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Author’s Note

This book is a work of fiction. All of the characters, incidents, and dialogue, except for incidental references to public figures, are imaginary and are not intended to refer to any persons, living or dead. Though Cage’s Bend is a real road where my family has lived for seven generations, the Cage family of the book bears no resemblance to the settlers, long departed, who left their name upon the place.


A man who has not passed through the inferno of his passions has never over-come them. They then dwell in the house next door, and at any moment a flame may dart out and set fire to his own house. Whenever we give up, leave behind and forget too much, there is always the danger that the things we have neglected will return with added force.

—C. G. JUNG,
   Memories, Dreams and Reflections

Dad is sad

very, very sad.

He had a bad day.

What a day Dad had!

—DR. SEUSS,
Hop on Pop


Victory

1977

Eighty of us crowded behind a chalk line in the shade of huge evergreen oaks draped with a few dying wisps of Spanish moss. In a jumble of uniform colors—powder blue, puke yellow, rising-sun red, Orange Crush—all of us wore old-style basketball tops and bottoms, except for two runners from a New Orleans day school who looked girlish in green ultralight nylon minishorts. I overheard the starter tell the line judge, “Most of ’em white boys look like they come out of a concentration camp.” The line judge laughed. A strong wind kept gusting off the lake and the damp air felt colder than the forty-four degrees on Father Callicot’s key-chain thermometer. Short, balding, wearing a goatee, thin mustache, and a black suit with a clergy dog collar, Callicot stood on the line smiling like an evangelist at the six of us with Episcopal Knights in scroll across our gold jerseys. He put the thermometer in his pocket and placed his hand on my shoulder. “You’re the next state champ. I don’t need to tell you a thing.”

“Gee, thanks.” I rolled my eyes and stared down the fairway toward the lake.

“Circle up,” Callicot said, and we formed a wheel, holding our right arms to the center and stacking our hands on top of the coach’s. “Our Father, let us run like the wind ahead of this pack of heathens from across the state of Louisiana.”

“Amen,” the other Knights said automatically as I shouted, “Hallelujah! Running for the Lord!” Everyone laughed except for Father Callicot. We broke the circle and the team formed two lines behind me and my brother Nick.

I smiled at Nick. “Don’t let that coon ass from Point Coupe outkick you today.”

Nick hated these moments before a race. At home, sitting on the roof of our house, he’d prayed it would storm, but the afternoon sky was clear except for columns of smoke rising over the river from the Exxon refinery. Nick said without conviction, “He’s going to eat my dust.”

I just held my fists out in front of me at the edge of the line.

“Runners on your mark.” The starter raised the gun over his head. A handful of students and parents yelled from the sidelines and then there was silence. 

I’m going to win. I’m going to go faster than ever before. I’m going to push through the pain. I’m going to win.

Nick looked queasy. His hands trembled. I gave him a fierce look and whispered, “You can take him.”

“Set.”

Pikh! Lost in the wind: the firing of the blank, the muted cheers of the spectators. Barefoot, Ford led three other black runners from cane plantations to the head of the pack, which funneled from the chalk line into a narrow stream along the center of the fairway. 

After the first quarter mile, on the rise of a tee, Ford and I were out front, running side by side. 

I glanced back. Nick was twenty runners behind.

“Think you can beat me today, Ford?” I said his name like he did—Fode.

“Beat you here last year.” Ford’s head bobbed up and down, almost touching my shoulder. 

“You’re natur’ly more powerful than us. That’s what I heard.” I kept my voice from sounding too winded.

“Tell me sompin new.”

“No way any white boy could run barefoot.”

“Too much shag carpet.”

“And you’ve got a big dick and an extra tendon in your leg.”

Ford looked up and grinned. “Yo’ mama knows about one of them things.”

“The dick or the tendon?”

“The tendon.” Ford laughed, breaking his smooth stride.

I accelerated a yard ahead before Ford realized I was pulling away. 

Nick was back there watching me gradually shrink into the distance. Nick trained harder than anyone in the state, while I showed up hungover Saturday mornings and kicked his butt. Outclassed by big brother, who knew you so well, even what you were thinking.

At the half-mile mark Father Callicot squawked in his high voice, “Right on time!”

Rounding a corner coming out of magnolia trees, I looked over my shoulder and I was ten yards ahead of Ford and twenty ahead of the pack. Nick was idly picking off the competition, composing a poem for the school mag: 

Hemmed by runners on every side,

Pain ingrained on every face,

I hurt more with every stride,

I must increase the pace.

Breaux, the tall Cajun from Point Coupe, was loping along behind Nick, using him to break the icy headwind off the lake. Nick had never beaten the Cajun, though the last three races he’d been within seconds. Nick lacked the killer instinct—he didn’t believe he could beat him and therefore he didn’t.

I led the first lap around the golf course with nobody pushing me. Ford was my only competition and I’d broken his spirit by beating him the last five races of the season. There was no one left but the clock.

By the third lap the pain had set in for even the strongest. This was the pain Nick dreaded from the night before. This was much worse than the pain of practice which Nick dreaded through every school day during fall cross-country and spring track season. Nick wanted to turn down the pain, slacken off just enough to secure fourth place, and ride out the last five minutes of agony. Nick distracted himself from the pain by reciting his poems. I burned it like gasoline, turned it into rage.

Father Callicot yelled my time at the two-and-a-half-mile mark. Dad was dressed just like Callicot. Mom wore a plaid wool coat. Little Harper had on my letter jacket, which hung to his knees and hid his hands in the sleeves. Dad cupped his hands, yelled, “You’re breaking the record!” My girlfriend, Robin, was hopping up and down in her cheerleader getup.

Long rolling strides glided me along the fairway. A half minute back Nick and Breaux were crossing the creek. Ford had gained a yard, so I turned, fixed my eyes on the fluttering plastic ribbons of the chute, and switched into overdrive. The kick was the consummation of the pain, a purity beyond thought. I gave a rebel yell and leaned forward, my mind filled by an imaginary sheet of liquid flame racing before me across the grass. The tape broke across my chest, the judge shouted a new state record, and I raised my arm in the Black Power salute like the brothers who lost their medals in the ’68 Mexico City Olympics, then careened through the chute, tripped, and almost knocked down one of the cane poles at the end. I picked myself up, turned around.

Ford was decelerating down the chute, hadn’t even bothered to kick. Smiling as he reached me, I stuck out my palm for a soul slap but he looked away and jogged off toward a couple of black coaches from Ascension. 

I limped along the edge of the fairway toward the long string of runners. Nick and Breaux were shoulder-to-shoulder coming down the homestretch. Nick was drowning in the pain of his lungs and arms and legs all shrieking, begging him to slow down. Breaux broke away, doubled the length of his stride, gained a yard. 

“Kick, Nick! Kick! Kick! Kick!” I shouted, sprinting toward him, just out of bounds. “You can take him! Take him! Kick!”

Nick screamed a lame-ass version of my rebel yell and pulled even with Breaux, who was wavering, flapping his arms like broken wings, while Nick’s were pumping smoothly like pistons. Both their faces were twisted, their tortured breathing audible across the fairway. 

“You’ve got him, Nick.” I was running flat out trying to stay with him. 

Neck and neck, twenty yards from the chute with Breaux not slowing, Nick’s pain fused into a sense of inevitable defeat. He just couldn’t outkick Breaux. He never could. Black spots floated before him in the gray air. He felt faint. My voice was hoarse from shouting. “You can take him, dammit! Don’t give up!”

“Go, Nick!” Mom yelled from the finish line.

“Come on, son!” Dad yelled.

“Go, dammit, go!” Little Harper squealed, and Mom did a shocked double take.

Nick heard the cheering as from a long distance and forced his knees higher. The black spots bloomed bigger, obscuring the mouth of the chute. We were all out of focus. He heard me yell, “Breaux’s fading. Now, brother! Now!” Suddenly believing he could take him, clawing deeper than ever before into the primal instinct, Nick broke through the pain and edged past Breaux into the chute. His momentum carried him a few feet more, then he nearly tumbled but caught himself and moved along like a blind drunk. I grabbed him before he fell coming out of the chute.

“I took him out!” Nick gasped.

“Yeah. You dusted him.” I slapped him on the back. “I been telling you all season you could beat him.” I opened my hand wide the way Dad used to when we were tiny, and said, the way he used to, “Put ’er there, pal.” Nick smiled and clasped my hand.

Coach Callicot scurried over to congratulate us, and Nick, copying me as usual, said, “Thanks be to Jesus.”

Breaux passed us, heading for an underfed, bony-faced girl with puffed-up blonde hair, and I called out, “Hey, coon-ass boy, best you get used to staring at the back of Nick’s jersey.”

“Fuck you, rich boys. Wait for track season.” Breaux’s chest was all bowed up.

“Hell, we ain’t rich,” Nick, the diplomat, said. “Just go to a rich school’s all.”

“That’s right, Breaux. We’re all bros,” I called out.

“Bonjour, Monsieur Breaux,” Dad said, coming up from the side. He was as tall and slender as the muscular Cajun runner whom he patted on the back. In the twenty-five years since he was a quarter-miler at Sewanee, he had run five miles at first light while saying his daily prayers. 

Breaux’s chest fell and he humbly shook Dad’s hand. “Bonjour, Père Rutledge.”

“Coon-ass Catholics have an inbred respect for clergy,” I whispered to Nick as Dad inquired after Breaux’s family, and I suddenly felt bad about being mean.

“My boys.” Mom, a foot shorter and ten years younger than Dad, bobbed up and down, beaming like a lighthouse. “My champions. Where are your warm-ups? You’ll get pneumonia.”

The other runners were crowding through the chute. 

“Come on, Nick, let’s go congratulate the losers. I’m going to miss Ford.”

“Shouldn’t you wait for your warm-ups?”

“Robin’ll bring ’em, Mom,” I said over my shoulder, placing my arm around Nick’s back. “It’s going to be just you and Breaux next year. You saw you can beat him today. Don’t ever let him beat you again. Drive him down. That’s what I did to Fode. Hell, his kick used to be twice as fast. I just beat the spirit out of him.”

“The Machiavellian approach.” Rubbing his arms, Nick shivered and looked around for Robin. “Where’s your girlfriend? I’m freezing to death.”

After a race I never felt the cold. “You’re my wingman, Nick. Couldn’t have a better wingman.”

“I’ve got a better one.” Nick looked straight at me. “I got the best wingman in Baton Rouge.”

1989

Cage

I struggle not to see, not to hear, to hold on to the vision which melts away into red darkness. Then I open my eyes. Black water slowly swallows the sun. The beach is bathed in faint pink light and the ocean breeze combs the tall sea grass like invisible fingers through thick fur. I’m not sure how long I’ve been dreaming on this dune. Waves roll in endlessly, rushing back and rolling in again. Silently I pray, Where are you, Nick? Are you with me? Don’t abandon me now out here on the edge of night. I’m not the boy I used to be. Can you forgive me? A falling star streaks across the paling sky. I tell him, “Little Harper’s coming tomorrow, but he’s all grown-up now. Bigger than you and me. He’s the only one of us who’s as big as Dad.”

“Harper?” a soft voice whispers in the wind. “Who’s Harper?”

I turn and watch as her hair darkens, the lines across her forehead disappear, and the flesh beneath her chin draws taut until she’s the age when she brought me into this world.

“Cage, do you hear me?” the girl asks, smiling like she’s about to burst out laughing.

I realize that she is the girl who gave me the acid and I cast around my head for her name. “Do you hear me?”

She laughs. “Where were you?”

“Tripping,” I say.

“No shit, Sherlock. You were gone.”

“Time tripping.” It’s too difficult to explain. “Did I tell you you look like my mother? She’s very beautiful.”

“That’s a line.”

“That’s the gospel truth. Same raven hair and angelic face. Just like my mama in the full bloom of youth.”

“There is something very, very wrong with you.”

“And you are very, very intuitive. Where are you in school again?”

“Sarah Lawrence.”

“I forgot. I’m very, very impressed.”

“Let’s go.” She lifts a half-empty bottle of Rolling Rock, stands up, and reaches her hand down to me. “We’re out.”

“I like your spirit.” I rise and brush the sand from my pants, then brush off her small, flat ass. She laughs and pushes my hand away. I pick her up by the waist and she tilts forward, kicking her feet and giggling as I carry her over the dune. “Were you ever a cheerleader?”

“Hell, no.” She twists free.

“I dated a cheerleader in high school. A homecoming queen. I was just thinking of those provocative uniforms. Imagine dressing up the prettiest girls in tight sweaters and tiny miniskirts and having them jump up and down, bouncing their boobs and flashing their crotches at all the middle-aged dads in the crowd. It’s perverse.”

“Are all southern boys as crazy as you?” she asks, smiling.

I stop walking. “What do you think?”

“I hope not.”


Harper

In late May after my freshman year at Tulane, I leave the South for the first time. I’m worn-out from exams and partying but too excited to sleep, since I’ve never been so far north and never been to an East Coast resort island. I’m nervous about going someplace full of rich Yankees who might take me for a hick but I’m also thrilled to spend time with Cage. It’s just like him to get me a cool summer job. He’s ten years older and has always been the ideal big brother. On the long flight from New Orleans to Boston, I remember times he took me fishing and hunting and how when I was in high school he would come to Baton Rouge nine hours from Vanderbilt in his ancient Oldsmobile just to cheer me on during championship meets, the way he would run along the field beside me, urging me to run faster. And I did. Broke the freshman half-mile record when he was driving me on. Cage is a very cool brother.

Indirectly Cage was responsible for my first sexual experience. When I was fourteen, I met him over Mardi Gras in Pensacola, where we stayed in a house with some of his college friends. We were deep-sea fishing on his friend’s boat. One night a girl named Katy took me to a bar and we shot tequila. She had long curly hair and huge breasts and a really sweet smile and I could hardly believe it when she started kissing me at the bar after last call. We got in her car and she stuck her hand down my pants, the first time a girl had touched me there. I gathered up courage and unzipped her jeans and in a matter of seconds I was looking right at that object of long speculation. I’d only seen them in magazines. I didn’t know what to do, so I started lapping it, my head bobbing up and down like a puppy. Suddenly she came to her senses and pushed me away. She hardly said a word to me for the rest of the week. Remembering Katy always makes me wince with humiliation and lust.

I was never close to my other brother, Nick, who was eleven months younger than Cage. He was always nice to me but we never did much together. He thought of me as his annoying little brother, a pest, not as a comrade. Nick was in grad school at Berkeley. He wanted to be an ecologist. In July it will be two years since his car crash on the Golden Gate Bridge late at night. A drunk nailed him head-on in the wrong lane. They both died. I wanted to sue the guy’s insurance company but Mom and Dad said, We’re not that kind of people. No one should profit from this tragedy. I had just turned seventeen. Mom and Dad were out of town on a spiritual retreat and Cage was the one who found out first. He went out and got Nick’s ashes. He told me that the reports said Nick was over the limit, too, though it obviously wasn’t his fault. Still, we never told Mom or Pop. 

Nick crashed two months after my parents moved from Baton Rouge to Memphis, where Dad was consecrated the Episcopal bishop of Tennessee. It was the last move after six different cities. Dad’s first church was a tiny one in Thebes, the farming town outside Nashville where Mom comes from. Cage was born there. Nick came along when Dad was a chaplain at Georgia Tech in Atlanta. Then the family moved back to Tennessee, Knoxville, and I was born in Bristol. We moved to Roanoke, Virginia, before I could walk and then to a big church in Baton Rouge a few years later. Mama told me that Nick, who’d been alienated in Roanoke, came out of his shell and became as popular as Cage. Nick surpassed him academically, though he never beat Cage running. They were competitive and they were as close as two brothers could be. Nick quietly looked up to fast-talking, quick-witted Cage. To Nick, Cage was a romantic hero. 

Nick’s death sent Mom into a tailspin. Except for attending the small early Sunday morning service, she dropped out of all the church activities. She dropped all her charitable work. She dropped the workshops she did in inner-city schools for the botanical garden, giving children their first opportunity to grow a plant. One by one, she dropped out of everything and spent more and more time in her own garden. I’d stayed on in Baton Rouge as planned to finish my senior year at Louisiana Episcopal, living at my best friend’s home in our old neighborhood, so I didn’t witness much of this, but Dad told me that for a time she was sleeping through the days and gardening at night. Then, after about a year and a half, she reentered society, took up where she left off, and was as active as ever. 

When Nick died, Cage was at Vanderbilt two semesters short of an M.B.A. and a law degree, a tough year-round program. He was making mainly Bs and a few As. The next semester he logged all Cs and at Christmas he announced that he was taking some time off, going to Mexico for a couple of months and then up to Nantucket, where a friend from Sewanee was going to renovate his parents’ house. By the end of the summer a dozen homeowners had asked him if he would shut up their houses and open them up in spring, repairing anything that had been damaged during the winter storms. In late August he was still promising Mom and Dad that he was going back to Vanderbilt for his last semester. Then, when school was about to start, with twelve grand in the bank from Nantucket, Cage flew to Memphis and announced he was on his way to Mexico for the winter to write a novel. Mom and Dad were furious that he would jeopardize his degrees and Mom demanded that he pay them back for some of the school costs instead of heading off to surf and smoke pot. The next day Cage caught the train to New Orleans and spent the night at a hotel in the Quarter, took me out to get drunk on hurricanes before he caught a plane for Cancún. That was the last time I saw him.

The single-engine prop plane from Boston flies through so much rain and fog that I don’t glimpse the ocean until we’re almost to the island. Cage isn’t in the arrivals area. I check the restaurant and then wander outside and stare at the parking lot, which is empty except for an old, rusty Bronco.

“Are you lost?” says a deep bass voice from the doorway behind. Startled, I turn around expecting to see a big black guy.

Cage gives me that wide, winning smile that girls always fall for. I hardly recognize him. The last time, he still resembled the clones at Vanderbilt with their short hair and oxford cloth shirts and pleated khakis. Now he looks like Indiana Jones. He has a deep tan and long, sun-bleached hair. He’s wearing an earring, a leather jacket, faded blue jeans, and suede cowboy boots. He hugs me and claps me on the back. “Welcome to Nantucket.”

“Damn, Cage, you look . . . different.”

“I am.” He winks. “And it looks like you’ve been burning the candle at both ends.”

“Well, I’m just glad school’s out for the summer.” 

“School’s out forever.” Cage strums a couple of chords in the air, then picks up one of my duffel bags and starts for the Bronco. “A girl gave me some acid yesterday. We tripped on the beach. I had some kind of memory vision. You were in it. Just a punk in your St. James uniform standing along the edge of the LSU course with Mom and Dad at the cross-country championship senior year.” Cage talks rapidly, crossing the parking lot with long strides. “I typed it out last night when I was coming down. You should check it out. It’s not bad. I wasn’t tripping any longer, I just had so much energy I couldn’t sleep. I was like Jack Kerouac banging along on my old Royal. You know what Capote said about Kerouac? That’s not writing. It’s typing.” Cage laughs and runs his hand through his hair.

“Remember the first time I did shrooms?” I say, trying to connect. “We were hiking in the Smokies. I was fifteen. Nick was worried I would trip first with the kid who’d transferred to Episcopal from L.A., Buzz Vanderpost, and freak out, so we decided to do them together. At the last moment you changed your mind. You didn’t ever want me to trip. And you and Nick started fighting by the campfire. I was afraid one of you was going to get burned.”

“In the end we gave you such a small dose you didn’t get off.” Cage snorts, lifting the rear door of the truck open. He throws the duffel in the back, walks around to the driver side. “That was back when we suffered from the romantic delusion that psychedelics could reveal inner truth. And we listened to rock lyrics like they were poetry. Imagine looking for truth from a drug-addled pop singer.” Cage climbs in the car and rests his head on the steering wheel for a moment, then turns and looks at me, and he has tears sliding down his cheeks. “I miss him, Harper. Two years now and not a single fucking day goes by when I don’t mourn him.”

“Y’all were close.” A miserable little laugh catches in my throat. “Like brothers.” 

“Irish twins.” He starts the car. “That’s what we were—two brothers born within a year.”

The island is still cold in May. Driving from the airport toward town, we pass heath moors and cranberry bogs. The Algonquin Indians, Cage says, believed the island was made by Mashop, a mythical giant so large he could only sleep comfortably along the shore of Cape Cod. One night, restless and irritable from sand in his moccasins, he kicked one of them off. It landed not so far offshore and became Martha’s Vineyard. Later in the night he kicked the other moccasin harder and it formed Natockete, “the far-off place.”

The town’s deserted, so we park right in front of a seafood place on the edge of the harbor. A dark-haired hostess about my age recognizes Cage when we stroll in, her blue eyes lighting up like candles. 

“Charlotte, I want you to meet my little brother, just arrived from Sin City, you know, the Big Easy, Nah Ahlens.” Cage drapes his arm over my shoulder. “He was working as a stripper on Bourbon Street, pulling in more money than a Nantucket plumber. His name’s Harper. He’s kinda shy.”

Charlotte laughs. My cheeks feel hot. I mumble, “Hi.”

“You can call him Long Schlong John. That’s his trade name.”

“Shut up, Cage.” I elbow him in the ribs.

“You in college down there?” Charlotte presses two menus to her chest and leads us to a booth. “What’s your major?”

“I don’t know.”

“Whatcha going to do with that?” She sets the menus on the table.

“Strip, I guess,” I say, sitting down.

“Bring him to our next party.” She smiles at Cage, touching his arm for a second. The moment she’s gone, another waitress, red-haired this time and with an Irish lilt, slams down two glasses of water, puts her hands on her hips, and says, “What happened to you, Cage? I waited three hours at the Chicken Shack.”

Cage just sits there smiling at her until her tight-set mouth breaks into a grin.

“Molly, sweet Molly, my leprechaun Molly, I told you I might get hung up finishing off that job ’fore the owners arrived today. This, by the by, is my little brother, Harper.”

“Fair family resemblance.” She studies him, then me. “You a naughty lad like your brother?”

“He’s not naughty,” Cage answers for me. “He’s nice.”

“Won’t be for long under your evil influence. So what’s your fancy tonight?”

Cage tilts his head and narrows his eyes.

“From the menu.”

As she walks toward the kitchen, Cage says, “You’re in for an exciting summer. A southern accent breaks a lot of north Atlantic ice.”

“Yeah, with you as my wingman, I might—”

For a moment Cage looks as if his eyes are tearing up. He takes a deep breath. His voice sounds far away: “What do you remember most about Nick?”

I stare at the small candle burning in an orange glass on the center of the table. “I try not to think about him but I did on the plane today. He wasn’t outgoing like you. He was serious, quiet, and when he spoke, it made you pause. He was the star of the family. I struggled to make Bs and he was at the top of his class. I was always jealous. What do you remember?”

Molly sets down two mugs of beer, gives Cage a hard look, shaking her head, then walks off without a word.

“The way he used to quote poetry.” Cage takes a big swallow.

“Yeah.” I laugh. “He told me poetry was the best way to get in a girl’s pants. He also said that there’s a special place in hell for guys who use great poetry to seduce innocent girls.” 

“Then that’s where you’ll find Nick,” Cage says.

“Remember that time outside Giamanco’s in Baton Rouge? You said something about Claudia Parlange, remember her? Nick hit you in the face and the next moment y’all were rolling around on the parking lot. Dad whisked Mom and me into the car and drove off. We left you slugging it out. You had to walk home.”

“Brothers will fight. Law of nature. But brothers ought to always back each other up, that’s what Granddad used to tell us. Even over women.” Cage sticks his hand across the table. His grip is strong, a carpenter’s. 

“I’ll stick by you, Cage,” I say finally.

“There was this French guy at Sewanee named Gilles du Chambure. He was a big, handsome rugby player who’d gone to a fancy school in England. He was the most dashing and sophisticated guy any of us southern boys had ever seen. I used to type papers for him.” Cage is telling this to Robert Wirth, a Wall Street guy with a huge house on the beach where Cage is building a new deck. “Every girl fell for Gilles before he even opened his mouth. Then, when they heard the accent, they just about started taking off their clothes in the middle of the pub. I used to take him rock climbing and he was about the best friend I had. After college I’d get an occasional postcard from London and then Hong Kong. He was that kind of guy.”

Smiling and nodding, Wirth opens another bottle of beer. Cage shoots his empty bottle across the deck into a trash can and takes the fresh one.

“So, summer after my second year in law school, Nick gets us both jobs with the forest service in Montana. We’re out cutting trails and fire lines. There’s one pretty girl at the headquarters named Caroline whom I’m flirting with every time we’re in Missoula, and she’s promising to catch a supply truck to our camp when she gets a week break toward the end of the summer. I’m marking off the days on a calendar like a prisoner.” Cage shakes his head. “The idea of her arrival is the only thing that keeps me going through August. You know, it’s a funny thing what deprivation will do. A girl who’d hardly turn your head on Nantucket starts to look like a goddess out in the mountains.”

“I hear you.” Wirth laughs.

“About two days before she’s coming, I twist my ankle so badly I can’t walk. I just sit in a camp chair and read and dream about Caroline.” Cage stretches out on his back along a large wooden table. “The night before she’s due I can’t sleep, so the next day I’m napping when she calls out my name and I look up and she’s standing there in the door of the tent, a vision of beauty.” Cage lifts his neck and visors his forehead with one hand like he’s peering through into glare. “‘Come here, Caroline, and give me a hug. I can’t stand up.’” He props himself up on one elbow. “‘God, you’re a sight for sore eyes.’ She comes over and kneels by my cot and gives me a hug. I’m thinking, Hallelujah, praise the Lord, the two-backed beast will be sleeping in this tent tonight. Then I look over her shoulder and who do I see standing in the doorway of the tent with a big, guilty smile on his face?”

Wirth guesses, “Nick?”

“Nah, it was someone I hadn’t seen for years.”

“It was Gilles.” I laugh. “Fucking Gilles du Chambure.”

“Under normal circumstances I would have been jumping off the cot to give Gilles a hug. But all I can manage, knowing that I’ll be awake again, listening to the two-backed beast moaning from a spare tent, is, ‘Oh, hey. Great to see you, um, guy.’”

I look at Cage with unabashed admiration. He’s obviously Mr. Popularity on the island. From the lumber stores to the inner circles, everyone’s charmed by him. And while Wirth spits out a mouthful of beer, laughing at another of Cage’s stories, I think this guy—my big brother—really has it all wired.


The Green of the Garden of Eden

1960

An hour before daylight on an April Sunday, Margaret Madeline Cage Rutledge screamed and jerked her hands against leather restraints. From the time she was too small to remember, the conversation among the women in her clan had led her to believe that this would be the most painful moment in her life, more agony than any man would ever experience. It was worse than she expected. And it was only beginning, though it had been going on for hours. A clock on the wall over the door showed 4:28. Each time she glanced over, the hands seemed to be moving backward. She wished that dawn would end the darkness. She wasn’t sure which was worse, the contractions or Mrs. Hennessey sticking her hand inside her every ten minutes. Two hours and her womb had not dilated even a half inch. She pictured a melon, a tiny hole in the depression where the stem had been. Her womb, woven with bundles of powerful fibers, a perfect egg of muscle, was pulling itself open in infinitesimal fractions, drawing up along the floating plates of the fetus’s soft skull. 

“Where’s the goddamn doctor?” Margaret yelled when the pain seemed about to kill her. It was the first time in her life that she had broken that commandment, and in her mind she was safe because she had deliberately thought it in a lowercase g. The door beneath the clock opened. Wearing nurse whites and hat, Mrs. Hennessey came inside, shut the door softly, crossed the room, took Margaret by the hand, looked at her sternly. “Dr. Trout will be here soon, honey. Now you just try to relax. You’re going to be fine.”

Suddenly Margaret’s womb was still and her eyes flicked to the clock: 4:29. The nurse wiped the sweat off her brow. Breathlessly Margaret whispered, “Please undo these straps.”

“They’re for your own good.” Mrs. Hennessey reminded Margaret of her mean-spirited fourth-grade math teacher.

“Beg your pardon?” Margaret panted, trying to catch her breath. “I feel strapped to a table in the Spanish Inquisition.”

“You don’t want to scratch yourself or the baby,” Mrs. Hennessey said. “Why, they’ve used restraints at Thebes County General since before I started.”

“Since Oedipus was king,” Margaret muttered, watching the red second hand sweeping again at normal speed. Mrs. Hennessey put her thumb and two forefingers on Margaret’s wrist. 

At 4:31 Margaret bellowed. Her uterine muscles were like fingers clawing the edge of a door, straining to open it against an overwhelming force. She screamed from fury as well as pain—the tail of an eight-month-long comet of fury. Margaret had been cross from the moment the doctor confirmed her fear, which was a few weeks after she lost her virginity. A honeymoon baby. Possibly conceived even that first night of their marriage. Margaret was angry because she and Frank had taken precautions. Of course they wanted children. But not nine months after they were married. Margaret had goals. She had just graduated from the University of Tennessee, had done very well, particularly in English. She wanted at least a master’s degree. She wanted to teach literature at a high school or college. Back in her hometown, Margaret was proud of her handsome husband from Memphis, proud to be the rector’s wife. She wanted to become a leader of the women at the new mission church. She wanted to help Frank convert select Methodists and Baptists of Thebes into Episcopalians. She wanted to reach out to the poor and to the oppressed colored community. She wanted to help Frank climb from a congregation of two hundred in her farm town to a parish of thousands in Nashville or Louisville or Atlanta, climb all the way to the bishop of Tennessee. Through the year of their engagement, when it was difficult not to succumb to the great passion, the palpable temptation, Margaret planned the first three years of her coming marriage. She wanted to wait at least that long before devoting herself to raising babies. She shouted, “Where in Christ’s name is Dr. Trout?”

Mrs. Hennessey snapped, “Save your breath, young lady.”

Margaret’s wailing carried fifty feet down a corridor through swinging doors to the waiting room. The Reverend Franklin Malone Rutledge tensed his mouth with each shriek. The loudest made his whole face wince. He sat alone, dressed for the eleven o’clock in a tan poplin suit, black shirt, and white clerical collar. For a heartbeat he did not believe Margaret had taken the Lord’s name in vain. The second time he smiled. She never ceased to amaze him. Her spirit. That temper. He stood up and paced, remembering when he had asked her father for her hand. “Every girl needs a bit of bulldog in her,” her father had said, smiling. “Margaret’s blessed with quite a bit.” As her screaming peaked, Franklin prayed aloud very softly, “Dear Lord, spare her pain, deliver them both safely into my arms. In Christ’s name I pray.” Her screaming stopped and Franklin stopped pacing. He squared his shoulders, stood up straight and tall, three inches over six feet, his posture perfected a decade before on a two-year tour at Fort Knox which had ended with an offer of a scholarship to West Point. He had possessed no hesitation declining, though it meant working his way through UT as a journalism major and then through seminary at Sewanee. 

“Morning, Morgan, Mary Lee.” Franklin’s smile was strained as Margaret’s parents arrived in the waiting room. “It’s going very slowly but she’s doing just fine. Mars has got true grit. That’s what the nurse says. She looks like she ought to know.”

“Mrs. Hennessey knows her business.” His mother-in-law smiled and nodded.

“Where’s Trout?” Morgan asked. “Looking for the hair of the dog that bit his hindquarters last night?”

Look who’s talking, Franklin thought, though in all fairness Morgan Elijah Cage V had been dry for over a year. He turned his palms toward heaven. “The good doctor is AWOL.”

“That old s.o.b. ought to be here by now.” Morgan reached inside his seersucker jacket for a cigar, stuck it in the corner of his mouth. 

“Now, Morgan,” said his wife soothingly. Dressed for church, Mary Lee Drake Cage perched on the edge of a chair with her handbag on her lap. She smiled, thinking, Whatever You in Your wisdom grant us will be a blessing. Oh, but there is nothing sweeter than a little girl. 

Out of the silence came Margaret’s crescendo of screams as if she were being set on fire. 

Mary Lee thought back to 1937, the year that Margaret was born. Soon after, she had come down with the fevers. She pictured the hospital room where she had wasted away for six months in Nashville. She remembered the day everyone thought she was dead. As her daughter screamed, Mary Lee recalled the scene vividly, how she looked down on a woman who was herself. She talked to Margaret silently: I never told anybody this because I didn’t think that they would believe me. I had been through so much. That whole period is a blur but one day I remember. I was hovering high over the doctors and your daddy and grandmother, looking down at them, looking down at myself with the most wonderful feeling of comfort and joy, just this marvelous feeling, and I kept thinking, This is so good and I’ll just go on, and I thought, No, I can’t leave that baby for Mother and for Morgan to take care of. That just wouldn’t be right. I can’t go on. I’ve got to stay here. I’ve got to go back.

Wrenched over and over, her daughter wrestled the pain, tried to fight back at the pain. But the pain kept coming, relentless and vast as a thunderstorm.

In the waiting room Morgan was chewing his cigar and staring out the window at the first pink hues of dawn, occasionally cursing Dr. Trout under his breath. Several times Mary Lee took off her white gloves, then put them right back on. Franklin stood erect, chest high, breathing in slowly as if he could inhale his wife’s agony. 

Daylight filtered in through venetian blinds. Mrs. Hennessey looked down and thought the girl’s eyes now resembled those of a doe dead on the highway. “Margaret.”

With great effort Margaret nodded. 

Mrs. Hennessey wiped her forehead with a warm cloth. “Your cervix is open now. The worst’s over.” 

Margaret smiled weakly. She thought of a lecture on the suspension of disbelief in fiction and decided that this was somehow good advice for childbirth.

“Your labor’s changin’ now, honey. Listen. Mark my words. When you feel the contractions coming, push. Push the baby out.” Mrs. Hennessey cupped Margaret’s chin, helped her sip some water. 

Margaret was bathed in sweat, dozy from Demerol, aware of the pain but no longer caring so much. She felt somehow remote from the sound of her own screams. For a few minutes she drifted pleasantly and without fear or anger in the eye of the storm, outside of time. She didn’t notice a second nurse come in the room. She closed her eyes and coasted down the long tunnel of oaks that led to the house where she was born to images of firelight flickering on cave walls, crude paintings of stick men chasing hairy elephants, then blackness, balmy and serene, a waking dream in which she thought she was floating in her own mother and felt somehow every moment of her past in the present. She thought of the opening of her mother’s womb, her grandmothers’ and great-grandmothers’ . . . and now her own. It was perhaps the only moment in her life when her womb would be wide open. She sank into herself and her deepest emotions, a sensation akin to those long, slow moments after making love to Franklin but deeper, dreamier.

At six o’clock the hurricane hit and furious winds wrenched her body in a hundred directions, tumbled her through space. The whole of her womb contracted downward, and she felt a heavy rushing from her center out to her legs and pushed with the motion. Suddenly Mrs. Hennessey was saying something and holding a baby, smeared in white waxy vernix, with a head of thick sandy hair. A nurse she had never seen before was unfastening the hand restraints. The baby wasn’t crying. Its eyes were wide open, a vivid blue like Franklin’s, darting around alertly. “Would you look at him. He looks like he already knows where he is,” Mrs. Hennessey said. “Take him, Margaret.” Enraptured, Margaret took the baby and held it to her soaked gown.

“Oh, he’s gorgeous,” the young nurse said. “He’s the prettiest baby I think I’ve ever seen.” The two women crowded in close. 

“A boy,” Margaret marveled. “A beautiful boy.”

“What are you going to name him?” the young nurse asked.

Margaret’s voice was strong and clear. “Call my husband.”

“Not until we cut your cord,” Mrs. Hennessey said firmly.

The baby seemed to look at the two nurses in turn.

Then he smiled.

“My Lord,” Mrs. Hennessey said. “I’ve never seen that. They ain’t supposed to smile for at least a month.”

The baby looked at her, then back at his mother. He smiled again.

“He’s something else,” the young nurse said.

Striding down the corridor, Franklin felt hollow, remembering the first time he met his father. When Frank was eight, he came home from school and found a strange, glamorous man eating ice cream with his mother in their living room. The man offered him a bite off his cone. The wild son of a Memphis preacher, he had left Frank’s mother while she was pregnant. The boy never grew close to his father, but he loved his grandfather Rutledge, who came back to Memphis after retiring as the bishop of Panama. He was sad that the old bishop had not lived long enough to meet his great-grandson, though he believed in some broad interpretation of heaven most of the time. 

The sight of the baby bundled in a blanket in his wife’s arms dispelled the gloomy thoughts and he rushed to her side, saying, “What a beautiful Madonna and child.”

“Oh, Frank.” She held out the baby and he took it awkwardly and said, “Aren’t you something.”

“My goodness, he is gorgeous,” Mary Lee said, coming up to the bed. “Look at the way he studies everything. Surely he can’t see very far.”

The baby smiled at her. 

“Why, I declare. I never.”

“Where’s Poppy?” Margaret asked.

“He went out for a stroll.” Her mother laughed. “Toward the end he couldn’t tolerate all your caterwauling.”

Just then her father bustled into the room, stared at the baby, and pronounced, “He favors Frank.”

“He does,” her mother said. “The hair and the eyes.”

Frank thought he smelled bourbon on Morgan’s breath, and prayed silently, Dear Lord, help us keep his troubled soul sober. 

Margaret gazed out the window at the lush St. Augustine grass, a preternatural green after the long, wet winter. “I never remember a spring so green.” 

“Like the garden of Eden,” her mother said.

“That’s it.” Margaret laughed. “All the promise of creation.”

“Green will be his favorite color,” her mother said. “Have you settled on a name?”

Margaret looked at Frank, then said, “Cage Malone Rutledge.” 

“Wayooyayaoah.” Cage moved one hand up and down, conducting an underwater symphony. “Oh . . . oooo.”

“He’s the brightest little baby I’ve ever seen,” Mary Lee said.

“He knows he’s got an audience.” Morgan laughed. “He’s trying to communicate. He’s much older than a baby.”


Cage

Twenty-nine years and two months old, and the clock is ticking. Every year, a year of our lives becomes a smaller fraction—one-twenty-ninth, one-thirtieth, one-thirty-first—and so time seems to accelerate as we grow older. We are racing toward oblivion. Or heaven. I watch the minute hand sweep forward on the cheap wristwatch that Grandfather Cage gave me as a joke on his deathbed. Poppy was a shell of himself, bald and thin, with sunken cheeks and the palest white skin. Pretending he was passing on a great heirloom, he said, I give this to you not so you will be ruled by time, but so you will not spend every moment trying to conquer it. The battle against time only reveals to man his folly and anguish, and victory is an illusion of fools.

Ten o’clock. The Folgers are expecting me across the island with the rest of the lumber. “Let it slide, slide, slide,” I sing to myself. “Baby, let it slide.” I turn off the sander and step back to stare at all thirty-six feet of my 1957 Angelus ketch on blocks in the yard and decide to spend the rest of the morning sanding the hull so that I can prime it this evening. Finishing her by the end of the season is my number one priority now. I’ll have to rig up some lights so that I can work late at night. I’ve got three months to refit every inch. In mid-September I’ll sail down south. I’ll be a Caribbean charter skipper in the winter and a Nantucket boatbuilder in the summer. On my fortieth birthday I’ll single-hand around the world. One must have goals and the American dream is no longer a house and college education for your kids, a safe retirement. The new dream is freedom from drudgery, time to travel. I dream of sailing the seven seas. Rather than conquer time I will run with it. The name of my ketch will never let me forget who I am.


Harper

In mid-June, after I’ve been on the island about a month, I hear Cage is renting out rooms in the homes he’s supposed to be caretaking to kids landing on the island looking for jobs. I haven’t seen Cage for a week. I can never get him on the phone. I catch him only at night at the Chicken Shack. He’s always too distracted by some girl, usually a different one, to talk for long. One day I check the post office and find a card from Mom, who is with Dad at a conference at Canterbury, and a dozen envelopes addressed to Cage from the First Nantucket Bank which appear to be bounced checks. I just leave everything in the box and walk over to the Blakes’ house, where a bunch of guys from Amherst are smoking a joint and looking through the want ads. I tell ’em they ought to move out pronto before the owners arrive and throw them out, which could be any day now. Early the next morning before work I leave my attic room and ride fast through cold fog across the island to Cisco, where Cage is house-sitting a two-story clapboard Victorian with a wide front porch set in front of a grove of scrub oaks. 

Reaching the picket fence, I get off the bike and stand staring in the mist for a long time. The front yard has been transformed into a nautical graveyard. A dozen wooden boats lie wrecked on their sides, stranded on the grass carpet. There are sloops, ketches, yawls. I can’t remember the difference. A couple are almost skeletons, like the rib cages of whales displayed in natural history museums. A few of the hulls are more or less intact, with only a hole or two staved in the rotting sides. Two, sitting up on blocks, appear to be seaworthy. The hull of one has been recently primed and the deck stripped of varnish. On the stern, painted crudely, as if they’re being tried out, are the words Cage’s Bend.

The front door swings open when I knock. The inside smells like a frat house, stale smoke and rancid beer, and the stereo is playing Bob Marley down low. Empty rum bottles, stained glasses, and ashtrays overloaded with cigarette butts clutter the tables. I walk over local newspapers, sandy footprints, boat magazines, granola bar wrappers, turn off the stereo, and open some windows to air out the room.

The silence is broken by a girl’s cry from upstairs and I almost jump out of my skin. She moans on and on. After a minute I walk into the kitchen and fill the kettle and put it on a big gas stove and search for a clean coffee mug. The moans become wild shrieks of ecstasy. I hear Cage’s voice but I can’t make out what he’s saying. I load up a ceramic funnel with a filter and coffee and place it on the mug. Suddenly she stops and it is dead quiet, then the whistle of the kettle startles me again. I pour milk in my coffee to cool it down so I can drink it quickly. A few minutes later, when I hit the bottom of the cup, I walk back to the living room and yell, “Brother!” 

Cage appears at the top of the stairs, pulling on a sweatshirt; he has some kind of sarong tied around his waist. He grins. “Hey, youngblood. Want some coffee?”

“I just had some. I arrived in time for the, uh, yodeling contest.”

“Always put her pleasure first,” Cage says, laughing, bounding down the stairs. “That’s the golden rule.”

I spread my arms out wide, encompassing the mess, my jaw hanging open in total disbelief. “Hurricane Cage?”

“Just a party.” Cage stares back with the same expression. “I’m going to clean it up. Chill out.”

“What’s with the boats?”

“I’m renovating them.” He steps past me. “I’ll have a whole flotilla.”

“Only a couple look like they’ll ever float. Where’d you get them?”

“Beached by a really high tide. Where do you think?”

“The dump?” I follow him into the kitchen, thinking of the girl he left behind upstairs.

“Bingo. The sloop and the ketch I bought for a song.”

“Have you been tripping every day? I think you’re starting to lose touch with reality.”

“You don’t have the vision to see that I’m building a business.”

“Yeah, Commodore Rutledge and his flotilla of ghost ships.”

“Just wait till we sail to the Vineyard.” He puts the filter on the cup I used and pours in tepid water. “You won’t be so negative then.”

“Listen, Cage, you’ve got to get those Amherst assholes out of the Blakes’ house.”

“Why?” He sets the kettle on the stove and lights a roach on the gas burner. “I’m making a thousand a week between the Blakes’ house and the Treadwells’. How do you think I bought the boats?”

“You rented out the Treadwells’ house, too?”

“Yeah, some girls from Sarah Lawrence. One’s upstairs right now.” He holds out the joint.

I shake my head. “It’s dishonest.”

“What they don’t know won’t hurt them.”

“That’s not the point. They’re going to trash the houses. The owners could show up anytime. And even if they don’t see them, they’re going to find out. It’s a small island.”

Cage smiles, putting his hand on my shoulder. “It’s all under control, little bro.”

I shrug his hand off. “When do the owners get here?”

“Not till next week.” He exhales a lungful of smoke and smiles. “Plenty of time.”

“I got to go to work. Let’s have dinner tonight. You gotta get a grip, okay?”

“Sure, Harpo. I’ll come pick you up in ’Sconset at seven.” He sucks in a deep toke and raises his hand. 

At the front door I hear someone and turn around. A pretty, dark-haired girl in a sweatshirt and blue jeans is coming down the stairs barefoot. She smiles and says, “Good morning.”

“Hey.” I turn and almost let the screen door slam behind me but catch it at the last instant.


Cage

I slide the old Bronco into the parking lot at Coffin’s Marine Supply and leap out the door. Power surging from every sinew, I feel like Attila the Hun come to sack imperial cities and raze ancient monuments. Turning the corner, I see Virginia Folger on the sidewalk, holding a sack in one arm and her five-year-old son by the hand. I’m about to backtrack when she sees me.

“Cage.” Her voice is icy. “I waited all morning yesterday for you to show up.”

“Mornin’, Ms. Folger. Hey there, Ben, little man. How y’all?” I amble up to them with the rolling stride of a seaman. I keep grinning until she smiles reluctantly. Ben rushes up to me and I lift him up and spin him giggling around and around. “I am sorry, Virginia, I’m just so busy, opening up all those houses. I’ll be out to finish the deck this afternoon. I promise. I’m going to pick up the lumber this very minute.”

“You’ve broken three appointments this week.” She shifts the groceries to her other arm.

I set the little boy down. “You have my word.”

She mocks my accent. “I do believe you gave me your word the day before yesterday.”

“Captain Cage, when you going to take me fishing?” Ben asks.

“One day soon, when I finish a boat, we’ll go shark fishing.” I wrap my arm around his little waist and hold him upside down. “We’ll go after the god of the great whites.”

“What does God look like?” Ben says when his feet hit the ground.

“Hmm.” I bend down and peer into his little face, big eyes and bangs. “That’s a tough one. Can’t say that I’ve ever seen him. Have you?”

Ben nods, his face serious.

“Really?” I glance up at Virginia, who looks puzzled.

“I think I saw him when he was putting me together,” Ben says.

“You’re going to be a poet, little man.” I laugh.

“What did God look like?” his mother asks.

“A big friendly polar bear,” Ben says with a solemn face.

“I don’t know where he gets these ideas.” Virginia sighs. “But he’s sure had a lot of funny ones since you started taking him fishing.”

“Children are closer to God because they have more recently sprung from the eternal source,” I say. 

Virginia nods uncertainly. “Come on, Ben, we’re going to be late for school. I’ll see you later, Cage.”

“Absolutely.” I ruffle the boy’s sandy hair. “Bye bye, Ben.”

“Catch you later, Captain.”

Inside Coffin’s the plethora of hardware along the walls and shelves, all the colored boxes, is a testament to the ingenuity of man. Since flint was first flaked, man has devised thousands of tools for thousands of purposes. I mean to put many of them to good use on my trip through the vale of tears. I fill a shopping cart with wrenches, vise grips, crowbars and screwdrivers, a power saw, and a package of sanding belts and then order marine paint and lumber to be loaded in the truck.

Bill Tanner glances up from the invoice. “You sure you’re not getting carried away there, Cage?”

“Got a lot of work going on at Slade Cottages.” I feel bad about charging all this to the Slade account but I’ll cover it in time with the rent on the Blake and Treadwell houses because they aren’t due for another two weeks.

“What’s Slade making that wants thirty gallons of marine paint?” Tanner asks.

“That’s for my boats. He owes me for a job and we’re squaring it with paint. Sort of tax-free barter.”

Tanner looks at me for a long second, then punches a calculator and says, “Three thousand four hundred and sixty-three and change.”

“Got to run,” I say, signing the bill. 

“So little time. So much to do?” Tanner smiles.

“Clocks.” I tap the face of my watch. “My grandfather called them the reductio ad absurdum of all human experience.”

“Way down South?” Tanner says.

“Away down South in Dixie.” 

No one is at the Folgers’, which is perfect because I want to finish the job before they return and surprise them. It would take most carpenters eight hours to complete the deck but I’m moving in double time, sawing and nailing with no wasted motion, improvising lyrics to the tune of a John Prine song: “Jesus was a carpenter. The best trim m-a-n along the Jordan River. When Jesus hit the zone, an angelic look upon his face, the crew would begin to moan, ’cause they couldn’t keep the pace.” The last board’s in place by one. I realize I haven’t eaten anything all day but a bowl of Grape-Nuts, so I throw the tools in the truck and stop at Bartlett Farm to buy a carton of lemon pasta and fruit, which I eat in the sunshine sitting on a railroad tie by the front door. I nod and smile at the housewives going into the big greenhouse to shop. The sight of their legs in shorts fills me with longing, so I decide to head into town to Sylvia’s house.

At the junction of Bartlett and the road to town I pause and think of everything I have to do: finish the fence behind the Caldwells’, reshingle the hole in the roof of the Congdons’, hang a door in the Ellises’ cottage, and overhaul the sloop in two weeks so I can sell it and cover all the checks. There are so many checks. A mountain of debt. But surmountable. I haven’t climbed a mountain since the funeral. 

Suddenly I remember my first big hike. I can see Dad’s canvas backpack bobbing in front of me as we climbed up the side of Roan Mountain. I can taste the horseradish and American cheese and white-bread sandwiches that Mom made for us. Twenty years ago. Before we knew what to eat. Where does the time go? Time is a river, flowing into nowhere. So little time, so much to do. I look out the windshield at the wide world. There’s not a cloud in the sky, an infinite expanse of blue nothingness, and the sky’s the limit. I’m about to turn toward town, go hang the Ellises’ door, when I see a black girl hitching the other way and I turn toward Cisco to pick her up.

“Thanks,” she says, climbing in.

“Well, you’re mighty welcome, young wayfarer.”

She giggles.

“Where you going this fine day?”

“Madaket. I missed my ride.” She looks at me and smiles, then looks at the pile of papers on the floor of the truck. “Where are you going?”

“Ah, where are we going, where do we come from—these are the eternal questions that have haunted us from time immemorial. They’ll haunt us until the end of time.”

Her laugh is like a horse whinny. Her hair’s cut close to her head and she’s wearing blue jeans and a loose sweatshirt. A chambermaid, probably studying in Boston to be a biochemist. “That’s funny.”

“As it happens, I’m going near Madaket myself.”

“Great.” She smiles again. “My lucky day. If I don’t make it out there by two I’ll lose my job. My name’s Sarah.”

“Cage.” Driving, I quiz her about herself, twenty questions, and sure enough she’s studying to be a doctor, a serious and heroic young girl, worth an hour out of my way. I tell her that I wanted to be a big businessman, almost got a double L.L.B./M.B.A., but in the end I couldn’t focus on the books and got terrible headaches. Sarah frowns sympathetically. I picture her mother at home in the projects, happy for her daughter to take a working summer in Nantucket, home of the first free blacks in the country. Sarah knows all about Absalom Boston, the black whaling captain. 

“Imagine when you walked down the streets of Nantucket a hundred and fifty years ago.” I become excited by the vision. “It wasn’t a homogeneous sea of white folks back then. It was truly cosmopolitan. Sailors from around the world. Polynesians with tattoos from head to foot. Chinese. Africans. Brits and frogs.”

“I’d have liked to see that,” she says. “There’s the house. Thanks for the ride, Cage. I really enjoyed meeting you.”

“You, too, Sarah. See ya.”

Turning the truck around, I watch her get a mop and a bucket from a van in front of the big beach house. At the junction that leads back to the main road I look at the waves shimmering in the sunshine and decide to take a quick swim before crossing the island to the Ellises’ house.


Learning to Lie

1965

Fountain City, a suburb of Knoxville. A sunny Easter Sunday. A tract of identical ranch homes on barren lawns ringing naked Tennessee hills only fifty years before enshrouded by primeval oak forest. The rectory was distinguished from its duplicates by the front door, which Margaret had painted a deep maroon, and by the lush beds of hydrangeas, lilies, and roses that she had planted along the red-brick walls. In the days before child car seats Margaret, twenty-seven, pretty with waves of thick, dark hair, a wide smile, and a slight gap between her front teeth, pulled a ’60 Ford station wagon into the driveway. The heavy passenger door swung open, pushed by a pair of little legs, and out came Cage, five, followed by Nick, four, both wearing pale blue collarless blazers over white polo shirts and navy shorts, white knee socks, and black and white saddle oxfords. They ran screaming up the concrete sidewalk holding red wicker baskets full of plastic grass and painted eggs. Margaret, unlocking the door, said, “Change your clothes first thing, sweet boys.”

Back in their room the boys peeled off their church clothes, leaving them in a heap, and put on green dungarees, long-sleeved cotton T-shirts, and red sneakers, which Cage had to tie for Nick. In the living room Cage turned on a small black-and-white TV and began to flick the channels slowly, until their mother shouted, not unkindly, from the back of the house, “Turn that off right now and go outside. It’s a beautiful day.” Still in a dark linen skirt and matching top with three big buttons leading up to a flat collar, she came out and stood where the carpet of the living room met the parquet of the dining area to watch through the sliding glass doors her boys running to the swing set.

She turned to the front window. A white Corvair, the two-door coupe Ralph Nader would declare unsafe at any speed, pulled into the driveway behind the wagon. The handsome young rector, whom the women of the church all agreed could pass for that Virginian movie star Gregory Peck, had come from locking up the Church of the Good Shepherd, a new, small A-frame with forty-foot-high triangular windows on both ends, a mission parish in the young suburbs of Knoxville. 

“Jesus loves me, yes I know,” Nick was singing on the swing set while Cage was poking a stick through the chain-link fence, trying to draw the attention of an old Lab that was sleeping in the shade of its doghouse.

“Mama says don’t bother Scout,” Nick said. “The Campbells don’t like it.”

“I’m not bothering it,” Cage said.

“Yes, you are.” Nick leaned forward, swinging up, propelling himself higher.

Cage threw the stick over the fence and it landed a few feet from the old dog, which did not stir. Nick said, “Mama might see you.”

Cage shrugged his shoulders, held an invisible machine gun, and swept the dog’s yard with bullets. “Ch, ch, ch, ch, ch, ch!” 

Margaret watched them through the plate glass. 

“Hello, honey,” Frank said, coming in through the front door. He crossed the carpet and kissed her. “What mischief are they up to now?”

“Just being boys.” She slid an arm around his back. “When girls are born, they know immediately what the universe is all about. Dolls. Babies. But boys . . .”

Outside, Cage was shooting Nick, who lobbed a grenade down from the apogee of the swing.

“. . . just want to destroy everything,” she murmured.

Nick fell out of the swing and lay dead on the grass.

The young priest smiled, wrapping his arm around her. “Like Lord of the Flies?”

“Like the nuclear arms race,” she said.

“I was a child of the Depression. You were a child of world war. They’ll grow up under that shadow.” Frank slid his hand up her side and cupped her breast. “It will work out all right.”

Margaret kissed him deeply and pulled away. “I better start dinner.”

Franklin went to their bedroom and changed into a pair of khakis and a gray sweatshirt. Passing through the kitchen to the backyard, he pinched Margaret’s bottom. Outside, the boys were digging fortifications in the sandbox, manning trenches with green and gray plastic soldiers.

“Hey, Dad,” Cage said.

“Kboo!” Nick made an explosive sound and threw a handful of dirt on the German front line. “Papa!”

“Who’s winning?” Franklin hunkered on his heels at the edge of the sandbox. 

“The Americans.” Cage pointed at a green soldier. “Are there any Germans in Knoxville?”

“Plenty. There are lots of German Americans. They’re our friends.” Franklin tousled Cage’s hair.

“Why didn’t you stay in the army, Daddy?” Cage asked.

“Because that’s no way to live.”

“Did you fight Germans?” Nick picked up a gray soldier.

“No. There was no war when I was in the army, thank God.”

“God doesn’t like war?” Cage asked.

“No, son.” Franklin pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket.

“Why doesn’t God stop war?” Cage asked.

“Because he lets men have free will, son. He lets men do what they want to do.”

“Even if they are bad men?”

“Especially bad men.” Franklin put a cigarette in his mouth but didn’t light it.

“Do you know some bad men?” Nick asked, cuddling up to his father.

“I met some in the army.” Franklin laughed and picked Nick up by the waist and raised him high in the air.

Margaret came out on the porch, an apron over her dress, and called out musically, “Cage and Ni-ick, come to diin-ner!”

Franklin brushed the sand off the boys and followed them into a bathroom off the carport, where they washed their hands and faces before going into the kitchen. He went off to work on his tax return while Margaret served the boys. At the end of the meal she said, “All right, little men, it’s time to take your baths.”

“No, Mama, we took baths before church.” Cage slipped from his chair to the floor. Nick was silent, watching Cage, then his mother, then Cage again.

“Cage, you’re filthy. Of course you have to take a bath.” She called to Frank from the swinging door.

“Not fair! Two baths is not fair.” Cage was stomping on the linoleum, lifting his knees high and dropping his feet down hard, circling the kitchen table. “Not fair!”

Margaret put a hand to her temple, crimped the flesh of her forehead against her nose. Nick frowned and held out his arms. Cage kept stomping around the table. Again Margaret called out, “Frank!” She looked over at Nick, who was still reaching for her with both arms, and smiled at him, lifting the boy from his chair and setting him against her hip.

“Cage Malone,” Frank’s voice boomed. “Control yourself right now.”

Cage stood still and cried out vehemently, “Not fair.”

“Why isn’t it fair?” Franklin brushed Cage’s bangs out of his face.

“I had a bath!” Cage clenched his fists, held them by his pockets like a gunfighter ready to draw.

“That was to look nice in church.” His father smiled. “And then you got dirty again. So you need another bath.”

“It’s not fair.” Cage started to stomp again. 

His father whisked him off the floor by his waist. “Do you want to get spanked?”

Cage stopped struggling. “No.”

“Good.” Franklin set him down. “Get ready for your bath.”

“Let Nick go first.” Cage moved away from his father.

“All right.” Franklin took Nick from his mother and carried him toward the bathroom. Margaret sighed and turned to the kitchen sink. Cage walked quietly through the living room to the carport and on into the little workshop at the back. He crawled up on a stool and gazed at the half-complete homemade balsa wood model of the NASA Gemini capsule which his father was building him for his birthday. Sounds of kids on bicycles drew him down the driveway and out to the street. 

The Magic Hour. When the world changes color. He always wanted to be outside at this time but it was always dinnertime-bathtime-bedtime. The thick bluegrass glowed with a luminous sheen. The air seemed heavy with light. The brick houses looked denser. This was the time when something special could happen, when Peter Pan or Winnie the Pooh or the Wild Things came out to play. The black mountains in the distance rose up from the golden haze like something out of a fairy-tale kingdom. 

Hands in his pockets, Cage walked down Mountain View. In the Grabers’ yard some older kids, arranged like the points of a star, were playing kick the can in the twilight. Nobody noticed him as he watched them for a while and then moved on. He ambled along, humming a song from Captain Kangaroo. The road circled past uniform lawns. Crows flew through the fading light, looking for roosts in the treeless barrens. A car came from behind, slowed, rolled along beside him, a man watching him from the window. “Stranger,” Cage whispered to himself, and cut fast through the Shoptaughs’ yard, around their house, and on up a steep hillside. At the top was a bank of tall trees and huge round bushes circling an old farmhouse. Cage sat down by a bush and looked out at the sky, which was deep red now with bands of black clouds.

Cage knew he was in trouble. In the failing light he tried to think of something to tell his parents so that he wouldn’t get spanked: I went down the driveway to look at a cat and a strange bad man scared me and I ran up to the Heithoffs’ hill and hid. Then he remembered what his father had told him many times: “It’s always best to tell the truth.” He recalled the story of George Washington and the cherry tree. Cage made up his mind and ran down the hill as fast as he could, his legs revolving like windmills.

At the bottom of the hill he heard his father calling him. Coming near Mountain View, he saw lights winking like lightning bugs—the Graber children had joined the search and their flashlights jerked crazily in their hands as they ran back and forth along the street, calling, “Cage! Cage!”

Cage ran toward the tall silhouette of his father, yelling, “Papa! Papa!”

Franklin covered the distance in a few strides and scooped him off the pavement. “Cage. Where were you?”
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