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In Case You Were Wondering




It was we crows who took your daughter, in case you were wondering. She didn’t run away. We had— I had—been watching her for some time, listening to her tell stories in the grass behind the house. She would sit near the chicken coop and watch the white chickens pick at the dirt, pulling up fat worms and clipping grasshoppers out of the air as they jumped toward the fields.

Some of them were good stories. Some of them were bad. But that’s what decided it, even more than any issue of mercy or salvation or anything else. Crows are, for one thing, possessive of stories. And also by then I had pecked almost all the elders into coming to listen to her at least once, except Facunde, who was then mad and responded to nobody’s pecking, not that I had had the courage to exactly take my beak to her. “She is like a daughter to me,” I had pled with the others. “She listens.” They laughed at me, they rattled their beaks, they came and heard her and were convinced, or at least bullied into pretending they were convinced.

We took her yesterday, on the same cold winter day that you traded your son to the fairies, the wind blowing in cold gray threads, ruffling our feathers. It had snowed a few days before that, a storm that had killed your husband, or so it was said. The wind had snatched the snow out onto the prairie, hiding it in crevices. It had been a dry year, and even though it was still too cold to melt the snow, the thirsty dirt still found places to tuck it away in case of a thaw.

I stamped my feet on a sleeping branch while the others argued. Some argued that we should wait for spring. So many things are different, in the spring. But old Loyolo insisted: no, if we were to take the child, we would have to take her then and there: there had been at least one death already, and no one had heard the babe’s cry for hours.

We covered the elm trees, thousands of us, so many that the branches creaked and swayed under our weight. I don’t know if you noticed us, before it was too late. You were, it is to be admitted, busy.

The girl played on the swings, rocking herself back and forth in long, mournful creaks. She wore a too-small padded jacket and a dress decorated in small flowers. She was so clean that she still smelled of soap. Her feet were bare under their shoes, the skin of her legs scabbed and dry, almost scaly. Her wrists were pricked with gooseflesh, and her hair whipped in thin, colorless threads across her face as the wind caught it. The house had the smell of fresh death, under the peeling paint and the dusty windows, and seemed to murmur with forgotten languages, none of which were languages of love or tenderness. Afternoon was sinking into evening. The girl’s breath smelled like hunger.

“Now!” called old Loyolo, at some signal that not even I could have told you. And thousands of birds swept out of the trees toward her. From the middle of it, I can tell you, it seemed a kind of nightmare. Wings in my face, claws in my feathers. The sun was temporarily snuffed out, it was a myriad of bright slices reflected off black wings. We were no flock of starlings, hatched in formations more intricate than any weaving, just a flock of crows. Some of us were old and fat, and none of us were graceful.

We did not eat her. We did not even peck her to death, although of course there was blood. We each of us clutched her with our claws, in her hair, on her dress—and with a clack clack caw, we took her into the air. 

She did not scream. Her eyes were wide, and all the way around they were white, but she only pressed her lips together and swallowed over and over again, even as old Loyolo practically tore her hair from the roots. 

And then, as you chanted and strained over a small crib, as you hoped and prayed that your daughter would not interrupt you, we took her away so that she was no longer your problem. Although I would not be surprised if you begged me to return her, so that she could take your place, on the other side of the window, now that you realize what you have done.


      [image: image-placeholder]We took her to a place hidden in a dumping ground for refrigerators and plows and empty beer cans and tangled wire. You had been there once a few years ago and shot .22s at us, hitting no one but making bright pinging sounds and leaving brass casings behind. We made her nest inside an overturned truck cab. We lined it with twigs and feathers and blankets and scraps of cloth and leather and tried not to shit in it. We brought her insects and mice and the last of the dried apples that hung from the branches on your apple tree. We stole for her, stole socks and jeans and too-large shirts and bright scarves with tinsel in them and rings made of pink plastic because, well, chicks will steal anything shiny. 

At first she only huddled and shivered and cried. Then, as the afternoon lengthened, she began to pick her way through the garbage, looking for treasures. She found a naked human doll and wrapped it in cloth and bits of string. She tied a serrated knife to a stick. She watched the moon rise.

She did not speak.

We asked old Loyolo what we should do about that. None of us had had chicks who had been silent, and human children, well, they were a mystery.

Night fell. The snow began to come down so thick (and we had eaten so well on a dead coyote that day), that my part of the greater flock decided to spend the rest of the day with her in her nest. We pecked on her door and she opened it, and we swept in, oh, a hundred or so of us, and found places to roost before too much snow could follow us in. 

She sat in the nest we had made her under the upside-down seat of the truck, wrapped herself in her blankets with a pink wool one on top, and spread it out for us to sit on. We gathered on her shoulders and all over her legs and waited, but she did not speak.

Old Loyolo coughed noisily and said, “It is time for stories.”

We all looked at her expectantly, even though it’s not our way to make a storyteller say anything unwilling, and with good reason. 

She said nothing.

And so, after a long moment that felt like a feather caught in the throat, old Loyolo said, “If you will not tell stories, than we will tell stories. Human stories,” he added. “So that she can remember how to be human.”

It was a nice thing to say. A kind thought, for a crow. But mostly we were warm and full, and wanted to hear stories, whether they helped the girl or not.

Old Loyolo groaned to himself, jumped off the girl’s knee, and hopped onto the rear-view mirror, which formed a kind of podium. “Me first, then,” he croaked. “Once upon a time there was a girl who loved her father more than anything else…”








  
  

Chapter one

Be Good





“Tornado,” Pa said, the wind whipping his hair around his face. It needed cut. We already knew the tornado was coming—it was why we’d come outside—but some truths are so big that they have to be said out loud. “Hope it misses the Home.” 

“Headed straight for it,” Ma said beside me. I squinted, trying to keep the dust out of my eyes.

When kids ain’t good, they go to the Home. My Aunt Janet tried to threaten me once when I was throwing rocks at her son Tim that I was going to get sent to the Home if I wasn’t good. Tim said I started it which was a lie, but I guess we’re all a little blind, and Aunt Janet was blind about her son, who had just picked up a kitten and threw it against the wall of the barn so hard that it threw up in my hands and purred and died. 

I wasn’t the only one trying to get him. The mother cat was attacking him, too.

“You knock that off, Laurie Lee Jackson!” she’d said. “You piece of shit crazy thing! You’re going to kill my son! I’ll have you sent up to the Home for this!”

And then Pa was there, and he grabbed Aunt Janet and shook her and said, “You stop threatening my girl and get your son inside. I saw what he did.”

Tim just laughed.

It’s good to have a father who will stand up for you, but I shouldn’t of been throwing rocks at him anyway. I shouted, “I see your crazy eyes and I will tell everybody about you and how you like to kill stuff and you ain’t never going to kill my baby brother!”

For that’s what he had threatened to do, if I didn’t shut up about the kitten. But Ma and Pa didn’t raise no fool. So I threw rocks at him instead, because we both knew I’d get in more trouble for it than him killing that kitten, if his ma had her way, and I wanted him to know I didn’t give a shit.

So Tim was the one who belonged at the Home. It was Tim who should have been inside those painted cinderblock walls when the tornado came.

Some people say you got to get along and you got to be good. Pa says you got to watch out for those people. Those are the ones who want you to shut up when someone hurts you.

Be good means be quiet to them.

We stood outside our house, white on the sides and green on top, and Ma turned around in a circle every few minutes, jigging up Leonard on her hip, and watched the tornado dance back and forth. Everything looked brown. The clouds were black but it was almost as bright as a clear day. You couldn’t hear the tornado itself, not to pick it out, because of the wind all over and the clatter of sticks on the house. My hair got in my mouth and I resolved to cut it all off.

I wished we had a basement for the cows, the milk cows at least.

We couldn’t see the Home, exactly, just the trees where it was. Dirt in my eyes made it hard to see so I squinted them even tighter closed, like the camel I saw once at the zoo in the one time we went to the city.

If they’d have let me, I would have watched the storm from the roof or from the big cottonwood tree in the garden, or from the tin barn up on the hill to get a better view, but they wouldn’t.

Ma said, “Those poor kids.”

The wind stopped howling for a second and we could hear the tornado grinding like teeth that never stopped, and I knew it could look over at us any second and see us watching us and come after us as easy as it was going after the Home. All it would take was one glance and it could come after us.

It went over the front edge of the trees and didn’t look any different for a second, and then the bottom of it got fatter. I imagined all those kids hiding in the basement.

It should have been Tim down there. The tornado should have sucked him up and turned him into tornado butter. But instead it was killing birds and cows and dogs and real people and kittens, instead of him. Couldn’t hear any screaming, but I knew there must be some. If that tornado had been that close to me, I would have been screaming. But maybe down in the Home’s basement they didn’t know.

The dust at the bottom of the tornado turned from brown like everything else to green, from the leaves of the trees surrounding the Home. Or maybe that was just my imagination.

The telephone was ringing in the house but Pa didn’t tell me to answer it so I didn’t. Probably someone from the church, but we’d stopped going after they wouldn’t do anything about Tim, not even make him go to Confession. What good’s somebody who’s always saying be good and when it comes time to punish someone for being bad, they don’t say nothing? When the priest says be good he means someone who doesn’t be good the way he likes and not be good in general, I guess, which means he’s probably saying be good about my folks and me a lot lately.

The tornado ate trees as fast as a lawnmower, and behind it was only green-haze dirt.

Then it hiccupped, an empty spot that travelled all the way from the bottom of the funnel to the top, shaking the whole middle of the tornado.

I seen lots of tornadoes. I seen them starting in the clouds, just barely poking out, until they touched the ground. I seen them rise back up into the clouds like a big drip of water that pulls back into the faucet.

But I ain’t never seen one just stop.

One second it was there; the next, it wasn’t.

Pa ran to his pickup truck and I ran with him, with Ma yelling both our names, but we were down the gravel road in the truck in a heartbeat. I looked back over my shoulder and there she was, standing with Leonard, who hadn’t made a sound the whole time, and then I looked forward and even the clouds at the top of the funnel had stopped spinning and stuff was falling out of the sky.

We drove to the Home so fast I put my seatbelt on and still had to hang on with both hands and keep my feet up against the dashboard to keep from getting jerked around.

Pa said, “You’re probably going to see some dead people, Laurie Lee.”

“I know. But we got to save them before the tornado comes back.”

“I should been down there,” he said. “I should have been down there.”

I didn’t say nothing; I knew he was just trying to make the truck drive faster.

We always feed them and hide the kids from the Home when they run away.

There was a boy named Martin who we kept for six weeks so his ribs could heal; he was my friend. They knew we had him and we had no right to him, but Pa let them in and they searched the house and they couldn’t find him in the places Ma hid him, so that was all right. Martin said he was kidnapped from his house because he was in love with another boy and God said that wasn’t right. When he sucked in his stomach there was a hole under his ribs, a cave where you could put your hand in. I asked him what happened to the other boy but of course he didn’t know. We played cards and he cheated but he joked about it every time so I always caught him.

“If you want to learn how to catch someone cheating, you got to play with a cheater,” he said. “That’s what my dad taught me. He was always cheating. Said it was so I would know it when I saw it.”

I asked him if his parents had him kidnapped, but he didn’t know. I say it was his folks who did it. Anybody else, the cops would have been all over them. But when your parents do it, it’s okay, so be good and shut the hell up about it, all right?

Martin’s my friend and Tim’s a shit. Shows you what I think about be good.

I don’t know what happens to most kids when they leave my folks, but I knew about Martin. His folks sent a letter to our church, and the priest tacked it up on the cork board. I copied it down secretly and gave it to him.

Please come home, it said, so my folks let him call his folks long distance, and they came and got him.

Ma had taken Polaroids of him when he first came, and Martin’s ma had cried and cried over him and said no more.

But his dad just nodded and got this tricky look on his face. Martin taught me how to see it, just like his dad had taught him. He was a cheater. Martin looked at me as he was leaving, and I knew he wasn’t blind about who kidnapped him no more. I know Ma made him memorize our phone number before they came to get him.

“Anything happen, you call us,” she said.

Only I knew that he wouldn’t be able to call, the next place his dad sent him. He might be back at the Home now, for all we knew.

My Pa has never cheated at cards. Now that I know how to look, I look, and he don’t cheat. I kind of wish I didn’t know how to look, but then again I’m glad. I’m glad because Pa ain’t a cheat, but I’m sad about myself.

Soon enough we were off our driveway and on the road to the Home. The road was all tore up. When we got to the highway it had chunks missing and signs ripped up and trees over the road, but we drove over and around everything. It started to hail and went from tiny pieces of white to large cracks on the roof and I was scared the windshield was going to bust in on us.

Pa slowed down when we got to the edge of the trees, although with as much mess as the tornado had made, I don’t know that you could call them trees anymore. The trees were piled up in drifts, and the hail blew around in them and left white piles, and we couldn’t drive any further.

Pa turned the truck around but we didn’t leave. I twisted around in my seat until I couldn’t stand it anymore and about the same second Pa turned off the truck because he couldn’t stand it anymore either. We got out and he said “Wait” and pulled a bright blue tarp out of the truck box and had me hold it over my head while he went running, over and under and around the ripped-up elm trees.

I grabbed the first aid box out of the truck box that we have for while we’re cutting trees for firewood in case the chainsaw slips or something, and I went after him as fast as I could. I couldn’t barely see the road, but when I got off it I knew because I slipped in mud as the hail turned to buckets and buckets of rain.

Other trucks were coming. I couldn’t hear nothing with the rain on the tarp, but I saw headlights coming down the road.

I wanted to see what had happened before someone decided to chase me off, so I tried to run faster and almost brained myself on a stupid tree. But finally I made it, a lot before anyone else but Pa did.

The Home was gone. Top and bottom, left and right. The roof was gone, the cinderblock walls were gone, the outbuildings were gone, the shed where kids in trouble had to stay was gone, the teacher’s trailer house was gone. All that was left was the basement, which was full of tree trunks and quiet and dark.

My Pa was standing on the edge of the basement looking down, and I stood next to him. The water was already pooling up over the linoleum tiles of the basement, and it was brown and black and shimmering green from all the dirt and ripped-up leaves.

I looked for dead kids or blood but I didn’t see any. So that first-aid kid was just about useless.

After a while, some people from church came up to us. Aunt Janet’s husband Uncle Peter was there, and he dropped to his knees and said, “God has taken them home.”

Pa took a step back from the edge of the basement with one foot, which kind of spun him around so he was facing Uncle Peter. Pa punched him right across the nose.

Uncle Peter’s nose kind of slid sideways and he fell backwards over his boots where he was kneeling. He gasped, then blew blood out of his mouth.

“Those murdering sons of bitches,” Pa said. “Those goddamned murdering sons of bitches made all those kids stay upstairs.”

“God called them home,” Uncle Peter honked. His nose was all clogged up. “If they’re all dead, where are the bodies?”

“The next county over, you ass,” Pa said.

“They deserved it,” Uncle Peter said, and Pa kicked him in the ribs with his boot, one time, another time, then walked away with Uncle Peter sobbing and saying Pa would go to hell.


      [image: image-placeholder]Pa knew he was going to be in trouble. He wasn’t surprised when the Sherriff came to our house. But he wasn’t scared of Uncle Peter either, and he wasn’t going to be good when Uncle Peter started talking like that. You have to show them you’re not afraid, you ain’t going to be good.

They found the Home halfway to Nebraska, mostly. It was all gone to pieces.

The kids, they found all over the place.

I wished and wished that somehow Tim would be dead, but he wasn’t.

Later that week I was just messing around, stomping through the animal paths, making up stories about going on an adventure in the jungles of Africa.

As I was walking, pretending to listen to parrots and monkeys, pretending I was stalking a tiger through the sights of my gun, I saw Martin, all tangled up in the branches of an elm tree.

As soon as I saw him, I thought to myself, Laurie Lee, you are a fool for not smelling the stink of this earlier. You are a plain fool.

His body had swelled up, swarming with flies like he was a beehive, and the crows were having a heyday picking at the maggots that had grown up in him.

Pa was in jail at the time, so I had to get Ma. She took one look at him and marched me back to the house. A deputy came a little while later to get him down, just wrapped him up in a tarp that was already stained brown and black and covered with leaves and sticks, and put him in the back of his truck.

Ma made us go to church that week, and the priest talked about wicked people would get what they deserved. And I knew he wasn’t talking about the teachers at the Home. He wasn’t even talking about those kids. He was talking about Pa being in jail.

I walked out of that church and waited in the truck. When Ma got, she whupped me and said it was for my own good. She ain’t never whupped me so hard as she did in the church parking lot, with other people coming out to their cars and telling their kids not to look.

Tim was there, sneering at me as Aunt Janet hurried him towards their Buick.

I ain’t let Ma touch me since.

She told Pa he can’t take in kids anymore, ever. She goes to church every Sunday and takes Leonard with her. She won’t play cards with me and Pa no more, either. Says it’s a sin.

But I been watching her. And I know the real reason why.
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The girl’s head hung lower and lower, until the crows sitting in the hollow of her legs had to hop away from her belly, lest they be crushed. Finally she put her arms around her knees and wept. 

That morning, you had told her to go outside and play, you were tired of her and you had enough to do taking care of the baby. She went outside and fed the chickens and gave them fresh water, tipping over their pans so the dirty ice fell out, then filling them with water from large buckets. She went into the barn and stared at the trampled straw. The cattle were gone, even the milk-cows. They had disappeared during the night—later, when I talked to the rats, I heard some very dark things about what had happened to them, and of course I saw what you had done in the cellar, later on.

You did not notice when she came back into the house with the basket of wrinkle-ended eggs; you did not notice when she watched you from a corner of the door to the babe’s room. You can tell yourself that I am lying, but you saw the eggs in their carton in the refrigerator, you ate two of them for lunch.

The girl saw you casting spells over the boy, and did not stop you. Instead she went back outside, sat on a swing, and wept until we took her.

When she had finished crying, surrounded by blankets and birds, she reached one arm out of the blankets and touched the doll she had found, a fat baby doll with a scrap of cloth wound around its belly and tied with dirty yellow yarn.

The wind yowled outside, looking to catch us with the door open. 

I climbed up into the thick, serpentine wires of the torn-out seat above her head and stood on them, trying to find a better perch. I was not the only one who shit in her nest, but it was mine that landed on her hand as she petted her baby. She looked at the back of her hand, then up at me.

“Oops,” I cawed. Her eyebrows twisted, one up, one down, as if to say, How rude. I hopped uncomfortably from wire to wire. She wiped the back of her hand on the blanket, which seemed to absorb the whiteness entirely within the pink wool. 

Old Loyolo, who had been standing on the mirror, ruffled his feathers so they puffed out and then bobbed his head. Despite the thinness of his feathers, which looked rather pecked about his chest and head, he looked the picture of the superior crow, killer of snakes and rats, defender of nests. “You tell the next one, Machado. The least you could do.” 

He swooped into her lap, where she made room for him on her knee. That baggulo. He hadn’t killed a snake in years, and nobody living remembers him doing it anyway, except Ibarrazzo. It’s just a story, like a knight killing a dragon. Ah, at least he tells it well.

I didn’t have a thought as to which story I would tell as I climbed down from the wires and dropped to the floor, scaring up a featherstorm of chicks. I flapped with all dignity to the perch on the mirror—the storyteller’s seat, now—and suddenly remembered a story that the human priest had told me. Oh, yes, I have talked to him, too.

I said…








  
  

Chapter two

The Vengeance Quilt





In his own head, he wasn’t Father Vincent Paul; he was Sebastian Jennings, a murderer. He hadn’t meant to become a violent man. He grimaced at himself in the mirror: now there was a face that would inspire his parishioners to love God. He checked his teeth, smoothed down his hair, and smiled. Even worse.

It was an August Saturday evening in the year of our Lord 1960, so he said Mass in his green vestments. He used to take more pride in his robes than any woman over designer dresses; now it was one more sign of his falseness under the glory of God.

He stepped out of the changing room. His older sister, Peggy, was waiting outside the door. “Sebastian? There’s a problem downstairs.” She wore an apron and twisted a wet towel in her hands. One side of her stylish dress was black from coffee or dishwater.

“What is it?”

“Claire and Eileen are fighting over the quilt for the harvest festival.”

“You should have interrupted me.” He rushed down the basement stairs.

Claire, a small woman with mousey hair, shouted, “That quilt doesn’t belong to you!”

Eileen, a much larger woman dressed in a tent, shouted back, “I paid for it!”

Claire Christiansen was married to Frank Christiansen, one of Don Hart’s hired hands. Eileen Hart was his wife. The two women stood in the kitchen with the service window shut, as if that would make them less audible to the people drinking coffee or the kids gaping from their catechism class doors. Sebastian held up one hand to keep Peggy from trying to smooth things over; he wanted to hear what the fight was about.

“You said the money was a donation!” Claire shrieked. 

Frank Christiansen came toward the kitchen door, but Sebastian held him back, on hand on his chest.

“I hired you to make me a quilt!”

“You are the most selfish—I’m not going to say! I’ll give you back the money after we auction it off.”

“It’s my quilt!” 

“Then just take it, you cow!”

“I’ll have your husband fired!”

“I just told you that you could have that damned quilt!”

Eileen noticed the others outside the kitchen door. Her blue eyes creased up at the corners. “You heard that, Father!”

“That’s enough, ladies,” he said. “You’re scaring the children.” 

Claire turned around. She had a coffee cup and a towel in her hands; she put them down and walked toward him, her heels clicking precisely on the linoleum. 

She glared at him with eyes so dark as to seem black. “There’s a commandment about those who bear false witness.” She went in the ladies’ room, slammed the door, locked it, then turned on the faucet, high-blast.

Eileen leaned back on a counter with a grin on her face.

Sebastian said, “I understood the quilt was a donation as well.”

Eileen said, “It’s my quilt. I paid for it.”

“Just for the materials?” Sebastian said. “Or for the time she spent on it as well?”

Eileen frowned. “That ain’t worth nothing. She owes me for lots of things. Milk.”

“I’d like to see an agreement for payment for her work, typed up and signed by both of you. And it would be very disappointing if I heard that Frank was fired over a disagreement between a couple of ladies.”

Eileen turned up her nose and lumbered out of the kitchen. She climbed the stairs slowly, dragging on the rail. “He could get fired for lots of reasons,” she shot over her shoulder, just as she turned the corner and went out of sight.

“Where’s Don?” Sebastian asked Peggy.

“Outside, smoking his pipe,” she said as Frank went back to his table, shaking his head. “I tried to get him to come in, but you know men. They don’t want to get involved.”

The corner of Sebastian’s mouth twitched. 

Peggy shook her auburn curls. “Sorry, Father Vincent Paul. Ever since you started wearing black, I don’t know what to think of you.”

“Me, either,” he said.


      [image: image-placeholder]Sunday went fine, and Monday he slept in late. When he woke up, he couldn’t remember whether he had enough hosts to last the next month, so he decided to check. He was out of coffee in the house, anyway. He wasn’t about to try to prepare for Bible study without coffee. Those ladies were sharp. Claire, especially, reminded him of himself in seminary; she chased down technicalities like a dog after a rabbit. 

He unlocked the back door of the basement and flicked on the lights. He made it about three steps before he stopped. Nobody should have to face this before coffee.

The basement was blue with mold, except for a few steps of the green carpet on the stairs, including the lights and ceiling tiles. The smell made him sneeze and his eyes water. He cursed, made a mental note to confess his cursing later, and backed up the stairs. He put out the lights and locked the door behind him.

First he took off his shoes, dropped them in a bucket, and filled it with bleach water, which probably wasn’t good for the leather. Then he called Jim Blackthorn, his deacon. His daughter had had tonsillitis and been up to the hospital for the last few days. 

Jim picked up the phone. “Hello? James Blackthorn speaking.”

“Don’t go into the Gray Hill church, Jim. The basement is covered with mold. Just covered. I’ll call the extension office in a minute. How’s Celeste Marie doing?”

“She’s sore, but she’ll be all right. I’ll tell her you asked about her.”

“Good to hear,” Sebastian said. “I’d come and visit, but I don’t want to make her sick.”

The County Extension Office promised to send someone out. Sebastian told them where he kept the spare key, in case he got called out. Then he remembered Claire and Peggy were supposed to clean the church that afternoon. He warned Peggy first. When he called the little Christiansen house, nobody answered, so he crossed his fingers and called the Harts.

A man answered, which was odd; it was August, and he should have been out harvesting wheat. “Hello? Hart Ranch.”

“Father Vincent Paul. I’m trying to reach Claire and tell her not to come to the church.”

“Father,” the man croaked. “Come right away. It’s Eileen. She’s doing poorly.”

“Certainly,” he said. “But will you pass on my message to Claire? The church is full of mold, and I don’t want anyone getting into it.”

“Mold,” the man agreed. “There’s mold all over the damned place.” He hung up.

When someone was doing poorly, you drove them to the hospital; you didn’t call the priest. Unless it was too bad not to bother with. Sebastian fetched his last rites bag. Then he raised the carpet in the closet, removed a section of flooring, and pulled out a lock box, unlocking it with a key he wore with a medal of St. Jude. Inside was a simple traveler’s Bible. He riffled through the pages with one thumb. The ink, swirls of brown symbols, was still intact. He added the book to the bag.

He drove over the hill and gasped. Hart Ranch shimmered blue in the late-summer sun. The shelter belt dangled with blue streamers. Haystacks rose blue out of blue drifts. Fields of blue wheat scattered blue fog. He stopped at the edge of the mold; part of him knew he’d already come too far, but he had a hard time forcing himself to drive forward anyhow.

He knocked on the door of the big farmhouse. Don Hart, tall and skinny and a good deal older than Eileen, opened the door. “Sorry, Father. Would you mind taking your shoes off?”

Sebastian slipped off his shoes and washed his hands in the sink. 

The living room was full of a quilt frame stretched with the most colorful, delicately-pieced quilt he’d ever seen. Claire was stitching the top and bottom of the quilt together with a fine pattern of flowers. She had a foul look on her face.

Don passed by her without looking and went into his bedroom.

Eileen was lying in bed with her mouth open. Only two days had passed since he’d seen her last. Her gray skin had slid off her cheeks and into her neck; the blankets covered a good deal less flesh than they would have on Saturday.

“Has she been to the doctor?” Sebastian asked.

“Won’t go,” Don said. 

Eileen’s breath rattled as she struggled to suck air past something in her throat.

“She was supposed to bury me,” Don said.

Sebastian pulled up a chair. “Eileen, Can you hear me? It’s Father Vincent Paul. You need to go to the hospital.”

Another rattle. Eileen’s head rolled back and forth. No.

“This mold is going to kill you,” he said. 

No.

Sebastian sighed. “Do you want to make your last confession?”

Yes.

He chased Don out, started the rites, and asked her whether she had anything to confess. 

She whispered, “That bitch is killing me.”

Sebastian leaned back. “You can’t mean that, Eileen.”

The fingers on her left hand curled toward him. He leaned toward her.

“Deal with the devil,” she hissed. 

If anyone would use last rites to accuse someone of murder, it was Eileen; nevertheless, he was shocked. Sebastian placed the host, which was the kind that fell apart and could be swallowed without chewing, on her dry tongue. He touched the chalice of watered wine to her lips.

He finished the rites and made the sign of the cross over her. Then he backed out of the room, closed the door, and said to Don, leaning on the wall, “May I use your phone? I’ll be just a minute, and then I’d like to sit with her again.”

Don pointed toward the door to the living room. Sebastian sucked in his gut and edged around the large quilt frame to the small table with the phone. He picked it up and dialed his brother Aloysius. 

“Aloysius Jennings farm, Mrs. Jennings speaking,” Honey said.

“Is Aloysius in?” He glanced at Claire; her ear pointed at him like a third eye. “I want him out at Hart Ranch. Theodore too. I want them to take a look at something.”

“Something to do with the reason Peggy isn’t supposed to clean church today?”

Sebastian gritted his teeth to keep himself from grinning in front of Claire. That was Honey for you. “Maybe.”

“The walls have ears, don’t they? I’ll ride out and get them. Sit tight.”
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Claire stitched without looking at her fingers. He could have sworn her eyes were black all the way through. 

“Eileen’s dead,” he told her. 

Claire nodded and went back to watching her fingers fly over the fabric. 

He called the funeral home and told them the funeral would have to be in Fort Thompson because they were having a problem at Gray Hill. 

“Sorry about the wait,” Sebastian said. Aloysius and Theodore stood up—“Ma’am”—and followed him into the hallway. Theodore handed around filter masks. “Ain’t got no goggles,” he said. 

Outside was a wonderland. Part of him felt like it was the first snow of the season, pure and untouched; part of him knew it had killed one woman already.

Aloysius closed the door behind him. “Isn’t it funny that there’s no mold in the house?”

“You bring the book?” Theodore asked.

Sebastian tapped his pocket. 

“It’s not the demons again, is it?” Aloysius asked.

“No,” Sebastian snapped. “I swore I wouldn’t do that again.”

“I didn’t say you had,” Aloysius said. “Where should we start looking?”

“Where it’s wet,” Theodore said.

Aloysius pulled a stick off a tree and wacked at a big blue branch, scattering mold. 

“Knock it off,” Sebastian said.

“Couldn’t help myself.” Aloysius pointed at a big stand of trees. “If I remember right, the stock tank is over there. Garden on one side and the corral on the other.”

They walked through the mold, Aloysius scuffing his feet and kicking up spores. Sebastian just let it be. 

There were two lumps lying under the mold in the corral.

They walked toward the water tank, which was covered with mold, like everything else.

“What are we looking for?” Aloysius asked. “What’s that?” He pointed at a pattern in the mold on the fence above the tank. Theodore wiped the mold off it with his bare hand and tried to shake it off. He ended up wiping it on his pants.

It was one of the symbols from the book. Sebastian said, “It’s a summoning symbol.”

“Summoning what?” Aloysius asked.

“Whatever wanted to come,” Sebastian said. They went back to the house. That, Sebastian thought, was too easy.

Aloysius stopped them outside the door, opened it, and yelled, “Mr. Hart!” He waited a few seconds. “I’m sorry to bother you, but there’s something you should know.”

A door opened, and Don walked toward them. He didn’t bother to wipe his face.

Aloysius said, “We’ll have to evacuate; the milk cows are dead already. I’m sorry, Mr. Hart, but you may lose the farm.”

From the living room, Claire shouted, “No!” She appeared at the door to the entryway.

“It’s up to the Extension Office,” Aloysius said. “There may be nothing for it but to kill everything on the farm. Come on, put your shoes on. Is there anybody else?”

“Frank,” she said. “He went out this morning—” Her tiny knees folded up under the hem of her dress, and she sank onto the floor. 

Don said, “What about my wife?”

“We’ll take her with us,” Aloysius said.

Sebastian had Theodore help wrap Eileen Hart in blankets. There was a time when he would have turned his nose up at carrying a dead woman in his arms but not anymore. The two of them carried Eileen, Theodore under her shoulders and Sebastian at her feet, to the back of Theodore’s pickup truck. She stank already, or maybe it was the room. 

“You take Don,” he told Theodore. “I’ll take Mrs. Christiansen. You look for Frank,” he told Aloysius. “And burn your clothes and spray your trucks down with bleach or vinegar, for God’s sake.”

“He’s in the north pasture by the creek,” Claire murmured. She swayed, and Sebastian grabbed her by the arm. He bit his tongue and walked her toward his Buick.
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“The what?” Her hands were folded in her lap; she sat as straight as a fence post.

Sebastian drew the symbol—incompletely—in the dashboard dust. “That.” He brushed it away.

“Oh, that,” she said. “That was the water tank last Saturday. Is it a hobo sign?”

“Claire, we priests study many things at seminary, one of which is devil worship. This is one of their signs.” He was distorting the truth; another item for his next confession.

“Devil worship,” Claire said. “You mean it’s real? Eileen had a Bible with all kinds of weird things like that in it. In her bedside table.”

Sebastian stopped at the stop sign. “I’m going to take you to my father’s farm.”

“But that’s back the other way.”

“So it is. Peggy’ll take care of you.” He turned the car around. 

Claire didn’t say anything for the longest time. “What’ll me and Frank do?”

“We’ll take care of you,” he promised.

“We, as in the church, or we, as in the Jennings?” she asked. “I don’t want any handouts.”

“Probably the latter,” he admitted. “My father could use help, now that Aloysius is on his own. And Peggy wouldn’t mind the company.”

Claire put her pointed chin in her elflike hand on the window ledge. “I wish we’d known that. I would have dragged Frank off like a shot. That woman hated me. Did everything she could to make my life miserable. We didn’t know there was anyplace else to go.”

He didn’t have any answer for that.

Sebastian left Claire with Peggy, who shoved him out of the house with a broom and told him to get his Buick away from the elms. He drove back. A white van from the Extension Office was parked at the Hart Ranch farmhouse. His friend Jasper stood next to it with a paint-fume mask dangling around his neck, smoking an unfiltered cigarette. Sebastian shook his hand. “Jasper.”

Jasper Long Horse was a jack of all trades in Buffalo County. He’d grown up on the reservation, gone to school in Sioux Falls, and had come back to work for the county as a repairman, tree-remover, snow-plower, killer of rabid dogs and coyotes, and agent of the County Extension Office. What he’d come back for, Sebastian had never been sure. 

“What the hell, Sebastian, I mean Father?” he asked.

Sebastian chewed on a nail, then realized he was contaminating himself more than he already was. “Would you think I was crazy if I said it was black magic?”

Jasper let it go. “The inside of that house is untouched. I don’t get it.”

“You saw the church?”

“Sprayed it down. With any luck, you should have the place back by next Saturday. But this place, I don’t know.”

“I left something inside. Mind if I go in?”

Jasper waved him toward the door. “Be my guest.”

Sebastian found the book where Claire had told him, the same kind of Bible they’d used in seminary. He stopped in the living room to take another look at the quilt. The blocks seemed like random patches of different colors of scrap, sewn together any which way, but if he looked at the quilt as a whole, he could pick out patterns. Then he took another look at it and swore (another item on his list). The stitching wasn’t of flowers; it was protection symbols.

No wonder why Eileen wanted the quilt.

He unclamped the quilt from the frame, put it in a trash bag, and brought it with him.

Jasper peeked inside the bag. “Whatchoo taking that blanket for?” 

“It was supposed to be a donation for the church at the Harvest Festival next month,” Sebastian said. “I don’t want anything to happen to it. Don’t worry, I’ll have Peggy wash it.”

“You should get a lot of money for that,” Jasper agreed. He got in the van, and Sebastian followed him off the farm. Jasper stopped, rolled his window down, and waved him over to the side of the road. “Don’t tell Don and them, but we’re going to have to spray everything. Might have to go into your dad’s property, too.”

“Do what you have to.”

Jasper nodded. “I get the mold and you get the black magic, all right?”

“Deal.”

Jasper laughed, rolled up his window, and drove away.
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Claire ran her fingers over the stitching. “It’s just a nice design.” 

Sebastian said, “What I don’t understand is how, if the house was protected from the mold by this symbol, Eileen could die of it.”

Someone coughed from behind him. Sebastian turned and saw Frank Christiansen holding his cowboy hat in both hands. “It wasn’t mold,” he said. “It was cancer.”

Claire looked up at him over the stitching. “How do you know?”

“I knew,” he said. “She’s been hiding it for a long time.”

Claire pressed her lips together.

“Don’t blame Claire,” Frank said. “I told her to put the symbols on the quilt. I’m sorry. She was going to get me fired. I had to do something to make myself look too good to get rid of. But it was too strong for me.”

Claire stood up, dropping the quilt, and went into the kitchen. “That bitch.” Sebastian heard drawers rattle and slam. He followed and saw her with the top of her dressed pulled open, holding a paring knife against her chest. She was covered in blood; she had carved the symbol from the water tank on her chest, upside down.

Sebastian looked away modestly from her naked breasts, then told himself to stop being an idiot. He tried to take the knife away from Claire; she shoved him. She was too small to make him lose his balance, but she stumbled out of arm’s reach anyway. She stretched her neck, making a twisted face in order to see better as she cut herself. She touched up one of the lines with the knife and tossed it on the counter.

“Goodbye, Father Vincent Paul,” she said.

Frank was standing beside him. “Claire. Wait.”

Without turning around, she said, “How else could you have known about that Bible? By her bed? She never told anyone about it. You saw it, you cheating son of a bitch.” The back door slammed and the screen door creaked shut after it.

By the time they nerved themselves to follow her outside, she’d roared down the road in Frank’s truck. Fortunately, it hadn’t rained in a while, and they could follow the dust trail. Frank pushed on the dash, trying to make the Buick drive faster.

“Do you know where she got the book, Frank?” he asked.

“Of course I didn’t want to. Have you seen how beautiful my wife is? But Eileen told me we’d lose our home if I didn’t.” Frank had left his hat behind, and the sun was shining straight into his wide, blue eyes.

“The book, Frank. Where did Eileen get the book from?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “She just had it.”

“Does Don know about it?”

“He didn’t go rummaging around in her bedside table.”

They turned onto the Hart Ranch road and found the pickup truck abandoned beside the road. The door had been twisted off its hinges. He swore again and decided to stop keeping an itemized list of his sins. 

On foot, they followed the trail through the grass, stopping just past the mold. The mold crept toward them; Sebastian stepped back, but Frank started to ran into it. Sebastian grabbed his arm and swung him around so hard he ended up on the ground. Frank hissed at him, got up, and ran into the blue.

It wasn’t quite as blue as it had been earlier. More of a soft gray.

Frank ran down the hill, mold covering him from head to foot as he kicked up spores, until he disappeared into a tree belt.

Sebastian had failed them again—God, family, parishioner, and neighbor—and there wasn’t anything else he could do, so why he gunned the engine and sped down the hill toward the farmhouse, he never knew. He parked the Buick, pulled the revolver that Theodore had given him out of the glove box, and loaded it.
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Claire.

“Don is dead,” he lied. “Heart attack. It’s over. There’s no more vengeance to be had.”

The summoning symbol had worked, all right. She was more like a knee-high snake than anything else, but with several small, warped limbs. Her chin puffed out like a frog’s, so close to him that he could have reached out and touched it. Greenish, spotted, tiny gold-colored eyes. 

Claire opened her mouth, sorted through the mold with her long tongue, and pulled out one of Frank’s legs. She gulped it down whole. Sebastian backed toward the stock pond, pulled out a pocket knife, and started to gouge out the summoning symbol. 

Claire spat out bone and rushed at him. He had a split second to decide between shooting Claire or not. Instead he jumped backward as Claire smashed, face-first, into the symbol on the fence. How she’d cleared the stock tank with her spindly limbs, he didn’t know.

The fence shattered, breaking the symbol. If Sebastian was expecting a miracle, he wasn’t going to get one; the mold certainly didn’t disappear or turn into daisies. Claire backed up, shook her head, and tried to charge him again.

He pulled out the revolver. “Sorry, Claire.” He shot her on the head, which stunned her for a moment; then he rolled her on her side and shot her in the chest, ripping the summoning symbol there to shreds.

Quick as anything, he dropped the gun, pulled out his penknife again, and carved the protection symbol onto the first whole piece of skin he found. She shuddered and thrashed, knocking him down. He grabbed onto her, and carved, from memory, the symbol for banishing, over and over, until she lay still.

He asked God to forgive them and receive their souls, sinners all.
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“Holy shit,” Jasper said, when he pulled back the tarp and saw Claire underneath. Whatever she’d called inside her was gone, but it hadn’t left her gently. Her jaw was shattered, and her skin was stretched out so badly that Aloysius had barely been able to carry her back to the truck for all the flopping around she did. No two bones seemed to be stuck together, and of course she was covered with bloody symbols. And then there was Frank, in pieces.

“Eileen Hart blackmailed him into cheating on Claire.” Sebastian coughed up gray phlegm. “Claire decided to take revenge on him since Eileen was already dead. But I didn’t tell you that.”

“Black magic,” Jasper said. “Shit.”

“I took care of it.”

Jasper gave him a look. It was the first time Sebastian could remember that anybody had looked at him like he was a real, live priest instead of a kid whose diapers they’d changed or who had last been seen guzzling beer out on the reservation.

The mold was obviously dying, turning a flat gray, but nobody wanted to risk it, so Jasper sent in the crop dusters with heavy-duty fungicide. They’d been lucky. Don Hart took his savings and moved to Minnesota, near one of his daughters by his first wife. Liam bought the farm and hired more men to work it; the land grew well enough after a few years had passed.

Peggy finished the rest of the quilt using the protection symbol, and they sold tickets for it at the Harvest Festival. Sebastian put in twenty bucks and won it. 

He put it on his own bed and slept very well indeed.
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“And,” I said, “as far as I know, that priest still has it.” 

That priest. You might think he doesn’t know what you’ve done. You might think you have him fooled, with his soft face and kind eyes and thick black glasses. You think your weeping and wailing over the death of your husband has deceived him. Perhaps it might have, once, before I started telling him tales about what I saw you doing at night, about the tales the girl told.

When I finished, the girl’s lips were pressed together in a small tight circle, as though they were a worm curled up tight. Her back was straight, barely brushing the seat. Twin streams of anger jetted from her nostrils, hot as dragon steam. 

If she ever believed you, that is over now.

I hopped down from the mirror and strutted through the younglings, who parted before me, until I reached the girl’s foot. It was a good story, enough of a story to part chicks. But what did the elders think of it? It was a new story, one that I had not told before. Of course I had stolen it from the priest, but that wouldn’t save me, if there was no good in the telling.

The elders said nothing, but Old Loyolo looked down on me with his black eyes, weighing.

After a moment, he pushed Facunde forward. Facunde who had been lovely, Facunde who had been eloquent. Facunde who I had long wished to be my mate, but who had ever eluded me. Her mate, Guerro, had been killed last year, killed by cats, and she had been mourning him ever since, building towers of sticks all over the dumping ground. She had gone mad. Her feathers were dull and gray, and crawling with lice. She was fed by her grown chicks. Always she was building her towers of sticks, even in the snow. The cats would take her soon.

Old Loyolo pushed her until she fell off the girl’s knees and landed beside me, on her back in the middle of a huddle of chicks. 

They pushed her upright, then over to the storyteller’s perch. She cawed unintelligibly, nipping at them, flapping her wings. But they were inexorable. 

I followed her, and pinched her along the wing with my beak, and helped lift her onto the perch.

Old Loyolo made a spot for me next to him. But I stayed at Facunde’s feet. Her ragged claws clutched the mirror over and over, leaving smears on the glass.

“Speak!” ordered old Loyolo. “A story!”

A story, a story!

“A human story,” I said. Meaning that muttering the tale of how Guerro had died under her breath, as she had been doing ever since he had been eaten, would not do.

“A story,” she croaked. “I will tell you a story. It is not a human story, though. It is a winter story that happens to have humans in it. And it has nothing to do with making our girl talk,” she sneered down at me, “when she doesn’t want to. It doesn’t mean anything. So don’t blame me if you don’t like it.”

What? What? cried some of the chicks who were at the edges. The ruffling of feathers was almost loud enough to drown out her voice.

“Speak louder,” old Loyolo ordered.

Facunde cleared her throat. It sounded as though she were coughing up a dry, sun-killed lizard stuck in her throat. Or, I thought, her heart.

When she had finished, she bent over and clawed something from her beak. A shimmering, sparkling bead, the size of a fat crow’s eye. It landed in front of me. As fast as anything, I pecked it up. It was bitter-tasting, and seemed to move, although I was sure that it was not anything that had been recently alive. I held it under my tongue.

Facunde said…
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