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PRAISE FOR


My Abandonment







“Poignant … My Abandonment lingers in the mind, leaving you as haunted as its mesmerizing characters.”


—New York Post


“Perspicacious.”


—Elle


“Hypnotic and disturbing.”


—Bloomberg News


“Rock is quietly building a body of work that is original, unusual, and addictive. What seems familiar isn’t, what seems real might be an illusion, and what’s true for a society might not work for everyone in it.”


—Oregonian


“Riveting … an immediate story in all ways … impossible to stop reading.”


—Cleveland Plain Dealer


“Compelling and heartbreaking, My Abandonment is a haunting tale that examines the strength of the human spirit.”


—Deseret News


“Beautiful, sad, and provoking.”


—Eugene Weekly


“An utterly entrancing book, a bow to Thoreau, and a nod to the detective story. Every step of this narrative … rings true.”


—Publishers Weekly


“A haunting story, masterfully told.”


—Booklist


“A compelling read.”


—Library Journal, starred review


“A moving evocation of life on the fringes, sparking many questions about our regulated society.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“My Abandonment is purely dazzling, alive in every word and scene, so deep and strange in its rendering of this one young woman’s life that I could hardly raise my eyes from the page.”


—Andrea Barrett


“Peter Rock’s My Abandonment is an electrically charged, bone-deep, and tender tale of loss and partial redemption. Surreal, haunting, elegiac.”


—James Ellroy


“This beautiful, strange novel takes us into the foreign country where those called homeless are at home, the city is wilderness, and the greater wilderness lies beyond. Fascinating and moving, it tells with great tenderness how human love goes wrong.”


—Ursula K. Le Guin


“Peter Rock’s My Abandonment is mesmerizing and disturbing, a book as fierce as it is tender, as tender as it is real.”


—Junot Díaz




For Ida Akiko Rock




It is remarkable how many creatures live wild and free though secret in the woods, and still sustain themselves in the neighborhood of towns, suspected by hunters only.


—Henry David Thoreau, Walden


 


Very soon after, I saw a little snake. He was crawling along. When I see snakes, I like to stop and watch. The dresses they wear fit them tight—they can’t fluff out their clothes like birds can. But snakes are quick people. They move in such a pretty way. Their eyes are bright, and their tongues are slim.


—Opal Whiteley,


The Singing Creek Where the Willows Grow




One




SOMETIMES YOU’RE WALKING through the woods when a stick leaps into the air and strikes you across the back and shoulders several times, then flies away lost in the underbrush. There’s nothing to do but keep walking, you have to be ready for everything and I am as I follow behind Father down out of the trees, around a puddle, to the fence of the salvage yard. It’s night.


“Caroline,” Father says, holding open a tear in the fence. “You come through here.”


He begins to sort and scavenge. He wants rebar, metal to support our roof. I watch the road, the gate and also behind us where we came through. Cars and big trucks rush and rattle past on the highway, the people inside staring straight ahead and thinking about where they are going and what will happen next and probably things they’ve done before but they’re not thinking of or looking at us. There are no houses near the salvage yard. An electrical station humming inside its own fences and then on the other side Fat Cobra Video, which Father says is a snake store but I don’t think it is. In the window are pictures of ladies with their shirts off, holding their breasts in their hands.


Now he is pulling out the long thin metal bars, setting the scraps of sheet metal aside. I hold Randy, my toy horse, in one hand. If I set him down it’s never for long. Randy and my blue piece of ribbon are always with me.


“You see, Caroline,” Father says, “all the work I’m doing here for these people, organizing all these different things. This is how we are paying them back for what we’re taking.”


“Yes,” I say, squinting across the highway to the dark trains in the railyard, the tiny lights of the cars on the bridge over the river.


The rebar and wire are happy to be with us since we will put them to better use and not forget them to rust in a pile. Father bends back the fence so you’d never know we were here. In one hand I carry a roll of wire that will help hold up the roof or which we can bend to a hanging shelf or another secret thing he might make and in my other hand is Randy softly rattling with the things I put inside his hollow body. My finger is over the round hole in his stomach.


“Caroline, don’t lag.”


“I’m right here,” I say.


Father keeps backtracking since it’s hard to carry the long pieces of rebar through the trees in the dark. They keep snagging on things, turning him sideways.


“If you look up at the sky,” I say, “you can see the spaces between the trees that way and see where to walk.”


“Thanks,” he says. “Who do you think taught you that?”


At night the air smells less dry, the coolness in the trees. A branch clatters down, becoming a stick. Squirrels up there? An owl? Everything in the darkness reaches out, in its way and at night we wear shoes so it’s harder to feel how things are. We go deeper into the forest park, further from the edge where the city leans in. I know where we are. I know the way home and where I would end up if I walked thirty minutes in any direction through the forest. If I hold my breath and let Father walk away I can’t even hear his footsteps, even in his shoes. That’s how good he is.


Then the air is thick and rotten. Father’s hand is on my arm. I hear the click and then his headlamp is bright and round on his forehead. He holds back a tangle of blackberry and I step through and on the ground is a deer with its neck bent back and its eyes missing and blood on its black nose. The light is a five inch white circle sliding across the deer. Its head, its hooves, its tail. The deer is about the size of me, its tan fur smooth, flies bouncing and buzzing. Its stomach is open and some parts are missing.


“That’s her liver,” Father says, pointing with a stick, sharp black against the light. “Lungs. Heart.”


“The dogs did this?” I say. “The smell.”


“Hold your breath,” Father says. “I doubt it was dogs, or coyotes. Someone might have shot her, or disease, or she could have even fallen down here and broken her neck. Even animals can fall down sometimes.”


“I know that,” I say.


“Look carefully, Caroline. There’s a lesson here. It’s better homework than being in school, that’s for certain.”


Father turns his neck to look at me before I can shut my eyes against the brightness and it blinds me. I hear the switch so I know it’s off but still the light is in my eyes and they take a moment to clear and we can walk again.


A little further on Father stops at a good place where it is finally not so steep and sets everything down. He pulls up the ivy around and over it even though almost no one would come here or find or want or be able to carry it.


“There,” he says. “We’ve done it again, Caroline.”


We step only on the stones, closer to home. I on every one, Father on every second one. To not beat down the grass. We come around the side and carefully he takes away the branch across the front door and then we sit on the edge of the mattress for a moment before he strikes a match and lights the lamp. The lamp is made out of a glass bottle with fuel in it and a string stuck through into it. Its light shines and deeper back in the cave the gold letters on my encyclopedias shine back. I only have up to L but I haven’t read past E. I go into F or G or the future ones when something’s mentioned that starts with that letter. My dictionary is there, too. It is a paperback book and smaller.


Inside the ceiling is tall enough that I can stand on my knees but Father has to sit down or crawl. He pulls the branch back across the door and looks at me.


“We’re lucky,” he says. “We’re the lucky ones.”


“We are,” I say.


“We have to be so careful these days,” he says.


“Why?”


“People.”


“No one knows where we are,” I say.


“If you think that way,” Father says, “that’s when you get caught. Overconfident.”


“No one’s ever caught us,” I say. “No one could.”


“That doesn’t mean anything,” he says. “You know better than to look to the past, Caroline.”


I set Randy on his wooden base with the one metal post the size of a pencil that fits in the hole in his stomach. I turn his white side out so I can look up and check on him in the darkness and he’ll be easy to see from the mattress.


The dinner dishes are all dry now and I stack them on their shelves. Father takes off his dark forest pants and mends a rip with a piece of dental floss and a needle. Then he writes down things from the books he’s reading in his tiny handwriting in his little book and I do some homework he’s given me and I also write on the scrap paper some of this journal and things I’ve seen and thought. Father, his hand spread out is wider than this sheet of paper, wider than the plates we eat off, his fingertips hanging over. It makes a book look tiny when he holds it.


We brush our teeth and spit in the chamber pot and change out of our clothes and lie down on the mattress. Father stretches his hands over his head so they almost reach the flat stone and the green Coleman stove. Sometimes in his sleep his hands cross and his wrists come together and his bracelets ring softly. They’re supposed to help him be stronger. When I tell him I need help to be stronger, he says that I haven’t seen all the things or had the problems he’s had. He says I’m too young to wear jewelry. He turns over to kiss me, his scratchy cheek.


IF A PARAGRAPH is a thought, a complete thought, then a sentence is one piece of a thought. Like in addition where one number plus another number equals a bigger number. If you wrote down subtraction you would start with a thought and take enough away that it was no longer complete. You might write backward, or nothing at all, or less than nothing. You wouldn’t even think or breathe. A comma, that is a place you breathe, or think, which is how breathing and thinking are the same. They collect, or are places to collect. A semicolon is a strange kind of thinking that I don’t understand. It is more than one sentence inside one sentence. It makes more sense to me just to let each sentence be a sentence. Father says both the pieces on either side of a colon should add up to the same thing, even if one side is just a list. Some of the things I need to write about: Randy, the lookouts, bodies, names, Nameless, people when they think they’re alone, snow, trampolines, helicopters.


“WAKE UP,” I say. “You were having a dream. Was it the helicopters?”


“Whoa,” Father says. “I guess it was a dream.”


“I can’t see the moon,” I say. “It’s dark outside tonight.”


“Clouds,” he says. “Maybe it’ll rain tomorrow.”


“Was it the helicopters?”


“Oh Caroline,” he says. “They swarmed all down over the trees, rattling and tearing at everything. They had loudspeakers and from above they cast the sound of a baby crying, so loud, crying, the edges breaking up.”


“Why? This was in your dream?”


“No, this was before. I don’t know.”


“Why would they do that?” I say.


“Exactly. I don’t know. Sleep, Caroline.”


In the summer like now we sleep on top of the sleeping bags with only a sheet over us and in the winter we zip the bags together since it’s warmer that way. When my body was smaller there was lots of room but now even when it’s too warm I cannot get away, our legs touch, our arms. I can’t fall asleep and I can’t tell if Father is asleep or not. I keep thinking of the deer, dead, lying half a mile away, listening while different animals drag parts of her away. Father does not grow but he is the largest man in the forest park that I have seen, bigger than anyone in the city except very fat men who cannot move like he moves. I am also quick but much more slender and five feet tall, my dark hair long and snarled and my skin white so it can flash in a darkness if I’m not careful.


All at once there’s a whining, a snarling and then a snuffling as a snout pushes through the branch across our door. It’s the dogs, some of them, racing through our camp, and Father shouts once and bangs a pan with a spoon and they’re gone that fast but I know that he’s awake.


“I named the head dog Lala,” I say.


“If she’s such a good friend of yours,” he says, “you could tell her that we try to sleep around here at night.”


“I was thinking about the deer,” I say. “The dead one.”


“What about her?”


“Nothing,” I say, the bottoms of my feet on his leg. “What is your favorite color?”


“What’s yours?”


“Yellow,” I say.


“Why?”


“The way it makes me feel. It’s bright and not still.”


“Exactly. It draws attention. I like green.”


“You would,” I say, and he laughs and holds me close.


“And what was my mother’s favorite color?”


“Yellow. Just like yours.”


“So she taught me that, for it to be my favorite.”


“Probably,” he says. “Kind of, some way. You’re very much like her.”


“And we have the same name.”


“Had,” he says. “Yes. Caroline.”


“Why did you give me the same name?”


“Because I loved her so much. Now go to sleep; it’s the middle of the night, Caroline. I always tell you that.”


“I wish I could have met her.”


“She wishes that, too,” he says. “Good night, yellow.”


“Good night, green.”


SINCE I AM THIRTEEN I am allowed to get out of bed whenever I wake up. Even before the sun, like now. Father sleeps on his stomach with his face in the pillow and his arms stretched out underneath it, his big hands on the ground. If he sleeps on his back he snores and I have to wake and tell him so he’ll turn over in the night since snoring is a sound.


The zipper is cold but the morning is not too cold. I pull on my black jeans and my dark green sweatshirt over my nightshirt and I get Randy off his stand and leave him with his horse’s head on my pillow, safe in the bed with Father. I take the chamber pot I used once last night and the water bucket and I slip out not knocking the branch over, the branch that goes across the door when we’re not here and sometimes when we’re sleeping. In the winter we hang a wool blanket across, inside, to hold in the heat of our bodies.


The bugs are already up in the warm air and I only need my two shirts. Father says now I have to wear an undershirt under my other shirt even if my breasts are almost flat. In the winter I wear sweaters and a dark raincoat. At the men’s camp people wear garbage bags with arm and head holes torn out but Father says that is not right. I also in the winter wear tights beneath my jeans. Father wears waffled long underwear all year around. The legs are gray and the top is red. He wears a dark plaid shirt that smells like wool and him, his hair and everything.


I hop across the stones and walk out under the trees, past my hidden garden. The lettuce is easy, even if it’s hard to clean. The beans want more sun than they get and I am impatient and dig up the radishes before they’re ready.


A chipmunk darts quicker than a squirrel but a squirrel’s more aware, his head jerking around from side to side, perched on a branch. Squirrels fall sometimes even if watching them it seems impossible.


Little maples try to grow up through the ivy that Father hates. The ground is all steep and rough and sometimes I’m hardly thinking as I go and then sometimes inside I’m saying Quiet, Caroline. Look at this. Caroline, careful, you lucky girl.


Our stream is narrow, especially in the summer. Here is the pool we dug to get drinking water and down below there’s another for washing on hot days. We have tubs and barrels that collect rainwater in other places. The latrine, a trench with a bag of lime hidden in the bushes, is further away and we dig a new one every two weeks. There are right ways to do everything in the forest park so you won’t draw attention. If you sharpen a pencil you pick up the shavings. If you burn paper there’s still ashes.


Back toward home I switch the full water bucket from one hand to the other, the empty chamber pot in the tired hand. I look all around as I get close. We have moved three times since we came to live in the forest park and I don’t want to move again. There’s not even anyone in the trees except the birds and they’re singing now that the sky is getting brighter.


Father is sleeping, exactly the same. He twitches all of a sudden like maybe the start of a helicopter dream and then he settles. Sometimes right when he’s falling asleep he’ll jerk his arms and legs too and he might wake himself up or kick me a little.


Silent I set down the pot and bucket. The flat stones are still cold so I stand on one foot then the other. I could climb in bed and read but my feet might touch him and wake him so instead I turn and climb the tall tree where the lookout is.


Ferns grow up high in the trees too, in the branches though not so high as where I am in the lookout. Squirrels chitter and chatter, now circling up and down tree trunks after each other. It’s an easy climb for me especially barefoot, the branches mostly like a ladder. The platform is almost one hundred feet high, Father says and the bottom, the boards are covered over with branches attached on so you cannot see it from the ground. On the platform I can see all around us. I can see the pale flat stones that don’t look like a path unless you know it’s a path, which we step on so we don’t make a trail. I see the place where my hidden garden is hidden and the branch across the front of our house which you could never see since the roof can be walked on and ferns are growing there like the rest of the ground and even the tiny maples with their five-pointed leaves. Our house is like a cave dug out with the roof made of branches and wire and metal with tarps and plastic on top of that and then the earth where everything is growing. Only Father and I see it’s a house.


I can see a long ways, between the trees. The forest park stretches eight miles across and our house is somewhere in the middle. It goes up a mile from our house to fields and farmhouses and then slants down steep for a mile the other way, to the road and the city, the railyard and all the metal pieces and trucks and storage containers that Father says people can live inside. The pale green of the St. Johns Bridge, stretching across the river to the Safeway and the library and everything on that side. A long ship in the river with a red line around it, close along the water.


A rustle beneath me now and the branch below shivers, tips out, Father’s hand showing and then his voice sounding.


“Where’s my girl?” he says.


“Up high,” I say.


By the time I’m down the green Coleman stove is out on its flat stone and the kettle is on it, the stove’s blue flame spitting and catching. You have to listen closely so the water doesn’t boil away since Father took the whistler off the spout.


Breakfast is cold oatmeal and dried apricots and hot water to drink.


“Heading into the city today,” he says.


“Tomorrow,” I say. “It’s Tuesday today.”


“We’re low on things,” he says. “Milk powder, oatmeal. Your appetite keeps growing.”


“I’m growing,” I say.


“Exactly,” he says and he’s smiling, the lines all around his eyes. “Anyways,” he says, “the thing about schedules and routines is they’re good to have for you but you don’t want everyone to be able to predict you, either.”


We change into our city clothes. Our forest clothes are darker so no one can see us and they can get dirtier but if someone sees you like that in the city they think all sorts of things. I put on my tan blouse and brown pants and braid back my hair.


“Beware of all enterprises that require new clothes,” Father says. He laughs and pulls his shirt over his head and I see my name, Caroline, tattooed on his arm up high on his shoulder in cursive letters and then he buttons on his pale yellow city shirt with the collar.


Father’s red frame pack has the metal wrapped with black tape so it won’t shine. My pack is blue and has no metal. In the men’s camp they let their garbage pile up but we don’t. We carry it out in our packs, inside plastic bags. I put Randy in too with his head sticking out through the zipper and we’re ready to go.


“Sweetheart,” Father says, a name I like.


He has a book in one hand, he always carries a book. For me the encyclopedias are too heavy and the dictionary is not good to read since it keeps you going back and forth without ever slowing down to tell you enough about a thing which is not a way I like to read.


It’s pretty in the morning walking down our secret path under the trees and the sun. You can buy a map of all the trails of the forest park but our paths won’t be on it. Our paths run along next to some of those paths and fire lanes and trails for city people but they are different. I am behind Father and his hair is getting longer now so he’s pressed it down with water. It is black and dark gray.


“How come,” I say, “when I cut your hair you say the birds take the hair and use it in their nests and you still make us go so far away from home when only the birds are going to see it and then move it around?”


“We just do,” he says.


The leaves are like lace, the sun shining through. Red berries grow on the bushes. We climb over deadfalls, their roots up in the sky. Some trees fall into other trees and never hit the ground but rest like the hypotenuse of a triangle slanting in the air. In the wind they groan as they rub against the tree that holds them or in a storm they can come crashing down.


Father stops walking. “I have a feeling,” he says. He sniffs the air.


“Why?” I say.


“Not a good feeling,” he says. “Let’s go back.”


“We’re almost to the bridge,” I say. “We’re almost out of milk powder. You said.”


“Caroline,” he says. “Listen to me.”


“Yes,” I say. “I know. I just thought.”


“There are more important things to do today,” he says. “Not in these clothes, though. We have to change.”


WITH THE WIRE I carried from the salvage yard we build a hiding place, in case we have to hide if someone is after us. Most times it is better not to let people know we are here at all. We scoop out and dig down between trunks where many trees have fallen. Between the trunks, beneath where the dead sharp branches stretch out we dig hollows a little bigger than our bodies. We scoop and then we lay down to test the size and then we scoop out some more. Once they’re big enough Father takes the wire and plastic bags and piles dirt and leaves and sticks on top like a trapdoor that looks like the ground and covers the holes. Hiding holes. I practice lifting up the cover and sliding in and Father checks to see how it looks and then he practices and I check and where he is it looks just like the ground.


“How about that?” he says. “Now we just have to remember where they are, since they’re so hard to see.”


Father can whistle in ways that fools birds. One finger, two fingers, no fingers. Breathing in or blowing out. Loud or soft.


“I could make a snare,” he says. “I could catch a squirrel or rabbit, if we ate meat.”


“Could you catch them without hurting them?” I say.


“Probably,” he says. “Maybe.”


“Why don’t you?” I say. “Not for pets, but just to look at them up close. For homework.”


There’s crying in the air and we stop and watch a bunch of black crows chasing an eagle around in the sky until they slide too far out to the left and we can’t see them anymore. We start walking again.


“I could easily do that,” Father says, “if I wanted to. I could even make a snare that would catch a person.”


“A person?” I say.


“He’d have no idea,” Father says. “Until it was too late. Jerk him straight upside down, swinging by his heels.”


I AM A PERSON who likes to be alone since I am never alone, exactly. It is important that we have time in solitude, Father says, and before he wanted to keep me in sight when he was working on something or at least make an agreement on how far I could go but now that I’m older I am allowed to range, except not leave the forest park’s boundaries, and I am to stay off the roads and main trails. I have to hear or see anyone before they can see or hear me, and hide out of the way. We call this alone time, when we go out by ourselves.


I like to go barefoot. It is almost impossible to climb a tree wearing shoes. I cannot go barefoot in the city since it is dangerous and does not look right so it draws attention. In the woods it is fine. It is also fine to sing in the woods but there is no reason to sing loudly. If you can hear yourself, that is enough. If you had a friend you could walk close together and sing softly. With my fingernail I scratch words into some of the leaves around. Hello friend, I scratch, and the green goes darker under my fingernail so someone walking along might read that. It’s not good to leave any signs but still I do this. I do not collect things since collections draw attention. It is possible to collect things in your mind or to gather them and one way to do this is to write them. I will never scratch anything into the bark of a tree since that hurts them but sometimes I will onto a leaf.


The alone time is strict on our watches. Father and I wear matching watches. We set them to match each other. The time on our two watches only matches each other since that’s how we set them. If everyone else’s time says it’s four o’clock our watches might say eleven-fifteen. If the clock on the bank says nine forty-five, our watches might say six-thirty. We change them every few days. If I ever take my watch off I buckle it around Randy’s middle, like a saddle next to my blue ribbon, and that way I’ll never forget it. I keep it on when I’m sleeping and if my hand is under the pillow I can still hear it ticking.


Father used to say I had to be back at dusk but he learned it’s safer for me at night since I know what I’m doing and there’s almost no one around. My eyes adjust. It’s easy. The animals don’t even expect me. I startle possum, raccoons out across the clearings into deeper shadows or across the shiny streets below. I hardly have my hands out in front of me. I can smell when an animal is close.


Quiet I slip to the edge of the trees where broken fences lean. Lights shine through the windows so stretched yellow squares rest in backyards. At a house I can see dogs inside with just their thick heads and pointed ears and curved tails up in the windows. I stop and watch. I try to whistle high like Father can but they just keep walking around without any notice and their tails wagging.


A boy comes out the back door holding something black in his hands. He has square eyeglasses in dark frames around his eyes. The moon stretches his shadow at me and he walks to the edge of his yard and stares where the trees come down thick. He walks from one end to the other.


“What are you looking for?” I say. My voice is not loud, not a whisper.


He is already halfway to the house, hardly looking back.


“Wait,” I say. “Don’t be afraid. Come back.” I step out a little, just so he can see my face.


He squints at me, says nothing. Then he steps a little closer, fifteen feet, a kind of fence between us.


“Are you a real girl?” he says.


“What did you think I was, a ghost?”


“I don’t know.”


“I’m real,” I say. “What’s your name?”


“Zachary.”


“Do you go to a real school?” I say.


“It’s summer vacation,” he says. “Are you wearing shoes?”


“No,” I say. “I can’t tell what’s in your hand.”


“My camera,” he says. “Can I take your picture?”


“No,” I say. “Are those your dogs in there?”


“Yes.”


“You can let them out. I like dogs. I’m not afraid. Do they have fleas?”


He’s closer. He’s not so afraid of me now but if I leaped forward he’d probably still run. He’s smaller than me and I came out of the dark forest.


“You thought I was a ghost,” I say.


“You’re a girl,” he says. “Where do you live?”


“In a house with my father.”


“What school do you go to?”


“At home,” I say. “What are you looking for, out here?”


“A man,” he says. “A kind of man, maybe. Maybe not a man.”


“What?”


“He lives in the woods and the dogs are afraid of him. He’s quick and quiet. He never talks at all. I don’t even know if he can.”


“Maybe not a man?” I say.


The boy looks up at the moon and the stars. “I think,” he says, “I think he might be a Bigfoot.”


I laugh.


“Don’t,” he says. “I told you. You don’t know.”


“I laughed since I know,” I say. “I know what you’re talking about. I know him. That’s the way he is.”


“Where is he?”


“Around,” I say. “He could be listening right now, but I doubt it. His name is Nameless, which is kind of a joke. He used to have a name. I’ve talked to him before.”


“You couldn’t talk to him,” he says. “Is that a horse in your hand?”


“Yes,” I say. “His name is Randy.”


“The man or the horse?”
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