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A DECADE OF VISIONS

Cameron Ramses




Dedication

To my mother

 

 

 


 

 

 

 

BOOK ONE




Chapter One

 

First, she noticed the twine was gone. Then the shears. And when Inez pried open the icebox—the dust on the lid cascading off in streams—she noticed the milk was no longer where she had put it. She stood there a moment, scratching her scalp through her red bandana. She shook her head, slammed the icebox shut, and started down the hall.

The dust in the air made way for Inez, parting around her hips and thick calves, sticking to the blond hairs of her arms still moist with the day’s sweat. It dusted her hair with beige. Whether her nose was freckled or her pores were merely clogged with dust, it was hard to tell.

The cloud reformed behind her and hung in the bloodstained light of evening. In the hall, the light became a muted yellow, filtering through the newspapers they used to seal the front windows and keep out the tiny pieces of dust. Streaks of light caught in the hairs the bandana failed to keep down, illuminating her round face, haloing her head. She turned the corner and entered Roy’s room.

Here, too, the dust clung, thickening the air into ochre. The dust turned the column of light traveling from the window to the floor into sparkling molasses, a statue of amber. In this room, the windows bore no newspapers, since no matter how many times she taped them up, Roy would always tear them down.

Roy was where she expected him to be: hunched over beside his bed. Around the bottom of the wrought-iron frame were tied hundreds of husks of corn, a jungle of dried yellow and brown, as if the whole bed were a corn-husk doll wearing a skirt. The skirt was thickest around the bed posts, where the longest husks brushed the ground; as they traveled toward the center, the husks grew shorter, creating an opening into the space under the bed, like a dry curtain opening onto a stage.

Roy hadn’t heard her come in. She watched his hunched head—black-haired like his father—sway as he measured out a length of twine. She heard the snip of the shears. Curled up like this, resting on his heels, his little body was a bean. A bean like before he was born, a bean like when he curled up in her arms at night, crying or screaming or staring into the dark after a nightmare. From this distance she could have picked up her beloved, black-headed bean and swallowed him like a pill. Then he would have been safe.

The bean leaned forward and wrapped the twine around the bed post, slipping a husk under the string before tightening it. From under the bed peeked the edge of a saucer.

Briefly she considered leaving. If she said nothing, he would never know she had seen him at his work. By tomorrow morning, the twine, shears, and milk would be returned to their places like magic, and the saucer would stand in the cabinet—washed, no less. He was good about those kinds of things. Besides, she could find some other way to tie the legs of the chicken together, another way to sever the neck. She could just step back and return to the kitchen and make dinner without a word.

But at that moment he turned. The look of shock on his face was complete; his shame and surprise sucked the last bit of color from his cheeks, draining his thin lips. He paused with the scissors in his hand, the twine hanging from his fingers. Limp-jawed and silent, he sat as still as a hurricane lamp and as rigid as a clapboard.

Before Inez could say a word, her son bolted under the bed.

She rushed forward and swung her arms closed, nabbing only air as his legs curled out of sight, rustling the husks like wind. She heard him jostle the saucer and watched as a thin dribble of milk crept out from under the bed—bringing to mind a crying eye—and turned beige as it absorbed the dust. She immediately pulled the dish rag off her shoulder and slapped it onto the spill.

Squatting on her haunches was no easy feat for a woman her age, especially after a day in the field. Her knees in particular protested at being bent. She knew that tomorrow, when she squatted to sit on the dairy stool, she would regret this.

Crouching, she asked, “Roy? Honey?”

The mouth of the cave was silent. The hundred flimsy snaggle-teeth stuck out in defiance.

“Honey, come on out.” She picked up the twine and wound it around her hand, resting her elbows on her knees. She stuck the bundle in her apron pocket. “Can’t you come on out?”

Inez rubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands and then rubbed her palms together. The friction caused the film of dust and sweat to form tiny pellets, which she brushed off onto the floor. She wondered if she should go ahead and pull the bed from the wall to force him out. Or she could return to the kitchen and make dinner and wait for him to be drawn out by the smell of roast meat. Or she could threaten him, say he could no longer sleep with a candle if he didn’t come out right this minute.

Or she could wait.

So she rocked slowly on the balls of her feet. The printed squares of the window inched up her back as the sun moved faster and faster toward the horizon. The dust swirled around her head, in every vacant inch of the room, and the milk soaked into the dish rag. Two minutes waiting, and she could hear her own heart. Four minutes, and she worried she would not have enough time to butcher the chicken. Seven minutes, and she was perfectly still, listening to the mouse’s breath coming up from under the bed. Sometimes he took this long to un-scare. Sometimes he just needed a little patience.

She ran her tongue over her teeth, checking a sore spot on her gums. She deepened her breathing and listened to her heart rate slow down. She planned the finances for the next week and wondered whether it was such a good idea, after all, to kill a chicken tonight. Maybe she should wait and see if the old hen really couldn’t lay another egg. Maybe she was just taking a break. She planned for when the vet, Mr. James, would come, either tomorrow or the next day. She would have a lot to explain to Roy, then. She rehearsed.

Son, you know how the flowers disappear when the weather gets hot? Well, sometimes living things go away and don’t ever come back.

She scrapped it. Too morbid. Besides, he was twelve. He already knew the basics.

Your cat is dead.

No, that would not work either. Might set him off. He was a very sensitive boy, she knew.

Your cat is with your father.

Well…no. She didn’t like the sound of that.

She rested her elbows on her knees and interlaced her fingers. She decided she would just play it by ear. She closed her eyes and raised her brow, thinking, I may be crouched in this very same spot tomorrow, waiting for him to crawl out, waiting to console the poor dear for the passing of his old, sick cat.

She hefted herself up, brushing fresh dust off her skirt. Knees righted and spine straightened, she heaved a sigh of relief.

“Roy,” she said, clearly and slowly, “I’m gonna fix dinner, but you better bring back the twine and the shears after you’ve washed up.”

She cast a last glance at the silent maw of the bed-cave, thinking, There will be no cat to come live in your cave, honey. No cat to lap up that milk.

She passed through the hallway, dim now. Past the framed postcards of Vermont and Ohio, past the raccoon skull that Roy found and wanted mounted on the wall. Past the old bouquet hanging upside down from the lintel, strung up and hung there at Roy’s insistence. No, she wouldn’t kill the chicken tonight. She would just make some biscuits and hash. It is wiser to spare the chicken for later. As a consolation for Roy.




Chapter Two

 

“Veterinarian” was a loose term. The man who went by that title was more of a Jack-of-all-trades than a true vet. Animals were just one of his many areas of expertise. He changed the oil on tractors and birthed a lamb with the same deft hand, the same no-nonsense concentration. Because of his skill and his straightforward and upright business manner, he had been in constant high demand since he was sixteen, the greatest entrepreneur of his Baltimore neighborhood. Despite his packed schedule he somehow found the time to get married, have three kids, and move out West. Since he could not wash his accent of its Eastern European tone, to survive unmolested in this new, flat land, he jettisoned his family name and insisted everyone simply call him Mr. James.

Mr. James wore a black hat over thinning, blond hair, kept a tin of snuff in his pocket, and drove a black Ford with the two right hubcaps missing. Even with this unbalanced car and his odor of old tobacco, Mr. James was popular with women, who seemed to assume that, since his own wife had tuberculosis, he was necessarily in the market for another woman. Besides, there was some irresistible allure to a man who could repair a deck in a forenoon and reduce a dead raccoon to a pelt and a skeleton.

Adrian resembled his father at that age. Boasting blond hair and a strong jaw, he was blessed with handsome, square fingers that manipulated the world however he desired. Mr. James noticed with relish that the shrinking of his own body was not in vain, for it contributed, by the law of inversion, to the filling out of his son’s chest and to the general broadening and thickening that was youth.

So this man and his eldest son, Adrian, rocketed down the roads of Furnas toward the Mangers’. Mr. James, in a genius move of generational economy, had split his greatest talents evenly, cleanly, between his three children. His youngest son, Jacob, could dismantle and reconstruct a threshing machine with his eyes closed. His daughter, Lidia, was a master carpenter, even though her father had to insist that he built her beautiful cabinets himself, or else the men in town refused to buy them. His eldest son, Adrian, knew more about animals than his own father even, having been inspired when he saw the miraculous calving of triplets. In this way, Mr. James ensured that each skill was attended to by the next generation, and even added to by the accumulated insurance of monomania. He knew he ran the risk of losing a whole third of his knowledge should one of his children die. But Mr. James was a hopeful man. He rarely, if ever, let this thought cross his mind.

The one thing he mourned about his kids was that they had never learned Polish. So while he and Adrian drove across the gray landscape, there were very few words exchanged. The factors for this were twofold: the first being that, whenever Adrian spoke aloud, the English words struck his ear as coarse and unfamiliar. But on top of this, they were discouraging in their implication—they could not be English without being not-Polish. So the father did not respond when his son spoke, in part because he did not understand and in part because he chose not to.

Besides the equal division of his skills among his progeny, another thing Mr. James believed in firmly was that one should never cut corners. So when Adrian gestured to his father, saying, “It’s easier to drive across this field; it saves us having to go around the whole of the Roberts’ property,” his father continued driving straight. Mr. James knew that, when Adrian was alone or with his siblings, he drove off-road, traversing ravines and powering through areas of dangerously sharp rocks. Of course he knew this. No matter how fast Jacob could replace the fender or mend a tire, Mr. James could detect an axel misaligned by mere centimeters or a headlight whose glass was scratched by a branch. He did not reprimand them for this deceit. He knew they would eventually realize that uprightness was the only means to earn a spot for yourself in the world. They would, the three of them, come back home after sowing their wild oats, ready to assume their father’s moral staunchness. They would stand up for justice, even if, today, all they cared about was fun. He knew they would come around, because he had done the very same, twenty years prior.

Mr. James silently refused the shortcut and drove all the way to the cross-streets before turning onto the road to the Mangers’ while Adrian stared out the window and guarded his silence like glass.




Chapter Three

 

For Roy, mornings began with a gasp. As dreams flowed away and the details dimmed and ebbed like the tide, he felt himself find his footing in the here and now. Reality was not a liquid, as he had believed while asleep, but rather a firm and enveloping solid. He did not wonder, “Do I really feel the sheets on me? Does the crack in my ceiling seem real?” since there was no doubt that the sheets were there, and there was no doubt the ceiling was cracked. The affirmation of having awoken was this: no longer did anything change just because you asked whether it was real. Once you were awake, things were real whether you wanted them to be or not.

The day was so fine that even the cows were in a good mood. They greeted Roy with a low, thoughtful, “moo,” and he mooed in response to let them know he was happy to see them. Their milk was not a gift, according to his mom, since it was not given freely. It was something you had to earn, through kindness and attention.

Since the dust storms had started, the cows’ eyes always seemed irritated. Each morning he would clear out the brown crust from the corners of their eyelids, careful not to poke them in the eye. Their water, too, had grown so silty that his mom had had to cover it with canvas and only unveil it at night, when the dust was the most settled.

Milking was not a chore for Roy. He enjoyed the rhythm, the warmth of the cow’s flank as he rested his cheek against it. He murmured to Zeeda and kissed Skye’s cheek, and carried the pail back inside without spilling any. If he wanted to keep the cream for Dolly, then he could not afford to spare a drop.

The house was already filled with the smell of baking biscuits. The gravy on the stove already bubbled with the excitement of a new day. His mother was already churning butter while he poured the milk into jars. There was already a scrim of sweat and dust on her brow.

“Roy, honey, could you bring me the water?”

Roy, setting down the pail, brought his mother the covered pitcher of water.

“Thank you, honey.”

Roy finished pouring the milk and moved the gravy off the heat, checking with his thumb whether it was warm enough.

Inez, churning butter, stared at her son with amazement. It was not the exact same gesture as his father, since Roy Manger the Elder preferred to use his index finger, while Roy Jr. chose the thumb. But the similarity was striking enough to pause the piston of Inez’s arms and force her to wonder: had he seen his father do that very thing? Or was this action inborn?

The question beat on her head like a beggar at the door of a church. Did he see him do that? Did he see him do that?

Her son dribbled water from a clay cup into the pot of a small plant on the windowsill—a tiny, vibrant vine that had shot forth seemingly overnight from the tin can in which it was planted. Hearing the churn stop, he turned. His mother smiled just in time. Her thoughts turned from the difficult and fraught question of inherited traits toward her son’s physical form. Namely, how his slender arms showed through the dirty sleeves of his shirt, the narrow waist, the fingers, long and thin, and the voice, thin too, and lilting.

None of these traits were shared with his father. For years the older Roy had held the title of Strongest Man Around. Where he grew up in Vermont, there was still a hatchet stuck in a tree where he had thrown it fourteen years ago, since no one, not man nor mule nor machine, could extract it without destroying the hatchet, the tree, or both. His had been a clean brand of strength. Harvesting wheat or chopping wood, he would sweat through his thin, white shirts in mere moments, his body steaming on cold mornings. The dark jaw, the black hair. The Strongest Man Around.

She churned on, telling Roy Jr. to remove the biscuits. She thought, Maybe if Roy didn’t inherit anything physical from his father, then the other things skipped over him as well.

The biscuits were laid on the table, still hot, and the butter served in a bowl. They drank milk with breakfast. They switched between pouring gravy and spreading butter on the steaming biscuits.

“Ma?” asked Roy.

“Yes?”

“When is the vet gonna come?”

“He may come today, dear. And please don’t talk with your mouth full.”

He shut his mouth with a snap and chewed, washing the mouthful down with milk before continuing. “What if he doesn’t come today?”

“Then he will come tomorrow.”

“What if he doesn’t come tomorrow?”

“Then… Well, he will probably come tomorrow.”

“I want him to come today.”

“Me too, honey. But you know, looks like tomorrow will be nice and sunny.”

“Yeah?”

Inez licked a spot of butter off her lip. “So we could head into town and maybe have a picnic.”

Roy thought about it for a moment. He licked the dollop of jam off his plate. He looked up at his mother from underneath his bangs and then looked back down. “I don’t know about that.”

“No?”

“I think Dolly and I will…have a lot to catch up on. She’s been gone so long,” he said. His legs, which did not yet touch the ground, swung back and forth in the air. “I have a lot to tell her.”

“Oh. All right. Well, you should ask her when you see her, and let me know what she says. I’d like to go if you’re willing.”

“May I be excused?”

“You may.”

He darted up and placed his plate in the basin and ran back outside to finish his chores. When the door slammed shut behind him, Inez let out a long sigh. Once, when he was a baby, she had promised to protect him from all suffering. Now she would just settle for most.




Chapter Four

 

If Mr. James was known to be scrupulously clean, then his son Adrian was known to always smell a little rank. To his father, this was the ultimate insult; the puerile and deliberate rule-breaking practiced by his children could only be borne with dignity so long as no one else—clients, clerks, or extended family members—suffered because of it. Bungling the Ford’s muffler on an off-road adventure was one thing. Offending the sensibilities of a lady of the town was another.

So, despite his father’s entreaties, young Adrian had refused to bathe all week, agreeing to wash his face, at least, or else be left at home. In the car the oniony, brown smell of human body wafted over the odors of gasoline and baking dust. As they turned onto the street that would lead them to the Mangers’, Mr. James cracked open a window.

His brother had studied music in Warsaw. There, he had learned that, whenever Liszt grew frustrated trying to explain a certain movement, he would ask his orchestra to play certain colors instead of notes. Mr. James was sure that if sounds could be colors, then smells could, too. He had lived his whole life hiding this quirk of perception. It felt good to learn he was not alone.

Now in the car with his son, Mr. James tried to nudge out the brown from the register of his senses and replace it with something less offensive. Gradually Mr. James began to perceive dark green and, hidden behind that, black.

The open window supplied the green. The smell of baking vegetation swirled around the cabin of the car, of dew sizzling off of leaves, of young sprouts seared into eternal adolescence by the sun and the blistering dust. It had been the worst summer in decades. Rain evaporated before it could reach the ground. Even if the corn did flower, then the kernels would still end up small and hard as chunks of sand. That is assuming, of course, that the corn could stay rooted for another month. This was the vision of deep green: plants burning up and having the soil pulled out from under them like a rug.

He did not know where the black came from. Absently he lifted one hand from the steering wheel and sniffed it. Usually his fingers smelled black after he had changed a tractor’s oil or strapped a new fan belt in the Ford. It went without saying that his younger son, Jacob, usually represented the black smell, while Adrian wore not only his personal odor, but also the deep purple and red stench of animal. And when his daughter, Lidia, brushed the sawdust from her arms and shook the stray nails out of the folds of her skirt, he saw rich orange.

Where is the smell coming from? he wondered. Mr. James rolled up the window. The dark green vanished, but the black grew more intense.

Adrian, who had been leaning with his head against the window pane, looked at his father.

Mr. James did not look his way. Both men found themselves wishing it were Jacob and not Adrian in the car.

Gradually the smell dissipated, or, at least, Adrian’s body odor overtook it. They were only a half-mile to the Mangers’ anyway. Adrian, respecting his father’s silence, assumed that he knew best and would deal with the smell in due time. So he laid his head back on the window and watched the corn go by in silence.




Chapter Five

 

Mid-morning was spent inside. Inez Manger fought the urge to lie down, even though every flat surface beckoned to her. The couch, the armchair, the rocker —even the kitchen table seemed as smooth and inviting as a feather bed. Sometimes she let herself rest after lunch. But according to her father’s watch, wound daily and guarded in an inner pocket, it was barely ten a.m.

So she decided to sweep. Removing the bandana from her head and wrapping it bandito-style around her nose and mouth, she plucked the broom from the corner and set to work. With brisk motions she swept the dust toward the door, the pile fattening as it went, like a snowball. Not counting the dust on the rugs, which she pulled up and hung outside, she kicked a pound’s worth of dirt out her front door onto the porch, where Roy Jr., with a scaled-down broom, whisked it out onto the ground.

This done, she opened the windows to let the brown cloud filling the house dissipate. It was still early enough that all the moisture from the night had not yet evaporated. In a few hours, the wind would pick up the tiny grains from the fields and carry them for miles. But for the moment, thank God, the breeze was clear.

Exchanging her broom for a carpet beater, Inez navigated the front steps with her skirts hitched up. Her knees creaked, sore from crouching the day before. Roy sat on the porch swing, gazing out at the road.

“Honey, come on, help me with this carpet.”

He stared at the road for a minute longer.

Inez called, more firmly, “Honey.”

Roy snapped out of it. He stood and leaped off the edge of the porch, narrowly outstripping the ring of nettles that clung to the base of their house. He landed without a second thought, as if it wasn’t a miracle to jump that far or from that height without being hurt. Inez thought something wistful about youth, and picked up the carpet-beater.

Roy turned and looked at the cruel weeds behind him and the musty, dark cavern under the porch. If he was taken by some thought at that moment, it passed quickly. A moment later he joined his mother at the clothesline, grabbed a cane, and joined her in beating the rugs.

He went at it blind, his eyes screwed shut and his lips clamped like a vise. He swung and smacked with verve, nearly hitting his mother. She recoiled from the whiz of the cane and laughed.

“Honey! Watch out! I know I’m dirty too, but I don’t need a beatin’.”

He opened his eyes, smiling. Before he spoke he shot a glance at the porch. His gaze stuck there.

Inez said, “Hon?”

He snapped his head back to her. “Sorry, Ma.” And beat the rug again.

* * * * *

Eyes closed, he whipped the cane into the puffs of brown air rising from the rug the way a soul might leave a body. He was terrified to be blinded. He must be vigilant. What he had seen so vividly just now, and from which he had to flex every muscle in his neck to avert his gaze, was a peculiar quality of the nettles under the porch. A sort of shimmer he had learned to fear. Normally oily and thorny, just now the weeds seemed even more malignant than usual; from the corner of his eye he thought he saw the waist-high weeds weep with poison, the dribbling rivulets coating each needled leaf as they flowed from the stem and dripped down the tips. The serrated edges seemed to buzz with malevolent energy—seemed to vibrate and whirr like the blades of a saw—while the tops of the plants, the four-fronded eyes, tilted toward him and leered with dark intent. With his back to the porch and with eyes and nose clogged, he knew he was vulnerable. He saw what was going on behind him as surely as he saw the sun. He saw the vines rushing through the dried grass like slick, green snakes, seeking the paper-thin skin around his wrists and his ankles. Wherever the nettles would touch would erupt in sores and weep clean pus, the slipperiness forcing the vines to wind tighter and even tighter. He would die on the lawn, torn to shreds by the monstrous weeds without ever knowing whether his cat had survived, all because he hadn’t been looking when he should have.

* * * * *

“Roy?”

His head snapped back around to her, shocked. He immediately turned to the porch. When he looked back at her again, he seemed relieved.

”Roy,” she said, “I think this one’s done.”

The other rugs were smaller. The few cushion-covers that they bothered to clean only took a few minutes more. By ten forty-five, they were done. Roy offered to get them each a glass of water while she replaced the upholstery. But as he leaped up the steps, shooting a wary glance at the weeds, Inez turned around, sure that she heard something on the road. He froze on the porch and turned, too.

There was what appeared to be a gargantuan, tan-colored snake speeding toward their property. Its hide was made of dust, and its length lay along the road. Its head was a black dot, and one of its nostrils blew smoke. As it approached she saw that the dot was a car—a car whose hood was fuming black. Roy gasped and jumped in the air, waving his hands toward the dust-cloud.

“He’s here!” he yelled. “The vet!”

Inez said, “Now, hold on, Roy—”

But he was already out of earshot, running down the road, toward the mouth of the snake.




Chapter Six

 

Even Adrian could tell that there was something wrong with the car. Besides the deafening sound of rattling, the cabin reeked of oil, and the hood spewed heavy smoke. He wanted to tell his dad to stop, to pull over and examine the engine. But Mr. James drove with stony resolve. Adrian knew better than to say something now. So he sat bolt-upright, his thighs flexing under his overalls. His arm reached out of the window and grasped the hood of the car, the tension in his muscles sparing his body the worst of the shock from the road. Like this, they rode in silence toward the wooden house whose roof bent in at the middle, whose porch beams were rotting, and whose windows were buffeted opaque by the dust.

A little boy ran toward them. His arms flailed desperately as he ran, his pale legs pumping beneath him. At this distance he seemed to be running in place.

Adrian wiped the sweat from his brow. The smoke was choking him. Not wanting his dad to think him weak, he turned his head demurely toward the open window instead of shoving it all the way out. He prayed they would get there soon. Otherwise, one of them would have to bend to the pressure and admit there was a problem. And Adrian doubted it would be his father.

Mr. James had once gone a week without shaving cream because he was too embarrassed to tell anyone he had broken his shaving mug. It wasn’t until Jacob commented on his red and bumpy skin that he was forced to admit what had happened and had gone into town to buy a new one from Hardt’s. He suffered for the pleasure of not ever admitting to suffering. He was nothing if not proud.

The car slowed down. Adrian watched his father’s foot go wild, slamming on the gas and receiving nothing in response but a dull, defeated whirr. Adrian smiled with a tinge of malice. He would have to acknowledge it now. He looked at him with quiet triumph. It was not that he wanted his father to suffer. But, if his father were to suffer anyway, it may as well have been the fault of his own infuriating stubbornness.

After setting the emergency brake and removing the key, Mr. James hopped out of the car and lifted the hood. Adrian, who was just getting out, watched his father be engulfed by black smoke and turn away to cough and wipe the greasy soot from his eyes. Adrian smiled and pulled the bag of tools out from the footwell. Beyond the hunched, handkerchief-blowing form of his father, the little boy ran toward them, waving a hand and yelling something incomprehensible.




Chapter Seven

 

Mr. James identified the problem before Roy reached them. He stopped ten feet from the car, bent over and panting. Adrian, too young still to have perfected the affectionate, condescending manner that wise adults take with children, decided to ignore him altogether. He stood behind the open door of the Ford with the sack of tools resting on the seat beside him, handing his father a wrench, a hammer, and then a rag through the open window. Meanwhile, Mr. James had become part of the machine. He probed and twisted in the grease-streaked cavern, unaware of Roy standing, breathless, behind him.

They stood like this for a while—Roy too shy to say anything, Adrian not willing to act, and Mr. James too engrossed in the work at hand to think of anyone but himself or his failure at having brought the wrong son.

It was almost eleven now, and the sun had stripped the land of all moisture. Even the breeze was weighed down with dirt. Cicadas screamed. The moos of the cows in the barn came slowly, lazily. Roy was still catching his breath, wiping his nose on the back of his hand, shooting glances at Adrian, who busied himself with the tools, and Mr. James, whose rear end stuck out of the hood of the car like a Jack-in-the-box. There they stood: three strangers.

Roy worried the car troubles were caused by Dolly herself. If she could find her way into Roy’s bed after his mother had locked her outside, then it stood to reason that she could have found her way into the guts of the car, and there been killed. The black oil that coated the inside of the hood looked like Dolly’s fur. Roy began to panic. But he trusted Mr. James, the man with the stinking tobacco, who could snatch a fly from the air and let it gently out the window. Roy calmed himself. He was resolved to be strong. To wait for the prognosis.

* * * * *

Mr. James knew he was missing a part. But to admit this now would mean admitting he had failed to make sure the car was in working order before they drove the ten miles to the Mangers’. Which would have meant admitting his own mistake. Which, for Mr. James, was worse than death. But so long as he did not reveal that it was his own mistake that caused the breakdown, then he could blame the whole catastrophe on the car and, by extension, Jacob. If he was crafty, he could even hint that the issues arose from Adrian’s joyrides. He could absolve himself of guilt and buy himself enough time to borrow a horse from Mrs. Manger, ride to town, buy the part, bring it back, and install it, all before first light tomorrow. Yes, that’s what he would have to do. If he played his cards right, he could get out unscathed.

* * * * *

Meanwhile, Adrian rooted through the tools. He had always felt it was frivolous to name one’s animals, and so never took the time to learn those of his clients’ pets. But he had seen the collar on Roy’s cat and the letters carved into the circle of pounded copper in the hand of a boy obviously unused to writing. Now he could not help but remember the five letters that jumped and clung to each other as if scrambled in a pan: DOLLY. Dolly, who seemed sick enough to die when they picked her up and put her in the padded cage in the back. Whose ailment resembled that of a dozen different cats they had saved: emaciated, unresponsive, and languid, with blood in their stool. Adrian cared little for the lives of individual animals. He did this job because humans could not survive without animals. They were a resource, like water or clay or wood.

He stared into the bag of tools, greasy and rough, and wondered whether he hadn’t worked just a little harder for the cat with the nametag, hadn’t given her a little more attention and care than she deserved, being an old housecat and a lazy mouse killer. But I tried my best, he thought. Whatever special care he had given this animal in particular felt like a form of weakness, like a sprout that sprung too early and was doomed to die in frost. He listened to his father rummage around under the hood. He set his fingers around the tiny sprout and plucked it from its roots. All for utility’s sake. The cat was worthless anyhow.

* * * * *

Mrs. Manger, who had been plodding down the road for two minutes, finally arrived at the car and let go of her hitched-up skirts. “Roy,” she said, “Roy, mind what I say. Don’t go runnin’ off when there’s a car in the road.”

She stopped a step behind her son. He turned to her with his head downcast.

“Now, Roy, don’t go doing that again.”

He nodded. She turned to Mr. James’s raised backside.

“Good mornin’, Mr. James.”

The only reason the vet took the trouble to respond was that he stood to lose money by being rude. So he turned around and wiped his hands on a rag, ignorant of the streaks on his face.

“Hello, Mrs. Manger. How do you do?”

“Fine, Mr. James, just fine.”

Roy stood in front of her, still staring at the vet.

Inez spoke up before Mr. James could return to the engine. “Car trouble?”

“Yes, ma’am. The engine went and took a vacation.”

“Aw, what, without us? That’s awfully rude of it.”

“Yes, well, sometimes machines have a mind of their own.”

“An easy fix?”

“Not sure yet. Gotta wait and see.”

Adrian clinked the tools in the bag, not saying hello. Inez forgave his shyness. She chalked it up to self-consciousness. Having a son as sensitive as Roy bred sympathy. Not only could she spot such a boy from a mile away, but she treated them all with the utmost maternal respect, that for a boy Adrian’s age meant stepping back and giving him space. Meanwhile, Roy turned to her, grabbing her apron and tugging.

“Mr. James, I think Roy here is eager for some news.”

“Hm?” replied Mr. James from deep within the mouth of the Ford.

“I said, Roy wants to know about his cat.”

“Oh. Yes. Well,” he said, pulling himself out, “we did all we could, but the cat passed away last night. We have the body in the back. We would be happy to dispose of it for you.”

The strap of Inez’s apron grew so tight that it pinched the back of her neck. Words came automatically. “Oh, thank you, doctor, but I think we can bury her ourselves. I appreciate all you’ve done.”

“Our pleasure. Adrian will give you the body. If you please, that will be three dollars.”

It felt as if Dr. James had opened up her chest and plucked a key vertebra from her spine. Three dollars? It was exorbitant. It was inflated. It was criminal. But an automaton arm reached into her pocket and pulled out a crisp five dollar bill. Mr. James was stuck back under the hood of the car.

Adrian, to save her embarrassment, rushed forward and grabbed the money, making change from his back pocket. He thanked her and wrote up a quick receipt, forging his father’s signature with ease. He would not even give Roy a smile for his loss.

“Thank you, Adrian,” she said.

Roy detached from her skirts and plodded through the field toward the barn. She watched him and wished the men were not here. Even if they were stiff and unpleasant guests, she still had to entertain them, which meant she could not talk to Roy about what had just happened. She could not ask him how he felt. She could not ask him where he wanted Dolly to be buried. All she could do was watch him shrink into the sunlit field of blazing, brown fronds, growing smaller with each step, until he was just one sharp shadow among many.




Chapter Eight

 

“If you all would like, you could come inside for some water,” said Inez.

Mr. James did not reply, and Adrian was rearranging the tools again.

“Or,” continued Inez, “I could bring it out here for you.”

“No, thank you, ma’am,” said Mr. James.

Inez uncrossed her arms and set her fists on her hips. She had a long history of hiring Mr. James; almost everything on this property still worked thanks to his expertise or that of one of his children. She had worked with their family since before her husband died. Come to think of it, it was Roy Sr. himself who recommended him. She had trusted his opinion, never thinking to shop around, never wondering whether there was someone out there who could do what Mr. James did without the brusqueness, without the masculine, businesslike ice. Or maybe there was a handyman around here with kids who weren’t totally inverted, who could play with and talk to Roy. Maybe, she thought, I will never hire him again.

Mr. James called his son over and handed him a curved length of pipe. The son held it in front of him, its shape a subtle U. Mr. James told him to rotate it so he could see in one end. He measured a ring of metal against the lip of the pipe. They could be playacting this whole thing, and I would be none the wiser, thought Inez. In measuring the end, he tilted the pipe upward. Suddenly the far end released a stream of black oil right onto Adrian’s shirt, soaking him from the neck all the way down the front of his pants.

Inez gasped. Mr. James said nothing and pulled the pipe from Adrian’s hand as if he was a kid playing with something he was not supposed to. Adrian instinctively pulled the fabric away from his skin. But the oil had already seeped through, and when he let the shirt fall back, it stuck to the ridges of his abdomen like a second, painted skin.

“Oh, my,” said Inez. “Come on honey, we have a pump in the back. Come on, this way.” She grabbed his hand and pulled him away. She did not know what was going on between this boy and his father. She did not know why he had made his son hold that piece of pipe like that, or why Adrian stared at his father’s bent form so intently that she had to yank him to snap him out of it. Having witnessed the grief of her own son so recently, she was especially disturbed by this conflict. What was it that made this boy hate his father? What corrupted the father into playing a cruel joke on his son?

Whatever it is, she thought, it can wait until he’s clean.




Chapter Nine

 

Being near the cows calmed Roy. With his nose crunched against Zeeda’s hip, he could let the hot sobs come out of him like lava, the tears and the snot muffling the moans of a boy who had lost everything.

He sat on the ground and wrapped his arms around Zeeda’s leg. He heaved and wept until he felt he had nothing left inside him—nothing but the dregs of salt, the very stock of bitterness. He fell flat on his back and looked up.

The barn may not have been the best place to seek refuge. He remembered playing with Dolly by this very stool one year ago. Over there, he had pushed her with his foot to keep her out of the milk, earning the nod of his mother. (But when his mother had left, he had kneeled beside Dolly and lapped up cream from the pail right with her.) Over there he had set up a rig to hoist her up into the loft where he liked to nap and where he had a secret space all of his own. Skye and Zeeda mooed as if to ask, “Where is she? Where is your friend, the cat?” He turned away from them, toward the void of the barn.

Those familiar with cathedrals will know what he saw. The cracks in the ceiling sharpened the sunlight into spears, which grew heavy with dust as they traveled at their special, divine angle toward the hay-strewn floor. He lay down there, arms akimbo. He let the ground come up beneath him and soak up his sadness. He closed his eyes and breathed, sending his pain down to the earth’s core like a root, hoping it would be obliterated by the heat and the pressure down there.

Slowly the sun reached its zenith. The ray that had been warming Roy’s belly had crawled up his throat and was now teasing the bottoms of his eyes. It no longer felt like the sun’s warmth was filling the hole in his chest. Now it just felt hot.

The cows checked on him as he passed. He told them he was feeling better. He headed up the ladder.

A whole corner of the loft was his, separated from the rest of the space by a semicircle of dried cornstalks. Up here was where he kept his treasures: a large piece of glass suspended from the rafters by two lengths of twine, his old high chair, the piled bones of a raccoon (minus the skull, which hung in the main house), a book about sewing, a rusted candlestick he found in a ditch, and a sliding-top box containing two real matches, a pencil stub, and a rhinestone that had fallen from the costume of a beauty pageant contestant at the carnival the year before. He looked through his loot, laying them out on the boards, stacking them, touching them gently. He placed the rhinestone in the pages of the book, closed it, then opened it to make the stone clatter to the ground, as if he had been casually reading when—whoops!—a diamond just happened to fall out. He mimed striking a match, and lighting a candle, and waved his hands through it. If he was going to imagine a candle, it had to be huge. Setting the candlestick on the ground, he mock-lit the match and stretched his arm up as far as he could, stretching to the tips of his toes too to light the super-tall, super-thick, milky white candle that smelled like sugar as it burned.

With this established, he moved on to the meal. He brought out the glass pane from its holster of twine and placed it flat on the ground.

This is our plate, he thought.

For dinner he served a piquant, sautéed pencil stub and a hearty leg bone of raccoon. Dessert was a surprise; he hinted, however, that the dish, whatever it was, would be brilliant.

Usually this was the part where he would climb back down the stairs, place Dolly in a rusted pail, and haul her up the pulley to join him in the loft. From there he would set her in the seat across from him where she would bat at the flapping pages of the sewing book while he explained the courses. Finally, he would set the lazy beast upright. She would look at the candlestick, pass her yellow eyes over the stub, sniff the bone, and then lie back down. She would raise her head when he dropped the rhinestone onto the glass serving plate, only to lay it down once more for her after-dinner nap.

Roy sat at the table, in his finest evening attire, waiting for his date to arrive.

He looked out the window. He tied a dry reed around his wrist to serve as a watch, and then he checked the time. She had stood him up. The tears grew thick in his eyes. But his coming sobs halted: there was something walking toward him.

Heart pounding, he ran toward the window, eager to greet this dark blip crossing the field…but something was off. The proportions were wrong. It was too big to be a cat, it seemed, but it was not a person either, since it waddled as it walked. Roy squinted and noticed the figure was carrying something bulky. Oh, he thought. It’s just a boy with a basin.

It was Adrian James, the vet’s son. Roy watched as he turned around and shouted something back to Roy’s mom, who seemed to be providing instructions from the porch.

Roy knew what was happening. His mom had sent Adrian to collect him and bring him home for lunch. But he was not ready. He needed more time.

He slipped the glass back into the twine and returned the other treasures to their hidey-holes. In the distant corner of the loft stood a little nook where he could hide.

Curled up there, he remembered again what had brought him to the loft. He said a prayer for Dolly’s soul, quietly and under his breath, the same prayer his mother had taught him to say every night. When he heard Adrian walk into the barn, he held his breath. If he could have assured his invisibility by stopping his heart, he would have done that too.

Adrian lost some water when he set the basin down. Roy could see him through the crack in the floorboard. The water slipped out and steamed on the ground, running over the hard-packed soil. Roy saw that his shirt was covered in black, with a powdering of brown where the dust stuck. He also noticed his mom had given Adrian a towel, a rag, and a bar of soap.

Adrian’s shirt peeled off his chest. It made the sound of skin tearing. For a moment, Roy thought it had yanked off all his chest hair. Then he realized Adrian didn’t have any chest hair to begin with. The oil left the same mark on his torso as it had on the shirt, the same upside-down “V.” Adrian’s body reminded Roy of his own father’s, except scaled-down and smoother. When he was five or so, before his dad died, Roy would shriek with glee when given the opportunity to climb up his strong back or hang like a monkey from an outstretched arm. Adrian turned around to fold up his shirt. His back was not as broad as Roy’s father’s, but was a close approximation. The arms, too, presented—as they moved through space—some of the same balled-up muscle, the upper-arm bulge with the tiny snake of a vein lying across it.

Adrian turned back around now, undoing his belt, and Roy stared at him silently, marveling at the sensation of something being pulled up through dark water. He did not feel what he remembered feeling with his father. He did not want to run toward him and be lifted up with the ease of an unstoppable machine. What he was looking at now was inapproachable. The open air gaped between them. There was something terrible afoot. His heart beat faster.
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