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   The God of This Living

  

 
  
   It was a good day when they arrived at the house. The man with the boy James upon his back as he had been for most of the trek through the Patagonian wilderness. He was a tall and gaunt man with long arms like those of a primate. His face was weathered more than his thirtytwo years would suggest. This was the culmination of weeks of travelling by land and sea. Home again. After all that time.

   The man unhooked the cotton strap from his shoulder and swung the child around and set him down.

   You can walk from here, the man said.

   Where are we? Back in England?

   No. I told you. Our new home.

   It looked as though spring did not come at all in this place. The grass brown. The trees that edged the yard without leaves. The sky above grey and sunless.

   But no Grandpa?

   Just us two. I am sorry.

   They went on towards the house. He had expected his father to appear. He knew it was impossible but still could not detach the place from the old man. He stood by the porch for a second and wondered whether to go now or sometime tomorrow. Could he sleep in this old house knowing what lay by the old apple tree?

   The porch still held a bucket of dry firewood for the stove and the bench he used to swing on as a child. Nothing else. All that was needed. He watched James sit on the bench and push himself forward on its rusted chains.

   Don’t get too comfy, the man said. Need to unload the cart.

   I’m hungry, James said.

   Well. Let’s sort the fire first.

   When do the chickens come?

   I told you. The man will bring them in three days.

   James pointed to the old wooden shack that looked fit for storing tools and not much else. Is that their house, he asked.

   Yes, the man said, turning. That’s their house.

   How many will come?

   I don’t know, he said, bending down to fetch two logs from the bucket.

   He pushed open the door. The place was shrouded in half dark. The windows filmed with layers of green scum. He held the door wide open and let the light in and the place revealed itself. More so once he took the latch from the windows and threw them open. The man saw his childhood before him. The open kitchen and living room. The dining table with only two chairs. The small sofa by the door. The woodwormed beams overhead holding pots and pans on nails. The bathtub in the far corner. Nothing had changed. He went into the first bedroom. A single straw mattress in the corner. Cobwebs plagued every corner. He stepped back into the main room and to the stove and opened it and threw in the logs. He searched the drawer where the lighter fluid was always kept. Pulled it out. Still some left. He fetched the matches and looked down at the boy alongside him who stood watching and wondered what he was thinking.

   After the stove was lit he went into the main bedroom, where another, larger straw mattress sat by a bedside table made of some dark wood and upon it old stacks of newspapers. He turned the one to read its date and it said May 6, 1951. Amongst the stacks were older ones still. 1947. 1944. 1940.

   Who will sleep here? James said. He was stood in the doorway.

   Neither of us. This was your grandpa’s room.

   They set up both beds in the other room and fetched their things. Food and cleaning supplies and new tools. Games for the boy. He could not find the football, though. The day was ending by the time they brought in the wool blankets. He had been cooking some pork chops upon the stove with butter and small potatoes that had begun to crisp. The cooking helped abate the odour of emptiness that had been lingering about the place.

   Later that night they pulled the table near the stove and threw on some more logs and ate slow and talked about many things. The boy listened to his stories of the war and of this place when they were children and he watched with kind and bright eyes. This boy was the man’s one and only success that remained in his life. He was speaking more and more with each day and asking more questions. And the man quizzed him in return.

   So tell me what it’s called when a player scores three goals.

   Easy.

   Well?

   Hat trick.

   Who is number nine?

   The inside forward.

   Sometimes he is ten too. That’s your position isn’t it.

   The boy smiled. He was struggling with the chop. The man took it upon himself to cut the thing up thoroughly. After the boy put down his knife and carried on eating he said: Our forward is the best.

   Who?

   Dixon!

   Just checking. You know I drank with Dixon before.

   You were too scared to ask him for his name.

   His autograph you mean.

   The boy nodded. Placed another piece of pork in his mouth.

   Father?

   Yes?

   Do you think I could be a good player like Dixon?

   Why not? You just need to practise.

   Do you think Dixon is better than Allen?

   Of course.

   He’s better than them all, isn’t he?

   Robledo is a fine player.

   Who’s Robledo, the child asked. He spat out the strange word without the L and he wiped the spittle from his chin and the man corrected him and the boy said it again in the same way as before.

   He plays for Newcastle. He is from this place.

   I want to play for the best team.

   I would be happy if you played for anyone.

   But the boy would not play for any football team here, the man thought. His mind turned to what lay out there in the dark. The next day he would view it. He would introduce them.

   He lay with closed eyes but awake for most of the night and behind them he saw the partially built house black like blotted ink against the golden twilight. The shadows of his family walking in and out of it to the temporary camp and his eyes were wide and hurt by the twilight and he was barefooted and emptyhearted. He felt the burning wood of the campfire and the wind that moved through the pines and the smell of sap from the chopped trunks and the burnt grass surrounded him.

   He had decided to put off that same thing that kept him awake for most of the night. He instead took the boy fishing. The river moved calm and the air rushed into their faces and dried the water that splashed up from the bank and onto their jumpers. There was a bite to the air that fizzed the water as it broke about them. The man looked to the boy as he caught a fish larger than his own. A Reineta the size of a dinner plate. And how proud of him he was. He was ready to let him meet his grandpa.

   They left the fish on the porch ready for grilling and went round the back of the house towards the small plot of land once filled with vegetables and herbs and small fruit trees. Now all that remained was the old apple tree amongst the dead beds. Behind the plot was a small wood and they entered it under the darkening day that grew darker under the cover of the trees and there was the grave of his father. He knew it to be so, for it was a simple cross of dead wood. No markings. About it rotten autumnal leaves from years past.

   Here he is. Your grandson.

   Hello, Grandpa.

   A silence about the wood. He stared at the cross. Soon the boy became bored and began to walk around. The man still stared. Inside his head he spoke to the grave. Do you see him, the man said. Do you see?

  

 
  
   One early summer’s day they lay amongst the bones of a dead beech. Son upon father’s back. The barrel of the rifle rested in a crook in the rotten wood. They both eyed its target. Son along shoulder and father along iron sights. Amongst the trees wandered a lone Huemul. It had been grazing for minutes. From here its massive ears and their recurrent flick were its only giveaway. It stepped closer.

   Father, the boy whispered.

   Be quiet please.

   Are you going to get it?

   It is too far.

   The Huemul lifted its head. It stood in this way for what seemed like an age. The man’s heart shook his entire body. A globe of sweat hung from the tip of his nose.

   The Huemul stepped forwards and bent once more. The man fired. The crack of the rifle shook the forest. Birds burst out flapping. He let his head fall into his arm and let go of the rifle and pinched his eyes and then turned to James. He was taking the balled cotton from his ears. Close, the boy said.

   The skies were white for weeks. He could not remember the last time it had rained. Could not be long now. Never was. This world has a way of letting you forget it is even there before tapping you on the shoulder, smiling. He made a promise to himself to remember it. Cherish the boy. Cherish this place.

   They came to a clearing where the tracks disappeared and the land fell into an enormous valley carpeted by thick green forest. And on the other side the mountains rose. Sunbleached stone showed itself like bone through fur. This the farthest they had dared venture and it was by mistake. He did not wish to take James so far from home. He caught himself laughing. Far from their new home. Yet James had probably forgotten most things about England.

   How he had already changed. The boy no longer the baby. His limbs had grown longer and his mousy hair was shoulderlength. His eyes dulled not blue but an ashen grey. The skull had begun to push outwards yet the remainder of the face sat still unshaped. His nose was unspoiled by this earliest of growth spurts. If he had any of his mother in him the man could not see it.

   They moved with haste now. Father and son walking together as one creature through the forest’s dying day. Pausing intermittently to scan the foliage ahead. The trees leant over them and birdsong smothered. They had gone too far. The knowing of it lingered in the back of his mind the whole time they had been following frightened tracks. And in his hubris he believed they could find it again even after the crack of the rifle.

   Foolish.

   Father?

   Nothing, the man said, sniffing.

   I’m hungry, James said.

   I know. So am I.

   He was becoming accustomed again to this home and its temperament. Its moods. But as spring grew to summer he did not find the same luck with fishing and hunting small game that he’d had when they first arrived. He had hoped this would be different. Next time it will be different, he thought. It had to be.

   Under the cratered pearl and amongst crying wind and wild grass the occasional calls of Culpeos cut. He eyed the grey land ahead. In between clutches of yet more dense forest, mountain peaks were surrounded by blackness. He judged his best guess of the way. He stopped and knelt in the grass as the wind pushed over them. He listened for the sound of that familiar water… Nothing.

   They pressed on. Only mountains visible. And they still were but black stars’ obstacles. He continued walking under a perpetual fear that the sound would never come. The two of them in this unending sea of grass and mountain.

   But in an instant it was there: the rushing of the river. He followed it across the land while eyeing it. How beautiful it looked and how violent. The moon upon the water.

   The night proved kind to them. He found and navigated the home trail, leaving the river behind. And in spots where under dense foliage the light failed him he used what had become muscle memory to walk the trail and his step, even though aching from the day, became more sprightly the closer he felt them gaining on the house. They came to a clearing and along a diverted dirt path through the small wood until they arrived at the small black building. Showers of stars burst behind. It sat there like some still wraith.

   Footsteps on wooden floorboards. The boy stirred. The man opened the door.

   Home, James said.

   Yes.

   I’m hungry.

   It’s bedtime.

   He unhooked the cloth from each arm and the boy hung from his shoulders and he unlatched his arms and swung the boy around. Carried the boy through the dark into their bedroom and lay him down on the straw mattress.

   I’m hungry.

   Something little?

   The man rose and said Too dark in here and stepped across the room with arms outstretched until he met the counter. He followed it with his hands and pulled out the drawer and rummaged about. His hands came up with the matches and he struck one. He lifted the match overhead and followed the beam past small things. Pots. Mugs. Dustfilmed frames without the photographs. He found the oil lamp and let the spent match fall and struck another and lit the lamp. The house awakened. Everything as they had left it. He fetched a biscuit from the bin aside the sink for James but when he went to the bedroom the boy was asleep. He sat down and set the lamp aside and slipped off his boots. He picked at the biscuit and watched the boy sleep. Lampflame shaken by the draught. The boy’s infantile shadow quaked against the wall.

   It was once his own: the same bed. The same age. He would lie with his eyes closed until his father went outside and then he would sneak out of bed and eye him through the window. His father sat on the porch alongside his mother, looking out on the yard. In that long ago it was still being cleared. Only half the size. His parents spoke in low mumbles. Occasionally raised their voices. A hissing sound. Then the voices would quieten again. He was always the only one looking. His siblings all slept soundly. Or pretended to.

   They rose late. The boy always liked to sleep the entire morning away and it was not until the man began frying eggs that he was shaken from slumber. He sat up and went across the room to the table. The man eyed him over his shoulder. The boy gazed with hand under chin through the slatted window. The man wondered what he might have been looking at and what thoughts came with it. He followed the boy’s gaze but saw only light.

   You must have been tired, the man said.

   No response. He flipped the eggs onto plates and went over to the table and set them down. Then he stooped and looked out of the window. At the yard’s edge which formed the wood there was a fell tree.

   Why didn’t you tell me? he shouted.

   He stood over the great reaching shards of the trunk. The rest of the tree lay across the edge of the yard and the chicken shed. He followed the branches and eyed where they had come to rest. The shed was tilted to the side with its roof broken in. He climbed over and ducked under the branches and attempted to open the door but it did not move. He placed his ear to the shed and heard nothing so he moved around the other side of the pens where the entire wall was crumbled. He whistled and shouted. Nothing. He turned to the wood and looked for any signs of the birds. Nothing. The yard had been cleared before his own birth for this reason. The trees fell every so often. He and his father were always cutting up fell trees from the surrounding woods. Or did they themselves fell the trees? He could not remember.

   Inside the house he asked James, Did you hear it drop? In the night?

   James looked up from his breakfast and shook his head.

   He went to the drawer and fetched some keys and went outside again. At the rear of the house was the toolshed. He unlocked it with a large iron key and swung the door open. It did not need the lock for they had never in all these years had a thief, but he liked the peace of mind. He fetched two handsaws and returned to the house.

   The eggs were in his mouth and a handsaw was in the boy’s arms and they were back out again in the yard taking apart the fell tree. They went to work cutting apart the smaller limbs from the top and the more they removed the more visible the chicken shed became. The boy carried small bundles of branch up and away towards the house.

   We will use it for the stove, James said.

   Yes we will.

   They worked through the morning and the early afternoon before resting upon the trunk. He had fetched some water from the well and they sat and drank and spoke about how long it takes trees to grow as tall as this one was before it died and the boy looked upon the man with wide curious eyes, those kind and beautiful eyes, and the man realised he did not have any photograph of the boy like the one he had of his wife he had kept in his pocket since they had left. Every now and then the boy pointed out some bird gliding above. The man looked up and squinted and hummed and sipped from his cup again.

   By late afternoon there was but a trunk. The sun was high and sharp poking through blanketed cloud and the child was yawning.

   Let’s quit, the man said. Come.

   They went into the chicken shed. Nothing there. He pushed open the door from the inside and it lit up the shed. Three dead birds. He lifted them by the feet and inspected them.

   Where’s the rest? James said.

   Come on, he said, leading the boy out.

   After plucking and preparing the birds he dropped one into a pot of boiling water over the stove and covered the other two and stored them in the underfloor pantry.

   They went out into the wood and searched for the other chickens before darkness came again. They were not out for long. Found not even a sign. They were seven including the cockerel. All gone.

   When he was the last of the children left at home he and his father would go to the lake downriver in a long, narrow boat. He watched the water push out from the sides of the boat in great folds. The steep grey bluffs. Raptors overhead in their floating like lazy planes. His father at the oars in his leather boots. Head down. Long black beard with stripes of white. The unpolished pipe lolling from the corner of his mouth. He lifted his head to consider where they were. Scanned about the water’s surface. Then the bank. Then the surface again. Turned the oars in the water and let them drift to a stop. A clanging against the side of the boat. He knelt in the centre of the boat and reached down until his arm disappeared to the shoulder and then pulled. Up came the brown bob onto the boat and he pulled at the rope with both hands with a steady pace until the net showed itself. He inspected it for a moment. His shirtsleeve black. A mumble. Then he loosed the net again. Shipped them with the oars to the lake’s edge, where a collection of thin lenga beech lived.

   Summer leaves. Full save one that reached with its spindled white limbs dead and dry. They checked the traps they had set a week prior. This the rare time they caught something. It was still alive. A large rodent. Who knew what kind. His father took the long thin knife from his belt and snuffed the life out of it. Scuffling amongst dead leaves. Then it was cooking over a fire. His father looked up at him as he turned the rodent on its spit.

   You need not tell your mother, his father said. This is just for us. His father winked. He smiled.

   Do you like living here?

   Yes, Father.

   You don’t wish to go to the city? With your brother and sisters?

   He said no. Or at least he thought he had. He admired his father then. Wanted to be like him. Wanted to live there his entire life. Why would he leave? He must have said no. At that time.

   He went with James to the field. They harvested a few potatoes and carrots. He had expected more. There needed to be more. This field was supposed to be something he had greater control of. Out in the wild he relied on luck as much as skill. Now here he realised it was the same. Just because a piece of this land was carved out and farmed, that did not make it any less wild.

   They stopped off at the apple tree that skirted the field and picked some early fruits. He let James eat the first. The boy’s face tightened and squirmed. Better than nothing, he thought. He remembered the tree when it was shorter than the boy and when it first got its fruit. His father too had let him eat the first. He still remembered the taste. Sharp and bitter. He saw the taste in his own boy’s face then. On their return to the house, he found himself blotting his eyes with his shirtsleeve.

   That night they sat with stomachs growling as dinner cooked. The man rose and tended to the pot. Added the potato and carrot. Powdered mushroom and dried coriander went in next. He watched the boy messing with the catapult he had fashioned from a pair of abandoned gloves. It was falling apart and beginning to smell.

   Eat well tonight, the man said.

   James nodded.

   Need the energy for tomorrow. We will go back out again. This time Father will get a deer.

   The boy looked up frowning. How old is Mama?

   What makes you ask about Mama?

   James shrugged. You don’t tell about her any more, he whispered. It was true. He had not mentioned her name for what seemed like ages. And all the boy knew was what he was told. Or could he remember what he was witness to as a baby? The man could not tell for he was too old to remember himself how powerful a memory is at age four.

   It hasn’t been so long. Don’t you remember her?

   The boy shook his head.

   She will be twentysix this winter.

   James dropped the catapult and placed his hands on the table and he looked strangely formal in his request. I want Mama, he said.

   I told you before, it’s impossible.

   There is a horse field in Middle England where he and Olive lay together. How she looked afterwards. Reposed and serene. If she had had a shadow he could not see it move. The young sun showed itself over slate roofs and it was soft and warm. Before, they had been in a tavern populated with fat men and loud women. Smokefilled air. Clouds of grey stagnant and unmoving like low morning mist. The thick and choking stench of sweat, cigarettes and spilled lager. At first he did not see her. His hand simply touched hers upon the bar. A clash caused by a coaster grab. Her eyes were dark and black and her smile enveloping and he did not speak right away because he struggled to find the words. This meeting he remembered was made by something so insignificant that would in turn make a number of lives. Then on that horse field that could have been any in the country, he asked her:

   What do you want to do?

   She turned to him. Her face relaxed, a sleepy smile that barely lifted her cheeks. This is all I want to do, she said.

   They gorged on heaps of food for the first time since arriving. Why not, he thought. The chickens were dead now. Wouldn’t last long. The only thing he regretted was picking the potatoes. But they were already falling apart in the soup. He cut legs and wings from the bird before forking them out and ladling the veg and broth around the meat creating what looked to him a beautiful soup. He took a spoonful and blew upon it ten times and the boy mimicked him blow by blow. They did not speak much. The boy lifted his head from his bowl and grinned. He returned the smile. The man wondered how long they could last out here. How long it would be before the boy would want to leave as he had. Was this fairness? Was this kind? By and by these lands will consume you. Take your kin or let them go. Remember why you left and what you said to your own father: Who made you the god of this living?

   Short nonsense dreams. Fanciful things. Her hair in dark spikes dripping seawater down the groove of her back. A hand upon his at the top of a hill. Things he had never experienced in reality. He knew not to pay them any mind. If he did then he would not be alive when he woke.

   They attempted the hunt again. All day they tracked and waited. Hardly a word between them. He wondered if the Huemul had cleared out of these woods or were only another five minutes away, just waiting to be destroyed.

   Learn from the past. You still have the chickens and their eggs.

   But how long would they last? You could skin and dry and salt and smoke and store a Huemul. Make use of it for months.

   Get fish instead, the boy asked.

   You didn’t like the fish before. And when we tried again it took too long. Remember? I think all the fish have swam away.

   Where did they go?

   I don’t know.

   The boy sighed and started making a clucking noise with his tongue.

   We will catch a Huemul soon.

   When?

   Don’t you trust me?

   Yes, he said, yawning.

   Yes what?

   I trust you, Father.

   Back home at the yard’s opening he trained stares upon the stump of the fell tree where the trunk had snapped from it. Torn jagged like meat from the bone. He set James down and the boy sat on the trunk.

   Will it grow back?

   The man knelt at the stump and noticed knots of bloodred blisters and lesions spread about the tree where it had split. He ran his hand across it and felt it in between his fingers. Thick saplike stuff. I don’t think so, he said.

   The second chicken was eaten over the next few days. They ate it hot in broth, they roasted the legs over naked flame, they ate the white meat cold in the afternoon. These the days spent hacking away at the tree trunk into manageable logs. They rolled them up the yard and under the porch to save them from rain the man thought was sure to come any day, for he could smell it riding the wind.

   It was not until they had cut and cleared the trunk that he noticed the others. He bent down and inspected each trunk in the surrounding trees. A handful of them wrapped in these same dark lesions like a wire around a bone.

   James perched about fifteen feet up a tree. His left leg stretched and planted on a thick limb, his back against the trunk. He was armed with the catapult. His elbow cocked. The man eyed across to the other tree, where a squirrel scuttled in short bursts. Then it froze. The boy took his shot. A scratch amongst the wood. The squirrel jumped from tree to tree and fled.

   Got one yet?

   James turned to his father. Shook his head.

   Come down. I have something for you.

   The boy swung from limb to limb before dropping from the tree. He was so young still yet looked at home whenever arboreal. The man produced from behind his back a football. Dark leather casing. James’s eyes lit up. You found it! he said.

   Under the rubbish out the back. About time we had some good fortune. You can stay on the ground for a bit now.

   The boy smiled. He dropped the ball and began dribbling it around the yard. The man joined him and they passed it to one another farther and farther apart with each kick. After a while the man set up a goal with two logs and they took turns as goalkeeper. The ball had deflated some but it did not matter and they played on until it got dark.

   Dixon! the boy shouted, dribbling sloppily with the ball.

   Shoot then if you’re the best. I bet you can’t score.

   The boy shot. It trickled alongside the man and he fell over the top of it and let it go through the goal and he turned over and shrieked fake disappointment and the boy had already gone running off around the yard with his arms aloft. He watched the boy in this happiest of moods and imagined him in this way for all time.

   They cooked the third and final chicken and the entire time the man did not see it as a gain. After this hen was in their stomachs there was no more to come after it. No new eggs. He felt their luck running out. Should they return to small prey? Try fish? He did not remember the last time it had been worth standing riverside for hours on end. The river did nothing for him but dredge memories.

   He eyed James out in the yard. The boy was seeing how high he could kick the ball into the air. This would not last.

   Under lamplight they sat with chicken soup. He did not ask James any questions or test him on topics. There was nothing of animals on the continent, of the constellations and their names, of the captain of Aston Villa or what they had won. This night he could not think of anything but whether he would be able to kill a Huemul. Whether he was worthy.

   After tea they played cards. Still their conversation did not move out of the words of the games they played. James yawned constantly.

   Are you tired?

   Sí, the boy said.

   Sí?

   James rubbed his eyes and hummed.

   The father lifted the son and placed him in the bed. Aside him the lamp. He tucked James in under the blankets. His face half in dark, half in orange glow. The man parted the boy’s hair from his face.

   Where did you learn that word?

   What word?

   Sí.

   I heard you say it.

   When?

   No response came. He could not tell whether the boy’s eyes were open or closed. When had he spoken the word? Were there other words? The tongue of his childhood he had not spoken for years before coming back here.

   He turned down the lamp and sat there waiting for the boy to fall asleep as he always did. Then after a moment a voice from the dark.

   Father.

   Yes?

   What’s your name?

   You know my name.

   Bernardo.

   Yes. But in England they called me Bernie.

   What does it mean?

   I don’t know.

   Can I call you Bernardo?

   You don’t like Father any more?

   I like Bernardo.

   Go to sleep, the man said. Tomorrow we get a big deer.

   He got into bed and slipped his boots off. Then the socks. He lay rubbing his feet. Where had the boy heard that word? Why was his name on the boy’s mind? How much of what he thought he had shielded from the boy was the boy actually privy to? Outside the wind wailed with fury. It sounded to the man like someone was trying to get inside.

   The following morning he was woken by James vomiting in his bed. He held the boy by his shoulders and pressed a hand against his forehead. Slick with cold sweat. The skin cloudwhite.

   Hey, he said. What is it? Come on.

   He lifted the boy still retching and holding his stomach and crying. Took him outside onto the porch in his arms and set him down. James dropped to his knees and bent over and vomited again. Thick yellow plumes. The man squatted alongside. Rubbed the boy’s back.

   There, there. It will be all right. Get it up.

   The boy retched again and again and he saw the squirming figure of fear and desperation not in the boy but in himself.

   He fetched water and made James drink. Then he took him back inside and put the boy in his own bed. Pulled up the covers. He set down a small ceramic bowl. The boy still retched but everything was all sicked up. He sat on the bedside and ran his hand through James’s thin mousy hair.

   Rest today. Okay? You will be fine soon. Father will fetch you some medicine.

   The boy’s frightened eyes, desperate eyes. No, he said.
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