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            The interrupted fern is less a lover of moisture than its kindred, and while it may occasionally be found with the cinnamon fern in some springy spot in the open grove, its preference is for the fence-row and bushy half-wild lands that border so many of our back-country roads. Here it often thrives in the face of the most untoward circumstances, frequently perched upon the top of a half-buried stone pile, through the interstices of which its strong roots ramify to the soil below. It is from some such situation as this that the wise fern cultivator selects his plants for the garden, for the labour of removing the stones from about the prize is much less than is required to dig it up when growing in the soil. It is as firmly anchored as any of its relatives and does not come up whole without a struggle.
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         WHEN I got to the station, Terry Ceallaigh was waiting for me behind the wheel of his pickup. The engine was running, and the windows were fogged. The sun had yet to rise on a cold early morning between summer and fall. I tapped on his window. Terry startled and, seeing me, turned off the truck and stepped out. I got him into the station and started some coffee brewing. My office was shoehorned into the Wild Thyme Township garage, along with the plows and the grader and the fire station. It was tight quarters, but I was only a one-man police department in a northeast Pennsylvania hamlet, and they tell me I have all I need.

         With a mug in his hand, Terry drew himself upright and told me about the dead man. “I don’t know how you deal with something like that,” he said when he was done. “Never seen anything like it.”

         “Tell me where,” I said. I’d already put in calls to Pennsylvania State Police, the Holebrook County Sheriff’s Department, and the conservation officer assigned to our area, Shaun Loughlin. Shaun had called the biologist who works with the Game Commission. All the while Terry Ceallaigh and I were talking, I searched him for signs. Terry was a tall, fit man in his thirties with long hair in two braids like Willie Nelson. He smelled like shampoo. Bronze bracelets clinked on his wrists as he raised his coffee mug, and he had tattoos on his hands, which were battered and seamed with engine grease. 

         I followed Terry back out to Red Pine Road. He pulled onto the shoulder, creek on one side, slope on the other with a logging switchback cut into it. The creek bent under the road and continued into a wooded ravine. This was not Terry’s land, but his neighbor Mark Moore’s. In years past, kids went down there to leap from a rock cliff into a deep pool in the creek. I got out and went to Terry’s driver-side window.

         “I can’t go back again,” he said, pointing into the woods. “Watch your feet when you get there, I threw up.”

         I told Terry to stick around, and stepped into the woods. Dry leaves underfoot, a touch of red and gold in the green above me, the wind pushing the trees around to reveal the pure blue sky. Red Pine Road was called that because of the species of tree that covered the ridge, a tree as short as it was tangled. The men who first tamed the area would have been disappointed in the timber; they were seeking the much larger hemlocks for the bark, which they used for tanning hide. Those men were also the ones who almost drove the Pennsylvania deer to extinction in the process of cutting away first growth. Eventually they—the Game Commission or somebody—had transplanted Michigan whitetails to replace the local population, thinking nobody would notice. But some families, mine included, remembered through the years that the Pennsylvania deer had been a smaller, less obvious animal.

         I had to push through a thicket of pine, and an acre or so of beech tag, blackberry brambles, and maples turning the color of cherry bubble gum. Then a tromp through the shallow parts of the creek. You won’t believe me but I smelled the body before I saw it, almost by a mile. That’s because it had been warm and something had eaten out the man’s guts, from thighs to rib cage. Where he lay was close to the Freefall, where kids used to jump, but not the exact spot. You could tell the body was a man’s—an old hairy chest spattered with black blood. He wore a plain blue short-sleeved shirt. His head was gone, and where it should have been was a ring of dried blood, suggesting impact. But for the missing head, this would’ve been a job for the commonwealth and their game people, not my problem. His arms were spread wide, as if drawing power from the rippled rock below or the sky above, or both. His legs were white and hairless where his jeans had been torn away, and he still had one black leather boot on. Flies circled above him. I took out a pair of earplugs and put one in each nostril. The hillside rose above me, covered with ferns, trees, and moss. I stood there, shifting from leg to leg, looking away and waiting. A fly bit me. I came out of my brown study, taped the scene off, and waited for the others.

         Ordinarily the medical examiner, Wyatt Brophy, would take charge of the scene, and he picked his way down the ravine to join me. But because an animal was likely involved, Wy deferred to Shaun Loughlin, who was trained in attack-scene protocol, as most newer COs had to be. Shaun arrived shortly after Wy and got to work. Anything that looked like a bite mark, Shaun shot with his digital camera, laying his ruler into each photo, one shot with, and one without. He also collected saliva from torn flaps of white skin, which trembled at the delicate touch of his swab. He shooed at flies.

         “This it?” said Shaun. “No campsite? Tent?”

         “This is it,” I said.

         “We’re going to have to get the bear, then.”

         “Bear?” 

         He showed me a paper envelope with strands of heavy black hair he’d collected.

         “Huh,” I said. Well then, where was the head, I wanted to know.

         “The biologist is on her way from Harrisburg,” Shaun said. “She should be here in an hour.”

         I looked above us and down the ravine to where the body lay. “Shaun, is it a problem if I climb up?”

         “Go around, not straight up. You’ll get dirt on the scene.”

         So I did, walking past another creek bend and then up a gentler incline, until I caught a glimmer of creek below me. On my stomach I eased down to a shale ledge and peered over it. There was the dead man below me, thud. I took a couple photos. I had braced myself against the trunk of a narrow beech whose roots had forced themselves through the layers of rock to the surrounding earth. Just above where my hand was, in a crook, the faintest scuff in the tree’s gray bark. A small disturbance, a freshness. The mark was about an inch wide. I took a photo of that.

         Down below, I stood next to Wy Brophy for a moment. “Look for signs he’d been tied,” I said. “Rope burns.”

         Wy raised his eyebrows but showed no real surprise. “Look at this,” he said, crouching. Where the head would have met the body, there was the halo of dried blood. The stone’s surface was blue-gray and smooth, with wavelets shaped by water and baked from mud to stone some millions of years ago. With a toothbrush, Wy cleared away some rust color from the surface to reveal divots in the stone, new and white. He looked up. “The fall couldn’t have been thirty feet. Not enough to knock someone’s head clean off.” 

         Shaun stopped what he was doing to listen to Wy, then came to look. “Teeth marks? Claw marks? No.”

         I looked down at the body, imagined a heavy flat stone in my hands, raised it over my head, and brought it down where the neck should have been.

         “Right,” said Wy. “Repeated blows with something hard enough to chip the stone beneath. The cervical vertebrae are smashed to hell, you can see in there. What’s left of them.” He took a flurry of photographs, his camera clicking.

         The creek bubbled as we circled and circled the body, waving at flies. At one point I found a dried smear of blood on a face of stone. Then Shaun found another set of drops on the flat rock of the creek bed. We took samples. Shaun got a chirp on his radio, hiked back to the road, and returned with three companions: Holebrook County Sheriff’s Deputy Ben Jackson, who held the leash of a beagle named Paycheck, and a short woman with white hair like a dandelion. Shaun introduced the woman as Dr. Mary Weaver, the bear biologist. She was dressed for the outdoors, with broken-in hiking boots and a boonie hat on a string around her neck. She had what looked like a .30-06 rifle on her shoulder, a revolver on her hip, and a hunting knife buckled to her thigh.

         “Mary runs a lab down to Harrisburg,” Shaun said. “We use her for attacks, poaching investigations, and that. She can ID ground meat from a butcher shop. A little piece of sausage, she can tell us deer, horse, woodchuck.”

         “Delighted,” she said, shaking my hand and Wy’s in turn. She glanced at the corpse and said, “What the frick?”

         “You work any like this?” I said.

         “I work all over the East, through to Ohio. I just got back from one down in Georgia. That’s the way it’s going for these bears. You don’t usually see the head come off, though. That’s a new one.”

         Paycheck got the corpse’s scent and into the woods we walked, straight to a hole in the ground where the carpet of leaves had been tossed aside and dirt chucked out in all directions. From there, the dog led us to a nearby oak with three trunks joined together at the roots. One trunk was living, the other two dead, cracked open and hollowed out. Deputy Jackson gave a tug at the leash, but the dog insisted, so we circled the tree looking for signs. At the base of one dead trunk, hairy droppings spilled out of a crack barely big enough to fit a foot inside. The old lady lowered herself to the ground and shone a flashlight in, and said nothing. Again, Jackson tugged at the dog’s leash, and again, the dog stayed put. I cast my eye up the tree, found an open bole near a joint about ten feet off the ground. I wedged myself between two trunks and hitched up the tree to where I could grab on to a limb and look into the hollow. My Maglite beam caught white flesh and teeth crusted with black blood, and some human hair. The dead man’s head was not exactly looking up at me, nor was it not. One eye was aimed at the sky, the other side of his face had been pulled or pushed down into the hollow.

         I got down quick as I could to the forest floor, where I took a break and sat until the afterimage of the face cleared from my sight. Then, with a knife, I climbed up there again, and, gentle as could be, slipped the blade between the head and the rotting wood surrounding it, popped it loose. Flies spiraled out from beneath. At that moment, I felt a scrabbling inside the hollow, and Mary Weaver hopped to one side as two shadows shot out of the ground entrance, then stopped in the midst of some blackberry brambles to stare at us: raccoons. With a gloved hand, I took the head by the ear, lifted it out, and dropped it into a paper grocery sack that Shaun Loughlin held open for me. Parts of it had been gnawed to the bone. Shaun took samples of hair and scat from the raccoons’ den, and swabbed the head for saliva. Too late, I pulled the .40 and looked for the animals. They had disappeared.

         Would you understand if I said it was actually easier, the worse it got? This man, whoever he had been, was nothing but a thing now. A foul-smelling thing, with very little life left to call out to me. We left the head by the body.

         The dog led us to the edge of a swamp, dark and surrounded by hemlock, where the creek splayed out into a dozen smaller channels, then into a great brown bowl of water that beavers had dammed. Paycheck lost whatever scent he had.

         Out on the road, just a little past the Moores’ driveway, I thought I found something. A wobbling tire track in the road; the track became two crisscrossing each other, then they widened out and stopped. I took pictures. An ambulance had arrived, along with another state vehicle and Sheriff Dally’s car. The sheriff and I stepped off to the side and I told him, “It’s a homicide. Loughlin and the scientist think a bear’s been at him. We know raccoons have.”

         “It couldn’t have been a bear, plain and simple?”

         “The head’s taken off with, I don’t know, a sharp rock. Then buried. Angry work, or desperate.” Before the sheriff could ask, I said, “We found the head. Raccoons had it in a hollow tree.”

         “Jesus.”

         “The bear could have dragged him down,” I said, “but why? We can’t rule it out, I guess.” 

         “He could’ve been camping, hiking, fallen, died a natural death, been taken. In whatever order,” said the sheriff hopefully.

         “The guy had nothing, no gear, no wallet, even.”

         Dally looked down the creek, where techs had started their work. “If it’s a homicide, we’ll keep it quiet for now. Why don’t you wait here, talk to any press that shows. Keep it simple. Say it’s an animal attack, give some broad strokes about the victim—height, weight, race, age. I’ll refer anyone to you, and that’ll give us some cover. Make it look ordinary. Happens every day.”

         “All right,” I said.

         “You know the landowners?”

         “Yes. Terry there”—I pointed to his truck—“found him. Lives next door to Mark Moore and his wife. Them two don’t get along great, and neither do their dogs, I guess. But they never gave me any problems other than that. Citizens.”

         “Well, sound them out, if you can. But we’ll mostly work it out of my shop. It’s watch and wait with PSP; if we need them, they’ll take over. I’ll have Jackson or Hanluain look through the missing persons, call around. Keep notes, be in touch.”

         I don’t know that Dally and I ever set this in stone as policy, but our practice was to handle our business, if it was our business. If it was a whodunit from out of town, with branches leading other places, we’d leave it to the state police and their superior resources.

         I found Weaver pulling equipment out of a maroon pickup with a white camper in the bed. At my arrival, she looked up at me, smiled slightly, and continued to rummage. She lined up a backpack, a tent, a pair of waders, a motion-activated wildlife camera, and a short-handled shovel on the roadside.

         “Where’s your gear?” she said. “Let’s get out there.” 

         “My gear,” I said.

         “He’ll be back. Probably today, tonight, next few days. I’m going to set up. You should come,” she said.

         “Ma’am, Doctor, we don’t have permission to do that. I’m not sure the landowners even know what’s going on down here.”

         “So, get permission. He’ll be back.”

         “You say ‘he.’”

         “It’s a male.”

         “You know that already?”

         Mary hefted the large backpack onto her shoulders, and it reached a foot over her head. “It’s always a male. What’s your name again?”

         “Henry.”

         “I’d say he’s down in the swamp where nobody can get to him unless they’re out to shoot a bear. Which we are, once you get your ass in gear. Shaun’s coming. Aren’t you, Shaun?”

         The CO was leaning at the window of his vehicle. “What? All night? Henry, I got plans with my girl. You can handle this, right?”

         The biologist looked from me to Shaun and back again. She shook her head. “I’ll go out there alone if I have to. I’m not sure you understand. You ever handle a bear attack?”

         “I lived out West.”

         “Oh. Where?”

         “Big Piney, Wyoming. That area.”

         “U. a. horribilis,” she said.

         “Pardon?”

         “Ursus arctos horribilis. Grizzly bears. You’ve worked with them.”

         “Yes,” I said. Out West we had some grizzlies that disported along the Green River and in the higher meadows, where occasionally a kayaker or a hiker seeking virgin ground would startle them into violence. One time when I was out there, a grizzly took a little nip of an ultra-marathoner as he floated barefoot over the hills, hungry for distance, no distance enough. The grizzly had been faster. Just a piece of calf muscle, and the animal was put off by a faceful of bear spray, but it ended the runner’s career. In Wyoming such attacks required a conflict coordinator, a kind of field judge who weighed in on whether the bear lived or died. In this case, the coordinator argued that the grizzly had merely been surprised by the runner, and had reacted normally. The ultra man, the outdoors people, and local ranchers all agreed that the coordinator was wrong, and the bear was tracked down and shot. Not by me, but I was on the hunt.

         “Here, we’re dealing with an americanus,” the old lady said. “A different animal entirely. Usually amiable. Not a natural predator like a grizzly. But this one is different. And he’ll come back. We know that. He’ll come back here.”

         “Doctor …” I began, wondering how much I should say. As to this victim’s death, we would not be looking for a black bear, but a Homo sapiens or two. “I don’t know how you can be so certain yet. This could have been just a bear, wandering along, and, oh, hello. They eat carrion, don’t they?”

         “They do. And a bear that’s had man will seek it out again. Henry, I don’t see how any of us knows anything about this attack, not for certain, not yet. You could have a man-killer out there. The sooner we get to it, the sooner we’ll know.”

         I took off my baseball cap and scratched my head. “This is a small town without much local entertainment. If you say anything about man-killing bears to the press, well. I don’t know what I’ll do.”

         “What press?” she said. “I’ll be out in the field. You don’t have to talk to them, either. Come along.” The old lady was starting to make good sense. She moved closer. “If you get pushback, you might explain that a man-killer isn’t stupid. It stalks its prey in absolute silence. You’d be surprised. Most survivors never hear or see it before it’s too late, until it’s less than fifty feet away. And if it has a taste for man, harsh words won’t stop him.”

      

   


   
      

         
             

         

         THE STORY of this dead man—and some other animals into the bargain—began years ago. My part in it began only weeks before we found him. Two neighbors, Mark Moore and Terry Ceallaigh, sat side by side at my desk in the station on a late summer afternoon. They also lived side by side on Red Pine Road, each with a piece of land up there. Mark Moore was in his sixties, a transplant to Holebrook County, while Ceallaigh—pronounced Kelly—was a younger man from an old Wild Thyme family.

         As I said, my office was small, and crowded even more so by the fume of anger hanging between the two men.

         “If she shows up at my place again, I’m going to have to shoot her. That’s all,” said Mark.

         “You shoot my dog …” Terry warned. He had a chaw in his lip and an iced-tea bottle for the spit. “It’s the kids’ dog.” He turned to me. “You heard him.”

         “Okay,” I said. “Just—”

         “Then train her,” Mark said to Terry.

         “She is trained.”

         “A trained killer, sure.”

         “She loves your fuckin dog,” Terry said. “I love your dog. They’re dogs, they scrap. Sometimes they run away. Sometimes it’s coyotes.”

         “Coyotes?” Mark turned to me. “She comes home one time needing stitches on her neck. That’s one hell of a scrap. I still don’t see him paying her vet bills.”

         “Here we go.”

         Mark turned to me. “I’m going to say it. His dog—Goldwing, right?—is a pit from the street. She has no ears. She fought for her life, all her life. And I’m sorry for that. But Puff’s been afraid of her. Afraid to come home. Or maybe she’s dead.”

         “Show me the proof. Show me the proof. Show me the proof,” Terry said. “Show me the proof.”

         “Shut—quiet, both of you,” I said. “There’s coyotes out there. Mark, what’s Puffball, ah …”

         “An Airedale. She’s not an idiot. She knows coyotes.”

         “She spayed?” I said.

         Mark said nothing. Then, “She’s too old for that to be it.”

         “We’ve got a bear,” Terry added. He spat quietly into his bottle. “Seen it.”

         “Great,” said Mark. “Great.” He stood. “Anything comes on my land, bear, coyote, whatever …”

         “Mark, you shoot Goldie, we’re going to have a problem,” I said. “Have some sense.”

         Mark pointed a finger at me and said, “Then you find my dog.” He stalked out of my office. Terry waited until he heard Mark drive away, and then stood to leave.

         “Wait a minute,” I said, removing my glasses and smoothing my beard. “Next time, send your wife.”

         “Excuse me, Farrell?”

         “Send your wife. Say you’re working. Next time he calls you down here for whatever, send your wife,” I said. “He wants a fight, you don’t. Send your wife. He’ll behave.”

         “I hear you. Maybe.” Terry left. 

         Terry was right about the coyotes, and he was right about the bear. I’d responded to a Baptist church where the bear had visited a dumpster that summer. By the time I arrived, it had disappeared, and it was all over but the sweeping up. Since, I’d lain in wait on a ridgetop I knew, and seen the big lonely thing huffing raspberries in the dawn. In my mind I named him Crabapple.

         
            *

         

         THE NEXT TIME Crabapple appeared to me was on the occasion of my second wedding, as the late summer sun blessed Wild Thyme. At the Meaghers’ cottage on Walker Lake, where Julie and I would say our vows in an hour or two, caterers and decorators flitted from the house to the yard tying ribbons and placing bouquets of wildflowers. After the ceremony we would be put to cocktails and dinner with most of Wild Thyme and many more besides, and her family and mine would finally size each other up. Until then, I skulked in the mossy-roofed boathouse with the spiders. The scotch I’d drunk the night before had gone down clean, and the hangover was in the nature of a low fever. My head pulsed out into the world, and the world closed back in on my head. The lake water brought a dead fish into the slip to keep me company. I shooed it away with a canoe paddle but it came back, or was a different one.

         I had showered and left my own place early to escape Father and Ma, recently arrived from North Carolina, along with my sister Mag and her family. I had nowhere else to be. The boathouse doors framed a sunlit piece of lake and some busy cottages on it. I leaned in a folding chair, thinking.

         I heard Miss Julie before I saw her, talking to somebody who wasn’t talking back. A knock came on the door and she appeared there beneath a hairdo full of fronds and flowers. She carried a towel and wore a loose white robe. “I’m going to get in the lake and float. I found these two outside,” she said. “You know them?”

         I looked out the door and there stood Brit, age nine, and Ryan, eleven, my niece and nephew from the Christmas cards. Ryan wore a shirt and tie, and Brit, a blue sundress and a straw hat. I wanted to hug them, but I didn’t know them well enough. Brit looked from Julie to me, and back to Julie. “Him seeing you is bad luck,” she whispered.

         I suggested the kids and I take a canoe out, but Brit, eyeing the inch of slosh at the bottom of the boat, preferred to wait with the bride. Ryan pulled off his shoes and socks in a split second, took a paddle, and hopped in, and we two shot free of the boathouse. We paddled around Walker Lake, Ryan up in the prow. I knew enough of boys not to make him talk. Out of place at the wedding of an uncle he didn’t really know, in itchy clothes, at a big house far from home. He was uneasy. An unmarried uncle was like him. A married one wasn’t. Whenever the boy turned his head sideways I looked for Farrell genes in his face—big teeth, long face, ears like a dog.

         “Nice place,” he said.

         “Yeah.”

         “Big wedding.”

         “It’s all I’ve been doing for days. Anybody wants to rob a bank, now’s their chance.” In fact, there had been a masked gunman hitting the gas stations and convenience stores of northeastern Pennsylvania for some months now. I didn’t anticipate ever catching him. 

         Ryan looked back in the direction of the cottage. “You going to live there now?”

         “Julie’s going to live with me at my place, where you’re staying. Good hunting up there. You know,” I said, “the Farrells have lived up here since before the Civil War. You belong here, you and your sister, too.”

         “That’s what Granddad says.” With the blade of his paddle he pulled up some lakeweed to look at. “You like her?”

         “Julie? Yeah, I like her.” I did like her. “You?”

         “Sure.”

         Ryan and I drifted for a while on the lake, looking back at the shore occasionally, where at that distance the wedding guests looked like a painting, moving slowly down the lawn toward the rows of folding chairs. The Meaghers had invited an unthinkable number of people. What was planned this day was not for my benefit. By the boathouse I saw my best man Ed Brennan, dressed in his rental tuxedo and waving mine at me, which was still wrapped in plastic. It flashed in the afternoon sun.

         Once we were dressed and our ties reasonably tied, Ed and I gazed at each other mournfully, our stomachs wrapped in cummerbunds the color of raw salmon. I peered out a window of my mossy refuge. The Holebrook Farrells and our poor relations were outnumbered four-to-one by Julie’s people. But Sheriff Dally was there, as was Deputy Jackson, as was Lee Hillendale and his nice wife Greta, as were two friends I’d made in the army, there with their wives and kids, different now of course. And I’d seen my boss, the Sovereign Individual, walking the cottage grounds like he owned the place. Him and his wife. According to Julie, there was no way to keep him off the guest list, as the Milgraham family had owned the cottage two plots over longer than her family had been on the lake. I was disappointed to see him. But what did that matter in the end? I was nobody in the grand scheme of this wedding.

         They have pills for what happens to me in social situations: tunnel vision, confusion, and a tendency to lock my jaw or let words escape in reels of nonsense. You know when you’re talking to someone and you realize there’s something not quite right? Allow me to introduce Officer Farrell, given to anxiety and depression. His cousins are homeschooled. Oh, and there they all are.

         I took my place at the spot under the huge weeping willow in the yard, whose branches had been trimmed to form an archway. Ed was beside me; the several bridesmaids across from us, waiting in a line. Here came Miss Julie on the arm of her father Willard, who looked a little yellow and tired. Not Julie, though, who gave off life in her simple white dress and her flowers. If you knew her, you could almost see her past trailing behind her like balloons: a wealthy childhood, too much education, drugs, her first serious boyfriend dead too young. A checkered career as an EMT down south.

         Then a return home to Wild Thyme, to family and quiet, where she transformed, calmly and without regret, into the beautiful rosy person who walked down the path of sun-warmed flagstones toward me. She touched my cheek and told me I looked handsome. I could not get a word out. I took her hand and almost went to kiss her.

         I passed through the ceremony as if in a series of photographs. The Episcopalian priest who married us said every sentence like a question, as if to ask the guests for replies. Many waters cannot quench love, neither can floods drown it, right? If one offered for love all the wealth of one’s house, it would be utterly scorned, huh? My voice shook as I said my part, then calmed as I focused on Julie: the dots of sweat on her cheeks, the damp strands of hair that clung around her ears, her embarrassed smiles.

         If there was one thing getting in the way of this wedding, it was me. If there were two things, it was my other wife Polly, dead some years and two thousand miles away—it was unclear how she would fit into my life now. And three, a dream feeling, a fear that if I let myself fall backwards into this miracle of Julie and her sunny goodness, it might dissolve around me.

         After the ceremony the ten thousand guests milled around the lawn with drinks. My sister Mag approached me with one-year-old Carter in her arms, a little girl in a pink dress and diaper, no shoes. She handed the baby to me. I can still feel her weight in my arms from that day to this, and her little hand swatting my face. I talked to her. She gave me a peeved look and helped me take off my glasses and untie my bow tie. I thought she was the best company available, but the feeling wasn’t mutual, and Mag had to take her away. With my best wedding guest gone, I was able to consider the many people I didn’t know, including Miss Julie’s relatives and Willard Meagher’s business friends. A great-uncle of Julie’s pinned me to the lilac bush with questions to make me admit that, more or less, I had amounted to nothing so far and would continue to do so. I didn’t like discussing my plans with strangers, so I hid in the woods and sat with my back against a tree. From there, I witnessed a curious scene: Ma gripping Julie’s forearm as she passed, their heads together in whispers, and Ma leaning back and smiling. The world was full of secrets. 

         It wasn’t long before we got a wedding crasher or two—a pontoon full of drunk cottagers dropped anchor nearby and wished the party well. Willard Meagher sent a kid out with a bottle of champagne for them. Then a kayak scraped up to the shore and a man dressed in golf clothes and a white hat climbed out. Even from far away I knew who it was: Joshua Bray, an aeronautics engineer who lived on a horse farm here in Wild Thyme, and had a number of side hustles to make himself richer, some I knew about, some I was only beginning to guess. His ex-wife Shelly and I had made a mistake together, and it had ended with bad feeling in all directions. The affair was no secret to Joshua, but it was to my bride, and the time had long passed to where I could tell Julie about it without consequence. I stood up and brushed myself off.

         I quick-walked down to the lawn where Joshua stood, but before I could get to him, Willard swept in, clapped him on the shoulder, and handed him a drink.

         “Jesus, where you been?” Willard asked me. “Quit your lurking for once, it’s your own damn wedding. You know Josh Bray? I told him to stop by. Hope the caterers don’t hit me with a frying pan.”

         “We’ve met,” I said, with a smile I hoped was not too thin.

         Joshua returned a perfectly civil smile that contained more: his wealth and comfort, my wild upbringing in the hills; his belonging, my lurking; what he knew, what I needed him to keep to himself.

         For the past year, Willard had been trying to convert his grocery stores and convenience marts to a small fortune and then disappear to a beach somewhere. Possibly this was why Joshua had been invited—a potential buyer. I didn’t care. 

         “Bray,” I said, “let me show you around.” I was hoping to pull him aside and, in the nicest possible way, tell him to get lost.

         “It’s like he already owns the place,” said Bray to Willard with a laugh.

         Willard narrowed his eyes, then smiled and said, “Henry’s at home here. You be welcome too, Bray.” Willard took his leave.

         “Bray, I hate to ask,” I said, “but can you move it along? We’re maxed out. Heads counted, seats assigned, you know how it is.”

         “I do,” said Bray. “I do know how it is. Should Willard not have asked me? I have a lot to talk about with these people.”

         “Another time,” I said. “Finish your drink and go.”

         “In a minute,” he said. “Don’t worry, I won’t eat your dinner.” He joined the wedding guests. I walked to the shore and watched him as he moved through the crowd, smiling and gripping shoulders until he reached Julie. He took her hand and went in for a kiss on the cheek. She didn’t know Bray well, so it startled her, but she laughed and took it in stride.

         I stood there by the lake, newly married to a woman I never deserved, baffled by my future and caught in my past. For a moment, I wasn’t at my own wedding, but in the midst of the Brays’ divorce again. I couldn’t keep it at arm’s length, no matter how I tried; Shelly, after disappearing from Wild Thyme, resurfaced months later at the station. Given everything that had happened between us and was known by a few, I was reluctant to help, or even have her seen in my company. According to a devil’s bargain visitation order, she was supposed to have the kids every other weekend, but the last couple times she’d made the trip up to collect them, Josh had arranged for them not to be there. I’d told her to take it to court. I couldn’t step in unless there was going to be harm to the children. She’d left in a fury and I hadn’t seen her since, but I’d heard rumblings from the sheriff’s department and friends: an altercation with Josh in the BAE Systems parking lot, Shelly on the horse farm when she should not have been, Shelly haunting her own family.

         Eventually Liz Brennan—Ed’s wife, you know—found me. “Go meet Julie up on the hill. She said you’d know where. She wants pictures.”

         Up on the hill among the Queen Anne’s lace there was only Julie in the heart of a happiness neither I, nor our families, nor any interloper could destroy. The photographer was a jolly hefty woman with romantical notions. She tried posing me, my hand gently holding Julie’s elbow, gazing into the distance, or I don’t know. It didn’t work and she mostly followed us around as we tried to pretend she wasn’t there. Away from the party, I felt my body relax for the first time all day. We let the photographer head down to the wedding alone and gave ourselves a moment.

         I asked Julie what Ma had said to her back at the cottage.

         “Oh, she asked if I was going to have a baby.”

         “Really. What did you tell her?”

         “I said yeah.”

         “What?” That spring we had decided to go off the pill. I looked at Julie and understood what she was saying, and burst into foolish tears.

         “Don’t make it weird,” she said, and dabbed at her own eyes.

         “Sorry.” I looked down the hill at the distant Wild Thymers, Holebrookians, Farrell relations, and Julie’s people. I was going to be a father.

         “We can’t tell anyone yet. You’re the only one who knows, you, and now your ma. How’d she even know to ask?”

         The farther I am from a crowd, the better I feel. And if I can see into the woods, into cover, I am close to home, to my world. Up on the hilltop I turned slowly, taking in the timberframe artist’s studio we’d built for Willard, and the perimeter of maple, beech, and white pine. At the edge of the trees, who did I see but the black bear. Was it Crabapple? I thought so. No doubt he was drawn by the scent of roasting meat, but repelled by people and the music thudding into his wild brain. He moved off. Bears almost float atop their long limbs, you ever really see one? Good for you, Crabby. Good choice, I said to myself. Julie looked up too late to see the bear.

         We moved down the hill, back to the feast. Julie’s mother Tina had politely, staunchly objected to the pig roast, but I’d insisted on it. That morning, Liz Brennan’s uncle Derek, an organic farmer up to Broome County, had driven his pickup through the cottage’s yard to the pit I’d dug the day before, climbed into the truck’s bed, and tossed out a series of heavy iron devices that looked like pieces of a railroad engine. Put together, they were a spit and the rack it rotated on. He’d stuffed newspaper under kindling and set a match to it. When the wood was popping, he got back into the truck’s bed and lowered two huge coolers to me. He opened one; curled in it was the gilt I’d ordered. She’d been raised on acorns, no trash. Together we’d stretched the pig out and got it on the spit, a process I will leave to you to imagine. We slathered our hands from a bottle of dish soap and washed them from a jug of water.

         In the other cooler: beer and ice. He gave me one, opened one for himself, and said, “Do what you got to do. I’m set.” His small eyes twinkled, and I felt I was in the care of an angel.

         Several hours later, as Julie and I returned from the hilltop, we passed Tina Meagher gazing wide-eyed into the field as the pig caught fire. Uncle Derek sat bolt upright in his chair. He rubbed his eyes and slapped at the flames with what appeared to be a dirty towel soaked in water from the cooler. From out of nowhere came Ed with the garden hose. He doused the pig and knocked the fire down. Uncle Derek too sank back into his chair. Tina took a long drink from her napkin-wrapped G&T. I raced across the lawn, but by the time I arrived, Ed was crouched by the fire in his tuxedo, slowly turning the spit. “I don’t know anymore,” he said. Uncle Derek would not be roused from his drunk.

         A few sturdy men in work gloves volunteered to remove the gilt from its spit. One of them was Nate Hancock, a high-school-educated military veteran like myself who was a new part-owner of a couple of Willard’s gas stations in the area. We’d met because some of the businesses lately robbed were his, Willard’s, or both. After thunking the pig down on the carving table, he pulled me aside.

         “Women like her don’t come along every day. I don’t know how you pulled it off. Well done, brother.”

         “Thanks,” I said, put out, looking for escape.

         “I hate to talk shop,” he said. “Any news?”

         “I’ve had today to deal with,” I said.

         “No doubt. No doubt.” He stood there, waiting for me to say more. “How about Willard, how’s that old savings and loan?”

         “Willard’s fine, far as I know.” In fact, it was a poorly kept family secret that he was fighting lymphoma. Willard was a good-natured operator who drew a lot of people into his orbit. It wasn’t easy to see him closed off and weary as he’d been. I searched Hancock’s face for signs that he knew, and couldn’t tell. “Ask him yourself,” I said. 

         We ate. We drank some beer. I pulled out my fiddle. My old-time group was called the Country Slippers, after the tall rubber boots you wore November through April to step outside for a quick chore, or simply to get through the mud to your car. Ed Brennan on guitar, Liz on clawhammer banjo, and we’d added a percussionist named Ralph who mostly played a box called the cajón. We played a short set of tunes, ending with “Going to the Wedding to Get Some Cake.”

         Father appeared, wearing his good denim shirt, and clapped me on the shoulder. “Haw,” he said. “You got good.” This was the man who’d ground me down since I first could talk and understand. I told myself not no more, but something in me still wanted to please him. I was taken aback by how he had changed from a tall narrow man into a bent, slower one. Ma, her long white hair in a bun, clasped her hands and said nothing. She was all the time saying nothing but meaning things. When you don’t see your folks in years, of course they’ll be older.

         At my first wedding, there was no pleasing Father and Ma. Polly and I married in Wyoming with guitars and poetry readings. Sneaking looks at my folks, stiff and outraged in folding chairs out in the sagebrush while they realized Jesus had not been invited, had given me something of a thrill. I was free, vengeance was mine. At the party they drank nothing and said less. The folks had never said much about Polly’s death, either. They were in North Carolina with my sister Mag’s family by then.

         This time, with Julie, there had been some religion. Father’s Father had not only given up the real spelling of the Farrell name—Fearghail—but the Catholic faith traditional to our family back in Ireland. He turned instead to Northern Bible Presbyterianism, which as far as I can tell was a vestige of plain Bible Presbyterianism, yet again a version of a version, all them Presbyterianisms particular in their beliefs. Northern Bible folks had dug their heels into a belief that Jesus would return very soon, very possibly before the Millennium of Righteousness. Too late now, assuming that’s where we are. Anyway, we grew up being told He would show up any day, and that we could encourage Him with behavior.

         The sky got dark and the night got late. I had conversations I can’t remember now with relatives I never knew I had. Guests began to leave. I’d forgotten about Uncle Derek until I heard his truck cross the yard.
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