciation of the present collection. “I belong among the Asadi,” Egan writes to his colleagues shortly before returning to the rain forest, “not as an outcast and not as a chieftain – but as one of the milling throng … I’m one of them. I feel for them.”


A former outsider, equivocally redeemed. An alienated empiricist, now connected to the other. Moral fiction.


Egan’s message continues: “… I’m a great slow moth. A tiger moth. And the flame I choose to pursue and die in is the same flame that slowly consumes every one of the Asadi.”


A flame-drawn moth – the exact sort of creature, you will recall, that singes its wings at the beginning of “Cri de Coeur.” Such strange affirmation. Such oblique optimism. Such guileless beauty in debris. Human will do. Enjoy.


James Morrow
March 2000
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BLUE KANSAS SKY


SONNY PEACOCK MEASURED THE GOODNESS OF EACH day by the amount of blue in the sky. Total cloudlessness – smooth blue bellyskin from horizon to horizon – meant adventure, a win in tetherball, a smile from Maggie Vy Medders, a helterskelter romp with some mutt in Buffalo Bill Park, a precarious trek around the rails of Van Luna’s bandbox. Partly cloudy meant partly happy, and deep overcast – an irongrey tent over the yellow prairie – meant scoldings at home, Fs in spelling, the straying of Maggie Vy’s gaze, mystery meat for lunch, stomach cramps, the unshakable glums.


Today Sonny crawled over his pillow, tweezered one Venetian blind, glimpsed robin’s-egg blue.


Okay! he thought.


Even before his mother Jenniel came in to coax him up for some toast and wheatmeal, he had dressed and sauntered into the galleylike kitchen, where sunlight spilled like buttermilk over their dinette set.


Straight home from school, Jenniel said. You can watch Flash Gordon and the Mousketeers.


It’s pretty out, Sonny said. Craig and me may want to take our BBguns to the dump and bust some bottles.


Listen to me, Sonny: straight home.


Sonny ate a spoonful of stiffening cereal. But why?


Jenniel worked in personnel at McConnell Air Force Base southeast of Wichita, twenty to thirty minutes away depending on traffic. Sometimes she didn’t get home until six or six thirty. Sonny could pedal a slew of miles and dent a mound of tincans between school’s last bell and his mother’s eventual homecoming.


Rory Peacock just got out of prison, said Jenniel, wiping her hands on a dishtowel. She seemed primed to expand on this news, but stopped. Stopping – staying stopped – required her to clamp her lips and to clutch her own shoulders.


You think he’d come here?


Yeah. Yeah I do.


Sonny said, Then wouldn’t it be better if I was somewhere else till you got home?


Jenniel unfolded, glided up behind him, propped her chin on his collarbone. Course it would. I’m not thinking. It’s hard to think with Rory getting out and things at work so crazy all of a sudden.


He wouldn’t hurt us. I’m your second dad he told me once.


Once he maybe believed it. I don’t know how he is now and mostly don’t care to find out.


Sky’s blue, Sonny said. Real blue.


Jenniel pulled back and regarded him as if he’d just said Ike himself had given him a national citation: Smartest Twelve Year Old in Kansas. Then she telephoned Mrs. Whited to ask if Sonny could stay at her place after school the rest of this week and a few days into next. Mrs. Whited agreed. Jenniel shrugged on her tweed jacket and hurried out to her ’56 Nash Rambler, a snazzy charcoal-and-pink twotone, for her daily drive up Rock Road to McConnell.


Sonny washed dishes. After locking the house, he bestrode his battered Schwinn and raced like an Italian cyclist toward Van Luna Elementary. As he pedaled, the sky behind the town’s grain elevator graded from robin’s-egg to luminous Dutch-china blue.


Directly overhead the tiny silver cross of a B-47 laid down wispy contrails: clouds of no real substance or clout. Peace is our profession! shouted Sonny, waving at the unreachable pilot.


In an aisle seat at the bus’s center hulked a curlyheaded giant in leather boots, denim pants, a sheepskin vest. The matronly woman beside him leaned away, like a highschool girl on her first date to a drive-in. Their bus, meanwhile, cruised east on Highway 50 past the wheatfields and cattlepastures of the tamed Great Plains: a motorized schooner running its course counter to that of the pioneers.


This is some dull crowd, said the curlyheaded man.


The matronly woman grimaced, but in agreement rather than disgust, peering out her window at the wheat flaming green and torchlike in the late April gusts. Her mangy foxstole wrapped her throat like a muffler. Tugging on it, she hunched her neck to set the stole more securely.


Dull dull dull, said the man.


The woman kept her eyes on the hurtling wheat.


Makes no sense, said the man. Open road. Beautiful day. No cuffs on our wrists or legs. But we git, well, this crabby glumness.


Mmmhmmm, said the woman.


Abruptly the curlyheaded man stood up, filling the middle of the bus like a pillar. Okay, everbody, he said. Whaddaya say we sing?


Siddown back there, said the driver, showing a no-nonsense scowl in the rearview.


Row Row Row Your Boat, said the curlyheaded man, still standing. We can do it in rounds. He hummed, as if to locate the song’s proper pitch, then raised his hands like a symphony conductor and sang: Row row row your boat, Gently down the stream. …


The driver said, Mister, I tolya to siddown.


Merrily merrily merrily merrily, Life is but a dream, sang the curlyheaded man, conducting no one but himself. Then he said, It ain’t mister. Name’s Peacock. Rory Peacock. Rory H. Peacock.


Well, Mr. Peacock – began the driver.


Rory said, Everbody over to my side’ll start it out. The rest of you’ll come in when we hit Gently down the stream. He repeated his pitchpipe hum and began again. No one bothered to join him, but Rory finished the stanza. Then he said, Boy is this some chickenshit crowd.


The driver hit the bus’s brakes, twice. Passengers jolted forward and back, forward and back. Rory, despite a grip on the headrest in front of him, staggered and fell to one knee. Three women gasped, one squawked brightly, a young child began to wail.


I don’t cotton to rulebreakers, said the driver. And I don’t put up with nobody usin scuribous language, Mr. Peacock, you savvy?


I don’t like brakers period, said Rory, pulling himself upright again. And what you just did cain’t be legal neither, you sorry snot.


The driver tapped the brakes a third time. Rory sprawled face forward down the aisle. An insectfaced young man with a blond pompadour and a pack of cigarettes in his Tshirt sleeve jumped on Rory, struggled to twist his huge arm into the small of his back.


Rory raised his butt and flipped the kid over his head toward the driver, then got up, placed a foot on the kid’s rear end, and shoved him on a collapsing stagger to the dashboard, where he hung like a cat-o’-nine-tails victim, now cursing, now wailing. Cries of alarm and outrage reached the decibel level of marching piccolos and tubas.


How is it yall cain’t sing but you can bitch n moan wi the best of em? Rory stared balefully around. Lord but you’re a gloomy crew.


This time the driver stopped the bus dead. The rustling of wheat made itself audible over the wind, through the ticking bulkheads. A farmer in a pickup passed them going west. The expression on his face reminded Rory of the sewer guy’s on The Honeymooners after an argument with Kramden. Likewise, the expression of the driver’s face in the rearview reminded him of old Ralph’s after a run-in with the sewer guy. This comparison made perfect sense: Kramden and the fellow up front both drove buses, didn’t they?


Get out, the driver said. I won’t have a nutzo on board with decent paying customers. I mean it, off! He opened the accordion-pleated door beside him.


Rory stood crucified between two seats with cowering human beings in them: decent paying customers. He glanced back. The long rearseat had no occupant at all; neither did the three or four paired seats in front of it. Rory grabbed his duffel by its draws and pointed one thick finger at the driver’s mirrored features.


I may not be decent but I damn sure paid, he said. Dibs on that spot back there till we git to Van Luna. He retreated down the aisle and sprawled across the seat beside the narrow lavatory. Don’t try to throw me off fore we’re there, he said. You do, I’ll have to crunch you.


No one said a word.


Eventually the driver levered the frontdoor shut and drove them off again.


No one ventured into that part of the bus to which Rory had laid claim, not even to use the toilet. He began to hum, then to sing.


Take me out to the ballgame, he crooned. Take me out to the crowd. …


Rory opened his duffel and removed from it a canary-yellow ballcap. In his massive hands it looked like a baby’s cap; he could’ve worn it on his head no better than he could’ve worn a thimble. It did fit his knee though, and so he wore it on one knee, with its bill pointing down and its soft felty yellowness imparting a weird glow to his vest and shirt, to his wide chest and face.


Sonny had the last desk on the windowside row in Mr. Hugh McKinley’s classroom. This seat allowed him to play with the plastic pullcone on the Venetian-blind cord and to keep an eye on the everchanging faces of the sky. Today the sky stayed blue, feeding and sustaining in him a feeling of contentment, of control. He flipped the thimblelike cone up the long cord with his right index finger while with his left hand he pulled the blinds cord taut.


This game – his own invention – reminded Sonny Peacock of the ring-the-bell-with-the-sledgehammer attraction at carnivals and fairs. The harder you swung the hammer the nearer the bell you sent the weight on the ruled-off upright supporting the bell. Sissy said the lowest of the ruled levels. Lightweight said the next. And so on up to HeMan. Anyway, the harder Sonny flicked the pull, and the tighter he held the cord, the closer to the top of the blinds rocketed the pull – only to spiral back down, even as he looped the cord to keep it aloft, like a coin on a mad edge-to-edge wobble.


Craig Baldwell, Pike Kennerly, and Neil Stroyer (Sonny’s chief rival for the necklace ring of Maggie Vy Medders) envied him his ready access to the pullcone game, but Sonny had won the right to choose his desk by making the best grades in class over the last six weeks period. Amazingly, then, he could play his game virtually all day, even under the frazzled glances of Mr. McKinley as he made crossing-guard assignments or led them through the answers to yesterday’s math problems. The only times Sonny had to stop were tests, writing assignments, lunch, and recess. Once, in fact, he’d lined up on the con side in a general classroom discussion on the morality and effectiveness of capital punishment (which in Kansas from pioneer days onward the state had carried out by gallows and rope) while repeatedly flicking the fluted pull up the blinds cord. Mr. McKinley had not rebuked him, and the alternate rocketing up and spiraling down of the pull had seemed to almost everyone on hand to twin the agitated rhythms of their debate.


Today Mr. McKinley talked Kansas history: that series of events after the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 which resulted in counter-massacres among abolitionists and proslavery advocates, and which earned the state the nickname Bleeding Kansas. Old Osawatomie Brown. John Brown’s body lies amouldering in the grave. And so on.


Sonny half listened as he flicked the pull up the cord and let it back down in lurching spirals. John Brown had less historical interest for him than did the latterday careers of Cullison Peacock, his father, and Rory Peacock, his uncle. With the half of his mind that could not listen to McKinley or bring itself to focus on his blackboard cartoons, Sonny mulled the tidings of Rory’s release and the long-ago doings that had led to the brothers’ troubles with the law.


Five years ago, as Jenniel had explained to Sonny after the trial, Rory had talked Cullison, the older and wiser brother, into crossing the Colorado line and waylaying an armored Wells Fargo truck traveling between Pueblo and Rocky Ford. This was just a couple of years after an Eisenhower-approved reduction in force, or RIF, had separated Cullison from the airforce and sent him back home to Van Luna and a demoralizing succession of deadend jobs, from grocerystore clerk to sadsack apprentice roofer. Anyway, Rory had –


Mr. McKinley, I can’t think with Sonny doing that, said Cynthia Zook. He’s gone a poco loco this morning.


Sonny, stop fiddling with the cord, Mr. McKinley said.


More dazed than defiant, Sonny made the cord twang.


I asked you to stop, said Mr. McKinley. Keep that up I’ll have to send you to Mr. Medders.


Joel Medders, Maggie Vy’s daddy, reigned over Van Luna Elementary as principal. Once he had played forward on Kansas University’s basketball team. Today he stood at least a half a head taller than any other citizen of the community. Most of the boys in the sixthgrade, when not in Maggie Vy’s hearing, called him Joel the Pole: a reference to his height, not his nationality. He wielded a paddle with holes in it, and once he had nearly wrenched Pike Kennerly’s arm out of its socket when Pike came Keds-clopping fulltilt down the hall past him after recess. (In those days no one had even thought about trying to sue either.)


Sonny let go of the cord. Through the windowblinds’ dusty slats he saw a glacier of irongrey clouds pushing aside a broad wedge of blue.


Crap, he thought.


The spiel on Border Ruffians, abolitionist guerillas, and the sack of Lawrence resumed, as did Mr. McKinley’s outlandish chalk cartoons, a feature of his teaching that set him apart from his female counterparts at Van Luna Elementary and usually garnered him his students’ admiration. Sonny shut down to the drawings though and dredged from his wallet a tiny album of black-and-white photographs, including recent snaps of Craig, Maggie Vy, Pike, and friends. These he flipped straight past, for they had the numbing familiarity of Cream o’ Wheat. The photograph he wanted – a shot of himself on Cullison Peacock’s knee in an Amarillo motelroom – was pressed between Craig and Pike in one clear-plastic sleeve. Sonny pulled it out and flattened it on his desktop.


Cullison, his daddy, looked about eighteen but was really closer to thirty. He wore a wild patterned shortsleeve shirt and smirked in openmouthed tongue-to-teeth pride at his six- or seven-year-old son, an imp in broadstriped pajamas, with a CocaCola bottle in one hand, as if they had together agreed to shill for the softdrink. Except for their stylish tailoring, the pajamas on the kid in the picture resembled prisongarb, exactly what Cullison would later have to model when convicted of armed robbery and attempted murder of the Wells Fargo guard, whom either he or maybe Rory had gutshot with a Ruger pistol – although Rory, according to Cullison’s testimony, had served only as a reluctant accomplice and thus received the lighter sentence.


Rory wasn’t married, Jenniel had said, telling this story. He didn’t even have a girlfriend. He should’ve taken the fall for Cullison.


But of course Rory hadn’t taken the fall, and it pained Jenniel to admit that his doing so might not have spared the Peacocks of Van Luna even a sliver of heartache: Cullison would have gone to that Colorado prison anyway, and in his seventh month there, a freak flashriot had occurred in his cellblock. During this fracas two prisoners on an upper tier had pushed a metal trashdrum over the rail onto a random huddle of inmates including Sonny’s dad, the only man killed in the melee or in fact injured beyond the therapeutic reach of a quick stitch and some Mercurochrome. It was on their visit to fetch Cullison’s body home for burial that Rory told Sonny, Don’t fret, kid – in me you got yourself a second daddy.


Sonny remembered that. He remembered Rory, a giant with a head like a great lichen-flocked stone, a man probably fifty pounds heavier than Joel Medders despite spotting him five or six inches in height. Sonny searched among the pictures in his insert for a snapshot of his uncle. If he had ever had one (he remembered once caching away a lopeared print of Rory clanging the bell at the sledgehammer challenge at the Sedgewick County Fair), he could not find it now.


Time for spelling, Mr. McKinley said. Take out a sheet of paper.


With stiffly uncooperative fingers, Sonny fumbled the photo insert back into his wallet, the wallet back into his pocket. He laid a sheet of notebookpaper on his desk, where, a moment past, the snapshot of him and the gone-to-dust Cullison Peacock had rested. Here, then nowhere. Weird.


This is a hard one, Mr. McKinley said. Cumulus. Sound it out by syllables: cu, mu, lus.


Sonny, like his classmates, knew what the word meant. He looked through the slats and saw that the pewterhued invading clouds of twenty minutes ago had obliterated every reassuring gulf or inlet of blue.


In Wichita two uniformed policemen came aboard the bus and ordered Rory to grab his stuff and beat it.


I’m goin to Van Luna, he said. It’s still on down the road a piece.


You caused a disturbance, said the smaller and somewhat friendlier-looking policeman. Your driver wants you off now. Ditto your peacelovin bus company.


I paid to git to Van Luna. If it’s my bus company how come they’re puttin me off shy of my git-to place?


We know who you are and where you’ve just come from, said the less amiable policeman. Screw around with us, Mr. Peacock, you may wind up back in stir.


Rory stood up, expanding like a paradeballoon before the two policemen. Merrily merrily, he muttered. Gently down the stream.


He stuffed a yellow ballcap into a vestpocket, pulled his duffel up by its draws, and exited the bus humming. Inside the buttstrewn depot, a company employee gave him two dollars as a prorated return on his unfulfilled ticket. Rory asked this man directions, then left the waitingroom to walk through town and out Highway 15 to Van Luna.


The city smelled of gasfumes and rain; the small-aircraft plants south of town, of sheet metal and synthetic rubber; the wet fields beyond them, of silage and cow manure. If Rory had hailed from this part of Kansas, he might have relished these smells; today they merely recalled to him Cullison and the many burdens of kinship.


Outside Fedora, a town midway between Wichita and Van Luna, a man wearing a John Deere cap stopped his pickup to give Rory a hitch. The rains commenced. Rory asked the man if he knew the Peacocks. Nope, the man said, he was passing through Van Luna to Winfield. He let Rory out on Main Street though, and Rory ducked under the torrent-drummed awning of a drugstore as the man saluted him and drove away over the street’s glistening brokenbrick cobbles. Rory slipped inside.


Ingram Zook, the pharmacy’s owner, recognized Rory from his visits to town before the botch-up with the Wells Fargo truck. He approached Rory fearlessly and ordered him to leave Jenniel Peacock and her boy alone if he wanted to move on from Van Luna with his hide untarred.


We’ll fletch you up as purty as a Kaw warbonnet if you try anything smartass, Zook said.


Rory smiled. Bold talk from a man not much bigger than a pekinese, but Rory registered its force. Got any shelfstockin or sweepin up I could do? he said.


Oh yeah, said Zook. Like I need a killer sweepin up. Git out. I got to close.


It’s still rainin.


Eventually it’ll stop, Zook said. Git long gone from Van Luna fore it does. I intend to tell Tony Loyal you’ve done a tarnished-penny trick, turnin up here. He’ll put an eye on you right tight.


Since before the Second World War, Tony Loyal had served as Van Luna’s chief of police. Rory recalled his Popeye forearms and easy cowboy squint. Once past the symbols of his badge and pistol though, Loyal conveyed the same degree of menace as a neutered chowdog. Still, Rory had no strong ache to cross his path tonight and so let the feisty Zook maneuver him out to the sidewalk.


Under the pharmacy’s sodden fluttering awning, Zook locked up and opened a plaid umbrella. With a grudging nod he marched off toward his ’52 Hudson.


See ya, Rory said.


Zook turned back around. No, he said. No with a capital N. The clatter on Main’s cobblestones drowned the sound of his retreating footsteps.


Expectation dogged Sonny through the next two days, on both of which it rained. If his uncle Rory had served his time (a lesser sentence than Cullison’s, owing to Cullison’s insistence that he and not his hulking little brother had shot the Wells Fargo guard, and at a point in the robbery when they could have escaped without bloodshed), why didn’t Rory come see them? Why didn’t he come to their house and stay for supper? Or, failing that, why didn’t he walk over to Van Luna Elementary and take Sonny out of class for a sundae at Zook’s Drugs or a milkshake at the Dairy Blizzard?


The rain, thought Sonny. The rain has something to do with him not showing up.


Jenniel’s angry with him, he thought a moment later. Her anger’s the big thing. She thinks Rory suckered Daddy into the robbery and then played babyface after it all went haywire on them. Surely, though, a man who had outlasted his prison term and declared himself Sonny’s second daddy would find rain and a woman’s resentment silly fleabite annoyances, not great jagged stumblingblocks.


At his desk Sonny flicked the pullcone and stared outside at the empty street, the wet maples, the sheetmetal sky.


In fact, Rory had tried to make contact with Sonny on his second day in town. After a miserable night in the bandbox in Buffalo Bill Park (an oak- and elmshaded commons between the Pix Theater and the city library) and no breakfast at all, Rory found a pay telephone with a mostly intact directory and looked up Jenniel’s address. She and Sonny had moved twice since his imprisonment, and their new residence was at 159 Franklin. He reached the house as Jenniel climbed into her Rambler and drove off to work, but could not nerve up to step into the car’s path without the buffering presence of the boy, whom he intuitively knew for an ally.


Rory did however step into the street to stare after the Rambler, preliminary to approaching the house to say hello to Sonny. In the street he stood exposed in the spotlight from Loyal’s patrolcar, which floated toward him through the foggy drizzle.


Figgered you’d drop by, Loyal said through his rolled-down window. Feared, actually.


Rory was waterlogged up to the neck and heiferfaced above it. His arms hung down like a greasemonkey’s chains. Ingram Zook phoned you, didn’t he?


Yep, said Loyal. And I tol Jenniel. Said I’d mosey over this morning to innercep you if you took a notion to see Sonny.


Is Sonny home? Rory said.


None of your beeswax. Stay clear of em both.


Loyal escorted Rory off Franklin, making him walk in the drizzle, pacing him through town to the citylimits sign beyond which a gravel road skewed parallel to the Oklahoma-tending flow of the Arkansas.


Where’d you spend the night last night, Peacock?


The bandbox, Rory said wearily.


Never again, Loyal said. Thass public property.


I’m part of the public.


Thass doubtful at best. You’re a convicted felon.


Then where can I go?


Outta town, outta sight, outta mind, said Loyal the way someone else might murmur, See no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil. He permitted his patrolcar to idle as Rory walked down the puddle-splotched road to the dump, a halfcircle of hell on the banks of a bullhead-haunted river.


Sonny answered Here to Mr. McKinley’s roll about the time Rory wandered into the city dump to survey it and consider its possibilities.


Merrily merrily, Rory said, looking at the pocked leathery waters of the Arkansas just beyond some low ramparts of trash. Merrily merrily …


Jenniel said nothing to Sonny about Rory’s return to Van Luna. She did her job at McConnell, one of the Strategic Air Command bases devoted to deterring Soviet nuclear attack, and trusted that Police Chief Loyal had scotched Rory’s belligerent reappearance in their lives. She trusted that Loyal had run the curlyheaded fool out of town. Where would he go, though? Maybe back to Coronado, the West Kansas podunk where India Peacock, Cullison and Rory’s aged widowed mother, still lived. Jenniel hoped so. She trusted so. It was too soon to forgive Rory the cruel injuries he’d inflicted on her family. Even when Van Luna’s threeday soaking ceased and blue arched again over the fields of Red Turkey wheat hemming the town about, she felt no sunnier toward him.


Sonny perked though. His gloom, a gloom rooted upsidedown in the ashen overcast, broke up like the shredding clouds. He began to believe the rumors of Rory’s release from prison had no substance to them. Or that Rory had set sail for Tahiti or Shanghai. Or that, like Cullison, he’d got caught in a riot, expiring in a great red lake of his own blood before reaching his discharge date. Bad possibilities – abandonment or death – but, look, the sky had turned blue again and blueness counted for a lot. Also, Jenniel had finally stopped making him walk or bike over to Mrs. Whited’s after school. He’d sidestepped that humiliating state of dependence for over a week now. His adventure sense had begun to spark again.


That Friday afternoon Sonny corralled Craig Baldwell near the softball backstop and suggested some targetshooting at the dump.


No way. Craig’s lipcorner fleered.


How come? I figgered you’d like to.


Yeah, well, some strange stuff’s happenin out there.


Like what?


Like Neil Stroyer’s dad sayin he saw a bear when he went to unload this ol refrigerator.


There’s no bears round here, Sonny said.


Like a lot of wailin at night. Like all the stray dogs out there takin off for other parts. Craig ducked his head, rubbed his sneaker through the gravel.


It’s clear daylight, Sonny said. You fraid to go out there this afternoon?


Pike’s folks’ve gone to Wichita to see his grandmama. He’s ast me over to look at his dad’s cutie mags.


Crap, Sonny said. You’ve seen em already.


Yeah and I’ve busted bottles at the dump already too.


Then I’ll just go do it alone, Baldwell. Sonny pedaled home, got his BBgun out of the garage, slung it over his shoulder like a GI’s carbine. Then he pedaled licketysplit to the dump, his butt never once touching his rockhard triangular seat.


The dump sat by the lolligagging river in all its tedium and stench: the smells of vegetable rot, mildewed upholstery, decomposing newsprint, spoiled meat, damp clothes, discarded carpets. Four men in the back of a highsided truck – Sonny knew them by their faces – used flatnosed shovels to push crumbling cinderblocks into one of the riverside pits, and the sides of the truck rocked steadily higher above its chassis. At last the men finished.


Sonny set up some bottles – whiskey bottles, mayonnaise jars, widemouthed pickle containers – and potted them with a lot of lovely breakage from thirty or forty yards. Several large rats scurried amid the trashpiles, but (only belatedly did he pick up on this) no dogs. The oddness of the dogs’ absence touched him as lightly as the sweat on his back.


Later, to clear his head of all the stink, Sonny hiked a weedy tire-rutted road south along the river. Among the pines and widely spaced oaks he saw a ribbon of smoke uncoiling from behind a clayey rise. He toiled up it, sweating more seriously now, then looked down on a scene out of Robert Louis Stevenson: a scene piratically troubling.


A curlyheaded giant in ragged denim shorts tended a spit on which the carcass of a mediumsized animal – a pig? a bearcub? a dog! – gleamed pink and charcoal: the very colors of Jenniel’s trendy Rambler. A mouthwatering smell came off the carcass. As for the halfnaked guy cranking the cottonwood spit, Sonny knew him for his uncle, Rory H. Peacock. Discovering him here, though, was a lot like happening upon, well, Robinson Crusoe. The river eeling by, manyforked and languid, did sort of seem to island-strand him. At length, probably inevitably, Rory saw Sonny standing above him and made a slow git-down-here motion with his hand.


You can have some if you want, he said when Sonny stood two or three feet away. I figger it’s some sort of spaniel-collie mix.


Rory, Sonny said.


Seems like you heard a me. Zook and Loyal must’ve spread the news I made it back.


Uncle Rory, Sonny said.


Even if I haven’t stepped a toe back into town since Loyal gave me the bumrush out. The bastid.


Uncle Rory, you shouldn’t be eatin dog.


Rory stared at Sonny.


It’s uncivilized.


Rory said, My brother Cullison said the Koreans ate dog. I’d fish but I don’t much like it – fish. It’s fishy. Rory stared in evident bewilderment at Sonny. Who’re you to tell me what to eat?


Sonny said, I’m Sonny Peacock, your nephew. Don’t you know me?


No, Rory said. You’re too big, way too big.


Uncle Rory, you went off to prison five years ago. Last time you saw me I wasn’t even eight. I had a butchcut, but now my hair’s long and I part it.


Rory shook his head. He wouldn’t let some smart preteen – almost preteen – kid dupe him into believing they were kin. A kid like this one would do a lot to prove himself related to someone as famous as a prodigal excon.


Lookere. Sonny raked the hair at his temples back into a makeshift ducktail. My ears don’t show like they did. See? See em now?


The spit handle cranked once. Rory wiped his forehead with his knuckles. The dogmeat above the flames blistered, split, crackled. Sonny raked his hair forward again, fumbled to pull his wallet out.


I got a pitchur of me and my dad. With the barrel of his Daisy tapping the back of his head, Sonny flipped out the photo insert and paged through it looking for the shot of Cullison and him. No luck. He checked every packet, digging between the back-to-back photos. Still no luck. His wallet lacked even one picture of himself with his name on it. It didn’t even have a membership card – Cub Scouts, Mousketeers, Captain Video’s TV Cadets – featuring his name. Even if it had, Sonny now believed that Rory would have accused him of picking its rightful owner’s pocket.


Whadda I have to do to prove I’m Sonny Peacock?


Let me see that pitchur of you and Cullison.


It’s lost, Rory! It’s done got itself lost! I can’t show you what’s lost, can I?


Your mama’s bound to have another un if you’re really Sonny Peacock. Git me a pitchur of you and your daddy from Jenniel. Once upon a time she kep one in their bedroom.


Sonny cried, Geez!


Lifted both arms. Cried Geez! again.


Clambered up and over the low clayey dune, hiked back to his row of busted bottles, snatched up his Schwinn, and, awobble with frustration and enmiring ash, ground his molars all the way home to Franklin Street.


In Jenniel’s bedroom Sonny felt like a peepingtom and a thief. Lingerie hung from an old hattree like captured silk banners. The fragrance of cologne and the scent of bathsoap lingered. A photo of Cullison in his airforce duds stood in a gold frame on Jenniel’s dresser, but that was not what Rory wanted.


Sonny found what Rory wanted – a blowup of Cullison and son – by kneewalking across the partly made bed and sliding back a panel on the blond headboard. He grabbed the photo, removed it from its frame, put the frame back in its cubbyhole, closed the panel, wiped his kneedents from the coverlet.


In twelve minutes Sonny was back at the dump, in the hollow where Rory still oversaw the broiling of his dinner. He showed Rory the proof he’d asked for.


Rory studied it, occasionally comparing the kid in the photo to the twelve-year-old fidgeting before him like a gnat in an updraft.


I don’t know, he said.


Uncle Rory, lookit the shape of our mouths. That’s a black-and-white photo but you can tell from it the kid there’s got light-colored eyes. Like mine.


Rory conducted his photo assessment as methodically as a tax-audit. At length his eyes widened, kindled. He clasped Sonny to him, lifted him, turned him around, squeezing and shaking Sonny so that Sonny’s sneakers swung at Rory’s knees like ugly pendulum bobs.


You’re him, you’re him! Yipee, boy, I found ya!


It seemed to Sonny, even in his captive and shaken state, that he had found Rory rather than the other way round, but the thrill of proving himself overrode any urge to challenge Rory on this, prompting instead a string of triumphant whoops and yodels. These, along with Rory’s hosannas, echoed over the riverside dump like peacock cries – which, of course, describes them literally.


Sonny said No to an invitation to dinner, but promised to come back to the dump for visits after school and on weekends. However, he must keep these visits secret from Jenniel or disguise them as junkets of a different sort. If he didn’t, Rory explained, Chief Loyal would learn of Rory’s disobedience and run him out of the county. The hostility of Sonny’s mother had grown that sensitive and poisonous. Sonny accepted these conditions. To remain true to his Peacock blood, it seemed to him he had to.


Out of respect for Sonny’s squeamishness, on that first afternoon Rory put off his own dinner. He offered to show Sonny what he’d done to make his voluntary exile in the dump more hospitable and convenient.


Sonny said okay, but accidentally hooked one of the spit’s uprights with his foot and dropped the broiling dog into the fire. Flames crackled, ashes flew, dirt and char clung like scabs to the fallen carcass. Sonny put a hand to his face and began to wheeze. Rory knelt to reset the post and to steady his dinner on the weakened spit. Sonny tried to help, but burnt his left thumb. He rocked back on his heels to suck it, whereupon his wheezing got worse.


Never mind, Rory said. Accidents happen, God knows. Come see my place.


They walked to a bridge of hardpacked sand, then crossed over it to an island on which Rory had built a twostorey hovel of discarded lumber, cinderblocks, linoleum, roofing shingles, even an upended Amana freezer. The house – it looked a little like a house – had a big hinged door, two lopsided windows, a skylight. Sonny admired it. When he trotted to the door for a peek inside, his wheezing ceased entirely.


Why’d you build it out here? Sonny indicated the way the Arkansas eddied around the peninsular sandbar supporting it. Come a big rain, your place’ll wind up broken to nubbins and covered over.


Rory said, Just cuz you’ve built once don’t mean you should never have to again.


Oh. For a brief moment this fatalistic pronouncement made deep sense to Sonny.


The next afternoon he visited Rory again. This time he stood on the roof of the hovel’s upper storey and tried to catch a fish – a bottom-dwelling bullhead – for Rory’s dinner. (Rory proposed to eat some of the dogmeat that he’d cooked yesterday, even though he’d kept it all day in the worn-out freezer functioning for him now as an unorthodox cornerstone.) In working to position himself over a likelylooking pool, Sonny stepped through a linoleum roofpanel and almost plunged through the resulting hole.


Rory caught him, pulled him to safety, and said he could repair the hole easily enough if Sonny would just get down and leave him to secure and cook his own meals.


Sonny returned the following day with a bag of potatochips that he had bought at Reddick’s Grocery with some of his own allowance. He regarded this offering as a friendship gift and as repayment for his gaffs of the previous two days. Rory probably thought him a total doofus and screw-up. Before Rory spotted him, Sonny saw Rory on the hovel’s weird tower filling in the hole that Sonny had made. Sonny’s earlobes flushed, his heart swung like a gong inside his ribcage – but, still unseen, he crossed the sandbridge and took up a position just below the repair work.


Hey! he said, taking two steps back for a better throwing angle. Think fast!


With that, Sonny hurled the bag of potatochips up to Rory, whose face had appeared moonlike over the edge of the roof. The bag hit Rory in the chin, dropped back down the flank of the tower, ripped open on a nail protruding from the eave of the lower storey, and spilling chips like featherweight coins flapped with the fury of a screech owl into Sonny’s face. The shock more than the force of this blow caught Sonny offguard. He stumbled back again, windmilling his arms, and fell into the river.


Potatochips fell around him, petallike in their beauty. When he broke the surface coughing, many clung to his dripping hair and many more floated south or eddied about briefly before saturating and sinking from view. Rory jumped well out into the river past Sonny, dogpaddled back toward him, tried to help him scramble back onto the mudpack.


I can do it, Sonny said, fighting him. Really.


They reached the bank, Rory pushed Sonny out, they sprawled chuffing like trains in the hovel’s shade.


Eventually Rory said, Third time’s the charm.


Sir?


Look, Sonnyman, mebbe you don’t need to come out here ever afternoon.


Sonny put his forearm over his eyes.


Not cuz you got no more grace than a tacklin dummy – that’s bout standard for boys your age. But cuz the more you come out here the more certain it is Jenniel or Chief Loyal’s gonna find out I’m still hangin round Van Luna to see you.


Sonny said, You want to see me less so folks won’t figure you’re here to see me?


Right. Or we may not git to see each other at all.


For now, they had a problem even more pressing than Chief Loyal’s likely unhappiness with Rory: Sonny’s soaked clothes. Rory took them from Sonny (who squatted in front of a fire in his sagging briefs) and draped them from angled broomsticks or over his ramshackle eaves. They had very little time to dry before Jenniel returned from work and expected Sonny home for dinner, but Sonny hoped for a slight diminishing of their dampness and some boys-will-be-boys charity from his mother. Meanwhile, he shivered, glad that a bend in the river and a high muddy bank hid him from anyone visiting the main dumping areas. Rory busied himself aloft, then disappeared into the heart of the structure. When he came out again onto the roof, he fetched in Sonny’s clothes, grimacing at their clammy feel, and popped each garment a time or two in the breeze. Then he brought the stuff down to Sonny, along with a perfectly dry yellow ballcap.


What’s this? Dressed again, Sonny puzzled over the cap.


For you, Rory said. Don’t let your mama see it. Before Sonny could ask why, Rory told him a story:


The Colorado prison to which Cullison and Rory had reported after their trials offered its inmates the chance to compete in several different intramural sports. The very month of their arrival, the warden was organizing a baseball team that would play the highschool squads of several nearby towns. This team would eventually wind up a regular part of these schools’ spring baseball schedules, or so hoped the progressive warden and the inmates’ elected liaison. The team needed equipment, uniforms, solid coaching.


What we didn’t need was travel expenses, Rory said. Ever one of our games would be a home game.


The Peacock brothers had played ball for Coronado Senior High School in their small Kansas hometown (but at different times), and they tried out for, and made, the prison team as an outfielder (Cullison) and a catcher (Rory). Cullison would coach as well as play. When he wrote their mother, India, to tell her about the team, mentioning their need of equipment and a nickname more dignified than either the Rockbreakers or the Cons, India went to work.


She headed up a bakesale and quiltraffle in Coronado and donated the proceeds to the prison team. She also sent a box of fourteen stacked ballcaps of brilliant yellow – in sizes small, medium, and large – and the suggestion that the team call itself the Canaries. Her two boys’ old highschool squads in Coronado had played under that name. Neither Cullison nor Rory had the bighouse smarts or maybe just the simple common sense to recognize the folly of India’s wellmeant offerings. They hauled out these caps at their team’s next practice and touted Canaries as a really hightone monicker.


The Canon City Canaries, Cullison said. Has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?


The other ballplayers – two of them lifers, several of them veterans of other penal facilities, including Leavenworth, SingSing, and Alcatraz – traded looks. Then they either broke into laughter or grumbled like unfed stomachs.


I don’t sing, said one of these inmates. And I shoor as hell aint yellow.


Another inmate threw his cap down and began to grind it into the yard under his heel. Another pulled his cap apart with his hands. Another separated the bill from the brim with his teeth. A tussle ensued, with Rory just barely managing to salvage one cap from the shipment by snatching it out of the hands of a utilityman of such childlike stature that everyone called him Little Bit. It was this cap that Rory preserved throughout his whole fiveyear sentence and presented to Sonny on the afternoon of the potatochip caper. Sonny was not to allow Jenniel to see it because she had seen Rory behind the plate for Coronado during Cullison’s courtship of her, and if anybody could put two and two together from a complex jumble of clues with only a passing resemblance to four, it was Sonny’s mama, Jenniel Kempton Peacock.


Sonny did not wear the Coronado Canary ballcap anywhere near his mother. But every morning he tucked it inside his notebook or stuffed it into the front of his jeans so that he could wear it at school. He believed he cut a swashbuckling figure in the cap, and this suspicion found support in the fact that Maggie Vy Medders, the principal’s daughter, a compact and pretty girl with soulful halfcircles under her eyes and oddly snowy skin, took nearly every occasion at recess to watch him playing catch or dodgeball and in the classroom to work as his partner on art or history projects – much to the disgruntlement of Neil Stroyer and Pike Kennerly.


Mr. McKinley always asked Sonny to stow the cap in his desk when he saw Sonny wearing it indoors. (In those days wearing a cap indoors had the approximate social cachet of spitting on the carpet.) Sonny would oblige for ten or fifteen minutes before the changeover from math to social studies, or social studies to spelling, gave him an excuse to rummage the cap out again and slap it cockily back on his head. And wearing it – flaunting it, more like – Sonny had a charismatic sheen wholly unavailable to Mr. McKinley.


On Sonny’s third blatant disobedience Mr. McKinley splintered a yardstick across his desk and ordered Sonny to report to the principal’s office with his confounded yellow hat in his hands, not on his head, there to confess his deliberate crime and its indefensible repetitions. Sonny removed the cap and, holding it next to his leg, strolled to the classroom door. Maggie Vy followed his progress with her falsely debauched-looking eyes and a smile of both encouragement and approval. Sonny did not resent this smile, as he might have other sixthgrade girls’, for Maggie Vy had suffered her daddy’s paddlings at home and well knew their humiliating sting. He smiled back at her. In the hall he set the Coronado Canary cap squarely on his head before marching quicktime to Mr. Medders’ office and telling his secretary that Mr. McKinley had sent him for creating a disturbance.


What sort of disturbance? Mr. Medders said when Sonny was ushered in. What’s with the cap? Take it off.


Sonny said, That’s the disturbance, sir. I kept putting it back on after Mr. McKinley said not to.


Why would you do that?


To keep my head warm?


It’s almost May, Peacock. Take the cap off.


Sonny sat stockstill on his chair. Nosir, he said.


Mr. Medders beheld him mildly, as if Sonny had merely taken a bite of tapioca or changed the station on a radio. Well, he finally said, two or three good swats with Billy Bumbuster will probably knock it off. After which I’ll confiscate your pretty cap until the end of school.


Yessir, Sonny said. But a better punishment would be to make me do lunchroom duty for a couple of weeks – carting trays, wiping tables, scrubbing pots for Mrs. Cavan’s cafeteria crew. That’d last longer and teach me a lesson too.


Mr. Medders did not understand Sonny’s preference for two weeks of kitchen labor over a couple of rapid swats, but he saw it as a way to satisfy young Peacock while providing Mrs. Cavan and her overworked lunchroom staff a willing drudge. Sonny did not want Jenniel to know about the yellow cap, and Mr. Medders did not want to inform her of Sonny’s misbehavior because that could undermine his planned technical violation of federal and state child-labor laws.


Deal, he said. And he shook hands with Sonny, who scarcely came up to his hip but who kept his yellow cap on even as they shook.


Uncle Rory had to stop eating dogs, Sonny figured. Sooner or later he’d kill, clean, and broil somebody’s darling, like Craig Baldwell’s bluetick Josiah or Dot Ward’s cocker Wiggles. Then somebody with a keen suspicion and an oiled shotgun would go prowling for, and blow the head off, the culprit. On the other hand, Rory refused to eat fish and had too much pride to scrape the vegetable tins that wound up relatively fresh in Van Luna’s landfill.


Mrs. Cavan, said Sonny on his first day working, if I do a good job for you can I carry some leftovers home?


Pudgy and florid, Mrs. Cavan ruled her lunchroom domain in a hairnet and a stretched-taut apron that on her ample figure resembled a bib with a mudflap. She seldom denied seconds to anyone, uttered a scolding word, or shirked her own turns at oven cleaning or pot scouring. The two other women who worked with and for her regarded her a virtual saint of the scullery; they saved their disagreements and backbiting for their off hours. Students in the lunchroom frequently heard Mrs. Cavan whistling Ragtime Cowboy Joe or Pistol Packin Mama, the vibrato of her whistle bumbling in her cooking pots like a distraught hornet.


You and your mama come on hard times? she asked.


No mam, not exactly, but we’ve got a neighbor who’s out of work.


Mrs. Cavan patted Sonny’s shoulders with her floury hands and kissed him drily on the forehead. Law sez nuthin not eaten on the premises goes home, but the law’s full of it. You’re a kindly Christian boy who can bet your big toe I’m not about to let no neighbor of yours starve.


She didn’t either. Sonny worked two weeks for Mrs. Cavan, primarily washing dishes and hauling trash, and at the end of each session – before shooing Sonny back to the classroom – she handed him a plastic bucket, quartered with plastic dividers, containing meat, vegetables, bread, and dessert for his jobless neighbor. After school Sonny would swing by the kitchen, long since abandoned by its workers, rescue this bucket from the doubledoored refrigerator, and hang it from his handlebars for a quick jaunt out to the dump. On these rides, he inevitably wore his Coronado Canary ballcap as he slid through the shadow of the town’s grain elevator and jounced over the brain-jogging ridges of the railroad tracks.


Rory accepted these buckets with amused rather than abashed eyes. He liked the fact that Sonny had taken on a daily labor beyond his regular homework; he liked the devotion behind this labor. He did not like playing the helpless beneficiary and told Sonny that he could not remain forever as a vagrant crazy man in a homemade shack on an eroding sandbar in a bend of the Arkansas south of Van Luna’s dump.


So eight days into his voluntary servitude Sonny said, Whaddaya plan to do?


Rory said, Still gotta figger that out.


The two Peacocks sat next to each other on a twisted bench of driftwood as Rory gorged himself on handsful of dumplings and beans from Mrs. Cavan’s – no, Sonny’s – charity bucket. (At least, thought Sonny, he’s stopped eating strays.) The coming weekend would pose a supply problem though and Rory might lapse as he had last Saturday.


Friday was Sonny’s last day of punishment, Mr. Medders reminded him just before the first bell. Mr. Medders would not allow him to continue in thrall to Mrs. Cavan’s crew even if he stuck his ballcap to his head with a gallon of Elmer’s Glue and a thousand surgical stitches. Given such defiance, he would suspend Sonny from school and see if he and Mr. McKinley could concoct a semilegitimate scheme to deny him promotion to junior high.


These threats convinced Sonny to pocket his cap again. One bright aspect of the situation lay in Mrs. Cavan’s willingness to prepare a daily charity bucket for the Peacocks’ neighbor as long as that neighbor needed help and whether or not Sonny went on pulling scullery duty.


That Friday afternoon Sonny picked up Rory’s bucket and freed his Schwinn from the fitted-pipe bicycle rack in front of the school. As he started to mount, Maggie Vy tapped him on the shoulder and asked him what’d happened to his pretty yellow cap. Her frank expression and her puzzled tone told him that she intended no taunt.


Your daddy sez he’ll suspend me if I wear it.


Even outdoors?


Sonny reddened. A principal’s authority did not extend to dictating student clothing away from the classroom, did it? He rummaged his notebook out of his saddlebag and his cap out of the notebook, and fitted the cap to his head. He had the sense that its felt crown had suffered some denting, and its bill was cocked noticeably to one side. Maggie Vy smiled, but with more goodwill than sarcasm.


Yellow’s my favorite. You look … sporty.


Sporty, Sonny thought. Sporty. Before he could flush any redder or withdraw his hand, Maggie, gripping his wrist, shook sunflower seeds into his palm from a cellophane packet. When he clasped his fingers over the striated grains, they clicked against one another faintly.


Energy for your trip, Maggie Vy said. Sunflower energy.


Sonny put a seed between his teeth.


What happened to your thumb? Maggie Vy said.


Burnt it. It’s okay.


Maggie Vy kissed the tip of her index finger, then touched that tip to Sonny’s thumb.


His thumb tingled. He could hardly move.


Maggie Vy said, You should ride by later to see if I’m on the porch with Cynthia or Irene.


And do what? thought Sonny, cracking the seed. A wheelie? A curbjump? Wave from the street? Make myself look like a lovesick pup? He cracked another couple of seeds, discreetly but manfully spitting the shells to one side, then funneled the rest of the grains into his shirtpocket.


Maggie Vy hailed her friend Darla Westfall at the crosswalk and slipped away before Sonny could reply. So he had plenty to think about pedaling to deliver Rory’s dinner and then sitting beside him as Rory chewed gamely away at a slice of fried liver and several rubbery stalks of broccoli. One of his thoughts centered on the forest of sunflowers across the jeepruts from the dump and so by association on the seeds that Maggie Vy had given him. While Rory ate, he cast these seeds about the perimeter of Rory’s house. Then he rinsed the bucket in the river, told Rory goodbye, and pedaled across the road to pull four or five of the virile shaggy sunflowers.


These tall flowers, with their brown clockfaces and their lionlike manes, did not lend themselves to comfortable bicycle transport, but Sonny managed to struggle with them all the way back to town without capsizing. To his own huge surprise, in less than ten minutes he found himself at the curb in front of the Medderses’ house. Maggie Vy did not occupy the glider on the porch, but he could hear someone plunking out Heart and Soul on the piano beyond the open window behind the glider. He listened to this piece in a trance, as if it were as sublime as any Puccini aria, starting from it only when Joel Medders himself hitched around the corner dragging a gardenhose the color of balogna. Catching sight of Sonny, Mr. Medders paused and squinted hard.


Sporty hat, he said.


That’s what Maggie Vy said, Sonny said. Here. These’re for her.


He cast down from his handlebars the sunflower stalks he’d ridden into town from the dump. Then he pumped off recklessly down the street with Heart and Soul and a thunderstorm of blood hammering in his ears.


Uprooted sunflowers! Mr. Medders shouted after him. Classy gift, Peacock! She’ll be swept off her feet!


Some of the seeds that Maggie Vy had given Sonny sprouted and came up around Rory’s sandbar-rooted hovel. They grew fast and tall. By July they had attained Sonny’s height at least, with a few of those ornamenting the house only a head or two shorter than Rory. Sonny thought them as graceful as rain and more cheerful than a parley of chipmunks. In even the softest breeze they rustled and flashed.


Surprising Jenniel, Sonny had planted a stand of sunflowers behind their house on Franklin Street. Also a small garden of carrots, squash, cabbages, sweetpeas.


The sunflowers he liked for their own sakes, but he grew the vegetables out of an inchoate notion (now that school had ended and Mrs. Cavan’s catering group had gone on break until September) that he might pick a few to help feed Rory. The impracticality of this scheme dawned on him relatively early though, and well before June Rory had taken steps to see to his own provisioning and upkeep.


I’ve paid my debt, he told Sonny a week before summer. And it’s foolish for a grown man to hide himself in a stinkin dump on the outskirts of happiness.


Whaddaya gonna do? said Sonny: his favorite question.


Waitnsee, Sonnyman. Waitnsee.


Rory ventured into the onsite construction business, using thrownaway materials – discards of all kinds – and his own wit to build a fence around the entranceway to the landfill and a manager’s booth just inside the armlike gate. Then he used a sandfilled drum to roll out a series of flats deeper into the landfill – runs, he called them – and built a stockade of barbed wire, chickenwire, and brambles around these runs. He did most of this work – saving back the installation of his gate until last – in the final week of May, and at no point in this flurry of earthmoving and building did he try to cloak his activities from the bewildered Van Lunans who came out to the dump to strew their garbage or to shoot rats. By now Sonny understood that Rory wanted the townspeople to see him, and to wonder, and to report his weird doings to either Mayor Goodroe or Police Chief Loyal. The placement of the railroad-style lever-arm across the dump’s entranceway, a task to which Sonny had lent his aid, guaranteed a run-in with city authorities, for it appeared to deny taxpaying citizens, with trash to unload or rats to shoot, their inalienable rights to do such things.


Go home, Rory told Sonny when the gate was set. Go home and watch Flash Gordon.


Why?


Cuz I don’t want you here when the dung comes flyin off the fan. Rory smiled. Merrily merrily.


Although he pretended to, Sonny did not go home. He could not watch Flash Gordon if he wanted to. He had already watched chapters of these serials so religiously on their afternoon broadcasts from Wichita that, during a crucial head-to-head between Flash and Ming, the Peacocks’ Motorola had burned out a tube and shed an acrid stream of sawdust through a pencilsized hole in the console bottom. Besides, the coming set-to between Rory and whoever came out to challenge his improvements to the dump would illuminate the Flash-vs.-Ming showdown as the dopey makebelieve crisis it actually was. So Sonny pretended to go home, but biked left just shy of the railroad tracks, hid his Schwinn in a waste of sorrel and curled dock, and sneaked back along the riverbank until he could climb a mound of tires and peer down on Rory standing arms akimbo next to the guardbox he had erected inside the gate.


It took an hour – Sonny sweated through his shirt and got tire-black on his palms and kneecaps – but at last Chief Loyal arrived. Rory lifted the arm for his patrolcar as perkily as a cadet saluting a colonel.


Hell’re you doin here? Loyal climbed out and slammed his door. How long you been back?


I never left. Let me show you some stuff.


Before he could protest, Rory led Chief Loyal from the gate to the entranceway fence to the odd stockade so near Sonny’s perch among the tires that, in spite of all the other stinks, Sonny caught a whiff of the chief’s aftershave. He prayed not to sneeze or nudge a tire off the mound. He noted that it was less animal force than animal magnetism – Rory’s personality – that pulled Chief Loyal about the dump and kept his firearm in its holster.


This dump needs a keeper, Rory said. A caretaker.


Peacock, I –


Folks tote in crap they ought not to. Rake n plow heads. Ol medicine. Busted frigerators. Even brokedown jalopies that ought to go to junkyards. A keeper could watch out for that and make this place last a long time thout stretchin it down the river like a runnin eyesore.


Loyal said, Peacock, we’ve never –


And whoever took the job could double up as animal-control officer. The town aint got one right now.


We’ve never had one, Chief Loyal said. Nobody pens their dog here. Folks live here so they won’t have to.


No, Rory said. They just don’t know no better. See these runs. Strays and runaways – dogs, cats, even ferrets if folks start pettifyin em – would git held here till their time ran out or their owners anted up a fine.


Hold on.


Runamoks’re dangerous. They can bite, or topple trashcans, or dash in front of traffic, or turn rabid. Community health’s at stake. Mebbe even community dignity.


Lissen to the jailbird sing of dignity.


I stand free and sing free, Rory said. I’ve paid my dues. Now I want to row my own boat, merrily merrily. I’ve showed you how I can so that all of Van Luna can prosper along with me. Don’t be a stick-in-the-mud grudger, Tony.


Loyal crossed his arms and surveyed all that Rory had done to bring a modicum of order to a facility whose root rationale embodied the opposite of order. His right hand rubbed his left collarbone and his sunburned throat.


You’d do all this for free?


Like hell, Rory said mildly. I’d want a salary – say forty bucks a week. And the right to come into town proper thout any hassle, like any other loony Van Lunan. Ha!


Forty a week? A hunnerd-sixty a month?


A peon’s wages, Tony. Think of all the jobs I’m gonna do. And how I’ll always be on call.


Chief Loyal massaged his neck again. Guess I could take it to the city council. Might solve a few problems for me. He knuckled Rory almost affectionately on the arm, and after a slow stroll back up to the guardbox piled into his cruiser. He promised – this was faintly audible to Sonny – to propose Rory’s hiring to Mayor Goodroe tomorrow. Then he drove away.


Sonny popped up and threw three quick punches at the sun. Hip hip hooray! he cried. Hip hip hooray! Hip hip – A tire slipped out from under him, and he and the tire bumped down the pile like basketballs down a bleacher tier.


School dismissed for the summer, and when the city council accepted Chief Loyal’s recommendation to hire Rory H. Peacock as landfill caretaker and animal-control officer, Jenniel learned from the Van Luna Vanguard that her brother-in-law had either returned to town or resurfaced after a long period of hiding out. She said nothing to Sonny, refusing to believe – despite his many outings to the dump and his crazy fascination with Rory – that he knew anything about this event. The news in the paper enraged her though. Rory had seduced Cullison into crime, wounded an innocent man, and, by laying the blame on Cullison, stolen from her a beloved husband and from Sonny a gallant if sometimes foolish daddy. Now he jumped up – where was justice? – as a new city employee. Damn him.
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