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Praise for TOM DRURY





‘A major figure in American literature, author of a string of novels without a dud in the bunch … Drury gives us the wondrous and engaging stuff of real storytelling.’ NEW YORK TIMES




 





‘The always fresh perspective of this one-of-a-kind writer will have you responding like his character who “laughed with surprise in her heart”.’ KIRKUS REVIEWS




 





‘Drury is a big-time American talent’ JONATHAN FRANZEN




 





‘This is fiction that doesn’t thrust its greatness upon you so much as insinuate itself through vivid, credible characters, close observation, and lovely, deadpan dialogue … The End of Vandalism is a masterpiece.’ INDEPENDENT ON SUNDAY




 





‘takes you to wonderful places, and spins a fine narrative from the apparent mundanity of lives being lived’ GUARDIAN on The End of Vandalism




 





‘Tom Drury has done it again. Hunts in Dreams is guided by a wry and warm-hearted sensibility and populated with appealingly flawed characters whose quirks, desires, and self-contradictions are our own.’ WALLY LAMB




 





‘Astonishing … it feels almost surprising that his characters don’t wander out of the pages and shake you by the hand … When I first saw a copy I noted that Jonathan Franzen was quoted on the front. At the time, I thought Drury had done well to get such an endorsement. Now I’ve read The End of Vandalism, I realise it’s the other way round. To be associated with something this good would be an honour for any writer.’ INDEPENDENT




 





‘Drury is a master … Almost every page of Hunts in Dreams sparkles with little pearls of the writer’s craft, whether it’s humor, pathos, or insight.’ DENVER POST




 





‘If you read The End of Vandalism you will become one of those people who try to foist it upon other people, your eyes shining with the unsettling delight of having lived through it.’ JON MCGREGOR




 





‘Drury’s fiction is chockablock with … tiny epics unfurling and resolving in quick, universally funny vignette’ BOSTON GLOBE




 





‘Although Drury has been compared to Garrison Keillor and Raymond Carver, he’s really in a class of one.’ LOS ANGELES TIMES




 





‘A rare master at the art of seeing’ YIYUN LI




 





‘Brilliant, wonderfully funny … It’s hard to think of any novel – let alone a first novel – in which you can hear the people so well. This is indeed deadpan humour, and Tom Drury is its master’ ANNIE DILLARD on The End of Vandalism




 





‘Miraculous … reads like life itself … Drury builds a world in rural Iowa where we move in and settle and it feels so real, so plain, yet so absorbing it might be a memory of home.’ MEN’S JOURNAL on The End of Vandalism




 





‘Remarkable … Every so often a debut novel appears that simply stuns you with the elegance and beauty of its writing’ ENTERTAINMENT WEEKLY on The End of Vandalism




 





‘Breathtaking … At once funny, sad, and touching … Drury’s alchemy draws on the best of Keillor and Carver to produce a new alloy.’ NEW YORK NEWSDAY
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NECESSARY NOBODIES:


An Introduction to Tom Drury’s


Hunts in Dreams


by Yiyun Li





Between the Russians and the Irish, one would think all the good hunting scenes in literature have been written, that the drama of the chase – Somerville and Ross’ horses, Tolstoy’s dogs, the handlers and the serfs and the rabbits and foxes – is a thing of the past. More pressing concerns occupy our lives: we hunt for jobs, for houses, for status.


A little over halfway through Tom Drury’s Hunts in Dreams, a fox sneaks past two characters in conversation.




As he spoke, a fox slipped from the trees and stood for a moment with one paw raised before trotting away along the lane, nose down, tail high. There wasn’t much to it. The fox jumped onto a stone wall, walked on it for a short distance then dropped off into a field. Lost in his calculations, the hunter did not see the fox, and Lyris couldn’t say a word.





What kind of writer offers such an anticlimactic hunting scene? Or perhaps a more pertinent question would be: what kind of hunter hunts so obliviously? One who hunts in dreams, we could cheat and say, but then what kind of dream is that?


Recently, I participated in a discussion in which a writer termed a book ‘necessary’ because it was about here and now. I was reminded of the minor society hostess in War and Peace who was fond of “mentioning our time as limited people generally like to do, supposing that they had discovered and appreciated the peculiarities of our time and that people’s qualities change with time.” In truth all lives are indispensable lives. There are only well-written and poorly-written books. The obsession with the status of necessity –or worse, newsworthiness – seems the least democratic way of reading in a democratic country.


I wonder if this obsession explains why Tom Drury is not yet a household name in American literature. His characters have little means to claim necessity, and seldom make the effort to become somebodies. The characters in Hunts in Dreams live in the American Midwest around the turn of the (21st) century: they are farmers and townsfolk, petty thieves and arsonists, orphans and widows, amateur hunters and actors, incompetent governors and half-hearted protesters. They are also people who christen their house after Thomas Hardy’s cottage, puzzle over Montaigne’s words past midnight, recite Tennyson after lovemaking, and rehearse a Chekhov play in an abandoned reform school. There wasn’t much to it. These words could be taken to apply not only to the fox and its casual escape, but to all existences in Drury’s fiction. Yet there is much to it, even too much, as Drury makes clear over and again in this entrancing novel.


How does one write about a nobody, or a collective of nobodies? A character can be enlarged into something beyond life size – there are enough tragedies to make that transformation possible. Or else she or he can be diminished. And a small nobody rarely fails to provide laughter.


To write any character life-sized is a challenge; Drury’s rare achievement is to populate a novel with a group of life-sized nobodies. How does he do this? By abandoning both tragedy and comedy, in the recognition that life’s damages are often done and felt in the least dramatic ways, and absurdity results from people’s efforts to be honest or serious.


When the seven-year-old Micah accidentally locks himself outside his grandmother’s house in the middle of the night (after she has fed him brandy with the hope of making him sleep), he thinks of calling out for her.




Instead, he spoke her name in a low and confident voice that she might not have heard if she were standing beside him. “Grandma,” he said calmly and generously, as if bringing to her attention in the kindest way some obvious flaw in her logic. “Grandmother.” And what difference did it make? The night he was afraid of was inside the house, not outside.





When Joan, an actress-turned-proselyte-turned-mother abandons her family, those left behind – father and children and a visiting uncle – sit down at dinner.




No one talked about Joan. It seemed unfair to her that in her absence everything was so normal. Of course, things could still go very wrong; it was only seven o’clock.





There are loaded guns in the novel, but it’s left to a wooden clothes hanger or a child-sized knife to cause injuries. The drumming hoofs and braying hounds of the nineteenth-century have given way to a group of baffled hunters, whose main feat is to catch a young man in a fox trap and stop him from burning down a house. Drury is a strange writer. Not eccentric, because he neither indulges nor exploits the innocence of his characters (and it’s from their innocence that humour is born); not experimental, because an experimental writer often prizes his own strangeness more than his characters’.


It is difficult to introduce Drury’s work. Perhaps the best method is to push the novels into the hands of a friend or a student and insist that she or he read it, which is what I’ve done over the years. One’s hope is to find others who appreciate his writing, who share the belief that we are all necessary – and that this is what needs a closer look, in life and in literature.
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1 ♦ Charles





THE MAN behind the counter of the gun shop did not understand what Charles wanted, and so he summoned his sister from the back room, and she did not understand either. It was late on a Friday afternoon in October, and Charles seemed to be speaking an unknown language.


Outside, the wind gusted. Sunlight broke through fast clouds and swept across the windows. The sister, in a coarsely woven blue sweater, picked up the feeding rod of a semiautomatic rifle and flicked it at her brother’s arm in play. Charles thought of it as a feeding rod, anyway. No doubt there was another name.


“On guard,” she said.


“I told you,” said the brother, “keep away from me with that.”


What Charles wanted seemed simple enough to Charles: for the gun-shop owners to visit the minister’s widow and offer to buy the shotgun she kept on pegs above the fireplace.


This is the history of the gun: Years ago it had belonged to Charles’s stepfather, who before his death had given it to the Reverend Matthews. It was a .410 side-by-side shotgun made by Hutzel and Pfeil of Cincinnati. In his mind Charles could see the company name engraved in ornate script on the breechblock. When the minister died, his widow inherited the gun. Maybe it was sentimental for Charles to want to retrieve it after all this time, and yet he believed a gun should be used once in a while. A gun should be more than an ornament on the wall of someone with no connection to the original owner.


The sister took the feeding rod in both hands as if she meant to twirl it like a baton.


“What do you call that?” said Charles, on the off-chance that a simple exchange of information would set the conversation back on track.


“It’s the long spring-loaded insert that pushes shells into the chamber,” she said.


“Oh, okay.”


“How much do you want for this gun?” said the sister.


“I’m not selling it.”


“Well, let me ask you this,” said the brother. “Do you have it on you?”


“It’s at her house.”


“We can’t appraise what we can’t see,” said the sister.


“Where is it again?”


“The minister’s widow’s house. In Grafton. Her name is Farina Matthews.”


The brother shook his head. “You’re asking the shop to act as a go-between.”


“We tried it once,” said the sister. “Ended up in small claims court. It was a total loser for us.”


Charles looked at a fox pelt, dusty orange with gray fringe, tacked to the wall of the shop. The fox had been flattened, its paws flung outward. “What I’m suggesting is —”


“Yeah …”


“— you go to her, you buy it from her, then you would hold it free and clear, and then I come in, as if none of this had happened. And I buy it from you.”


“We don’t make house calls,” said the brother. “We’re not like doctors.”


“Actually we are, in that respect,” said the sister. “We’re not like old-time doctors, who made house calls.”


“If you want to have her stop by the shop, that’s a different story.”


“She doesn’t want to sell it,” said Charles. “Not to me, anyway.”


“Why is this conversation taking place?” said the brother.


He turned away, presenting the blank white back of his shirt to Charles. Blue gun barrels stood in a row, silver chain laced through the trigger guards. Above the guns there was a license plate — Iowa 1942 — all beat up as if the car or truck it had been on had hit many stumps. The sister pulled a catalogue from under the counter and began turning the pages.


A lone bluebottle buzzed in the gun shop. “Where did you come from?” said the sister. She raised her hand briefly in the fly’s direction before returning to her search. “Okay. Here we go. The gun you want, here it is, Hutzel and Pfeil, and it’s … umm … no longer made.”




 





A pheasant rose from dry weeds by the railroad track, the sound of its wings like the spinning of a wheel. Charles and his stepfather fired almost at once as it passed over the right-of-way. White clouds blazed in the sky. The pheasant fell near the tracks. Which of them had hit it was anyone’s guess.


“We’ll shoot for it,” said Charles’s stepfather. “I’ll be odd.”


Indeed you will, thought Charles. He twisted the bill of his hat. “I don’t know how,” he said.


His stepfather explained. On the count of three they would each display a number of fingers, letting the even- or oddness of the combined total decide who got the pheasant. Did Charles understand? No, but he pretended to. And sure enough, he did not do it right, presenting his fingers too late and nonetheless making a sum that lost the game.


His stepfather walked on, leaving the pheasant for Charles to carry. “If you’re going to take the trouble to cheat,” he said, “you should at least win.”


They crossed to the cabin through a meadow of grass and mint. They could smell the mint as their steps broke the plants. Birch trees grew around the house, which was made of wood, with a plank door. It did not belong to Charles’s stepfather but was open for the use of all. Inside, ants wandered over the walls and the rafters. A river ran far below the windows. The stepfather boiled water on a hot plate while Charles gathered newspapers on which they would clean the pheasant. Surveyor 6 had lifted off from the moon, only to land again a few feet away.


“I didn’t cheat,” said Charles.


This would have been the fall of 1967. After that Charles knew how to shoot for something, at least in this limited sense.




 





The minister’s widow pushed a lawn aerator on a line between the clothesline and the house. Three sharp stars turned brightly through the grass. She kept an excellent yard and had always made it a point to do so. A van stopped on the street in front of the house. HERE COMES CHARLES THE PLUMBER was written, red on white, above the grille. She gripped the worn wooden handle of the aerator as if she might pick it up and chase the driver away.


“There is nothing to talk about,” she said.


“I’ve just come from the gun shop,” said Charles. “They made an estimate. This is more than fair.” From a paper envelope he drew three bills.


“Where did you get that?”


“The bank.”


She could have used the money — who couldn’t use three hundred now and then? — but resolutely she returned to her work. “Why would I do for payment what I wouldn’t do for free?”


He laid the bills on the grass in her path. She speared them deftly with the tines of the aerator. “I’m not selling the gun.”


“Why not?”


“Ask your mother.”


“I talked to her,” said Charles. “She said it was that time with your boy.”


“Is that right?”


“When he was in the runaway car.”


She raised the aerator and the impaled money. “Are you threatening me?”


Charles took the bills back. “Mrs. Matthews, I’m trying to buy a gun which can’t be any use to you. I know I don’t have any right to it. But what happened between my mother and you thirty years ago I can’t help. Just let me see it.”


“Well, you don’t have to cry about it.”


“Let me see the gun.”


“You already did.”


In the summer she had let him into the house. Standing before the mantel he had seemed big and misplaced, and she had worried for her miniature lighthouses of painted clay. Clearly he saw things in the gun that she did not, but it had been left to her by her husband, and she meant to keep it.


Farina Matthews climbed the steps of her house and washed her hands at the kitchen sink while watching the white van move down the road. THERE GOES CHARLES THE PLUMBER. She walked through the rooms, past a vase of cloth roses that seemed to watch her. Her husband had called their home Max Gate, after the residence of Thomas Hardy, his favorite author. She did not look at the gun. Her gaze drifted to the piano, on which stood a large and beautifully framed picture of her son. He was a chemist in Albuquerque and had done well for himself, discovering when he was barely out of college a new way of treating synthetic laminate so that it would remember its former shape in a vacuum.


The runaway car business amounted to nothing. That’s what Charles would never understand. When her son was four years old, she had left him in the car while getting the mail at the post office. Somehow the youngster had released the brake. The car rolled down the snowy street, but so slowly that her son would never have gotten anywhere. Far from saving him, Charles’s mother had made the situation worse by loping alongside the car and shouting as loudly as she could.


And now Charles wanted Farina to sell him the old gun, which complemented her fireplace in such a homey way. When everyone knew he stole and that his plumbing customers were either shady themselves or tolerant of shadiness. I think not, said the minister’s widow to herself.




 





Charles Darling lived with his wife Joan, their son Micah, and Joan’s daughter Lyris on two acres south of the town of Boris. The house had been built a hundred years ago and added on to forty years ago, and the two pieces did not much match. The older part was a dormered cottage, the newer part a boot room. All in all, the place was too small, especially since the arrival of Lyris, the daughter whom Joan had placed for adoption sixteen years before.


Behind the house stood a stucco hut with a dirt floor. They called it a barn, but this was an overstatement. The doors latched with a hasp and pin, and the soft ruts of the driveway were thick with grass. Railroad tracks ran behind the back yard, and trees grew on the hill beyond the tracks. Charles went into the barn and looked through his toolboxes for a chain pipe wrench. He had no immediate need for it but had noted its absence and did not like to be out and about without it.


In the house he asked Micah if he had taken the wrench from the barn.


“Describe it,” said the boy.


“About yay long and blue, with a chain on the end,” said Charles. “Like a bike chain. It’s a good heavy wrench. You can’t mistake it for anything else.”


Micah sat on the deep freeze in the boot room looking at a clothespin as if a secret message had been written on it in very small print. The red hair bristled on his head. He had careful, measuring eyes. “What’s a bike chain?”


“How old are you?”


“Seven.”


“And you’re asking me that.”


“I didn’t take any wrench.”


It bothered Charles that Micah could not ride, and yet there was only so much he himself could do. A father can’t ride a bike for a son. “You’ve got to know these things, Mike.”


“Do you want to hear my part in the school play?”


“Get off this,” said Charles. “Get off a minute.”


Micah jumped down from the freezer. Charles raised the lid and pulled up a clouded blue sack of ice. “Let’s hear your part in the school play.”


“‘You know, as well as I / The fossil record does not lie.’”


“What’s the topic?” said Charles.


“Evolution.”


Charles beat on the ice with a hammer and then made a drink in the kitchen, where Joan sat at the table packing her suitcase for a trip to the city. The orderly stacks of her clothing seemed at odds with the clutter of the kitchen. Curtains lay in heaps under the windows. One of the burners on the stove, missing the knob that turned it on and off, was controlled by a pair of vise grips locked onto the metal stem. Under the table were black suede riding chaps, a green laundry basket with clothes spilling over the sides, and a tin of walnuts. Everything might have been moving a short time before, spinning around Joan and her suitcase.


“Don’t say anything,” she said. “I’m thinking.”


Charles took Micah and the drink outside. The bike leaned against a stone column. Charles turned it upside down so that it rested in the dirt on seat and handlebars, and worked the pedals, blurring the spokes of the rear wheel.


“If you learned how to ride, you would know what the chain was,” Charles advised. He righted the bicycle, lifted the boy onto the seat, and gave a push. “Leave now and you can be in Canada by the first snow.”


The bicycle wobbled into the cool air of fall. Charles picked up his drink from the ground. Micah could not steady the handlebars but kept wrenching them back and forth in the stylized tango of all beginning riders. Then he fell, on the sand by the road. He disentangled himself from the bike and ran to Charles, holding his elbow, on which blood appeared in dozens of tiny gouges. Charles helped him limp to the house. The boy’s breath came at rough intervals. “I don’t like learning,” he said.


“Learning isn’t so bad,” said Charles. “It’s falling that hurts.”


Joan had closed her suitcase. Her arms lay over the lid, her head resting sideways between them, as if she were listening to the heartbeat of the luggage, her blond hair fanned over her shoulders. She looked spent and peaceful, like a pilgrim who has found the sacred site.


She spoke softly into the pale hollow of an elbow. “Did you remember to get my travel-sized samples?”


“I did.” Charles reached into the pockets of his coat and laid on the table his keys, the three hundred dollars, and the small containers of face cream and hair conditioner that she would not go without. Joan held reflexive opinions about many subjects, including travel. Everything had to be a certain way long before the time of departure or else she became anxious.


Micah ducked under the table. “Daddy! Here’s your wrench.” He had found it nestled in the chaps.


“What happened to your elbow?” said Joan. “Oh, Charles, why do you have to roughhouse with him on the very night before I go away?”


“He fell off his bike,” said Charles. “Don’t read things into it that aren’t there.”


“And who ends up dressing the wound?”


“Stop arguing,” said Micah.


As a rule, Charles and Joan did not let their seven-year-old tell them what to do, but they disagreed often enough lately that they sometimes forgot to remind him of his lack of authority.


Charles sat in a chair, shoving the tin of walnuts with a steel-toed boot to clear space for his feet. The ice of his drink had melted to wafers.


“I would be glad to put a Band-Aid on Micah’s arm,” he said diplomatically, knowing that Joan would never give up the chance to doctor her son when she was on the verge of going away for the weekend. She was the executive director of a league of animal shelters headquartered in Stone City, and would give a speech at the regional convention on Saturday night.


Joan led Micah upstairs. Charles took the opportunity to raise the lid of her suitcase. Her blouses and skirts, her black swimsuit, lay carefully folded, and under them he found the white Bible with her maiden name printed in gold. He un- zipped her flowered cloth makeup bag and removed silver and gold tubes of lipstick, an eyelash curler that looked like some ungodly surgical scissors, and a paintbox for the eyes. Cosmetics bothered Charles. He did not want Joan going to the city with any more makeup than that which was on her face when she left. He did not want her dolling up for strangers in a strange place. Either the men would fall for her or they would not, and she would be left standing alone, with paint masking her pretty features. He buried the makeup in the laundry basket and filled the flowered bag with walnuts and a nutcracker from the tin beneath the table.


Her blouses moved him. Their insubstantiality and frail collars seemed to correspond to something tenuous in Joan’s nature. People did not realize what an effort it required for her to simply appear normal, an inhabitant of the regular world. The things she did for work were much more than Charles could have managed. She sat in meetings in clothes unfriendly to the skin. She spoke civilly to people who would just as soon see her fall out of a window so they could take her place. She visited factories, seeking donations, admiring forklifts. She rarely dealt with animals anymore.


Her work life corresponded less and less with her home life. If her board of directors could see this kitchen — the moths that flew from the cupboards or the molasses congealed on the shelves of the refrigerator — their eyes would open wide. “What sort of people live here?” they might ask. But maybe their houses were the same.


A swimsuit, he thought. Where does that fit in?




 





Lyris came home at suppertime. After three months, she still entered the house gravely. She leaned forward, looking for something.


She had arrived on the eleventh of July with a small suitcase of her own. She’d set it down, picked it up, turned it around, considering whether to stay. Charles wondered what she had left behind in the culling of her possessions.


She had her mother’s blond hair, chopped short, as if the beauty parlor responsible had been on a boat on the rolling sea. Her eyes were small but did not seem so because her irises were big and dark. The father’s eyes, Charles had thought, with some jealousy, and just as he was thinking this, Lyris’s eyes had met his, and he looked away. With her, that first time, were a man and a woman from the Home Bringers, the organization that had found her in Illinois, informed Joan and Charles of her existence, and brought her home.


Joan had seemed as amazed as Charles by the advent of Lyris. Joan had once been an actress, and she had the requisite ability to set aside the past in favor of any given scenario. She seemed to believe some things that were not true more than she did some things that were. Charles figured this was why she was so susceptible to religion. Once she had told Charles of a problem with the elevator in the building where she worked in Stone City. The car, it seemed, would stop between floors, and the doors would open, revealing the wall of the elevator shaft. It was only later that he found out the building had no elevators. When he pointed out this fact, she said that he had misunderstood, that she had only been telling him what someone else had told her, about another building, in another place. But he knew what he had heard, and he remembered how convincingly she had described the cables and rivets and grease of the shaft. No, she said. He was wrong.


At times like these, Charles thought, it was as if Joan were changing scripts. It took her a moment, but she would go on.


Lyris’s father had been an actor; he and Joan had been in a drama workshop together in Chicago back in the eighties. Charles could picture the whole chain of events, inaccurately. Lyris had grown up in an orphanage and foster homes, never finding a lasting situation. There were difficult aspects to her life that the Home Bringers related with apparent joy. Her most recent foster parents had been apprehended with bomb-making equipment; the arrests had brought her to the Home Bringers’ attention. So they had delivered her from trouble and given her real mother a chance to correct her mistake. There was no doubt in their minds about being in the right. If there were, they would find another line of work. They were small people, with small hands, representing a movement against what they called artificial families. The only love that counted, they said, was blood love.


Charles thought this was way off. Nonetheless, he and Joan now had two children, although it had once been predicted that they could have none. It made Charles happy when doctors and scientists got caught in a mistake. He cheered their miscalculations. Signals arrive from a space telescope, and lo and behold, there are forty billion more galaxies than there were yesterday. An infertile couple winds up having two children. The scientists must have known the guessing game they were playing. Did they laugh derisively behind laboratory walls; did they roll dice to determine the number of galaxies and grains of sand?


He wondered about those scientists.


Now Joan came downstairs saying that the bathroom was becoming a natural spring. She had that right. Water floated the tiles at the base of the toilet and beaded the coupling under the sink, from which the pearly drops made their way in procession down the elbow trap, off the cleanout, through space, and into an overturned hardhat placed on the floor to catch the water. The hat had tire marks on the crown from a time in Colorado when Charles had driven a car over it to see how hard it really was.


“And the carpenter’s children shall go without shoes,” said Lyris. She wore a middy blouse and a kilt with a giant safety pin.


“That’s cobbler,” said Charles.


Lyris at sixteen was just as willowy and high-browed as a princess, and her shape was evident, but Charles looked around it. There were many ways their relationship might go wrong, and he meant to avoid them all. He regarded himself as an innovator with no tolerance for the obvious sins. And Lyris had seen enough of the world’s selfish ways. As the song said, she was a poor wayfaring stranger.


Lyris took a head of lettuce from the refrigerator and bit into it as if it were an apple. Charles and Joan exchanged an expression of live-and-let-live. Some of her habits were not what they were used to. She ate raw potatoes, ironed her socks, and drank milk from a bowl.


“How was 4-H?” asked Joan. “Honey? Lyris? Did you make corncob dolls with the rest of the girls?”


Lyris boosted herself up to sit on the edge of the counter. “I feel too old for 4-H. Lots of the kids are nine and ten. I would drop out tomorrow if you would let me.”


“I’m going away tomorrow,” said Joan. “And there certainly are girls your age in 4-H.”


“There’s Taffy, who everyone kisses up to. But I can’t play that game.”


“Lyris.”


“They do! ‘Look at my corncob doll, Taffy.’ ‘What big eyes you have, Taffy.’ With that name, I can’t take her seriously.”


“It’s short for Octavia,” said Joan.


“You should get a goat to raise and show at the fair,” said Charles. “That’s where the real benefits of 4-H begin to kick in. With livestock.”


“Could I really have a goat?” said Lyris.


“I don’t know why not,” said Charles.


“Do I really want a goat?”


“Health, hands, head,” said Charles. “What’s the other H?”


“Heart,” said Lyris.


Micah braced himself on the banister and leaped up in outrage. Why could she get a goat when he couldn’t have a dog, he wanted to know. It was so unfair. He could not believe how unfair it was.


“Goats are like dogs except they don’t bite,” said Charles. A German shepherd had bit him once on the knee when he had surprised it in a garage.


“Can we not talk about animals right now?” said Joan. “I’ll be doing that all weekend. Now let me think. I’m leaving at six in the morning. That means I have to fill up my tank and check the oil and fluid levels and vacuum the mats tonight.”


“But you’re flying,” said Charles.


“To the airport I’m not,” said Joan.


“Where’s the doll you made?” Micah asked Lyris. He hung on the railing, his elbow bound in gauze.


“I tossed it,” said Lyris.


“I was hoping to put it in my Playmobil prison.”


“You are a cop in your heart,” said Lyris.


“Lyris called me a cop,” said Micah.


“She didn’t mean it,” said Charles. “But you shouldn’t go around threatening to imprison your sister’s doll. As for the goat, you can help with it, assuming we get one.”


“You can put it in a pen,” said Lyris.




 





Two combines worked a field from opposite sides. Night would fall in an hour. Charles’s brother, Jerry, was driving to Boris from Pringmar. He passed an irrigation reservoir with a round island of evergreens in the middle. It occurred to him that the trees’ lives must be like his own in some ways, though not, fortunately, in others. In town he pulled over by the teen center, where Octavia Perry and some of her friends loitered by the pay phone. The same Taffy who exhibited model 4-H behavior was now smoking and standing with her belly thrust forward and one hand pressed into the small of her back.


“Where’s the party?” asked Jerry.


“We don’t know yet,” said Octavia. “Wait a minute, Mr. Postman.” Jerry delivered mail for a living. His pith helmet lay on the seat beside him.


“Look what I got for you,” said Jerry. He opened his glove-box and took out a small black chessboard with magnetic pieces. “Pawn to queen four,” he said.


Octavia responded with a mirror move of her queen’s pawn. Several moves later, the phone rang in the booth.


“Will he cling to the pawn or let it go?” said Taffy. She wedged the cigarette between her thumb and the tip of her middle finger and fired it into the gutter.


One of Taffy’s companions hung up the phone. “The Elephant,” he said. “It’s at the Elephant.”


This was a traditional party site out in the country, named for a formation of trees whose shape against the sky had once been found to resemble the profile of an elephant. The likeness, if any, had given way to the growth of branches. The party would be in a meadow below the trees.


“Bishop to queen’s knight five would be a big mistake,” said Jerry.


“Oh really,” said Taffy. “Look, I don’t want to play if you’re going to take me for a novice. Are you coming to the party or not?”


“Will there be a keg?” said Jerry.


“Es claro que sí.”


The evening sky had rolled like a bolt of blue cloth over the town. Jerry gazed at the cloudy shine of the little pearls in Octavia’s earlobes. “Probably what I’ll do is go on home and check out the Discovery Channel.”


“You’re an old man,” said Taffy.


“A blanket drawn ’round my shoulders,” said Jerry.


“I’m not in love with you.”


“A cup of cheer, to while away the hours.”


“I’m not in love,” said Taffy.


From the town Jerry drove to Charles and Joan’s house. Joan sat on the front porch shining her shoes, and Charles lay on a wheeled wooden slab under Joan’s car, the front tires of which were up on steel ramps.


“Evening, folks,” said Jerry.


“I’m going away,” called Joan.


“Joanie, we hardly knew ye.”


“Only for the weekend,” she said, holding a chamois cloth to the fading light. “It’s work-related.”


“Then I don’t want to hear it,” said Jerry. “Charles, I need your help over home. I got some rock salt that has to go down in the cellar.”


Soon Charles and his brother were speeding down the road with the evening wind blowing bits of paper and dust around the inside of the car. Jerry explained his plan, which had nothing to do with rock salt. He wanted to fake a police raid on the party at the Elephant. As a postman, he had revolving lights behind his windshield; as a volunteer fireman, he carried a bullhorn. Jerry liked to spoil fun; it was his latest hobby. Once Micah had rigged a tent out of old canvas and a clothesline strung between two trees, and Jerry had pulled out a buck knife and cut the rope, sending the heavy canvas thudding to the ground. He had also taken to making bothersome phone calls to people who advertised cars for sale in the classifieds. “Is it a manual or a stick?” he would ask, usually late at night, just to play with their heads.


Jerry pulled off the road and into the trees that constituted the Elephant. Down in the meadow, shadowy figures moved back and forth among the cars. “La Grange” came from someone’s stereo.


“They play the same songs we played,” said Charles idly.


“I know it.” Jerry put the car in gear. “There’s no sense of musical progression.” The car rolled out of the woods and down the slope toward the party, yellow light revolving.


“Stay away from your cars,” said Charles into the bullhorn, but there was no amplification.


“You’ve got to push the button. And say vehicles.”


“Stay away from your vehicles.” Now Charles’s words echoed over the meadow to the opposite hillside. “Do not start the engines. Do not drive away.”


The lazy party flared to life. Kids ran, doors slammed, headlights cut yellow swaths through the darkness. Dust rose as the fishtailing caravan hit the road. It was good to create so much panic, but at the same time Charles suspected that the young people were having more fun than he was.


Jerry rode the brakes, giving everyone time to get away. He parked the car, and they both got out and took a handcart from the trunk. The kids had abandoned the keg in a ring of matted grass. Charles lifted the cold aluminum barrel onto the cart, Jerry cinched the cloth straps, and they took turns pulling the cart uphill to the car.


“I wonder why they left it,” said Charles.


“You know kids,” said Jerry. “Always in a hurry.”
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