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Adam called his house, heaven and earth; Caesar called his house, Rome; you perhaps call yours, a cobbler’s trade; a hundred acres of ploughed land; or a scholar’s garret. Yet line for line and point for point, your dominion is as great as theirs, though without fine names. Build, therefore, your own world.


—Ralph Waldo Emerson
   Nature (1836)


The prime object of the Fortunate Fields project, the aim which renders it unique, is that of producing a strain of dogs which are peculiarly able to profit by instruction . . . The ideal dog representing the goal of this project would excel all known dogs, not only in sturdiness and endurance, but in sagacity, fearlessness and eagerness to work as well as play.


—Elliot Humphrey, Lucien Warner, and Alvin Brooks
   Working Dogs (1934)


For we are mudstuck in time, forging gears before the great machine heaves full into view. And if those gears are wrong? No matter, make new! Live not the rabbit-life: nibbling, crouching, hoping tomorrow’s sun will rise on Whole-Before-The-Part. Such a land has never been. The machine is Life. The gear is Day. Its teeth number twenty-four.


—George Solomon Drencher
   Practical Agriculture and Free Will (1897)
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Prologue



Sixty-Three Yards in the Middle of Nowhere


HE’D BEEN DREAMING ABOUT MARY. When he woke, the new pup was standing between the Kissel’s front wheels, head cocked, inspecting the still-steaming puddle of radiator water. At nine weeks old, the pup was flop-eared and square as a bison, with stout legs and a coat of brown and black fur that stood out all over his body like some exotic canine velvet. Quivering, the pup leaned forward and dabbed one outsized paw at the perimeter of the cooked mud.


“You’ll get your nose boiled,” John Sawtelle said, yawning.


The next drip strummed a stalk of timothy and splashed into the puddle. The pup leapt backward, spun, and barreled headlong into the Kissel’s front wheel, back legs paddling even after his muzzle had squashed up against the tire. The pup collected himself and sat scratching his ear with his hind foot. Then he advanced on the puddle again.


John squinted at him. “Are you sure your name is Gus?” he said. “I always thought Gus was a name for a smart dog. Maybe you’re a—I don’t know. A Barney. A Chester.”


When he woke again, the pup lay curled against his hip, drawing long, slow breaths and making short, huffed exhalations.


He’d come north the day before with a different pup entirely: the biggest and flashiest from the litter their dog Vi had whelped in the spring, a fireball they’d dubbed Boot. Best for the best was the deal he’d made with the man, whose name was Billy Tremoux. As he’d walked off that morning cradling Gus in his arms, Boot had followed, yipping and crying. John had forced himself not to console the pup; it was better if Boot turned to Billy for comfort. But the whole business left John feeling like a betrayer and a fink. All Vi’s other pups—the ones they’d placed so far—were within twenty minutes’ drive of the house where he and Mary lived in Hartford. But Boot would be far away, at the top end of the state.


This pup, Gus, weighed upward of twenty pounds already, and the warm press of his body slowed John’s heartbeat. He untied the string connecting his belt to Gus’s collar and shifted the pup without waking him and stood and whacked the dust off his trousers and walked into the road. He leveled his hand over his eyes. No dust plume of an approaching automobile, no dark shimmer of a man on horseback. Just the road narrowing to a brown thread that disappeared beneath the long overhang of the northwoods forest.


During her geography lessons, Miss Diffy, John’s fifth-grade teacher, had impressed upon her students a trick of memory, one John habitually and almost unconsciously used on his many driving trips. Make your right hand into a plank, she’d told them, palm up, fingers straight. That’s Wisconsin. The Kissel had boiled over that morning on an unmarked dirt road near the top joint of his middle finger, twenty miles south of Lake Superior’s rocky shore and one hundred miles north of where, ten thousand years before, glaciers had ironed the state flat. He’d had no special reason to turn down this little side road. Side roads always looked interesting to John Sawtelle. He enjoyed getting lost and he enjoyed finding his way back again.


Gus bumbled out from beneath the Kissel and sat on the toe of John’s boot, panting.


“You’re thirsty, I’m thirsty, the car’s thirsty,” John said. He tugged a leather cord to extract from his pocket the Webster chronograph he’d won in a bet. The design on its case involved hundreds of curves radiating outward from a central fleur-de-lis.


“Ten more minutes,” he told the pup. “If no one comes along by then, we’ll look for a creek.” The pup looked at him. He peered around. “All right. Make you a deal. See that rock? No, not my hand. Over there. If I can get all the way to that rock, we’ll go now. Otherwise, we wait the full ten. Shake on it? Hey, maybe you are a Gus.”


He rummaged in the back seat of the Kissel, produced a pair of work gloves, and put them on. He touched his toes. He windmilled his arms.


“The trick is—” he said. Then he pitched forward, planted his hands on the road, and let his feet rise into the air.


Gus, who in his short life had never seen anyone do a handstand, circled John, growling and trying to lick his face.


“Stop,” John gasped. He staggered about on his palms, locating his balance point. “You’re making me—Get out of the—” He wobbled through a full circle, trying to pick a reference point opposite his destination to steer by—he’d never figured out how to walk on his hands in the direction he was looking—then let his knees bend and his feet drop slightly and went teetering off with Gus following after, leaping downward and falling upward, sticking to the road with all four paws.


He meant to go straight down the middle of the road, but with Gus jumping and licking, and stones grinding into his palms, he journeyed instead toward the opposite shoulder, got a close look at a stand of upside-down milkweed, turned laboriously, and crossed two canyonlike ruts that he would rather have avoided. He wasn’t even halfway to the rock and his arms were trembling, blood was ramming his eardrums. The Webster chronograph dropped out of his pocket and began thwacking fore and aft on its cord like a metronome, hitting him in the chest, then the kidneys. Gus kept trying to grab it. Every passing second John had to dismiss the feeling that he was about to topple. He reached the rock, then passed several yards further down the road before he let his feet drop to the ground and rolled upright.


With Gus snatching at his bootlaces, he paced off the distance back to the Kissel: sixty-three yards.


He clapped the road dust off his gloves and fetched his notebook from the car, made a notation, then drew a star next to it. He looked down the road again, hoping a fellow traveler might have materialized to witness his feat.


“At least you saw it,” he told Gus. But now even the pup was gone, nosing around in the weeds across the road.


The Kissel had boiled over just two hundred yards shy of a hilltop. John set off toward it, coaxing Gus along, expecting to see only an unbroken expanse of forest beyond. But as he neared the top, a broad field opened off to the west, and from the crest of the hill he saw down below them a farmhouse and a barn surrounded by a wide green yard.


“Well what do you know?” he said to Gus.


The pup peered up at John as if pondering the question. What did he know? Not much, it had to be admitted. Just moments ago he’d thought people only walked on their feet.


The house looked unremarkable, but the barn was very large and very red. Out on the road in front of the house, a cross-plank sign leaned out of the weeds. John couldn’t quite make out what it said.


It was the last Sunday in May of the year 1919. In Charlevoix County, Michigan, a few miles outside of Petoskey, a young newspaper reporter named Ernest Hemingway—recently returned from a hospital in Milan and freshly heartbroken—hobbled through his family’s orchard pinching his shrapnel scars and counting cherry blossoms. He estimated a heavy crop that fall. In West Orange, New Jersey, Thomas Edison drew the curtains of his parlor, preparing to watch, for the seventeenth time, A Trip to the Moon, the Georges Méliès film his employees had bootlegged from a London movie house. In Los Angeles, the astronomer Edwin Hubble, having spent the previous night at the eyepiece of the one-hundred-inch Hooker telescope at the Mount Wilson Observatory, lay sleeping on his couch. He dreamt, outlandishly, of galaxies beyond the Milky Way. In a sanatorium in Scotland, W. Somerset Maugham closed the cover of Sinclair Lewis’s novel Main Street, cracked the shell of a soft-boiled egg, and wrote in his journal: “But the author of Main Street has done something more than depict with accuracy the inhabitants of a small town in the Middle-West, and I cannot make up my mind whether he has done it knowingly or by accident.” In Nova Scotia, eight-year-old Elizabeth Bishop practiced Beethoven’s Sonata no. 14 in C-sharp minor at her grandmother’s piano, recently tuned. In Far Rockaway, Queens, New York, the infant Richie Feynman, draped across his mother’s shoulder, contemplated the motion of the waves as they crawled unceasingly onto the sandy beach.


And in northern Wisconsin, in the middle of the middle of nowhere, John Sawtelle and his new pup walked down a dirt road toward a farm that would turn out to be unoccupied and, according to the cross-plank sign, for sale. All that had happened was that his car had boiled over. Now he and the pup—who would turn out to be plenty smart enough to be a Gus instead of a Barney or a Chester—were off to fetch a bucket of water so they could be on their way. He would not recognize the significance of the moment for a long time. It did not feel like the beginning of anything.


The same would be true for each of the great quests in John Sawtelle’s life.










Part I




ANOTHER CARNIVAL OF THE SAME GODS
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Chapter 1



A Factory Is Also Like the World


THE MAIN CORRIDOR OF THE CENTRAL OFFICE BUILDING of the Kissel Automotive Company in Hartford, Wisconsin, was long and white and high-ceilinged, which made it look narrow to anyone walking its length, though it wasn’t, particularly. Doors punctuated the south wall of the corridor at thirty-foot intervals, department names stenciled in black and gold on the glass centerpanes: SALES, CONTRACTS, RECORDS, DESIGN, and so on.


Along the north wall, six tall, square-paned windows cast slant blocks of sunlight, immense and milkily opaque, across the corridor. Each time John Sawtelle stepped into one of these luminous volumes he was briefly dazzled, blinded to everything beyond, and each time he emerged, the exit doors at the end of the corridor stood closer.


On an ordinary day John Sawtelle might have found this repeated blinding and revelation enjoyable, fascinating even. On an ordinary day John Sawtelle found lots of things fascinating—too many things, people had been telling him for as long as he could remember. For example: What exactly goes on behind a door marked DESIGN? On an ordinary day John might have opened the door and posed the question to some startled fellow, but five minutes ago he’d been summarily (not to mention efficiently) fired, and his day had abruptly stopped being ordinary. Now he discovered that his hands had curled themselves into fists. He was trying to unclench them with limited success when he stepped into the next brilliant volume and something huge and implacable collided with his shoulder.


Any carnival fortune teller examining those hands-wanting-to-be-fists could have guessed quite a lot about John Sawtelle. His hands were square, symmetrical, neither markedly athletic nor delicate; no bones broken and crookedly healed; knuckles smooth and unscarred save for one moon-pale crescent at the base of his ring finger—a long-ago knife slip, perhaps. Righties always gash their left hands. She would certainly have noticed his nearly unscratched gold wedding band and the ink stain filigreed into the cuticle of his right index finger.


From all these things, and from the look of his face and the length of time he held her gaze, she’d have offered her judgment: You’re waiting, she’d have said. You dream, but you’re not yet born. A safe prediction, with hands like that, and besides, nearly always true for marks below a certain age. She might even have whispered something about a secret he was keeping from his wife. Who wasn’t?


But in the prophecy game, that carny would have to have been truly gifted, extraordinarily gifted—as gifted as Ida Paine, in fact, who was no carny at all—to squeeze John Sawtelle’s hands back into fists and speak the deeper truth: You ain’t much of a fighter, mister, but these are about to change your life.


HE’D BEEN FIRED BY THE ELDER KISSEL HIMSELF, Louis, whose sons had started the family car manufacturing company back in 1905 out of a fascination with their father’s White Steamer. While Wilbur and Orville Wright were toasting their success over the dunes at Kitty Hawk, Otto and Will Kissel were assembling their first motorized contraption, propelled by a sputtering eighteen-horsepower gasoline engine. In their first year of production, they sold fourteen cars.


But the Kissel family pockets were deep (from, among other things, real estate, hardware stores, a plow works, housing construction, and the Hartford Electric Company) and by 1919, Kissel Automotive employed nearly two thousand people on eighteen different assembly lines. The plant covered seven acres in a field east of downtown Hartford, and its double smokestacks—like the Kissel brothers, one slightly taller than its kin—could be seen from three miles away.


John’s job—until a few minutes earlier, at least—was to “shake out” vehicle chassis once the transmission, engine, wheels, and steering column were in place, but before any bodywork or interior had been attached. This involved bolting a wooden box for a seat to the skeletal assembly, cranking the engine to life, then running the chassis around a three-quarter-mile dirt track behind the factory to see if anything went wrong. Shakeout was one of the more dangerous jobs at the Kissel factory. The previous shakeout man had lost all his front teeth after a transmission seized and the steering wheel abruptly rose up before him. John’s previous foreman had nominated him to be the man’s replacement.


At lunch break on the first day of his new job, John had walked over to the workshop of the master upholsterer, a man named Ricardo Bruno, a sturdy Italian immigrant with curly hair and a grave but ultimately friendly manner. Ricardo Bruno was a true artist, in John’s opinion, and one of his favorite people at the Kissel factory. He explained to Bruno his predecessor’s fate and how he hoped to avoid the same.


“Stop talking,” Ricardo Bruno said. He tipped John’s chin up with one thumb and stepped back and contemplated John’s head. He circled John twice in each direction, muttering, “Huh. Forse . . . No, no. Non quello.” He fetched a wooden stool and set it on the floor beside John and stepped up and lassoed a greasy measuring tape around John’s head, memorizing the distances from ear to eye, chin to brow, base of neck to top of head, top of head to tip of nose. Then he stepped down.


“I make something,” he said. “We gotta use scrap. Anna ain’t gonna be pretty.”


Three times in the days that followed, John caught sight of Ricardo Bruno watching through the upholstery shop windows as John piloted a fresh chassis out the broad side doors and onto the shakeout track. At the end of the week, Bruno appeared in the staging area, stuck pinkie and index fingers between his lips, and pierced the room with a whistle, then walked back to his shop. When John got there, Bruno made him stand against the wall. He drew up a stool and studied John’s head.


“Your head make me problems,” Bruno muttered.


“Can I see it?”


“No.”


“I might have some ideas.”


“No.”


“Maybe if two of us—”


“No, no, no!” Bruno shouted. He waved a hand at the door. “Out. And don’t come snoop on me no more.”


“I wasn’t snooping. You called me over, remember?”


“What, you wanna argue, eh? I’m busy. Busy, busy. When I’m ready, I look for you.”


“The way you’ve been looking for me on the shakeout track? Are you curious what it’s like? Because I can arrange something. All we’d have to—”


“If you gotta know, I watch your head.”


“My head?”


“Your head. On your neck. Bouncing up and down, up and down. Now get lost, Mister Smart Mouth.”


STAYING AWAY TURNED OUT TO BE A STUDY IN WILLPOWER. For one thing, John had grown used to talking with the man during lunch break. But what made it especially hard was the self-evident fact that the inventive, mercurial part of Bruno’s soul (a part, it seemed, that mostly slept through his day-to-day upholstery work) had come awake. He’d practically fluoresced when John explained what he wanted. This transformation, this electrification, fascinated John almost as much as the hoped-for result.


Those nights John dreamt of riding a four-legged skeleton that galloped, white and knuckly, down empty streets. He was naked, of course, and the skeleton-beast could not be stopped. These dreams required no complex interpretation, their warning as clear as the skull and crossbones on a bottle of poison.


“Some wrestling match you had with your pillow last night,” Mary remarked after the first of these dreams.


“My head make me problems,” John told her.


WEDNESDAY OF THE FOLLOWING WEEK, as John was walking to the staging area, Ricardo Bruno appeared beside him, shaking a darkly scolding finger. “Come to the shop. I got something for you.”


What Ricardo Bruno had for him was a headpiece of sorts, cut from water-damaged leather he’d salvaged from the back of his workshop. He worked the rig over John’s head, talking to himself, jotting notes, tugging, adjusting. He spun John around and tied the laces at the back of the headpiece, then stepped back and squinted one eye and tipped his head and loosened and retied the laces. When at last he was satisfied, he buckled a strap under John’s chin and led him to a full-length mirror at the back of the shop.


“Whadda you think?” Ricardo Bruno said.


John considered himself through the T-shaped slot that accommodated his nose and eyes. The headpiece was wonderfully comfortable and light, its interior as supple as kid leather. But on the outside, the leather was mottled orange and black, and the rig was larger than John had expected. The laces made certain comparisons inescapable: it looked like John had pulled an enormous thumbless boxing glove over his head.


“You said it wouldn’t be pretty,” John said, his voice muffled. “But I didn’t expect it to look . . . I guess the word is silly. I didn’t think it would look silly.”


Ricardo Bruno’s faced colored. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s think about silly.” He hunted around his shop, muttering, “Work at night, make better than he ask. Now, silly.” He returned holding something behind his back.


“Close your eyes,” he said.


John closed his eyes. Something rushed through the air behind his head. A thump reverberated through the headpiece and John was lifted onto his toes. When he opened his eyes, the upholstery master was holding a length of two-by-four in his right hand.


“You feel?” Bruno said.


“Barely. Just a whomp. A very dull thud of a whomp.”


Bruno gestured at the brick wall beside the mirror.


“Now smash your head.”


“What?”


“Like you crash.”


John explored the leather exterior of the headpiece with his fingertips. “What did you pack this with, anyway?”


“Whadda you care?” Ricardo Bruno said. “Go. Smash.”


John stepped up to the wall and patted the bricks, idiotically, as if there were some question about their substance.


“Stalling!” Ricardo Bruno said.


“Okay, okay.” John bent at the waist and let his head drop forward. Through the upholstered tunnel Bruno had cut for his eyes, the brickwork came forward, the mortared verticals converging at some faraway perspective point deep in the earth. Then, without an impact of any sort beyond a leathery thud that resonated through the headpiece, his head stopped moving. John pushed himself upright and tried again with more conviction. A soft, absorbent thud. For his third try, he set one foot back, spread his arms crucifixion-style, and flung his padded forehead against the wall with all his might. He stepped back, staggering but giddy, and gave a thumbs-up.


“Uh-huh!” Bruno cried, triumphantly. “Uh-huh!” He graced the back of John’s head with another wallop of the two-by-four. After they’d wrestled the headpiece off, John sat turning it in his hands.


“It’s beautiful, Ricardo,” he said. In this John was sincere, though the thing was no different than it had been five minutes earlier: mottled, crisscrossed by seams, ghastly to the point of impropriety. “It’s magnificent.”


“Ah, well,” Ricardo Bruno said, suddenly modest. “The leather looks like shit. But maybe does what you want.”


People had laughed. Laughing hardest of all had been the reptile Dale Hentzler, the other shakeout man at the Kissel plant and the person likely responsible for getting John fired. John didn’t much care what Dale Hentzler thought, but Ricardo Bruno had taken umbrage. “Oh yeah?” he’d growled. He offered to demonstrate what happened when he hit John with a board.


“I don’t think that would help,” John told him. “I can live with a little joshing.”


The headpiece had proven itself a fine piece of safety equipment, but plenty of things could go wrong on a shakeout run that mere cranial upholstery couldn’t protect a person from. Brakes that smoked and faded. Wheels that declared their mechanical independence and went rolling alongside the car. Chassis that cracked like dry pretzels. More than once John had fled the burning carcass of a vehicle to stand aside making notes until the flames died down. Most often, though, he puttered back through the shop doors, doffed the headpiece, and filed a report listing nothing more stimulating than a loose leaf spring or a wobbly tie-rod.


Still, shakeout was the best job to be had at the Kissel factory, in John’s opinion. Every trip around the track meant fifteen to twenty minutes of blissful autonomy. Prior to shakeout, with its attention-consuming immediacy, he’d been thrown off seven different production lines for trying to improve the manner in which work was performed—this after stumbling upon first the galloping horse and greyhound images of Eadweard Muybridge, then Frank Bunker Gilbreth’s Applied Motion Study in the Hartford lending library. He’d spent a night poring over the latter tome as intently as a hypochondriac with a medical encyclopedia, absorbing principles, gisting methodologies, assessing micromotion filmstrips and cyclegraphs. The next morning he’d clocked in for his shift like a man from whose bloodshot eyes the scales had fallen, unable to ignore how he and his fellow workers might execute their work with fewer motions, less effort, more quickly.


Both in conversation and in a series of short handwritten notes, he shared these notions freely. And yes, he did sometimes step away from the line to take out his notebook and click the pusher of his Webster chronograph. The resulting delays, brief though inevitable, seemed trifling when laid beside the potential productivity gains. Unfortunately, these guerrilla efficiency tactics—the in situ form of time and motion study he understood himself to be pioneering—had inspired every line boss, sooner or later, to pull John aside and invite him to improve the efficiency of some other department. Usually sooner.


EVERY CHASSIS JOHN SAWTELLE SHOOK OUT had been assigned a number, engraved on a strut near the left front wheel. The number corresponded to a file, and every report written against that chassis went into that file. It was said that the Kissel engineers could trace any car back to its birth if problems developed later, and this idea, more than any other aspect of shakeout, charged John’s imagination. To know everything about a car—a thousand cars, ten thousand cars—their birth, their unforeseen difficulties, their unintended excellences? That knowledge would add up, by God! Knowing that would mean really knowing something.


He thought there ought to be a law—or at least a toothy contractual stipulation—compelling owners of these complex machines to write a letter now and then, explain how the old jalopy was behaving. Because what were we talking about? An hour of a person’s time each year? Was that such boulder to roll?


Come on, people, he thought. Let’s show a little foresight! He’d decided to set an example by posting a letter to old Louis Kissel himself, detailing the condition of his Hundred Point Six and describing the benefit to the company if thousands of similar letters were to arrive and be analyzed each year.


By the time John returned a chassis to the factory floor, he felt he knew whether it was destined to be a successful vehicle, and he began including more speculative commentary at the bottom of the shakeout reports. “This car,” he once noted, “is going to make some family extremely happy and will give safe service for many years.” Another time, less optimistically, he wrote, “I sense disaster and heartache in store for this car’s unlucky future owner. Recommend stripping the chassis and starting over.” This last had brought his eighth foreman, Lean Jean Arnold, to see him within an hour.


“What’s this?” Lean Jean said, brandishing the shakeout report. Lean Jean’s nickname referred not to his body, which was as broad as a brewmaster’s, but to his disregard for personal space, particularly when upset. At this moment, John thought Lean Jean was going to walk right into him.


“Hello, Jean,” John said. “What’s what?”


“‘Disaster and heartache.’ Who wrote that?”


“I did.”


“Meaning what? What does that mean?”


“Meaning a man does this work for a while, he gets impressions, draws conclusions. Things that can’t be measured or reduced to specifics. It’s called a gestalt. I thought I should start noting it. Years from now it might be interesting.”


“Years from now.”


“To the engineers.”


“But you didn’t find anything wrong.”


“Mechanically? No. That chassis is fine. I took it out twice just to be sure. See? Right there: PASS. But in the end I don’t think it’ll make a good car.”


Lean Jean took off his cap and scratched his head. “Don’t do that anymore,” he said.


“By the way, Jean, do you realize you’d have saved eight steps on your way here by keeping to the right of that barrel and cutting across on the diagonal? You come over here, what you would guess, ten times a day? Same route in and out? That’s, I don’t know, a hundred and fifty steps. Call it ten minutes a week. Meaning you’d save eight hours every year just by walking a more direct path through shakeout.”


Lean Jean crumpled John’s report into a ball, dropped it to the floor, and tilted in especially close. The scent of Rexall Oil Tonic steamed off the man’s hair. He’d missed a patch of stubble beside his left ear when shaving that morning. Also, based on the evidence of his breath, somewhere inside Lean Jean Arnold an onion patch was ready to be harvested.


“‘Disaster and heartache’?” Lean Jean said, shaking his head in a palsy of anger. “No. Understand? The next time you do that I’m going to save you a week’s work every week.”


“Right,” John said, reviewing in his mind the few remaining departments that might take him if he was dismissed from shakeout. “Got it.”


IN EFFICIENCY TERMS, KISSEL THE ELDER HAD performed flawlessly that morning. John had set his headpiece on a chair in the office vestibule, knocked, stepped through the door when called, sat on the bare wooden chair in front of Kissel’s desk, was fired, dismissed, and forgotten, all with such economy of verbiage and minimal effort that the whole incident had lasted ninety seconds, start to finish. Maybe less.


“How’s your health?” Louis Kissel had asked, glancing up at him, then turning back to the paperwork arrayed across his desk.


“Fine.”


Kissel tapped the blunt end of his right middle finger three times at the bottom of what appeared to be a requisition form, as if reminding himself to keep his attention focused. He slashed a line through one of the numbers, circled another, and scribbled a note across the bottom of the paper.


“Jean Arnold says you didn’t show up for work yesterday.”


“No, but—”


“He says that’s the third time you haven’t shown up for work on shakeout.”


“Yes, but Dale—”


“You were told last time it couldn’t happen again. Is that right?”


John sighed. He nodded.


Louis Kissel stabbed his signature onto the requisition form, then set it on a pile on the right-hand side of his desk.


“Pick up your pay at the end of the week.”


When John didn’t move, Louis Kissel said, “That’s all. You can go.”


Until that moment, John believed Louis Kissel had summoned him to discuss the letter he’d written, explore how the company might implement his novel idea. He struggled to pivot to this new stance, one of talking his way out of a reprimand. He’d done that before, in other circumstances. It was one of his gifts, he believed, employing a certain agility of recall. True, he hadn’t been able to talk his way back onto the lines he’d been booted off. But hadn’t he always talked his way onto another? Yet now he found himself speechless—perhaps because he’d slept all night in the car and had been driving since first light to make the shift whistle.


“Don’t you want to know why I missed work?” he managed to ask, finally.


“No,” Louis Kissel said without looking up.


LATER THE MAN REEKED LIKE A DISTILLERY, but at the moment of collision John detected nothing. He’d noticed someone walking along the windowed side of the corridor but, being lost in thought, had instantly forgotten him. And then John stepped into one of those dusty blocks of light beyond which nothing existed. The man (whose name, it would later emerge, was John Gerbier) stood about average height and weight, like John himself, yet when their left shoulders smashed together, the impact spun John as if he were dandelion fluff in the path of a locomotive.


Well, what was he supposed to do? Walk around all day prepared to be rammed? He’d been preoccupied with what he should have said to Louis Kissel. And what was he going to say to Mary? Why had he left without putting up any argument? He could have pointed out that Dale Hentzler had agreed to cover for him, or that very few chassis had been held up, or that he’d intended to make sure he was docked a day’s pay, or that on his return from Mellen, many, many potential customers of Kissel Automotive had seen him driving his very own Kissel. At the least, he could have attempted some simple, crude retort. If a man was being summarily fired, shouldn’t he inflict a little damage in return?


But this was pathetic thinking, some part of him said, beyond juvenile. If anyone had damage due it was that deep-sea oyster of the intellect, that antediluvian scorpion of the factory floor, that gastrointestinal bacterium of personal integrity, Dale Hentzler.


Besides (a different part of him said), a job’s a job. It’s not worth getting angry about. To behave as if he loved either this job in particular or working at the Kissel plant in general would be going too far. Plenty of people in the Kissel factory would tell you that the work amounted to nothing more than sanctioned oppression. Wage slavery. Human domination!


Yet a third part of him rose to object: What about satisfaction taken in the work? The group effort? The collective endeavor, which was infinitely more than one man could accomplish on his own? Was there no glory among the lunch boxes and metal shavings? And if not, was that a failure of his imagination, or a truth about the world? Some mornings, after he’d kissed Mary goodbye, when he was walking down the far slope of the hill between the Svobodas’ house and the Kissel factory, he could hardly take his eyes off the scene arranged before him: the sky scalloped with clouds, the factory workers walking up Decatur Street and Mission Street in pairs or threes or sometimes in groups and long snaking lines, laughing, talking, arguing, the Rubicon River a rippled aluminum reflection of the sky, the factory buildings plotted out squarely, with their shadows like trapezoidal blankets laid upon the earth, the distant sound of the punch presses already banging, the twin smokestacks, obelisks to industrialization, flying eastward flags of smoke—and then the echoless clanks bursting from the forge room, and the perfect cylinders of the factory’s water towers with their conical tops and their strange thin-stalked legs, and the cornfields on the far south side of the factory complex, where sometimes cows got into the field illegally, visible even from that far away, their black-and-white Holstein hides swimming through the exclamatory green of the early summer stalks and tassels, and once, a boy running across the field waving his hat to shoo them out, and the paired rail lines sweeping with mathematical grace along the brick-and-glass exterior of the main assembly plant, and even the factory newspaper, The Kisselgraph, ten cents a copy, and the neatly printed poster by the punch clock reading, “Don’t forget your news items for the next issue. LET THE INK RUN WILD! PUT SOME JAZZ IN THEM!” Sometimes when he topped the hill he saw Buck Wilkington up ahead, riding his horse to work, which Buck liked to do purely out of a curmudgeon’s sense of irony. And he thought about how every one of the unmarried men in the paint shop had a crush on the same switchboard operator—a redheaded girl with a long oval face and lake-blue eyes—and how they walked out of the Duco booths to eat their lunches sitting in a row on the floor with their legs stretched out in front of them, egging each other on, scheming ways in which a person might make conversation with her. And how, passing through one day, he’d heard them in violent argument over a sign posted on the wall behind her saying, WE ARE AT WAR: BE BRIEF, which one man thought meant brief in talking to the switchboard girl, but another said, don’t be an idiot, it means brief when talking on the telephone. And how, on another day, he’d seen the switchboard girl whispering to a man from accounting and, from their postures and the looks on their faces, he’d known at once that those Duco boys were going to have their hearts broken. And how the repeated form of the power belts in the machine shop, running floor to ceiling, whirled in infinite, hypnotic figure-eight hoops. Was all that so terribly ugly? On occasion, he’d even wondered if a factory—some factory, if not this particular one—might ascend to something awe-inspiring, even magisterial, a world of its own—a beast inhaling human fire from the neighborhoods, gobbling coal and iron from the railroad yards, gulping ceaselessly from the flowing Rubicon, and, day in and day out, birthing shining new Kissel automobiles.


But couldn’t both be true? A job was a job, nothing more—not a family, not worth loyalty, much less love. Yet at the same time, a factory truly was like the world. It contained friendship and grace and catastrophe and victory and striving and romance and laughter and betrayal—if you knew to watch for those things. If you knew how to see those things, which not everyone did.


When you were there, you were making whatever it was you were making, but you were also making a world exist.


He walked along, passing through volumes of light and dark as he turned these ideas over in his mind, surprised to discover that choosing between such oppositions presented a quandary. Shouldn’t a person know which vision of the world spoke directly to his soul? Yet the instant he’d resolved to bust straight-armed out the frosted glass doors of the Kissel Automotive Company and never look back—WHAM!


He stood blinking in a shaft of milky light, his brain throbbing like that of a man shaken roughly from sleep. He took a breath and splayed his fingers until his palms were trampoline tight and his tendons ached. Only then did he notice that the windows, which until a moment before had been on his left, now streamed the day’s light across him from his right.


Okay, he thought. You want it that way? All right.


He patted the headpiece under his arm and for the second time that morning began walking toward Louis Kissel’s office.


The man whose shoulder had delivered that freight-train wallop trudged thirty feet ahead of him. Black broadcloth suit, threadbare and rumpled—slept in through unhappy dreams, was how it looked—though nothing that would have earned a second glance on the working-class streets of Hartford. A short-brimmed flat cap with a shiny half oval of sweat and grease where thumb and forefinger habitually snugged it over the man’s curly, unbarbered hair. A comfortable, broken-down cap, the sort a person wore at work all day. But the cap didn’t belong with the suit, and the suit didn’t belong with the man.


His gait, too, struck John as odd, each stride beginning with a resolute forward effort, a swing through a sea of mercury, and ending with a blunt descent against the concrete—final, complete, never to be repeated, never retracted. A gait so stalwart, heavy, and purposeful that it could spin around anyone who opposed it. And yet, even during John’s brief observation, the man had drifted to the windows and was now gravitating back toward the corridor’s center.


Then John was past him. A suspendered clerk came walking from the direction of Kissel’s office, a batch of folders under his arm—a worrisome development. Had Kissel already sent along whatever paperwork might enshrine his, John’s, dismissal? He hustled along, elbows pumping a little too hard to look dignified, he suspected, passed through the office vestibule, and halted before the door where Louis Kissel’s name, stenciled in gold, floated across a watery pane of translucent glass. Before he could change his mind, he knocked.


“Enter,” Louis Kissel said. The door glass shivered from the irritation in his voice.


John turned the knob and stepped inside. The old man was seated just as he’d been when John left: desk covered with papers, left index finger harpooning some guiltless fact on one document, right index finger briskly chasing another across a table of calculations. He didn’t bother to look up.


Pure resolve had carried John down the corridor, but now words failed him for the second time that morning. He’d visualized himself in earnest mid-discussion with the elder Kissel, conveniently skipping the opening gambit, which, for John, often began with Suppose I: Suppose I demonstrated how you could get twice as many cars per day through shakeout? (But how? He needed an actual method here, which was sadly absent.) Suppose, a month from now, I could prove that you made half a dozen sales as a result of me traveling around with one of your cars? (But how would he prove that?) Suppose I spent a month working in the design department? Because I have so many goddamned ideas! (Like what? Louis Kissel might ask. How long have you got? John might reply.)


John was still trying to decide on the most plausible Suppose I when the man from the corridor appeared beside him.


“Where’s Otto?” he said.


The man seemed larger and more imposing than he had in the corridor. The hands protruding from his sleeves were chapped and heavily calloused, the thumbnails outlined in black grime. He was breathing deep drafts of air into his lungs as if he’d been running. He was swaying. Quite a lot.


“Downtown,” Louis Kissel said in a gruff, can’t-you-see-I’m-working-here tone. In the silence that followed, all the things John had noticed about the man now summed in his mind: the man was drunk. He was one of the factory workers, and he was wearing a suit, but he was drunk.


By then Louis Kissel sensed the presence of two men, and with a sigh disengaged from whatever problem he was prosecuting. He glanced at John, standing with the headpiece under his arm, frowned, then addressed the other man.


“Can I help you?”


“Where’s Otto?” the man repeated.


Louis Kissel capped his fountain pen and rose from his chair. “I have no time for this. You need to—” he began. But by then the man had produced from his coat pocket a battered revolver and was pointing it, unsteadily, at Louis Kissel.


Whenever John Sawtelle thought back on that moment—something he would do many times over the course of his life—what amazed him was just how much he knew about Louis Kissel from the single word he uttered when facing oblivion: a bare syllable, hardly more than a melodious grunt, yet in tone and delivery a veritable aria: history, autobiography, summation, and plea: the phlegmatic protestation of a rational man, calmly proposing a change of agenda—suggesting that, whatever the beef, it might be best to table things, let perspective do its work, let men of reason attend to pressing business: a paean to order, efficiency, industry, coolheaded decision-making. All in all, John Sawtelle would later think, the most eloquent monosyllabic self-portrait any person could hope to speak.


“But,” was what Louis Kissel said.


He’d have said more, surely, but just that one word had time to escape his lips before John Gerbier, the man in the doorway, pulled the trigger of his revolver.


A flat concussive blam slapped John’s eardrums. Kissel staggered back against the bookshelves behind his desk. A small hole appeared in the fabric of Louis Kissel’s vest. Kissel touched the as yet bloodless hole, like an actor pretending to have been shot. All the while, Gerbier stood swaying in the pitching ship of the doorway, the revolver wavering and dipping at the end of his black sleeve. Then a second starry muzzle flash. A book on the shelf behind Kissel spread its ivory pages in frantic pantomime and plummeted to the floor.


Traveling along his bedlam tunnel of whiskeyed rage, Gerbier at one end, Otto Kissel at the other (in whose place Louis now stood), Gerbier never did notice John standing beside him. Nor did he see John’s fist arriving in the vicinity of his head. Nor duck, nor otherwise steel himself. When John’s fist connected, Gerbier didn’t even look surprised. He just went jelly-jawed and his eyes rolled back.


John Sawtelle knew a little bit about a lot of things, but next to nothing about punching people. He went down flailing on top of Gerbier. The two men hit the floor with a double grunt. The revolver chattered across the painted concrete. John wrenched Gerbier’s hands behind his back and threw himself down across the man to keep him pinned, but Gerbier only groaned beneath him, unresisting.


John lay gasping, the air suddenly miasmic. On the floor before him lay a sudsy pool of undigested whiskey, ejected from Gerbier’s stomach upon impact. John felt rather than heard the pounding of approaching footsteps. Slowly, slowly, sounds resolved upon his stunned timpani, tinny shouts hollowing down the outer corridor. Gerbier’s pistol had come to rest butt-first against the foreleg of Louis Kissel’s desk. With his face pressed to the floor, John found himself looking down the pistol’s barrel as squarely as Louis Kissel had.


And John Sawtelle, that secret aphorist, who could never drop an idea, big or small, once it took hold, found himself thinking: And murder.


A factory is also like the world because it contains murder.










Chapter 2



Something Beyond Something


ASIDE FROM THE FACT THAT HE WAS A FULL DAY LATE, John and Gus had made excellent time returning to Hartford. It was just shy of 7 a.m. as he steered his car along Elm Street and up the grassy path beside the main house. His eyes felt like sandpaper from lack of sleep, but if he left everything in the Kissel—almost everything—he had a chance of making it through the Kissel factory gates before the morning shift whistle shrieked.


By the time he’d killed the spark and settled Gus in the passenger-side footwell, Mary was descending the outside stairs of the carriage house, dressed in her robe and holding his lunch bucket in her hand.


He could have kissed her for it; actually, he did, when she reached the last step—making her the perfect kissing height. She’d cut her dark hair short that winter, and in the mornings it was appealingly tousled.


“I’d invite you in,” she said, “but the gardener’s upstairs at the moment. It’s awkward, I admit.”


“My God, you’re gorgeous,” he said. “And that lunch bucket really makes the outfit. What time is it?”


“Relax, Sawtelle. You’ll never make it before the shift starts.”


They’d been married for close to a year by then, but Mary had been able to answer past his questions from the day they’d met.


“Is that a dare? I just have to hustle. But first I want to show you something.”


He led her across the grass to the Kissel. “Impressive,” she said, surveying the mud splattered across the fenders and the layer of bug carnage on the windshield. “Did you have a breakdown or something?”


“A breakdown and—well, various delays. We didn’t leave for home until yesterday morning. I had to pull over to sleep for a few hours in the night, but we’ve been going since before sunrise.” He looked up at the sky. “I’m surprised we made it, to be honest.”


“Why do you keep saying ‘we’? You did get Boot settled with his new owner, didn’t you?”


“Oh sure. He cried as I was leaving, but he’ll be fine. There’s a whole litter of other pups for him to play with. In fact, that’s what I wanted to show you.” He opened the passenger door of the Kissel and bent into the footwell, whispering, “Good boy. So quiet. Now turn on the charm. Remember? Just like I was explaining.”


When he stepped out from behind the Kissel’s door, the pup was hanging in his hands, looking calmly about.


“Meet Gus!” He nodded at the lunch bucket. “How about we trade?”


Mary looked at the pup. A chorus of yips echoed from inside the carriage house behind her, and the big rolling door began to rattle under the assault of the four pups they hadn’t yet given away.


“You didn’t,” she said. “You absolutely did not.”


“You’ve never seen anything like—For example, last night he—Here, why don’t we—” He thrust the pup forward. Mary accepted him with the expression of a woman who’d just been handed her diarrhetic infant nephew. John slipped his fingers through the handle of the lunch bucket and kissed Mary’s cheek.


“I have to go.”


“Yes,” she said. “Go.”


“I’ll explain tonight.”


“Go.”


“It’s killing me to leave,” he said. He meant this. At that moment, he was standing within thirty feet of almost every living being and every object he loved: Mary, Vi, the pups, the Kissel. If Elbow, his best friend since grade school, had suddenly materialized (rather than resting his considerable bulk on the rear gate of an ice wagon as it rattled out of the Dublonik Ice warehouse), his circle would have been complete. The essentials of John Sawtelle’s life were surprisingly compact and portable—a fact he’d been contemplating during his drive back from the northwoods.


Halfway down the block he turned and trotted backward to wave. Mary was still standing in the street, holding Gus in the crook of her robed arm as the pup lunged and nibbled at her face.


“I’ll tell you the rest of the news tonight,” he shouted. His heel caught a rut and he windmilled his arms to catch his balance. “You won’t believe it.”


Mary held aloft the pup. “I already don’t believe this.”


In the distance, the shift whistle started blowing. John turned and ran, waving over his shoulder, thinking that Mary’s words said one thing, but her tone something else—something she’d been saying one way or another since the moment they’d met: Go on, Sawtelle. Surprise me.


JOHN SAWTELLE AND MARY SVOBODA MET, fell in love, and wed, all within a single astonishing season in 1918.


John had moved to Hartford two years earlier, after he and his father had had their final, irrevocable falling-out. He didn’t need to take the train: he’d lucked into a deal on the Kissel, a two-year-old Hundred Point Six, the four-door model, whose previous owner, having found a ditch unavoidable, was spooked and eager to sell. For the better part of two months John and Elbow had spent their evenings hammering body panels into some approximation of their original shape, bending headlamp stanchions forward, and reattaching sundry other parts that had broken loose. By the time he met Mary, the vehicle was a conglomeration of parts cadged, cajoled, or bartered from his factorymates at the Kissel plant—an assemblage that spanned eight models and five production years, everything from the army ambulances Kissel Automotive churned out during the war to the Gold Bug speedsters that movie stars drove. Not the sportiest automobile on the road, but durable of chassis and reliable of engine.


John had dreamt of owning a car since he was seven years old, poring over dispatches in the Sentinel recounting the progress of Horatio Nelson Jackson, an adventurer driving his Winton automobile from San Francisco to Burlington, Vermont. It was the dog that really hooked him, a bulldog named Bud, for John had always dreamt of having a dog as well. And there in the newspaper was an illustration of Bud in the front seat of the Winton with dog goggles over his eyes.


Piloting his very own automobile down backcountry roads filled John Sawtelle with such tantalizing forebodings that afterward, at night, he lay in bed almost panicked. What such powerful sensations meant he couldn’t guess. They were possibilities, poised in the darkness beyond the soles of his feet, past whatever was about to occupy the next moment in his life. Something even beyond that.


These laughably vague feelings made him happy. Also jumpy. He needed to move, change, leap toward the something beyond something.


The first and most immediate something had been the Kissel, which, though operable, continued to need work—lots of work—and he was no mechanic. Sure, he could change a tire and, yes, he knew to keep an eye on the glass and steel lollypop of the Boyce MotoMeter on dirt roads or long uphill grades, where its glass column regularly went red. But he hadn’t clue one about how a person patched a leaky radiator or replaced a broken leaf spring, or what it meant that, at certain speeds, the rear wheels crawled to the left, as if the whole back end was trying to pass the front. None of which deterred him. Instead, he’d talked Elbow into coming with him to Hartford, and had very nearly convinced their other friend, Frank. He and Elbow heaved their duffels into the Kissel and rented rooms at a workman’s boardinghouse called the Prospect. Before the week was out, John had been hired in the shipping department at the Kissel factory. Elbow had gravitated toward the chill of the icehouse.


“It’s begun,” John said to Elbow at dinner one night during those first weeks. Elbow’s hair was thick and black and curly, and his beard, as it grew out that spring, was shot with auburn whiskers that gave his round face a pleasing aspect. “Can you feel it?”


“Boy can I,” Elbow replied. He’d been heaving blocks of ice around all day. “Mostly in my back.”


DAYS OFF, JOHN AND ELBOW GOT IN THE KISSEL and drove anywhere, any direction, with a B. F. Goodrich road map on the seat and the stated objective of getting lost, which wasn’t hard to do. Half the roads they came across weren’t on the map, and half the roads on the map didn’t appear when they should have. Whenever John was navigator, he’d shake his head in dismay at the inaccuracies.


“B. F. Goodrich needs to hire someone to check these maps,” he’d say, penciling in a correction. “Don’t you agree, Elbow?”


Whereas John thought talking ideas through was the best way to think, Elbow was about nine levels below taciturn. But quiet didn’t mean stupid or inarticulate; Elbow just believed most things spoke for themselves. Over the years John and Elbow had invented a mode of conversation useful for when there was nothing much to talk about but John’s endless supply of ideas. In it, Elbow became one of The Men Who. Protocol allowed John only to suggest such a transformation, through a certain expectant look, a pregnant pause, a challenging tone of voice—which he had just done, though no casual listener would have detected it.


“Absolutely,” Elbow said. “Stupendous idea.”


Ah, John thought: The Man Who Agrees With Everything. Protocol also required him to detect, without directly asking, which of The Men Who he was speaking with.


The Man Who Agrees With Everything was in contrast to, among others, The Man Who Objects To Everything (who would have disagreed at once), The Man Who Is Always Confused (who might have asked, “What map?”), The Man Who Takes Things Extremely Literally, The Man Who Is Too Easily Insulted, and so on.


It was a pointless but amusing way to get Elbow to talk, aloud, in human words, and also a contest which John won if he could catch The Man Who either contradicting his nature or saying something indefensibly stupid.


This was not as easy as it sounded: Elbow was cagey.


“Come to think of it,” John said, “they probably get corrections from the state highway department.”


“That would be the simplest thing,” Elbow said—now unquestionably The Man Who Agrees With Everything.


“Then again, who knows how often the highway department makes corrections?”


“Who could know?” Agrees With Everything said.


“Their records are probably in disarray.”


“A shambles. Wholly unreliable.”


“Still, it would be silly for B. F. Goodrich to hire people just to drive around checking their maps.”


“I’d go so far as to say absurd,” said Agrees.


“Hold it—you just said the idea was stupendous.”


“True.”


“So which is it: stupendous or absurd?”


“Both,” said Agrees, after a moment’s consideration.


“Doesn’t it have to be one or the other?”


“Companies do absurd things all the time. That doesn’t mean those things aren’t also stupendous.”


“Aha!” John cried. “You just disagreed with me!”


“Can you disagree with a question?” said The Man Who Agrees With Everything, slyly avoiding a direct contradiction.


“Good point. Still, wouldn’t that be the greatest job?”


“Sure would,” agreed Agrees.


ON A WARM SATURDAY AFTERNOON THAT FIRST MAY in Hartford, John had walked over to the Woolworths on Main Street to buy socks. He’d lingered afterward, looking at shirts and suspenders, when an elderly farm woman, leaning heavily on a cane, went thumping past, up the central aisle. A young woman followed her, clasping in her arms two enormous bundles of yarn and fabric and pinching between her fingers a half dozen dress patterns and a bag of notions. The young woman was dressed in a neat, practical short-sleeved blouse and a blue skirt, and her dark hair was gathered atop her head in an offhand Gibson Girl bun, though a few sun-bronzed strands had escaped and loosely framed her face—her extraordinarily lovely face.


As they passed, a skein of yellow yarn escaped from one of the bundles and fell silently to the floor. John snatched up the yarn and followed. Now that he was behind the young woman, her outfit looked less purely practical, and he regretted that the front door was only a few paces ahead. Even struggling to contain the bundles in her arms, the young woman’s stride was liquid and athletic. The air behind her smelled like cinnamon and roses, and when she spoke (they were discussing Pancho Villa’s recent raid in New Mexico) her voice was a serene contralto inflected with patience and irony in a way he’d never before heard.


He waited until the last moment, then slipped ahead to hold the door for the women. Outside, he loaded the packages into the matron’s wagon, along with the rescued daffodil yarn, then presented a steadying arm as the old woman ascended to the buckboard. Only after she’d taken the reins did he understand that the young woman wasn’t joining her—wasn’t a granddaughter or grandniece, but a store employee.


Here was tremendous news. She lived in town. He already knew he was in love. It would be years before he learned that the dropped yarn was no accident.


It was astonishing how often a person needed to visit Woolworths. By the following Saturday, he’d learned her name: Mary Svoboda. By the Saturday after that, they’d gone walking. They were the same age; she’d grown up in Hartford. By June they’d kissed. He’d had sweethearts before, but compared to Mary Svoboda, they might as well have been goldfish.


Her way of speaking was nonchalant, wry, serious without overearnestness or indifference. She was plainspoken about what she liked and disliked, what mystified her, what she hoped for in life. She had a nonchalant contempt for midwestern parochialism, which she did not believe was a particular specialty of small towns. At the scent of hypocrisy, which she considered a form of betrayal, she was capable of offhanded sarcastic coloratura that brought to mind a lioness licking her claws after a kill. She didn’t mind other people’s children but had no intention of bearing children of her own. She considered the war in Europe a travesty. She wasn’t afraid of hard work, and she didn’t think manual labor was ignoble. She was neither religious nor a freethinker—both poisoned by dogma. She thought Marriage was a dead institution, but marriage was not, if he knew what she meant. He wasn’t sure he did. A marriage license was hardly a ticket to lifelong romantic love, she clarified, but free love was at least as fraught and, generally speaking, impractical. Successful unions necessarily involved a facade of conventionality pitched like a painted tent over a granite outcrop of skeptical love—unconventional love—love that made real demands and welcomed the same in return. Nothing daunted her. She seemed calmly proficient at everything life called upon her to do. Though she didn’t easily laugh, she often looked amused. She walked with a lissome felinity. Her eyes were amber jewels. All of it was instantly engraved upon John. He wondered how powdered sugar would taste licked off the nape of her neck.


Toward the end of June, the weather warm and the sun like syrup poured across a person’s shoulders, Mary invited him to come sit with her on the front porch of 736 Elm Street, where she lived with her stepfather, a man she referred to as “The Beast,” or sometimes “Beastie,” not a term of affection. She considered The Beast to be the earthly manifestation of bullshit, and though years would pass before John understood the deepest basis for her disdain, its range was quickly evident: at low ebb, a simple bored disfavor; at high tide, a contempt so razorous that just standing near its object shaved a layer off one’s skin.


The Beast—known to the world as Alfons Svoboda—fancied himself a Colossus of the New World sort, Rooseveltian and bootstrappian. He spoke not to a person but to an audience of one, and his stories portrayed a man bestriding the vast agricultural-industrial Midwest, wholly self-made, worldly, canny, adventurous, capable of heights of idealism one instant and bare-knuckled negotiation the next—a human electromagnet reorienting the iron filings in the souls of his fellow men. Autobiography tended to erupt from The Beast in the evenings, when his constitutional bourbon was in full circulation, and thus evenings were when Mary was liable to point out to The Beast that his aspect was more Taftian than Rooseveltian, the likely source of any detectable awe among the populace. Also, that what he was was a cash register salesman.


In his Roosevelt fetish, Alfons Svoboda had barbered his mustache down from the waxed handlebar of his youth (visible in photographic portraits hanging on the wall in oval frames) to a brushy walrus, and had taken to wearing an unnecessary pair of oval eyeglasses. He’d even purchased a slouch hat, so-called, the left side pinned up Rough Rider style, which he donned at an angle meant to convey rugged jauntiness.


What Mary hadn’t told John, at least at first, was that to her, The Beast’s most distinguishing feature wasn’t his Jovian dimensions but the small white scar protruding from the hairline above his right ear—the brand he bore from his first and only attempt to lay a hand on her.


WHEN MARY WAS FOUR YEARS OLD, her biological father died of sepsis, the result of a carelessly treated cut received while unloading sheets of corrugated roofing tin. Mary remembered him as a presence, a moment of safety with strong arms, a tenor voice, and bristly brown hair.


After her father’s death, Mary and her mother boarded on the south side of Hartford with a woman named Mrs. Ada Green, herself a widow. Theirs wasn’t a luxurious life, but it wasn’t terrible. Mrs. Green was a kind of aunt to Mary, looking after her while her mother was at work. When her mother was home, the two of them got along fabulously, in part because her mother never condescended toward Mary or anyone else. She was forthright in her opinions—a quality Mary would adopt as she matured. Mary regularly forced back screams of laughter watching Mrs. Green blanch into Mrs. White at some matter-of-fact statement made by her mother.


The men who visited Mary’s mother in the front room of Mrs. Green’s house—among them, Alfons Svoboda—were a curiosity to Mary, nothing more. So it came as an unhappy surprise to the ten-year-old Mary when her mother told her she had accepted His Rotundity’s proposal of marriage. In short order, their last names metamorphosed from DeVolta to Svoboda—a near-anagram that somehow made it all the more disturbing.


And it was disturbing. Her mother seemed, if not exactly jubilant, at least happy, with her new husband and their new home. She claimed to be quite fond of Alfons, but from the outset Mary also noticed her mother noticing the blowhardiness emanating from the man. Worse, she’d overheard her mother telling Mrs. Green that Mary deserved to grow up in “a proper home”—meaning, Mary supposed, Alfons Svoboda’s house on Elm Street. For her mother’s sake, Mary tried to be happy—tried, in other words, not to smell a rat. And especially in the early days, Alfons had been kind to her mother. When he disembarked from the train after one of his weeks-long trips, he always carried a rose in his hand. At such moments, to the degree it was physically possible, Beastie looked almost dashing—glimpsed through her mother’s forgiving eyes, at least. But at night, when he launched into his third story about hectoring some small-town shopkeep into abandoning a perfectly adequate cash register for a newer model, a leaden shroud of disappointment settled over her mother, and the spell was broken.


Mary never confronted her mother about any of it. She was too young at first, and by the time Mary was old enough to put her feeling into words, she also realized that her mother had genuine feelings for The Beast. But fondness was all those feelings amounted to, it seemed; her remarriage was a compromise, and one that hadn’t, in Mary’s opinion, been worth it—especially if done for her sake. The two of them had been happy enough at Mrs. Green’s.


One thing that didn’t change after their move to Elm Street was her mother’s work as a hospital aide—and two or three times every season as midwife. She never took Mary with her to the hospital, but after settling into their new home, she did require Mary to accompany her at birthings. Not for assistance; she wanted Mary to understand sex, starting with its outcome. Along those lines no mystery ought to exist, she’d told Mary, and her lessons—delivered extemporaneously, using the available anatomy—were specific, cheerful, and memorably graphic. Her manner, composed and confident, impressed Mary and calmed the mothers. Mary’s mother had once commanded a woman to delay an impending contraction until she’d finished showing Mary where the woman’s ovaries were located relative to the birth canal. By the time Mary graduated from high school, she’d witnessed eighteen babies being pushed, pried, and palpated into the world, and had a thorough, if theoretical, understanding of the instigating act. As it turned out, when she and John met a few years later, she knew more about sex than he—and infinitely more about the terrifying hydraulics of birth.


One morning, a year or so after Mary began having her period, Mary’s mother called her into the kitchen and asked her to sit at the table so they could talk. Her mother pointed out with her usual directness that Mary had long since grown out of whatever little-girl meekness she’d possessed (never much) and had lately been testing the waters of rebellion, both in word and deed. Word her mother didn’t mind. Deed, however, concerned her. Mary had turned into an articulate, poised, and often charming young woman, she said. But along with those qualities, or perhaps because of them, she had also developed an entirely unearned sense of courage. And while her mother didn’t know how interested Mary was in boys at that exact moment, she knew Mary would become interested soon enough.


Mary suppressed the urge to interrupt, clarify, disavow. In her opinion, boys were extraneous—a word she’d been applying to all sorts of things lately. Homework. Attending church. Sleeping in specially designated clothes. Certain meals. Most of all, her stepfather: The Beast was extra-extraneous. But her mother seldom made speeches—which this clearly was—and she looked a little bit worried, or tired, so Mary held her tongue.


Her mother was saying it wasn’t inconceivable that in a few years Mary herself would have a husband. (Yes, it was, Mary thought—inconceivable, that is.) And though her mother was quite certain that Mary understood the mechanics of the procreative act, as well as its eventual outcome, there was also the question of love. There was an art to marriage, she told Mary, involving many emotions and pleasurable obligations, but also certain practical responsibilities that had never been equally shared between husbands and wives—or, for that matter, between boys and girls with an unearned sense of courage.


Then her mother began matter-of-factly laying out the mechanics of birth control.


A woman could abstain, she said, which was foolproof but ultimately impractical. Or she could have intercourse only during that part of her cycle when she was not fertile; but this was notoriously difficult to pinpoint and eventually always failed. Coitus interruptus was simply Latin for “another baby.” Only slightly more effective was administering a douche after intercourse. “Remember Mrs. Hawthorne, with her ten-pound sons?” she said, naming one of her repeat patients. “Douched like a madwoman.” Then there was the use of a condom, or prophylactic, also known as a rubber, a French envelope, or a raincoat, yielding results somewhere between the first two methods, because it depended on the man keeping his wits.


Finally, and most practically, she said, there were ways to divert the male sexual force, which, if properly performed, did not lead to conception. And then, sitting in her white high-necked shirtwaist and her plumed skirt, her hair pinned in a perfect bun over her head, Mary’s mother proceeded to explain, with the precision of John James Audubon illustrating a pair of nesting herons, (a) congress with one’s hand, and (b) fellatio.


Until that moment, the discussion had been equal parts fascination and discomfiture to Mary, but now the top of her head began to unscrew. All natural law being suspended, the kitchen revolved weightlessly through the ether of space. Yet her mother kept explaining, calmly, thoroughly, without euphemism, without acknowledging the many and varied expressions of astonishment Mary knew must be parading across her face. When necessary, her mother even illustrated her points with the aid of a rolling pin—though she was careful to say that one should not presume this was to scale.


Did Mary have questions?


Yes, Mary did. First one, then several, then a cascade that continued all afternoon. The two of them ended up laughing hysterically. When The Beast walked in late in the day and looked at them and said, “What’s so funny?” they erupted into screams and went running from the kitchen, collapsing in each other’s arms on her mother’s bed. This remained the single most precious afternoon Mary ever spent with her mother.


That conversation took place the year Mary turned fourteen, which was the year she first rode in an automobile, the year she first tasted moonshine, and also the year her mother was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer and withered and died within the span of ten weeks. Only long after the funeral, as she recalled that conversation, alternating between laughter and tears, did it occur to Mary that her mother may already have known, or intuited, that something was going wrong inside her, and was trying in her bluntly loving way to pass along advice she might not have a chance to dispense later, more obliquely. On that afternoon, her mother had not yet begun bleeding from her gums, or vomiting, or fainting; she had not yet been diagnosed with any ailment at all; and yet, when the fainting started and the diagnosis followed, she hadn’t seemed terribly surprised. For six weeks she guided Mary through the household duties that she normally looked after. Around the time she grew too weak to get out of bed, she also ran out of things to tell Mary—or perhaps it had been the other way around. From then on they had spent the days just sitting together, holding hands, mostly in silence.


THE INCIDENT WAS NOT WHOLLY UNEXPECTED—not that that made it any less mortifying. Alfons Svoboda had been cuddling Mary a bit too enthusiastically from the moment she’d entered puberty. When no one was around to hear, he complimented her on her “qualities,” as he liked to say. There had been playful pinches and fond pats and stepfatherly rubs, which she’d dodged and parried as best she could. Out of embarrassment and confusion, she’d never mentioned them to her mother.


He’d drunk quite a lot that night. This was six months after Mary’s mother died, near the end of a warm, wet May. Alfons had been brooding in the front room, smoking his cigar, while Mary, in the kitchen, hurried through the washing of the dinner dishes, rehearsing in her mind the chambers of the heart. Tomorrow, in biology, someone would be called upon to narrate the path of a corpuscle traveling through that knot of chambers and valves. She was repeating to herself, Right atrium, right ventricle, left atrium, left ventricle when she saw, reflected in the window over the sink, her stepfather, seated at the kitchen table with his glass and the bottle of bourbon.


Without preamble, without even looking up, The Beast embarked upon an essay concerning the moral dangers awaiting young women. He worried about her, he said, without her mother there to guide her through the next few years. He didn’t like bringing the subject up, but there were men who would seek her affections. Possibly an assignation. That was the word he used: assignation. They would be persuasive, he said, entirely credible. They might claim to be in love with her. On his travels he’d seen it many times. A desperate spectacle, sadly common. So she had to be wary. Young girls were often taken unawares by their own nature—which, understandably, they couldn’t be responsible for.


What she needed was a plan, a sensible plan, he said, pausing then to take a few heavy breaths. What to do if a man tried to play on her reckless impulses? Did she know what she would do if that moment came? She must ask herself: Was she sure? Absolutely sure?


There was a clink as he poured himself another finger of bourbon.


He’d thought about this quite a lot, he said. Especially in the last month.


Mary listened, submerging dinner dishes one by one into the soapy water of the sink and washing and rinsing them in a pot of cool water, then carefully setting each in the rack on the counter. She felt it would be best not to turn around, not to say a word.


As these were surely the last things on her mind, The Beast continued, he’d hit upon a plan. As soon as Mary detected the least suspect impulse within herself, she must promise to come to him and tell him. They would decide together if the case was serious, and if so, formulate a remedy. The key to success was that she remain vigilant toward her feelings and desires. It would be much better to tell him early, he said. When things were just a glimmer. Could she do that? Because if she couldn’t, though he had promised her mother he would look after her, he would have to consider alternatives. Places where she might be better off. Safer.


It is possible, had Alfons Svoboda gotten up at that moment and walked out of the kitchen, that nothing would ever have come of that discussion; he might have woken the next morning ashamed and filled with self-loathing. Instead, he’d had the very bad idea to get up from the table and walk over to Mary and set his hand against the curve of her ribs. Then he slid his hand forward toward her heart, with its roaring atria and ventricles, then upward until it cupped her right breast. With his thumb and forefinger, he attempted to locate her nipple through her linen blouse.


She turned to statuary. The Beast was very drunk; he’d often gotten tipsy once the bourbon came out, but since her mother’s death, he regularly plunged into dragon-breathed inebriation.


“Please,” she said. “Go to sleep now. Please.”


He stood, not moving, just breathing and breathing. Then he released her breast and withdrew his hand. He stepped back. He lumbered down the hallway.


Mary supported herself on the counter for a minute, gasping. Then she washed and rinsed the last of the dishes and dried them and put them away in the cupboards. When that was done, she untied the apron she was wearing and hung it on the hook beside the icebox.


She walked down the hall to his bedroom. The door stood open. The Beast lay sprawled on his back on the four-poster bed, his vest unbuttoned, shirt untucked, mounded gut rising and falling with each snore.


Mary returned to the kitchen and sat at the table and silently raged. Since her mother’s death she’d felt in herself a reservoir of anger, very black, very deep, which tears only seemed to feed. Now that reservoir had been tapped. Not because of her stepfather’s clumsy breast-grope, which she knew she could have fended off, at least this time. And not because of his insinuations about what might happen if she didn’t accommodate him.


Mary was angry with herself. Like a helpless child, she’d whimpered “please” to The Beast. And this, she felt certain, was the first real lie she’d ever told.


Mary tapped her fingers on the table. The Beast’s snores echoed loudly down the hallway.


She could leave. She could run. But she had another three years of school to complete before getting a diploma, something she’d promised her mother she would do. That was a promise she meant to keep.


She could go to Mrs. Green, whom she liked and trusted in many matters, and ask to live there. But, inexplicably, Mrs. Green had always been charmed by Alfons Svoboda, and Mary was not at all sure Mrs. Green wouldn’t dismiss her story as a case of the vapors.


She could pretend it hadn’t happened, hope it wouldn’t again, but no one needed to tell her that such behavior more often advanced than retreated; this was knowledge from the heart. Also from common sense, which even then Mary possessed in abundance. Living with The Beast panting and leering behind her would never work. Which brought her back to the idea of leaving.


Where was that courage, unearned or not, her mother said she’d developed? She wished to go back in time, return to the instant when he’d grasped her breast in his sweaty palm so she could address the situation there and then. Because she knew exactly what she should have done.


Two early-season watermelons sat on the windowsill, green-and-white-striped globes not much larger than The Beast’s florid head. Mary sat looking at them for a long time. Then she stood and took a kitchen knife and cut a plug from the bottom of one of the watermelons. When she was done, she lifted the cast-iron skillet off the stove and tucked the watermelon under her arm and walked down the hall and into The Beast’s bedroom.


“Alfons, wake up.” She carefully did not say, please.


The Beast swallowed a snore. One of his eyes opened. He grunted and sat up.


“You were right,” she told him, surprised at how steady her voice sounded. “I need a plan. A man has tried to take advantage of me. I’ve brought him here to meet you.”


She gestured at the watermelon, which, thanks to the plug she had removed, fit neatly atop one of the bedposts.


“Here he is, Alfons. Do you see him? He’s quite handsome.”


It took Beastie a moment to focus his eyes.


“Buh thaz’s a—”


“I’ve decided how to respond to any man who tries to take advantage of me,” she said. “Here is my plan.”


She turned, then, far to the right, as if to look behind her. In fact, what she was doing was taking a solid two-handed grip on the heavy skillet’s handle. And, bonus: winding up a hell of a lot of potential energy for her forward swing.


The watermelon detonated like a fireworks shell. Splurts of melon-gore erupted in a crimson hemisphere. Green fragments of rind ricocheted off the walls, the ceiling, the dresser, and the two of them. And the top of the bedpost, shorn cleanly away, went spinning through the air, first tattooing the plaster bedroom wall, then the side of Alfons Svoboda’s head.


The Beast, to Mary’s everlasting satisfaction, screamed.


Afterward, standing at the foot of the bed, she explained calmly and in detail the mechanism by which she would have him arrested if he ever touched her that way—or any way—again. By the time she was done telling her story to the judge, she said, Alfons would be in danger of being hanged. The part about being hanged was bravado. Nevertheless, she made it convincing. Her mother’s frank conversation about “diverting the male sexual force” had turned out to be an unexpected legacy, for as Mary stood at the foot of The Beast’s bed describing what the judge would learn of her stepfather’s demands, she rendered the tale in her most innocent voice and eyeball-goggling detail.


ALFONS SVOBODA WOKE THE NEXT MORNING to a tiny slap on his forehead. He opened his eyes. For a time he lay looking at the stamped tin panels of the bedroom ceiling, trying to convince himself that what seemed like a genuine memory was merely a bourbon nightmare. The evidence was against him. The ceiling overhead was strewn with pale pink splats and a great number of black dots—watermelon seeds, slowly losing their adhesion as day’s warmth infiltrated the room. They fell like dark raindrops, the latest coming to rest on his aching forehead. After flicking it off, he let his fingertips linger, exploring the welt above his right ear. Was that blood or the drying flesh of a watermelon? He raised his eyebrow to sound out the damage’s center. Did that hot head-throbbing mean the top of the bedpost had fractured his skull? Flies buzzed from melon glob to melon glob. Presently he heard the deep, predatory hum of a water wasp.


He staggered into the kitchen, trying to decide whether to clean the bedroom himself or somehow demand Mary do the job. Mary was nowhere to be seen, not surprisingly. He supposed he could tromp up the stairs and pound on her bedroom door, but somehow he knew she wasn’t in the house. She might be with one of the neighbors, he thought; she might even have gone back to Mrs. Green’s rooming house.


He was guzzling a large glass of water when he happened to glance out the window over the sink at the back yard and the carriage house. Abruptly, his swallower stopped working and he coughed a great volume of water down his watermelon-pocked shirt.


There was a room above the carriage house, at the top of a whitewashed outdoor staircase, that they’d used as a second attic for years. During the night a tornado had whirled into that room. A fan of ejecta now covered the lawn. Mothballed clothing. Ancient books. Unrepaired kitchen appliances. The drawers of an old cabinet, lying like jawbones with dovetail teeth.


Alfons Svoboda thundered out the back door. His wounded temple throbbed like a lighthouse beacon, but he was fueled by a potent sense of indignation, which he cultivated as he paced the yard, stepping among the yellowed magazines and crushed felt hats, assembling an interpretation of the previous night’s events that would leave his stepdaughter upbraided and apologetic. He looked up just in time to see a human rib cage falling from the sky, revolving lightly end over end in the morning air. Only after it came to rest on the lawn was it recognizable as the wicker birdcage he’d presented to Mary’s mother on their second anniversary.


He drew up a chastening bellow and began mounting the stairs to the carriage house room. Halfway up, he stopped. There, on the landing, spiked onto a nail in a board, sat the second of the two watermelons, leaking pink threads of juice down the uppermost riser. It was wearing, at the same jaunty angle The Beast so favored, his Rough Rider hat.


THEY HAD BEEN MARRIED FOR SEVERAL MONTHS BEFORE Mary finally told John this story (though omitting one final fact that she herself had not discovered until many months after the watermelon episode) to explain why, when they met, she already lived like a boarder in the room above the carriage house.


He’d had several reactions. Regarding Alfons Svoboda, he thought, Why that son of a bitch! Regarding Mary, manifold awe. Regarding the watermelon, curiosity about whether the headpiece Ricardo Bruno had fashioned could protect a watermelon from the impact of a frying pan. They’d never thought to test the thing on a melon. Also, that there was a pleasing parallel in this head-bashing business. It made him certain all over again that he and Mary were two of a kind.


By then The Beast had been thoroughly gelded. The morning after the watermelon incident, Mary had been terrified by the prospect of entering the house and facing her stepfather. Whatever courage she’d found had been used up the night before. But to display weakness meant forfeiting all, she sensed, and so when she finally walked into the house, empty-handed, she proposed an arrangement: Whenever Alfons was away, Mary would look after the house and yard, balance the ledgers, pay the bills, even carry out routine secretarial duties for the business correspondence regularly forwarded to the house. If any problem beyond her experience arose, she would consult with Mrs. Green. When The Beast was in residence, she would cook his meals and clean his clothes. In return for these services, he would move her bed and dresser to the room above the carriage house and then never, ever, step foot in it again. In Mary’s view, this leveraged The Beast’s most redeeming feature, that of being gone nearly all the time, while leaving her, at the age of fourteen, to manage the house and attend school.


Holding an iced cloth to his forehead, The Beast agreed to everything. Without another word, Mary walked past him and into his bedroom and began wiping melon flesh off the walls.


IN MID-JUNE OF 1918, JOHN BOUGHT A BEER FOR HIMSELF and another for Elbow. That evening he wanted to speak with The Man Who Objects To Everything, he said. He laid out his case for proposing to Mary Svoboda, anticipating every quibble, protestation, and argument he could, and always returning to the simple fact that Mary Svoboda was, to him, a creature of unearthly beauty. (He’d introduced Mary and Elbow by then, and they’d gotten along fabulously. Twice Mary had brought Elbow almost to the point of loquacity, a miracle of sorts.)


The Man Who Objects To Everything listened without interruption. Then he asked for another beer. When John returned, Objects To Everything seemed lost in thought. He took the stein and drank a long draft. Then he shook his head: he hadn’t been able to come up with a single reason John shouldn’t propose to Mary Svoboda as soon as possible. He apologized for being stumped.


“If it was Mary asking whether to turn you down,” Elbow said, “I could go on all night.”


A WEEK OR SO AFTER HIS CONVERSATION WITH The Man Who Objects To Everything, John and Mary were sitting on the front porch of the Elm Street house. John had hurriedly washed and changed clothes after his shift was over and trotted up Elm Street, trailed by a chestnut-coated dog that alternately bolted up to him for a pat, then skittered away. Alfons had departed two days earlier, and if Mary worried about the impropriety of a man visiting while she was alone in the house, she didn’t show it. They sat, talked, enjoyed the breeze. A carriage came up Elm Street, drawn clopping along by a broken-down horse. The passengers, an older and a younger man, were arguing loudly about the anti-saloon movement. A pair of flivvers passed, causing the horse to balk and stop.


The chestnut-coated dog reappeared, sniffing at the wheels of the stalled carriage. It circled to the opposite side, then disappeared. A moment later, the horse gave a snort and kicked one hind hoof violently backward. They heard a chopped-off yelp. The rig jerked and began moving up the street again.


Mary was down the porch steps ahead of John, but they reached the street side by side. The dog lay unconscious, legs thrashing in the dirt as if running for dear life, making terrified, whispery half-barks.


Mary knelt and stroked the dog’s head while John ran his hands along the dog’s flanks, legs, feet. A female. Above her right eye an inch-long laceration seeped blood.


“The kick must have thrown her clear of the carriage or she’d have a broken leg. Or much worse.” He looked around. “Who does she belong to?”


“I’ve never seen her before. Let’s get her off the street.”


John carried the dog up the front walk and settled her on the grass at the base of the porch steps. By then her thrashing had subsided. Tiny shivers passed through her body in waves.


Mary ran into the house. While John waited with the dog, a woman walked up from the street, a barrel-shaped matron wearing a sleeveless black dress with a yellow curtain fringe along the bottom. She stood over John and took a drag off the cigarette scissored between her fingers.


“Saw the whole thing,” she said. “Smack between the eyes. He was dead before he landed.”


“She,” John said. “And she’s not dead.”


The woman bent to look. “You’d think he’d have sense enough not to put his head where it would get kicked.”


Mary emerged from the house carrying a towel and a capsule of smelling salts. “Mrs. Wilson,” she said, breathlessly. She dropped to her knees beside John, broke the capsule of smelling salts, coughed, and brought it slowly toward the dog’s nose. The dog recoiled without opening her eyes, then lay still.


“Dead,” Mrs. Wilson said. “I knew it.”


Mary looked at John so steadfastly that Mrs. Wilson dematerialized, such was the power of her gaze.


“What do we do?”


“We wait. For a while, anyway.”


They watched the dog’s chest rise and fall. Mary dabbed away the blood seeping from the cut above the dog’s eye. There was the chitter of songbirds plunging through clouds of insects, the distant eep of a car horn, the conversation of two bicyclists pedaling along Elm Street.


“Should we try the smelling salts again?” Mary asked.


“I don’t think so.”


“I don’t either.”


“She’ll wake when she’s ready. The salts just made her want to stay away longer.”


He was aware, suddenly, that Mary was looking at him. “Yes. Of course.” She lay a hand on his arm. “John, I have an idea.”


She ran up the porch steps and into the house and returned carrying a small blue crock. She knelt beside John and stirred the crock with her index finger and withdrew it gloved with honey. “Maybe this will be worth waking up for.”


She lowered her fingertip until the honey dripped onto the grass just beyond the dog’s nostrils. The dog didn’t react. She dabbed a spot of honey onto the tip of the dog’s nose. The dog didn’t react. She slid her finger beneath the dog’s upper lip and swabbed the honey along the dog’s gums.


The dog let out a long sigh.


Mary leaned down and put her mouth beside the dog’s ear. “If you’ll come back,” she whispered, “it won’t happen again. Do you hear me? I’m promising. And I can do it. I will not let that happen ever, ever again.”


A tremendous something gathered in John’s chest. He imagined the dog waking to the sight of Mary’s face, curtained by her dark hair, and beyond, the lustrous vegetable-green treetops, and yet further beyond, an unfenced sky with salmon-sided clouds, a sideways world where trees grew straight out from a big-bellied peach of a planet, where dogs ran along the boles of those trees and leapt into the blue.


Wake up, he thought. Wake up and that’s what you’ll see. Who wouldn’t want to open their eyes onto a world like that?


The dog woke.


It surprised John and it surprised Mary and it surprised the rematerialized Mrs. Wilson, who erupted into violent coughing spasms. Most of all, it surprised the dog. She lay for a moment staring in exactly the manner John had imagined. She swallowed. Her tongue swiped the honey off the end of her nose. Then she convulsed to her feet and bolted away, careening across the yard in leaping, exclamatory bounds, racing toward them, putting down all fours, reversing, nearly crashing into the porch steps before veering into Mrs. Wilson’s legs. When she reached the edge of the lawn and saw the road, she turned so quickly her hind feet slid out from under her and for a moment she lay on her side, feet paddling against the turf. Then she was past them and up the stairs and across the porch and around the side and down the stairs around back, frantic, ecstatic, acting the way John had felt some nights before coming to Hartford.


Mrs. Wilson recovered from her coughing fit and stood shaking her head. “Crazy,” she grunted. She lumbered back toward her house. The dog finally came to rest, sprawled just beyond their reach in the soft green grass, panting and watching them. They’d been rocking with laughter the whole time, leaving Mary’s face flushed, as though it had taken into itself the under-lit glow of the clouds. She was quite possibly the most beautiful creature that had ever breathed upon the earth. Tides roared in his ears. He thought the ancients had been right to insist upon a permeating soul-tissue connecting all things. How else to explain a world so vast yet fatebound? He closed his eyes. He told himself if he truly was a fool, doomed to live alone, he could bear it in peace so long as he didn’t leave unanswered this one question.


Before he could think again, the words were out.


Mary turned to study his face.


“Yes,” she said.


EVENING OF THE DAY OF LOUIS KISSEL’S SHOOTING found John sitting on the red brick steps out back of the Elm Street house. He and Vi were watching the pups wrestle Gus, the newcomer, when he heard Mary come in the front door and walk through the house humming a ragtime tune. She peered at him through the screen door.


“Don’t you look all philosophical,” she said.


“It’s been a philosophical kind of day.”


Mary disappeared into the kitchen. Cabinet doors banged, glasses clinked. She returned carrying two glasses of lemonade, handed one down, then lowered herself onto the step beside him, letting her hip slide down his shoulder in a way that felt comforting and teasingly lascivious and about a dozen other things as well, and for the thousandth time it occurred to him that she was a kind of genius about touch.


Vi lay sprawled out in the grass now. She was at the end of her milk, and when one of the pups, the one they called Mister Needles, tried wriggling into place at her belly, she deftly flipped the pup over with her nose. Needles kicked wildly through a barrel roll, then scrambled to his feet and yapped at Vi, who gazed back, panting serenely.


“Tell ’em, Vi,” Mary said. She lifted her glass toward Vi. “To strict mothering.”


“To the National Cash Register Company,” John said, clinking her glass. “Long may their salesmen travel.” He sipped his lemonade. Mary had spiked it with brandy.


“You’re an unusual girl,” he said.


“I know what I like,” she said. “Call it unusual if you want.”


He took another sip of the lemonade and together they watched another pup, Tomato, throw himself atop Gus. The two wrestled, then abruptly stood and shook themselves and trotted off to investigate the peonies. John had guessed that Gus would have his sire’s easygoing nature.


“George Mill came by on Sunday,” Mary said. “He wanted to take Tomato home with him. When I told him he had to wait until you got back, he was in quite a huff.”


“Oh?”


“He said if we didn’t bring him over by the end of the week, he’d find another pup. Which was funny, because he kept stomping off, then turning around to call Tomato over one last time, then picking him up and talking to him.”


“I got fired today,” John said. “By Louis Kissel.”


“The old man? That’s impressive. You’ve only been fired by foremen up until now.”


“He was a lot better at it than anyone else. Very efficient.”


“Which line are they moving you to?”


“No line. I was fired-fired. But that’s not the worst part.” He took a fortifying sip of lemonade and told Mary about Gerbier, the gun, Mr. Kissel’s final word, and the pandemonium that had followed. The only thing he glossed over was the Hentzler Betrayal; he didn’t want to admit that he’d trusted Dale, a known snake, not to bite. “At first there wasn’t much blood,” he said. “Then all of a sudden there was a lot. They carried him out on a stretcher, in bad shape.”


“It’s awful,” Mary said. She sounded stricken but looked fascinated. “He could have shot you.”


“He sure could have. I just stood there, rooted to the ground.”


“What happened to—Gerbier, you said his name was?”


“Hauled him off to jail, I guess. In the meantime, I spent three hours in Kissel’s office explaining over and over again what happened and why I’d been there when it did. Then I had to go down to the police station and repeat it all to a secretary, who wrote up a statement for me to sign. And after all that, they just said, go home. By then it was four o’clock. There was a crowd standing around the station door. I half-imagined you’d heard about it in the store.”


“I didn’t and I’m glad. I might have been genuinely worried about you for the first time.”


“I want music. Loud music. Something to get the sound of that gunshot out of my head.”


“Should we play a record?”


“No, never mind. How angry are you with me for coming home with Gus? Tell the truth.”


“I was planning to wring your neck after you fell asleep,” Mary said. “But after the day you’ve had it seems like too much. I think I’ll wait until the weekend.”


“That’s very considerate.”


“You know, they’ll probably ask you to come back. After all, you did save the man’s life.”


“I wouldn’t count on that.”


“What does it matter? You’ll get another job. John—look at me. I’m glad you’re done working shakeout. It was dangerous.”


“It was a good job. And I was good at it.”


“But not passionate. At least not anymore.”


Tomato came bounding over. John set his lemonade on the stoop and stretched out on the grass. The pups were dazzling to him, mesmerizing. Pure potential. Shortly his hand came scrambling and poking through the blades of grass, index finger aloft like a probing trunk. The pup reared back in surprise, then came forward rowing with one paw.


“Eight weeks ago my hand was as big as he was. Bigger. It probably looked like a monster. Now he wants to squash it with his foot. I wonder what it feels like to grow so fast.”


“Mmmm,” Mary said, sipping her lemonade. “I wonder.”


“All your life so far things have been shrinking. You wouldn’t know if it was ever going to stop. You’d wonder if eventually you’d be bigger than everything. Maybe you’d wake up one morning with wings. Maybe overnight the trees would turn purple. Anything could happen. Nothing would be impossible.”


“If the trees turned purple,” Mary said.


He lay watching the pup. “They don’t even suspect about snow.”


“You know, you’re more interested in these pups than you ever were in shakeout,” she said after a while. “Just think about that. You were a day late to work because you were bringing home a pup from the other end of the state. And you were supposed to be giving a pup away.”


All at once his arms and legs felt filled with lead. He’d been driving like a maniac since long before sunrise, worrying about how to explain Gus to Mary—worrying most of all about how to tell Mary that he’d done something impetuous, exhilarating, potentially unforgivable: he’d offered to purchase the farm he and Gus had stumbled upon up north.


Then, practically before he’d caught his breath, he’d been summoned, fired, and stood witness to calamity in Louis Kissel’s office, an event barely more conceivable than awakening to a world of purple trees. It was too much for one day, maybe too much for a lifetime. He felt certain he hadn’t gotten a single thing right about any of it, and equally certain that if he tried to explain his impulsive act in this moment, feeling this weary, he’d botch that, too. Something significant had happened to him while he and Gus had explored that tenantless farm; he had to be sure he could explain that clearly. All he had the strength to do right now was lie on the grass with his face on his arm, watching this pup, Tomato—who he’d soon abandon like he’d abandoned good little Boot—maul his fingers.


He felt Mary settle herself on the grass beside him. She rested her hand on his neck, then on the small of his back, where it lay heavy and comforting. She moved her hand across his shoulders. Remarkable. Reviving.


“Sooner or later you’ve got to let them go,” she said.


“I know. You’re right. I’ll talk to George tomorrow.”


She kissed his neck behind his ear.


“Welcome back, Sawtelle,” she said. “I missed you terribly.”










Chapter 3



Pariah


THE TOWN OF HARTFORD HAD PROSPERED DURING WARTIME, due in no small part to the Kissel plant, which for years now had run three shifts a day, seven days a week, fulfilling its contracts for army ambulances and field vehicles. After the armistice, operations switched full steam to civilian manufacture. Hartford hadn’t started out as a factory town, but it was a factory town now. All the little feeder-fish machine shops around town, partaking of their patron industry’s boom times, were advertising jobs in the Hartford classifieds or sporting bright red Help Wanted cards in their windows. And yet the moment John told any proprietor his name, their face closed like a steel roller door coming down. The window cards turned out to be a mistake, the advertised jobs already filled.


His efforts had been doomed from the beginning, he discovered late on Wednesday, the day after the shooting, when he picked up the morning edition of the Milwaukee Sentinel. The front-page headline read, LOUIS KISSEL SHOT BY ANGERED EMPLOYEE, followed by three breathless subheads: “Aged Hartford Businessman May Recover—Bullet Penetrated Abdomen; John Gerbier, Angered By Being Laid Off, Fires Three Shots, Two Missing Mark; Second Employee, John Sawtelle, Either Samaritan or Accomplice.”


Why the Sentinel named John, when the police had dismissed him as an innocent bystander—possibly even the hero of the situation—was a mystery, as was their decision to omit any further mention of him. But by nine o’clock on Wednesday morning, every shop owner in town had read the headline and seen his name. The word “Samaritan” never penetrated their consciousness; instead, “Accomplice” was all but tattooed on John’s forehead.


He hadn’t given up easily, though. By five o’clock he’d been turned away twenty-seven times. Walking home, he decided to stop at the Creamery Saloon, crowded and echoing with the shouted conversations of a hundred men fresh off their shifts.


Before John could flag the barman over, a thin, hungry-looking man materialized beside him. “Congratulations, friend,” the man said, pumping John’s hand with an excited and strangely secretive shake. “Thank you for your help. That was inspired. Pivotal.”


Over the last few days John had met a lot of people, but he was damned if he could place this fellow, who, from the looks of him, had recently (though not triumphantly) been in a fight. The long raw scrapes furrowed into the man’s right cheek and ear were freshly scabbed, and beneath his hat brim, a purply-green bruise swelled in a crescent across his forehead.


John extracted his hand from the man’s grasp. He dismissed the notion that this skinny, sweaty man was one of the rare Hartfordians who truly understood what had happened in Louis Kissel’s office.


“Thanks. But I think you think I’m someone else.”


“Oh, we know who you are.” The man leaned closer and added, in a confiding rasp, “And we’re with you, brother.”


We? Brother? Before John could reply, a half-dozen men stood up from their table near the front window and began filtering through the crowd toward them.


“You!” one of the men shouted. “Wobbly. Back again?”


“Ah, crap,” the man said. He pressed a sheaf of fliers into John’s hand. “Post these if you get back inside,” he said. Then he walked—in fact, fled—out the side door.


John watched in the bar mirror as the men formed a semicircle behind him. He swiveled on his barstool, attempting to look curious and friendly rather than scared.


“Hey, isn’t that the guy that killed Louis Kissel?” someone said.


“No, no, no, no, no,” John said. “He’s not dead, just wounded.” Thinking, Shut up, Sawtelle. Just look them in the eye and explain what happened. And whatever you do, don’t look at the fliers. Then he looked at the fliers. He had time to see “IWW” printed in boldface across the top of each page before one of the men snatched them from his hand.


“I heard they shot him in the face.”


“I heard he died screaming.”


The man who’d grabbed the fliers said, “Boys, take a good look at an anarchist.”


“I had nothing to do with that,” John said. He tapped his foot around to locate the bar’s footrail and hook a heel over it, knowing what he had in mind was never going to work because it was impossibly stupid and obvious, and that he ought instead to be savoring these final few seconds with all his teeth. “I’ll tell you who did, though.”


“Who?”


He hoisted himself up on the footrail and jabbed a finger over the men’s heads.


“That’s who!” he cried.


To a man they turned to look where he was pointing, and with an agility that amazed even himself, John oozed between the two men on his right and hit the door at full stride.


ON SATURDAY HE WAS EATING A LATE BREAKFAST at the State Street Diner, waiting for Ricardo Bruno to arrive, and reading, in a beat-up copy of the Sentinel, the latest account of the shooting. The words said to have been exchanged between Gerbier and Kissel were absurdly formalized—“I wish to see your son,” Gerbier was supposed to have said; Louis Kissel was supposed to have replied, “I have no time to hear this. You must tell it to Otto.”—which might have been funny if the events that followed hadn’t been fateful. What maddened John was the offhanded statement that Gerbier “was disarmed,” while again failing to identify John as the disarmer.


John folded the newspaper and set it aside. He sat sipping his coffee, contemplating his home fries, watching for Ricardo between the stenciled letters on the plate glass window. The State Street Diner was one of the few places in town that made home fries the right way, John thought, with plenty of onions mixed in. Most places didn’t add enough onion, and far too many places didn’t let the potatoes get crispy enough. People lived whole Hartfordian lives without encountering decent home fries. Meaning toasty brown all over. That’s what a person wanted. It didn’t take much for a person to be happy, he thought; certainly not the big things people expected. It was small things. Music, though it didn’t have to be fancy. Carnality, naturally. And good, crispy home fries. A person could probably add to the net happiness of the world just by running a restaurant that served perfect home fries.


When Ricardo Bruno walked in, John waved him over.


“Johnny. How you doing?”


John shrugged. “Nobody will give me a job. Some people want to beat me up. Other than that I’m getting along.”


Ricardo flagged the waitress down and asked for a cup of coffee.


“I want to ask you something,” John said. He lifted the headpiece from the seat beside him, placed it on the table, and lifted the back flap to reveal, stitched into the leather near the collar line, two small neat letters: “RB.”


“You didn’t add your initials until I’d been wearing this for almost three months,” John said. “How come?”


“It never occurred to me. After I saw it work, I thought nothing ever had been made like this before. Suddenly, I’m proud. Bruno! You’re genius! Then I sewed my initials.”


“Maybe you are a genius.”


“I’m a vain little pope,” Ricardo said. “You know what genius look like?”


“What?” John asked.


“An unhappy man. Do I look unhappy?”


“No. Well, sometimes.”


Ricardo lolled his head from side to side. “Wrong! I’m happy all the time. That means I’m no genius. I’m proud, that’s all.”


“It got so beat-up,” John said, running his thumb over a web of creases near the temple.


Ricardo lifted the thing and turned it over in his square hands. “Not beat-up. That’s good leather knowing you.” He squeezed it here, thumb-rubbed it there. “My papa used to tell his customers, if you wrap a man in good leather from head to toe for one year, you could take the man out an’ the leather walks around an’ pays his bills for him.”


“Remember the first time I tried it on?”


“Yes. You thought ugly.”


“I didn’t understand it yet.”


Ricardo set the headpiece on the table. For a while the two men contemplated the thing in silence.


“I thought ugly. The ugliest thing I ever made with my two hands. Then you put it on.”


John nodded. “Then it looked beautiful.”


“No. Much worse. But I like to hit you in the head with a board. That made it beautiful.”


“You know what I think about? You told me it made your head hurt.”


Ricardo laughed. “Oh yes. My head and other things. Beatrice push me out of bed three nights in a row. ‘You’re tossing and turning,’ she said. ‘You’re talking out loud.’ I had to sleep on the floor.”


John pushed the headpiece across the table toward Ricardo Bruno.


“You should have this.”


“Can’t be nobody else’s. I told you.”


“Can I ask you something?”


“What?”


“The first time I ever came to your house and I saw the things you made, I thought, why isn’t he working some place that needs that kind of leatherwork?”


“Oh, I’m not so good. You don’t know. I know, but you don’t know.”


“I saw how much you cared about it,” John said. “I mean, I think about that chair you showed me.”


Ricardo shrugged and nodded and frowned, a small concession. “I had fun with that.”


“Kissel doesn’t need that sort of thing.”


“You want to know why I don’t work somewhere else?”


“Yeah, I do.”


“Because I don’t want to work somewhere else. Here’s the truth. I’m greater with leather than my papa, better than any of my brothers, even Luigi, who is second coming of Jesus Christ. I flat-stitch stamped leather, even in a thumb, like they wouldn’t dare. Me, easy. But only now and then. Because when I work like that, I get bad dreams. Then Beatrice kicks me out of bed. And I like the bed with Beatrice more than I like leather. You know?”


“I guess.”


“Oh? You guess? Most people say, sure, what a stupid you are to waste the night on the floor to stitch leather. But not you!”


“I don’t know,” John said. He seesawed his fork in his hand. “I don’t have that kind of talent with anything. Maybe shakeout. I was pretty good on shakeout. I might be the best shakeout man Kissel ever had.”


Ricardo Bruno swallowed his coffee wrong and coughed.


“What? You don’t think so?”


“Oh, yes. Of course. You were the best shaking man at the Kissel factory in Hartford, Wisconsin. I know. I see you all day long on the half-built cars, bobbing like a bobber. And singing.”


“I wasn’t singing.”


“Singing. We could hear you.”


“You’d been sipping too much wine in your little shop.”


“Yet here you are. Hoping I will get you a job in my shop.”


“For one month, Ricardo. That’s all. Then I’ll talk Lean Jean into putting me onto shakeout again.”


Ricardo shook his head.


“Johnny. When I was a boy, there was a big tree behind our house, and tied to a branch very high there was a rope. My brothers all climbed the rope to get to the branch. It was the only way. You could not climb the tree. Even my little brother could climb the rope. But I try and try and can’t. Do you know my problem?”


“Sure. You were scared of heights.”


“No. I like heights,” Ricardo said. “I’m scared of falling. I want always one foot on the ground, even when I climb. So I take a chair from the dining room and I put it by the rope and I tell my little brother to yank the chair when I shout ‘Now!’ I must do this, or I never climb. So I get on the chair and grip the rope.”


“And when your brother yanked the chair, you could climb the rope. Because you weren’t trying to touch the ground anymore. Right?”


“No. It was raining that day. Not hard, but raining. And Mama came out and saw her best chair in the mud. She have a terrific hand, that woman. She could beat two children at once. She take my brother and me and wallop us. Back and forth, up and down. Next time we try that, we never sit again because we will be wearing our buttocks for shirt collars. When she is done, we are crying. Then she takes the chair into the house.”


“Aha!” John said, stabbing his fork into a last crisp potato chunk. “But after that you were able to climb the rope, because you realized that you didn’t need the chair.”


“What? No. Four years my brothers laugh while I try to climb. From up above they whisper, ‘Look! Ricky! The lady next door. She is undressing! A goddess! Oh, Ricky! Now I can see—Mama Mia! Hurry!’ But even then, no. So one day I get on the roof and I jump onto the branch. Then I call my brothers and they all come out and I shout, ‘Fuck you, I have climbed the rope!’ After that, never no problem.”


“So—why was that?”


“I don’t know. I never understood. If you can explain it to me, you can work in my shop.”


“What if I can’t explain it?”


“Then there is one other thing I need to tell you.”


“What’s that?”


“The lady next door,” Ricardo said. “You could not see her undressing from the branch. That was a big lie.”


John smiled and pushed back from the table.


“Thanks, Ricardo.”


Ricardo nodded. “Come to the house, okay? Beatrice wants to make dinner for you and the pretty one.”


JOHN WALKED HOME WITH THE HEADPIECE UNDER HIS ARM, detouring down Taylor Street in order to pass the house where they’d placed one of Vi’s pups, the one they’d called Champ.


He heard the voices of the little boy and little girl who lived there piping into the air from half a block away. They were sitting cross-legged on the wooden porch of the house with the pup between them.


“Mr. Sawtelle, look!” the boy cried, when he saw John coming up the walk. He was three, maybe four years old. “We teached him to eat sticks!”


The boy scrambled around on hands and knees until he was in front of the pup, who was steadfastly reducing a twig to bits. He put his head down beside the pup’s muzzle and whispered, “Hey! Hey!” but the pup continued its glassy-eyed gnawing.


The boy jumped up and ran the length of the porch, holding his arms straight out and making airplane noises. He swooped around and circled back toward John, stopped on the top step, and pointed at the headpiece with one wingtip.


“What’s that?”


“A past life,” John said.


“Oh.” The boy putt-putted into the clouds over the house, high-sided a wing, circled back, and landed next to the pup.


“What did you name him?” John asked.


“How-ard,” the little girl said. She looked at John, her eyes round, as if she couldn’t believe what had happened.


“That’s a good name,” he said. “How’d you pick it?”


“The first night he kept going HOWWWWW! HOWWWWW!” the boy said. He leapt to his feet again and stomped around on the porch. “HOW! HOW! HOW!”


“Oh. Is he still doing that?”


“Naw. Just the first night,” the boy said. “He had to call out his name so his mama could find him. Now he lives with us, so he don’t need to do that no more.”


“That’s right,” John said. “That’s exactly right.”


“Goodbye,” he said, after a long time.


“Bye,” the little boy said. He’d discovered a toy top in his pants pocket and was spinning it in the crack between two porch boards.


The little girl had fallen asleep. As had Howard.


HE CAME BAREFOOT DOWN THE CARRIAGE HOUSE STEPS in the dark. In the kitchen he lit a candle and made two butter-and-jelly sandwiches and put them on a plate. On his way back he opened the carriage house doors and shooed the pups, Gus included, out and up the steps. He and Vi followed.


Much later in the night, after moonrise, Vi stood and walked to the side of the bed. John was talking in his sleep.


“Blueberries,” he said.


Mary, sleeping just as soundly, replied, “In a bowl in the icebox. I picked them yesterday.”


This had happened with them from the beginning. Not every night; not even every week. But on nights when they spoke, whole slow conversations might unfold, with questions posed, arguments made, resolutions, even jokes. Sometimes it was pure nonsense, a communal dream; other times the talk was practical and sincere. All mumbled, yet perfectly intelligible.


“In a waffle.”


“Make one for me.”


“All right.”


After they returned to the ordinary sighs and moans of sleepers, Vi padded back to her rug. She circled and settled herself and rested her chin on her forepaws, and she drew a long deep breath, and without looking at any one thing she let the whole room come into her—the sound, the placement, the scent of everything—and she let her eyes close and open, close and open: the pads of blue moonlight on the planked floor; and close and open: the battered old wardrobe cabinet standing in the corner; and close and open: the pups tucked against one another under the foot of the bed; and open and slowly close, as she drifted into her own deep sleep.


In the morning, the idea to make blueberry waffles seemed to John entirely spontaneous. And when he presented Mary with hers, she was both surprised and delighted.










Chapter 4



The Reward


MORNINGS THAT NEXT WEEK, AFTER MARY LEFT for Woolworths, John practiced his handstands, then dug out and replaced the worst of the timbers in the sagging back fence. During breaks, he and Vi observed the pups hunt and wrestle. He gave the pups rags into which he’d tied bits of meat—the latest of several puzzles he’d invented—and logged in his notebook how long each pup took to gnaw out the prize.


At noon, with his hat brim pulled low, he walked downtown to the lending library, where he prowled the stacks, trying to keep his mind off the little farm he and Gus had discovered two weeks ago—and for which he’d so rashly submitted that offer of purchase—that lovely little farm—and how he still had not broached the subject with Mary. But then again, if another three weeks passed without a response, his offer would expire, along with the need to broach anything. Just around the time he hoped to be employable again.


He perused books not singly but in batches: astronomy, hog feeding, the evolution of the printing press; then veterinary practice, silage management, and medical undergarment design. Each book fascinated in its own right, and startling correspondences emerged, but not one page in any of them addressed the perplexing question of how life and work might combine to reveal a larger meaning—a something beyond something.


Then, late Thursday afternoon, some benevolent library god, tired of John’s silent complaints, guided his hand to a slim volume entitled Practical Agriculture and Free Will, whose author, George Solomon Drencher, had been plagued by the same questions—life, purpose, beauty—and who in 1897 had recorded his answers in prose calculated to land like a slap across his reader’s face.


“All human endeavor,” Drencher opened, “begins with the planting of a seed, and all human profit is the reaping of a harvest. We are every one farmers, no matter our worldly occupation. By this I mean: imperialists, conquerors, butchers, and tyrants.”


“At last!” John cried, leaping up from his reading table and drawing a sharp look from the librarian.


George Solomon Drencher had much to say, and with only one hundred twenty pages at his disposal, too little space in which to say it. He eschewed the almanaic method and cut directly from the realm of the shovel to that of the noumena. “Why must farmers insist on tables of numbers? A twopenny almanac can tell you when to plant your corn,” Drencher railed. “I mean to discuss the cultivation of a soul.”


Drencher had read, or possibly only skimmed, the great thinkers before him, and in his opinion they’d all “grabbed a hind leg but let the thing escape.” In Plato’s Republic (a book John had heard of but never read) Drencher found only “an ever-decreasing spiral of malarkey.” He rejected the notion that the human world was the mere residue of some other, more significant realm. “Then we are shadows?” he wrote, indignantly. “I have not yet seen a shadow that can bleed. If I am a reflection, it is of nothing but a younger, stupider Drencher.”


Ralph Waldo Emerson was “a mystic spouter, a hurricane of confusion,” and Drencher noted with approval that Concord locals had called the famous man “Mad Dog Emerson” behind his back. Drencher imagined a debate over the question of free will using only quotations from Emerson on both sides of the argument. He’d judged it a draw. “Hypnotist on the stage, Buffoon on the page,” was Drencher’s conclusion, though elsewhere he hailed Emerson in near-heroic terms: “Without the Rabid Optimist, the Gibbering Freethinker, the Hollering Blarneyman, any possibility of America would have slipped away.”


Emerson’s seasonal boarder, Thoreau, was “a half-wrong sourpuss,” Drencher said. “Half-right, too.” Drencher wasn’t bothered by self-contradiction. Walden, he advised, was to be read only when desperate, and only “with a die at hand. One consumes a sentence, rolls the die, and leaps so many sentences before risking another glance.” This simple procedure would limit the damage inflicted.


It was all so terribly exciting that John flipped to the final page, where Drencher closed with a straightforward directive: “It is your first and last duty in this life,” he wrote, “not to be an idiot.”


It was the only book John ever stole from a library.


He was walking home with the little volume tucked in his back pocket when a town car pulled to the curb ahead of him. The driver stepped out, waved him over, and opened the rear door. “Mr. Kissel wants to talk to you,” he said.


John’s first thought was that Louis Kissel had somehow instantly detected his act of thievery and meant to reprimand him. “Why does he care so much about the book?” he asked the driver, but the driver only said, “I don’t think this is about a book.”


The interior of the town car—a Kissel model, of course—was luxuriant. Window glass cleaned to phenomenal transparency. Air rich with the scent of wood polish and oiled leather and cigar smoke. Ricardo had likely seen to the upholstery work personally, John thought as the town car pulled away from the curb as smoothly as an ocean liner. They passed under the monumental oak trees on the south side of town, turned up a long drive, and halted in front of a residence big enough to be three houses put together. Before the driver could come around, John let himself out of the car. He expected the front door to be opened by a butler, but it was Otto Kissel, the son, who stood looking at John as if he were a bug on a dinner plate.


“Follow me,” Otto said. He led John through a foyer and down a central hallway. He stopped in front of a closed door long enough to motion John to enter, then retreated down the hallway. John knocked. After a minute he tipped the door open, entered, and closed the door behind.


Louis Kissel’s study was finished floor to ceiling in walnut, with bookshelves lining two walls and, opposite the door, an uncurtained bay window through which streamed the constant, brilliant light of the afternoon sun. Whatever desk had once occupied the room had been removed in favor of a mahogany bed, set feetfirst into the window bay. The only other furniture in the room was a bedside table, upon which a pitcher of water sweated, and a solitary dining room chair, placed at the foot of the bed, its back to the bay windows. A room arranged for audiences of one.


John walked to the foot of the bed. The Louis Kissel who lay in the bed looked nothing like the irritable, iron-backed septuagenarian who’d fired John a week earlier. This Louis Kissel was an old man wearing an old plaid bathrobe, propped upright by a half-dozen pillows. He was clean-shaven but sallow, like a plant too long in the shade. It was obvious he was on some kind of painkiller. Morphine, laudanum, something like that. His gaze wandered from the view out the bay window to John.


“Mr. Kissel. I’m John Sawtelle. You wanted to see me.”


Kissel the Elder contemplated his visitor. “You’re the one who wrote the notes about the chassis.”


“That was me.”


“I always read them. Gave me a good laugh.”


“I’m glad you enjoyed them.”


“Did you mean the things you wrote?”


“Yes, I did. Mr. Kissel?”


“Yes?”


“There was something you wanted to ask me.”


Louis Kissel took a trembling sip of water from the glass on the bedside table.


“I may look like an old man to you, but there’s nothing wrong with my memory. I fired you, for reasons you thought were unfair. You’d come back to argue for keeping your job. Instead, you disarmed that man, Gerbier. I suppose I should thank you. I’d certainly be dead right now if you hadn’t.”


“You’re welcome.”


“On the other hand, Gerbier shot me while you stood there. Herb Taylor tells me you’d walked behind the man for quite some time before he reached my office, but you never tried to stop him.”


Louis Kissel had spoken the police chief’s name as if he were one of his executive secretaries.


“I didn’t know he had a gun. I’m sorry.”


“Not as sorry as I am. I know I’m going to die. My doctor, who is a coward, knows it too, but when I try to talk to him about it, he smothers me with platitudes. Yet I see it coming. Soon. Maybe tomorrow.” Before John could reply, Louis Kissel went on. “What do you think will happen after I die?”


“Pardon me?”


Louis Kissel was looking intently at him, as if he’d finally summoned the absent portion of himself and now fully inhabited his body.


“Will my soul be judged? Or will I simply cease to exist? Everyone has an opinion on this.”


“There’s no way to know.”


“But what do you think?”


“I think you just won’t exist.”


“Then I won’t be punished or rewarded for my actions while I lived? Don’t say you don’t know. What does your heart tell you?”


“My heart tells me no. No punishment, no reward.”


“And you believe this applies to everyone, equally.”


“I hope so.”


“Then Gerbier won’t be punished for shooting me? You won’t be rewarded for disarming him?”


“I guess not.”


“Nor will I benefit in an afterlife if I forgive him? Or you? I can go to my grave as angry as I wish? No consequences will entail?”


“Yes.”


“As it happens, that’s also what I believe. But many people, my children included, think I have a cruel view of the world.”


“I don’t see how it’s cruel if it applies to everyone.”


“Again, my position. But it leaves me with a puzzle. I am the kind of man who wants justice to be located somewhere, either in this life or the next. If we are correct, you and I, then the only justice to be had is justice in the present world. Mr. Gerbier has been detained. His confession is gibberish. I’ve read it. He’ll either be found incompetent and sent to the madhouse or convicted and sentenced to prison. Without the gallows here in Wisconsin, he’ll waste away there for the rest of his life. That’s justice, as far as the law goes. I’m willing to rest with that. But what about you?”


“What about me?”


“If the only justice is earthly, then it is under our control—in this case, my control. Should you be punished for your failure, or rewarded for your success? I’m in a position to do either. So I’m asking you again: What about you, in the matter of my death? Should you be punished? Or rewarded?”


“Neither.”


“Suppose it couldn’t be neither. Suppose I won’t allow that.”


“Then some of both, I guess.”


“Yes, that’s right. Some of both. I was thinking one or the other, but I see you’re right.”


They sat silently.


“The problem is, only you know the depth of your guilt. Or the height of your courage. Why don’t you suggest some bit of punishment and some bit of reward for yourself?”


“No.”


“Only a reward, then.”


“I won’t do that either.”


“Why not?”


“It’s no good. If I ask for something I genuinely want, it’ll feel tainted, the result of a mistake that killed a man. If I ask for something trivial, to humor you, I’ll go around knowing I lied about what I really wanted.”


“So justice in this world isn’t possible? For you, at least?”


“I don’t know. But I don’t think you’re responsible for it.”


“How old are you?”


“Twenty-two.”


“Married? Children?”


“I’ll bet you know the answer to those questions.”


“You’re right. That was patronizing. You’re newly married, no children. Do you know what I was doing when I was twenty-two years old?”


“What?”


“Working for the city of Chicago. Clearing debris after the great fire. I’d been working as a clerk in a metalworks in the Sixteenth Ward, but the fire reduced the metalworks to cinders. So I took a job on one of the cleanup crews. We loaded our wagons with ash and stone and charred timber, hauled them out to the country and dumped them, then turned around and did it again, all day long. There were seventy crews working. Every day I walked to the stables they’d set up and the foreman told us which crew to join. I always asked to be with the haulers. Heading out of the city we would pass team after team returning from the debris yards. And on our return we would pass the line of teams hauling out their loads. We found bodies in the ash; some weren’t even burnt or crushed, just asphyxiated. Some had died of thirst. We kept finding them through the winter. But I didn’t see one person among the ashes who looked like they deserved such punishment. Has anyone told you what that fire was like?”


“I’ve heard stories.”


“No one has told you the real story. No one can. We thought the entire world might be on fire. There are no words for a fire like that.”


“Did you lose family?”


“All my family was east. I’d come west two years earlier to make a fresh start. Men were still heading out for gold in those days, but gold never interested me. I wanted to make a business. Chicago seemed like the place to do that.”


“Yes.”


“We were still hauling debris the following spring, but by then you could see the city coming back to life. It would have been the perfect time for me to go into business. Everyone needed to buy something. A man could have put up a factory to manufacture nearly anything and made money. But by then, for me, every block was filled with ghosts. At certain street corners, I would remember the exact position of the corpse we’d uncovered and the expression on its face. So I came north. I settled here and began making plows. When I think back on it now, it seems foolish. The world had presented an opportunity and I walked away.”


“But you succeeded, didn’t you?”


“In spite of my hubris, I think. The world had said to me: I will wipe this place clean for you. Build, therefore, your own world.”


Louis Kissel gestured at something in the corner of the room, something John had not noticed: a globe on a stand. The sight of it sent a shock through him. He’d had intimate knowledge of a globe exactly like it, years before, in grade school. He knew, for example, that the globe’s brass-ringed cage could be lifted off its four-footed stand; that the cage hinged open into hemispheres if you released a small latch; that the globe could be lifted out of the cage and tucked under one’s arm; that latitude and longitude readings would be visible inscribed on the rings; and that the release latch could be finicky, especially if you were in a hurry.


“The gesture had been so large,” Kissel continued, “I couldn’t believe it was meant for me. Like a beautiful woman picking you out of a crowd of men. So I turned my back. I gave insult. And because of that, a man was found and sent here.”


John looked at Kissel. “Is that really what you think? That the world sent someone to shoot you because you left Chicago fifty years ago?”


“Mr. Gerbier was born in Chicago, nine months after I left.”


John shook his head. “That doesn’t mean anything.”


“You don’t believe the world is jealous?”


“I think the world takes back whatever it gives out. But only in the long run. And it doesn’t need to come after you to get it.”


“I’m feeling tired. We need to go faster.”


“That’s okay with me.”


“Is it safe to assume you’re not a churchgoing man?”


John nodded.


“A belief in fate? Providence?”


“No. Mr. Kissel, I don’t see why you’re asking me these questions.”


“I’m ruling out the possibility that you’ll have anyone else to blame.”


“For?”


“For not making the choice I’m offering you: punishment or reward.”


John was quiet. Louis Kissel waited, watching him.


“Damned if I do, damned if I don’t.”


“No: damned if you do neither.”


“All right,” John said. “Then I choose to be rewarded.”


“Don’t be glib. I’m a dying man. Are you sure you wouldn’t rather select punishment?”


“Positive. But the reward evens the score. And I’m not obligated to accept it. Just you offering it clears the slate.”


“Fine. That’s my intent also. Here is your reward: I have arranged for you to have a job at Kissel Automotive. This is something you asked for, or meant to, so I know you want it. Your wages will begin at an increase of fifty percent over previous, and adjust each year on the anniversary of my death up or down according to the change in the cost of living. I believe your wages will rarely fall as a result of this adjustment. Furthermore, this job will be yours for as long as you live.”


“What job, exactly?”


“Whatever the foreman assigns to you, depending on need.”


“And if I don’t like the job?”


“Then you can sit in a chair all day long and read. Or sleep. The foreman will allow you to do so without interference or forfeit his own job. So long as you show up each day and stay for your shift, you will never be fired. Regardless of performance, you will always be paid. You can show up drunk. You will still be paid. As long as you are at the factory on time, every day, and do not interfere, you will always be paid.”


“What if I get sick? What if I can’t come to work?”


“You will be granted a reasonable number of sick days each year. Can we agree to ten?”


“Ten’s fair. But what’s to stop your sons from canceling the deal after you die? They could fire me anytime they wanted.”


“I can arrange conditions on their inheritance, part of which they will receive now, part of which will be held in trust. This can be one of those conditions. This can be specified. I have a very good attorney. My sons won’t like it, of course. They will resent me, and they will hate you. But one factory job is nothing compared to what they stand to gain.”


“It might be easier for them if I died.”


“I don’t believe my sons would act on that idea. Their immediate inheritance will be generous, and given the consequences if you can’t be accounted for, they are more likely to go out of their way to make sure you’re alive and well. But their enmity is a likelihood you’ll have to accept. Obviously, I will not be here to control the situation.”


“Suppose they offer to buy me out.”


“Your presence or absence at the factory can be verified by a third party. My attorney assures me he can stipulate conditions that will preclude any agreement to circumvent, accelerate, or terminate.”


“This is strange.”


“So is being shot, Mr. Sawtelle. Even stranger is watching a man fail to stop the man holding the gun that is shooting you, when he could easily have done so.” Louis Kissel closed his eyes and lay back against his pillows. “My offer expires one week after I die. That allows time for the funeral and the reading of my will.”


“I still don’t see why you’re doing this.”


“I’m not sure myself. I suppose it’s because I’ve enjoyed having some control over the world. I even have an idea that I’ve made the world better, in my little sphere. I’m loath to relinquish that, even when I’m gone.”


John stood. “Can I ask you one thing?”


“Go ahead,” Louis Kissel said, without opening his eyes.


“The punishment. It would have been the same thing, wouldn’t it?”


Louis Kissel contemplated an answer. Breaths slowing, eyelids fluttering. A blue vein pulsed beneath the parchment skin of his temple. Eventually, it was clear that he had fallen asleep.


IN HIS DREAM HE COULD HEAR FROM OUT on the assembly line the din rang, din rang of hammer on iron, and he could smell the ignited gunpowder. The desk he sat behind was Louis Kissel’s. John Gerbier stood in the doorway, chin declined to his chest. Where the man’s face ought to have been there was only a deep barrel of lampblack, and John fell into it, veering, plunging, and then blinding brightness, until he stood outside the farmhouse he and Gus had discovered.


He watched the clouds drift overhead. An old woman hobbled down the dirt road, where he could not have seen her. He saw her anyway. Then she stood before him, gray hair in curls, white blouse buttoned to the neck, eyes enormous through the lenses of her spectacles.


Where’s Edgar? she said, but the voice was Gerbier’s.


Where’s Otto, you mean.


She turned to look at the barn. Some mighty apparatus within now issued the din rang, din rang. From the field behind the barn, Gus came trotting along carrying something soft and gray in his jaws, a treasure he lay at the old woman’s feet. A fledgling owl.


The old woman knelt. With one blue-veined hand she held the owl before her, its eyes still and yellow and wide, its pinfeathers rippling in the summer breeze, while her other hand worked up toward her throat, slipping each mother-of-pearl blouse button through its embroidered buttonhole.


Then the din rang was coming from inside the old woman.


She pulled aside the blouse’s hem as if drawing back a stage curtain. Through the gaped fabric he saw a clockwork of pitted gears, forging and pausing, with catchments shuttling like violin bows in an orchestra, and spiraled springs like metal hearts that gathered and pulsed. He felt dizzy, peering into her insides. She maneuvered the fledgling owl into herself, past the clicking metalworks, until far inside, her hand paused before an ancient wooden cabinet whose latch she raised with the nail of her index finger. She placed the fledgling inside the cabinet, then closed the door and set the latch and withdrew her hand, and when she had worked each button back through its slot, she lay her hand upon Gus’s panting flank.


Not you, she said, looking at the pup. But I thank you anyway.


THE EVENING OF THE SEVENTH DAY AFTER Louis Kissel’s obituary ran in the Hartford Press—the day Louis Kissel’s offer was to expire—John was with Elbow and Mary, drunk, in a roadhouse, halfway between Hartford and Milwaukee. Off in a corner, a guitarist and an accordion man were playing their instruments. John bought a round of beers and they sat and listened. He bought another round. Then he found he wanted to dance. The musicians were playing some wild song he didn’t recognize, but Mary claimed they could fox-trot to it. The night was cool, the windows of the place open. Even with the musicians playing, the saloon was half-empty. As he and Mary danced, John looked around at the other patrons, most of them men.


“Buncha sourpusses,” he said. “Lookat’em all.”


“You’re certainly in a mood.”


“Like someone sentenced ’em to jail.”


“Walking to Woolworths this morning, I thought I saw you at the Kissel plant gate. I shouted, but you didn’t turn around. Was that you?”


“Oh that,” he said, stalling to come up with something better than the truth, which was that he’d stood for almost an hour trying to decide whether to go inside and accept Louis Kissel’s offer, another topic he hadn’t broached with Mary. “I just wanted to say hello to Ricardo.”


“I don’t think that’s a good place for you, John.”


“I decided that very thing this morning.” He leaned back to look at her. “What’s your name again? You’re too good-looking to be in a place with so many grouches.”


“You’re drunk, Sawtelle,” she said. “Shut up and fox-trot.”


When the guitarist set down his instrument, they retired from the dance floor, sweaty. Elbow had another round of beers waiting for them at the table. “My friend,” John said. “My dear, good friend.” He sat looking at the men sitting at their tables. Then he got up and wove his way to the bar.


“Brandy,” he told the barman.


“What kind?”


“Wet. Brown. Tastes like liquid dog.”


“That we’ve got.” The barman poured the brandy and pushed it over. John raised the glass at the mirror. He returned to the table. The musicians had been gone for a long time and the saloon was far too quiet. He stood up.


“Hey!” he shouted. “What’s with all you soreheads? You act like you’ve got nothing to live for.”


“John!” Mary said, laughing. “Sit down.”


“No, I mean it,” John said. He gestured at a man sitting near the door. “What are you? Thirty? What’s the problem? Doncha know what you have to look forward to? Miracles! That’s what. Just ask my friend here, he knows. Elbow, tell the man what he can look forward to.”


“Miracles,” Elbow said.


“Right! Come on. A toast to miracles. Raise your glass.”


A few of the patrons grinned and raised their beers.


“Hey, Bub,” one fellow called. “What sort of miracles?”


John looked inquiringly at Elbow.


“Good ones,” Elbow told him.


“Good ones!” John shouted.


“Technology?” Elbow said.


“Technology!” John shouted.


“How about medicine?” Mary said.


“Medicine!” John shouted. “Ingenuity!”


“And a lot of other good stuff, too,” Mary said.


“LOADS of other good stuff!” John shouted.


“To good stuff,” said The Man Who Agrees With Everything, raising his stein.


“To good stuff!” Mary said.


“Hear that? I’ll tell you a secret that’ll make your hat fly off. If any of you were wearing one. Except for you there, sir. You shouldn’t be wearing that. I’m not kidding. In the future, we’ll make our own phonograph records! Instead of writing letters. We’ll make phonograph records from our voices and send them through the mail. ‘Hello, Bill. How are you? We are fine here, and the weather has been lovely. Aunt Millicent broke her leg last week, but we decided not to put her down. Ha, ha, ha.’ Like that. What? Not impressed?” He swallowed the other brandy he’d carried back from the bar. A warm consolation descended his gullet. He knew he should sit down, but some inner cavern had been breached, some inside place where magnetos whirled and yellowjacket thoughts boiled.


“We’re going to run trains over the ocean! That’s right, no more boats. You’ll board a sleeper for New York, and if you decide to snooze over to London, that’s just what you’ll do. And the streetlights will all be . . . magna-neon. What’s magna-neon? I have no idea. It hasn’t been invented yet! But I’ll tell you one thing: it’s bright. In twenty years, headlamps will be obsolete. Roads will be lit all the way out into the country and all the way back. And where’s the electricity coming from to power those lights? The same place we’ll all get it: the ground! We’re going to use rocks as batteries—batteries the size of mountains! We’re going to store lightning down there. You’ll just walk out your back door, hammer a rod into the ground, and zap! All the juice you could ask for.” He tromped across the saloon floorboards with a boom-creak tread, his breath seesawing. “Automobiles for every boy above the age of ten,” he said. “By law! Two airplanes per family! Three, in the country.” Forcing his words past hiccups and sobsnorts. “Chimpanzee dentists! Aluminum clothes! Orgasms that cure cancer! Brain theaters! Three-day cornfields! Malted radium! Logging by balloon! Pneumatic dishwashing wagons! Disposable houses! Cross-country passenger slingshots! Magnetic intelligence collars! Plow-worms! That’s right, you heard me. Domesticated thunderclouds! Pavement that digests litter! Grade-A miracles, every one-of’em! Don’t look away. Don’t get scared. It’s all good news. You’ll be safe and rich and you’ll sleep all day. Now don’t you feel happy, Mikey Miserable? How about you, Frankie Frown? Frankie Fucking Frown from Tragedy Town. I’m saying guaranteed, in writing. Legally blinding. Uh, binding. Nothing left to worry about.”


He swallowed the last of his brandy and wiped his sleeve across his mouth. Elbow and Mary, he noticed, were now standing outside the open saloon door. Mary beckoned him in exaggerated pantomime. He looked across the cabbage patch of stunned drinkers’ faces. “Now you know the future, ya miserable sourpusses,” he said. “Now you’ve got something to feel sorry about.”


On his way out he slammed the door and stood looking at the icepoint stars. Aroma of corn ripening. Surf of peepersong. He wove his way to the Kissel, waiting like a scarab at the back of the gravel lot, and opened the driver’s door and sat behind the wheel. After a time Elbow and Mary came over, laughing. “My goodness,” Mary said. “That was something. Come on, let a woman drive for a change.”


He stared over the wheel at the saloon, ran a hand through his hair, thinking, Ah, you. Then he hauled himself out of the Kissel and bowed and held the door for Mary.


“Gracias, señor prognosticator,” she said, plumping her hair.


“I’ll be right back,” he said.


Behind him, Mary shouted, “Elbow, stop him!”


Shortly, the saloon door flung itself open. John stepped back into the milky haze.


“Cars that mow the lawn!” he shouted.


A shot glass shattered against the wall near his head. “Gedadah here!” someone hollered. John pointed a long finger at the man he’d singled out earlier. “I’m not kidding,” he said. “That hat is ugly.”


An enormous arm reached in from the darkness. Then the doorway was empty and the saloon silent, save for the creak of the door hinges and the roar of the Kissel’s engine as it barreled away into the night.










Chapter 5



The Globe


AND WHY DID THE SIGHT OF LOUIS KISSEL’S globe give John such a shock?


A memory: slouching behind his desk at the back of Miss Diffy’s fifth-grade classroom, hot, underoxygenated, cartilaginous. The stifling afternoon heat, the hazy October sunlight, and the drone of Miss Diffy’s voice have combined to form the anesthesia of the Deadly Poppies, which dropped Dorothy like a shot buffalo in Oz. A surf beats against his eardrums, words drift from Miss Diffy’s mouth like dandelion cotton, his eyes survey the innards of his head.


Through the simple act of standing at her desk and reading aloud, Miss Diffy can halt time. It is six minutes past two o’clock, and it has been every time he’s looked for the past hour. Now John is drowning, slipping beneath the waves of an Atlantic of lassitude, wishing something, anything, would happen worth swimming another stroke for.


Prospects: not good. Miss Diffy intends to read aloud every single word of “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” having announced that the narrative never fails to awaken her students’ imaginations.


The tale itself isn’t bad: timid schoolmaster, Headless Horseman, etc. Marvelous, in fact. But John has read it for himself already, and whatever gift Miss Diffy once had for the oral interpretation of fiction fled her body eons ago, along with the color in her hair and the pigment in her skin.


Only a miracle can save him now. It is too much to hope for, yet one occurs: Kenny Flanagan in his front-row desk sits up ramrod straight and clamps one hand over his mouth. The other hand rockets into the air. Miss Diffy reads on. A spasm passes through Kenny Flanagan’s body. He pulses his splayed fingers four or five times. Miss Diffy reads on. Finally, Kenny stands and removes his hand from his mouth just long enough to announce that very soon now he expects to throw up.


This is not because Kenny Flanagan’s imagination has awakened. Kenny Flanagan’s imagination has been hibernating in a small cave in a riverbank near the bottom of his spinal cord, munching scraps and bones of memory, and it will remain in hibernation for as long as John Sawtelle knows Kenny. (Though, as John will later reflect, if a person’s imagination were to suddenly awaken after a lifetime’s absence, vomiting wouldn’t be entirely inappropriate.) No, Kenny Flanagan expects to vomit because the bologna sandwich he ate at lunch had spoiled in the warmth of the Indian summer morning.


Miss Diffy’s fifth-grade classroom consists of one sorely distressed teacher’s desk, one dusty blackboard, one long wooden pointer tipped with black rubber, which Miss Diffy whacks across the fingers of young Visigoths, and—her pride and joy—a globe on a four-footed pedestal, encircled by two hinged brass hoops upon which latitude and longitude markings are engraved.


Kenny Flanagan follows his pronouncement with a peristaltic burp. Now time snaps to full flow.


But children have been throwing up on Miss Diffy’s desks since the dawn of mankind, and by gauging his gulps and swallows she can determine with great accuracy how much time remains with which to maneuver him to the nurse’s room. She sets her book on her desk, marks the page with a length of green ribbon, and steers Kenny to the doorway.


There she pauses to survey the classroom. Kenny urps and staggers in place beside her. He cannot believe Miss Diffy has stopped. His legs churn with desire; he is a sled dog in harness, bounding at the traces.


“Class,” she says, the crispness of her voice surprising for a woman who moments earlier had been practicing hypnotism. The tonnage of her gaze comes to rest on John. “Johnny will take up reading the story where I left off. Johnny, if anything is out of order when I come back, I’ll be holding you responsible. Is that understood?”


John stands. He nods solemnly. “Yes, Miss Diffy.”


“You may stay in your seat,” Miss Diffy says. She sets the tip of her index finger between Kenny’s shoulder blades and the class listens as their duet of footclops and strangled retching recedes down the hallway. John opens his textbook. They are at the part of the story where Ichabod Crane flees the Headless Horseman.


“Just then he heard the black steed panting and blowing close behind him,” John intones, with as much drama as he can summon. “He even fancied that he felt his hot breath.”


This elicits a giggle from Eunice Avery, whom John has a crush on, and Eunice’s giggle makes him daring.


He stands. All eyes are upon him. Ichabod Crane’s horse is rushing over the bridge. John walks up the aisle, still reading, until he reaches the front of the classroom. He spies Miss Diffy’s globe resting in its latched cage, and hoping to illustrate the story for greater effect, releases the latch, unhinges the brass cage, and deftly pops out the globe. A brass nub projects from the north and south poles where the longitudinal hairlines converge. Its surface is shellacked paper; he can feel the slight ridge where one edge of the papered surface meets another at the equator. He clamps the globe to his side, Europe ribward, as if it were the Headless Horseman’s rogue head, and holds his book with his other hand.


A large, quiet boy sits in the front row, gaping—possibly at the story (which is certainly gape-worthy, John thinks). Or possibly at John’s disregard for Miss Diffy’s most valued possession. Or—and this idea pleases him—as a result of John’s oratorical skill. Each time John looks up from the page, the boy still gapes, a drop of spittle quivering on his lip and his eyelids hovering over his pupils as if he is watching a motion picture inside his mind, seeing Ichabod Crane race in terror across the bridge as the Horseman flings his very own head at the galloping schoolmaster.


“Ichabod endeavored to dodge the HORRIBLE MISSILE,” John reads, pouring on the drama, “but TOO LATE! It encountered his cranium with a TREMENDOUS CRASH—he was tumbled headlong into the dust, and Gunpowder, the black steed, and the goblin rider, passed by . . . LIKE A WHIRLWIND!”


What John does next is not premeditated. It’s a case of one thing leading to another. The boy’s mouth is an oval of mesmerization. John slides his hand around and under the globe until it balances on his palm; it’s the size of a pumpkin more or less, and very light for a planet. John pauses for the briefest moment to note the stupidity of what he is about to do. Then he lofts the globe into the air.


The boy shudders in his chair like an electrocuted frog, but his hands fly up and he catches the cephalic globe.


The class gasps, then bursts into cheers.


“Quiet,” John says, severely. “They’ll hear.”


Whatever possessed John to walk to the front of the classroom was strange; stranger still was his impulse to pitch the globe like the Horseman’s head to this boy, whom everyone called by his last name, Elbow, and who is now fully awake and contemplating the globe with something like awe. But strangest of all is the idea suddenly taking shape in John’s mind.


In later years John will come to regard his imagination as, at best, semidomesticated: contained by him but not entirely of him; an animal captured in a circus wagon, sleeping when he most wants it to wake, pacing and fretting and thrusting its head through the bars to howl when he dearly wishes it would curl up and sleep. And those times when the animal breaks the bars to run loose, he will struggle not to kiss women he doesn’t know; tell beautiful, needless lies; and dance in the aisles of grocery stores to melodies playing only in his mind.


But that is the future. Right now, in Miss Diffy’s classroom, John’s gaze keeps returning to the empty brass hoops atop Miss Diffy’s globe stand. Wouldn’t it be interesting (howled the animal, bending a pair of cage bars) if a head took the place of the globe? A head—in the globe cage!


That’s silly, John thought. But the animal circled and stalked and demanded and bellowed: How wonderful if a head were to replace the globe! How excellent! How beautiful!


How dopey, John thought. How stupid.


NEVERTHELESS! the animal roared.


So that was one factor.


Another was the tangible, though unspoken, encouragement of his audience. His classmates had been amused by his reading, intrigued by his journey up the aisle. But even before he’d reached the front of the classroom, the story still pouring from his mouth, he’d felt their interest beginning to wane, and some part of him despaired. Here went time, oxidizing the luster on every novelty: a boy reads, a boy stands, a globe breaks free of its cage. Old Elbow’s goofy gasp is the jewel of their day. Then it is browning with ordinariness like a peeled apple.


Seventeen children sit looking at him. More, their gazes say. Something new. Astound us. Outrage us. We have nothing to lose by watching.


He sees with such clarity what he is about to do. He cannot believe the class does not anticipate it. He is still reading, forcing himself on toward the tale’s final lines. He reads the second to last sentence aloud, then stops, sets his book on Miss Diffy’s desk, walks to the empty globe stand, spins the knurled metal knob that secures the cage to the pedestal, and lifts the cagework in both hands. His head barely fits through the hinged quadrant. He turns it so that the brass latch digs into the back of his neck. The hoops enter his field of vision at forty-five degrees left and forty-five degrees right, intersecting just beyond the tip of his nose.


He has been absent, lost in the geometry of hoops and heads, but now he looks up and seventeen faces stare back at him, every one slack-jawed.


He has reached the point of perfect nonsense, perfect equanimity.


Near the window, a girl begins to giggle. According to the globe hoops, her position is 30 degrees south latitude. At longitude 230, on the far side of the room, a boy begins to point and guffaw. His horking, snorting laughter makes John himself chuckle. Then everyone dissolves into giggles. Some laugh so hard they lay their foreheads on their desks.


He picks up his book. “The schoolhouse being deserted, soon fell to decay,” he reads, his voice level and serious, “and was reported to be haunted by the ghost of the unfortunate pedagogue; and the ploughboy, loitering homeward of a still summer evening, has often fancied his voice at a distance, chanting a melancholy psalm tune among the tranquil solitudes of . . . Sleepy Hollow!”


They’re gibbering like demented mice, wiping tears from their cheeks, when the ra-tat, ra-tat of Miss Diffy’s footsteps begin chasing their own echo down the hallway. The louder her footsteps, the quicker they come, as if with every step closer she grows more eager to arrive. There is time enough to return the globe cage to the pedestal, snatch the globe from Elbow’s hands, place its polar nubs into their joints, latch the cage, and walk to his desk. If he is deft and sure, all this can be done in thirty seconds. And Miss Diffy is the better part of a minute away.


But the cagework refuses to come off his head. The perverse thing has shrunk. The harder he pulls, the deeper the rings dig into the skin behind his ears, which can hear nothing now but Miss Diffy’s footsteps ringing like hammers against the hallway floor. He’d turned his head sideways to get it inside, but this won’t work in reverse. Elbow is looking panicked, as if the globe in his hands is a time bomb. John wrenches the cage counterclockwise, but all this does is catch one earlobe, and he crouches momentarily in pain, mouthing “OOOOW!”


The class is once again mesmerized. It dawns on them that they are witnessing something beyond comic foolishness—here, for the first time in their lives, is a heroic disaster, a gladiator on his knees in the center of the Colosseum, a condemned man marching to the guillotine. Before them is a final plunge into catastrophe they might only witness once in their lives. Later there will be time to laugh or cry. In this moment they can only hold their breath.


John stops wrestling with the hoops. He steps over to the petrified Elbow, who is still viewing the globe as if an explosion is imminent, takes it from him, carries it to his desk, and sits.


What became of the vomiting Kenny Flanagan? Here is the last question on anyone’s mind as Miss Diffy appears in the classroom doorway.


“Now, class,” she says, “when we—”


The sight of the decapitated pedestal beside her desk freezes Miss Diffy solid. She doesn’t need to scan the room. She visits her full and immediate attention upon John, sitting with the brass cage about his head.


“Johnny,” she says. “Did the class finish reading ‘The Legend of Sleepy Hollow’?”


He stands. “Yes, Miss Diffy.”


“Were there any . . . difficulties?”


“No, ma’am.”


She walks to her desk, where John’s book lies open to the final page of the story. Miss Diffy nods approvingly.


“Did anything else happen that you’d care to mention?”


John has been amassing exculpatory glosses, but the harvest is meager and of the lowest grade. His heart advises him to stick to the truth; from another quarter comes a caution against overexplaining. For Miss Diffy, imagination is a faucet to be opened and closed at will. She isn’t likely to sympathize with inspired notions, no matter how compelling.


“Well,” he says, attempting a compromise by stating the obvious. “My head got stuck in this globe-thing.”


“And where is the globe?”


From the floor beside his desk, John picks up the Headless Horseman’s noggin and pats northern Europe.


“Safe and sound,” he says.


A few choked-off swallows of laughter. Mostly, though, his fellow students remain silent: one doesn’t laugh at a condemned man’s last words.


“If you’ve finished with it, would you be kind enough to put it on my desk?”


“Yes, ma’am,” John says. He walks up the aisle and sets the globe on Miss Diffy’s desk.


“Thank you, Johnny. You may return to your seat.”


As John walks down the aisle, every child in the room burns with sympathetic humiliation and delight. John knows he ought to wish he were dead, but a remarkable fact is emerging: he isn’t much bothered. Yes, he’s being roasted on the spit by Miss Diffy. But it takes no special effort to put himself outside this predicament—to see, for example, the other teachers laughing when Miss Diffy tells them about the boy with his noodle stuck in a globe cage. No one has been hurt, nothing damaged, no one else has thrown up. And he has made “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” unforgettable to them all.


John sits through the next hour of history and arithmetic wearing the calibrated brass hoops. Outside, a horse clops into view at 37 degrees north latitude. Eunice Avery sits in the middle of Finland. Elbow is somewhere near Japan.


When school is let out, Miss Diffy says, “Johnny, stay in your seat.” She will take this opportunity to chide him. Instead, the janitor arrives toting his metal tool chest, prepared to disassemble the globe cage. But all he needs to do is cut the lock of John’s hair caught in the latch and John is freed.










Chapter 6



Granddaddy’s Froze Up Again


MUCH TO HIS SATISFACTION, John Sawtelle materialized like a ghost beside his friend Elbow.


He’d been walking to the library, about to cross Second Street, when Elbow’s ice wagon came into view one block down, the words DUBLONIK ICE printed in blue circus-signage letters across its white siding boards. As usual, the wagon was being drawn by an equine leviathan named Granddaddy, and on the buckboard, also as usual, sat an old man named So Jack Von Osten, calling out in a singsong, “Ice wagon! Get your cards up! River ice! Cold ice!” Elbow was sitting with his legs dangling off the back gate.


John waited until the ice wagon disappeared behind the corner house, then sprinted three blocks, cut north a block, and waited behind an elm tree. As Granddaddy’s haunches came even with the elm, John dashed out and backpedaled beside the wagon, out of Elbow’s view.


Just once, John wished to startle Elbow, if for no other reason than to confirm that he possessed the reflex, medically speaking. An old pastime, but during these past weeks of idleness John had given it his best, appearing at least half a dozen times in places Elbow couldn’t possibly have expected to find him. So far, he hadn’t scored so much as a blink.


But here he felt he had a real shot. He slowed the backpedaling and chanced a peek around the corner of the wagon. Elbow was looking for ice cards on the other side of the street. John stopped, waited, then hopped sideways onto the gate—lightly, almost weightlessly coming to rest beside Elbow. Immediately, he adopted an attitude of bored nonchalance. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Elbow turn back.


Elbow yawned.


John watched the street roll past between his boots.


Elbow studied the trees.


John scratched his ear.


Elbow frowned thoughtfully at the clouds.


“Oh come on,” John said. “Did I even get close?”


Elbow shrugged. “Not as close as the time with the monocle.”


John’s plan had been to hop off the wagon when it neared the library, but he wound up staying aboard all afternoon, helping Elbow.


Elbow’s commonsense priority, when he’d first taken work at Dublonik’s, was dodging the heat. Given his frame and heft, spending summer inside an icehouse sounded pretty fine. “And in the winter, the ice isn’t going to make the cold any colder,” he’d told John.


Unfortunately, Elbow hadn’t considered that everyone at Dublonik’s might want to be inside the icehouse when the weather turned hot, and seniority-wise, he would be low man on the frosty totem pole. He’d been tasked with delivery work on a one-horse ice wagon with the promise of a rotation to the icehouse “eventually”—a euphemism for “never,” he’d long since admitted to both himself and John.


The sweltering irony of it all was that summer ice delivery ranked among the most grueling jobs a man could work. Each morning, So Jack’s wagon rolled out of the warehouse groaning beneath four thousand pounds of ice, and some days—the hottest days—they returned for a second load. Elbow’s job was to ride on the back gate until the wagon stopped, whereupon he’d dismount with his gloves and tongs. Depending on the card in the customer’s window, he’d cut a twenty-five-, fifty-, seventy-five-, or one-hundred-pound block of ice using a saw and a pick, then tong it onto his shoulder and carry it into the house; “inside” all too frequently meant, “up two flights of stairs,” or, because a dismaying proportion of Hartford houses had been built on elevated lots, up long winding paths to a back door.


“I should have taken a job in a blacksmith’s shop,” he’d told John their first summer in Hartford. “At least it would be cooler.”


But the work also offered certain compensations, powerful enough to bring him back to So Jack’s ice wagon after he was discharged from the army. Even in the broiling heat of August, for example, the water jug he stashed next to the ice stayed so cold it hurt a person’s teeth to drink from it. Then there was the fact that people were always happy to see the ice wagon. The sight of Elbow trudging up to their door, sweaty or not, meant a small but distinct turn for the better in their lives, and he liked that. He may have suffered in the heat, but he thrived under the smiles of the customers. Also, once inside the houses, Elbow had a chance to look over people’s furniture, this being an interest of his. But the best compensation of all was the wagon’s driver, So Jack Von Osten, and Granddaddy, his horse; Elbow had grown immensely fond of them both.


“Of course you like Granddaddy,” John said the first time he saw the horse. “He’s the Elbow of the horse world. Hardly says a thing, and too big for the heat.”


It was true: not only was Granddaddy a gargantuan specimen but his pace, like Elbow’s, grew slower as the summer wore on. Sometimes Granddaddy just stopped after reaching a shady plateau, which in Elbow’s opinion indicated a very sensible horse.


So Jack was as diminutive for a person as Granddaddy was big for a horse, and even more attached to Granddaddy than Elbow. The two of them had been together since Granddaddy was a colt, So Jack claimed, and he refused to get out the lash when the horse stopped on his own—or ever, for that matter. “Wunt work anyway,” he told Elbow early on. “You understand, we’re the ones working for Granddaddy, not the other way ’round. We’ll roll again when Granddaddy decides it.”


In fact, most of these pauses were So Jack’s doing. He detested the idea of working the horse too hard. Whenever he felt it necessary, he would imperceptibly tighten the reins, and Granddaddy would clop along more and more slowly, until he halted—coincidence of coincidences—in the shade. Granddaddy had proved to be more of a philosopher than a laborer, So Jack felt, an observation he’d made loudly enough, in enough places, that people—mostly but not exclusively women—sometimes asked to speak with Granddaddy about this or that problem. If shade was available, So Jack generally allowed it, though always standing by to translate Granddaddy’s response. Some even came to the Dublonik stables for the privilege.


But So Jack and Granddaddy had worked out more than one excuse to stop in the shade. When the heat had reached its peak that afternoon, the ice wagon came to an abrupt halt. From up on the buckboard So Jack’s tremulous cry echoed up and down the street. “Granddaddy! What’s the matter?”


Elbow looked at John, grinning. He dropped off the wagon’s back gate and slapped the dust from his pants and motioned to John, and John followed him across the street. The two of them leaned against a utility pole.


What happened next had started years before as a simple bit of fun meant to disguise the fact that So Jack had called for a break. But over time it had developed into something more elaborate, a story with a dozen endings, though always the same beginning: So Jack rising from his seat at the front of the ice wagon and shouting.


“Come on, Granddaddy,” So Jack now lamented, more loudly than necessary. “We got to go! We got to work! Granddaddy, why won’t you move?” He dismounted and stood in front of Granddaddy, examining first his left eye, then his right, then pressing an ear to Granddaddy’s great rib cage to listen to his heart.


One of neighborhood children appeared down the street. Then two more. So Jack pointedly did not notice them.


“What is it, Granddaddy?” he yelled. “You out of gas? Or are you FROZE by the ICE? Oh lord, that’s it! Granddaddy’s froze up!” The gigantic horse stood very still, looking calmly ahead and paying no attention to So Jack, who wailed, “The ICE has PETRIFIED Granddaddy!” Then So Jack turned and feigned surprise at finding eight or ten children standing behind him.


“Wait a second now,” he said, scratching his jaw. He looked the children over, then looked at Granddaddy. “Wait just one second. I got an idea.” He produced a rope from under the buckboard and looped it through a metal ring at the front of Granddaddy’s harness.


“Who’s the strongest here?” he said, looking the children over. He selected the three tallest children, lined them up in front of Granddaddy, and told them to grab the rope.


“Now pull! PULL!” he said, holding one of Granddaddy’s harness straps.


The rope pulled taut. The children panted and heaved. Granddaddy stood looking ahead, rolling his jaws as if nothing were happening. Once in a while he tipped his head down to observe the struggling children, like Zeus viewing the lives of mortals unfolding.


“We’re gonna need more help,” So Jack muttered. “I didn’t know how bad a case this was.” He lined more of the children up, recruiting progressively younger tykes and positioning them further out on the rope. “Pull!” he howled. “PULL!” But not even So Jack and a dozen children, pulling with all their might, could so much as tilt Granddaddy forward.


Elbow leaned over to John and quietly pointed out the subtle flexing of the horse’s muscles. Granddaddy, like So Jack, had grown into this routine over the years, and both were consummate actors.


When all but the very smallest child had failed to budge Granddaddy, So Jack stepped back and shook his head.


“It’s no use,” he said. “EVERYONE tried pulling Granddaddy ALL TOGETHER. But we weren’t strong enough. I don’t know. I just don’t know . . .”


Then So Jack’s gaze fell upon the little girl he had previously excluded from the effort.


“Hold on. Wait just a second. Weren’t you helping, miss? I thought we had everyone pulling. No? Well, I guess . . . naw, it couldn’t possibly . . .” He scratched his head. He looked at the sky. “Well, we tried everything else,” he said. He knelt and looked at the little girl. She was maybe three years old.


“We’re in a fix, miss. Granddaddy’s frozen solid, frozen by the very ice he’s pulling. I know it’s too much to ask of a little girl, but none of the rest of us could budge him. So as a favor to old So Jack, would you try pulling Granddaddy? Just this once?”


The little girl nodded.


So Jack shooed the rest of the children back. He led the little girl out in front of Granddaddy and squatted down next to her.


“Have you ever pulled a frozen horse before?”


The little girl shook her head.


So Jack took hold of her thin arms and faced her down the street and laid the rope over her shoulder.


“You got to dig your fingers into the braid to get a good grip. Are you doing that?”


The little girl nodded.


“Now the main thing is, you got to look STRAIGHT AHEAD,” he said. “Pick a spot way up there and keep your eyes on it. When I give the signal, pull as hard as you can. Can you do that?”


The little girl nodded.


So Jack stepped back and peeled his cap off his head. He beat the cap against the side of his leg to get the dust out.


Elbow nudged John. “Look at Granddaddy,” he said.


A change had come over the horse. His massive neck was arched, and he was peering at the lone child at the end of the rope.


“It’s our last chance,” So Jack said, with a defeated sigh. “I don’t know what we’re gonna do if this doesn’t work. I expect it’s hopeless. But go on. Give it a try.”


Granddaddy stood sixteen hands high. The front of his chest formed two walls of muscle that merged at his breastbone in a thumb-deep velvet crevasse. The slabs and cords in his thighs looked like they were carved from marble. The little girl couldn’t have weighed more than a tenth of one of Granddaddy’s haunches.


The laughable hopelessness of it all was clear to everyone but the little girl. She pinched her lips together and squinted her eyes into lines. The rope tightened over her shoulder. The balls of her feet pressed into the dirt.


“Harder!” So Jack shouted. “Don’t give up!”


The little girl’s face reddened. For a moment all anyone could hear was the huffing of her breath. So Jack knelt beside her. “Never, never, never take your eyes off that spot,” he said, “and PUUULLLL!”


With a flourish, he fitted his cap back on his head. All at once, Granddaddy began leaning forward. His harness straps creaked. One of Granddaddy’s drum-sized forefeet lifted off the ground, hung in the air for a moment, the fine black feathering shivering around the enormous hoof-hoop, then swung forward and clomped back onto the dirt. A rattling shudder passed through the timbers of the ice wagon. The spoked wheels quivered and then rolled forward an inch. And then another inch.


A murmur rose from the children.


“What?” So Jack cried. “WHAT?”


When the wagon’s wheels had completed an eighth of a turn, the girl stumbled under the slack in the rope, regained her balance, and leaned into it again, keeping her gaze firmly fixed on that distant point.


“It can’t be,” So Jack said tremulously. “But—GRANDDADDY’S MOVING!”


Now the enormous horse lifted his hind foot and the wagon’s wheels turned another eighth, then a quarter, then a full turn. The girl was walking steadily forward. So Jack stepped into place beside Granddaddy and slipped his hand through the harness and patted the side of Granddaddy’s neck. Between shouts to the onlookers, he murmured something low that only the horse could hear, and the ice wagon began to roll steadily, albeit slowly, forward.


“He’s thawed! Granddaddy’s moving! I don’t know how you did it, young lady, but you saved us! Granddaddy’s rolling again! Drop the rope now, miss, and step aside. Be quick! I wouldn’t want Granddaddy to stop again, now that he’s unfroze!” So Jack slipped the rope out of the harness ring and looped it up over his shoulder, and when the little girl was safely clear, he scrambled up the side of the ice wagon and seated himself on the buckboard, reins in hand.


“Yes, sir,” he cried. “Tell your people! Tell ’em what this girl did today! I’ve never seen to compare! Samson at the temple pillars! Arthur with the sword in the stone! Hercules and the bull! Yes, sir, tell your people what happened here today!”


Elbow and John resumed their positions on the wagon’s backboard. If Granddaddy noticed the additional burden of their weight, no onlooker could have discerned it. As the wagon rumbled up the street, John watched the children gather around the tiny female Goliath.


By the time they turned the corner, So Jack was back to calling out, “Ice wagon! Put your cards up! Ice wagon coming! Coldest ice in town!”


AS SO JACK LIKED TO POINT OUT, Granddaddy had not always been named Granddaddy. As a colt he’d been called Baby, until that seemed like a ridiculous name for a two-thousand-pound animal. He began working with a logging team when he was two years old, first near the Embarrass River, then further north in Forest County. That was where they started calling him Daddy. For six years he worked in harness with a team of Belgians hauling log sleds out to the river. So Jack was one of the teamsters, and though he was good with all the horses, he and Daddy developed a special rapport. During the spring of 1910, when the crew foreman began overloading the sleds to make his hauling bonus, they’d had terrible, venomous arguments. “Those sleds are TOO GODDAMN FULL,” So Jack would cry. There was no use being subtle on a logging crew, he’d learned. You had to say what you meant without shilly-shallying. Shouting was good; shouting and swearing was better. “You’re gonna KILL these horses this way. And maybe you’re gonna kill ME.”


“Get ’em moving,” the foreman would reply. “Another word from you and I’ll drive the sled myself—and collect your wages.”


Seething each time, So Jack mounted the timber sled and slapped the reins, shouting, “HYAH!” Daddy and whatever horse he was harnessed with would slam forward and the whole impossible load would rock on the runners and begin moving down the trail. The foreman—who would prove in time to be even crueler than he seemed that spring—took this as evidence he’d been right. But So Jack had seen loads tip while the horses stood in harness—perfectly good horses pulled down screaming, their legs ruined, their backs broken. And while So Jack had been fond of many of the horses he’d worked with, Daddy was a different animal entirely; Daddy wasn’t just strong, he was smart, and So Jack vowed to get Daddy out of the lumbering business for good.


Evenings he stayed in the camp stable with Daddy after everyone else had gone to their bunks. It would have seemed to anyone who dropped in that So Jack was just fussing over Daddy in the yellow lantern light: grooming him, scraping the mud out of the frogs of his hooves, and so on. And in fact, he was doing those things. But when he was sure no one was watching, So Jack produced an apple from his coat pocket and carved it into slices under Daddy’s nose. Then he took from its hiding place a long flexible willow branch which he had shaved down and he would begin to tap Daddy’s front left hoof and feed the horse a slice of apple whenever Daddy did anything remotely like what So Jack had in mind. Sometimes, very late at night, when he was sure everyone was asleep, he might open Daddy’s stall door and lead him back and forth along the aisle. Tap, tap, tap went the feathered tip of his willow branch; and slice, slice, slice of apple emerged from his jacket pocket. After a week, he hitched the lightest line he could find to Daddy’s foreleg and looped it over his withers. Then he walked in front of the horse, whispering, “Come on, Daddy! Just one step.” And the horse would hobble forward.


Often it was midnight before he got to sleep, and the crew boss took a vicious pleasure in waking everyone before sunrise. Three times in the following weeks So Jack fell asleep driving the sled; the last time, it hit a rut in the sled track and he barely managed to catch himself. Only by luck and reflex had he avoided a plunge in front of the sled’s runners—in which case, all Daddy’s devotion and strength would have left So Jack with his liver squeezed up his throat.


That night the image of the sled runner bearing down on him made So Jack sit up on his bunk, gasping. So Jack’s anger was a slow burn, and he had made up his mind. The next night, when he put Daddy into the stable, he patted the gigantic beast and whispered, “Daddy, this monkey business is going to get me killed. Whatever you learned is what you learned. You just be patient now.” And he pulled the apple out of his pocket and gave it to the horse whole and took the lantern and trudged through the woods to the bunkhouse.


For a week or so, everything returned to normal. So Jack was still the last one to sleep, but not by much. Then one afternoon, Daddy came up lame. He was in otherwise outstanding health; indeed, in the estimation of most of the jacks on that crew, Daddy was the finest sled-hauling horse they’d ever seen. But now he just stood with his left front hoof held in the air as if broken.


“What the hell happened?” demanded the foreman.


“Nothing I could see,” So Jack told him. He was kneeling and running his hands up and down Daddy’s leg. “He didn’t stumble or hit a bad footing.”


Thus Daddy had been sidelined, for a day at first, then a week. At So Jack’s insistence, the foreman sent word to other crews to send their teamsters over. One by one they arrived to flex and palpate and examine and ruminate over the enigma of Daddy’s leg. The limb itself had a fine shape, nothing wrong there. His shoeing had been good, all agreed. His hoof was not split or abscessed. His heel was not cracked. Neither knee nor shin was swollen or hot. No sign of ringbone could be felt in the pastern or coffin joint. Chins were pulled. Heads were scratched. Mud fever, ventured one; weed in the leg, another; a case of the grease, a third; sallenders, a fourth. With each diagnosis came a primary remedy and a string of if-that-don’t-works. So Jack conspicuously tried them all: he washed Daddy’s leg with castile soap and rubbed it with liniment; he applied white lotion and peppermint, or whiskey and rainwater; he set it with hot poultices of linseed and bran, followed by cold washcloths. The only measures he declined were bleeding Daddy, which one man suggested, and administering a drench physic, another suggestion, for fear of damaging Daddy’s insides.


Some of the remedies even worked, for a day or two. Then So Jack would lead Daddy out to the sled, the horse walking just fine, and put him into harness and suddenly Daddy’s front leg would go weak again—just standing there, the horse would sort of stumble forward. When he’d recovered himself, his left front hoof would rise into the air, and even sometimes (So Jack noted with pride) tremble.


“Goddamn it!” the foreman shouted after one of these relapses. “I’ll tell you what’s wrong with him. He’s lazy.”


So Jack spit, indignantly. “You seen him work. You’re the one always wants him paired up with the slowpokes, like Red. The only time we get work out of Red is when he’s next to Daddy.”


“I can’t afford to feed a horse that won’t work,” the foreman said.


“True enough,” So Jack said, shaking his head. “Damn shame, too.”


After the foreman stormed off, So Jack patted Daddy's neck and whispered in his ear, and Daddy nickered and waggled his foot and dug his nose against So Jack’s jacket pocket.


Two days later the foreman told So Jack to take Daddy into Ironwood and trade him for a new horse. So Jack returned with a bay Clydesdale, not as large as Daddy, but a good horse nevertheless. It hadn’t cost as much as the foreman feared, either, since Daddy was having one of his better days, and stood up for inspection well. The horse trader, So Jack told the foreman, had gotten the impression that the only thing wrong with Daddy was an overdeveloped fear of wolves, no matter how distant their howls. It rendered him useless in the woods and was upsetting the other horses.


The next payday, So Jack collected his thirty dollars and disappeared from the northwoods, certain he would never see any of those jacks again.


AT THE END OF THE DAY JOHN RODE ALONG WITH ELBOW and So Jack to the Dublonik stables. Then he and Elbow walked to the Prospect, where Elbow still rented his flat, and said good night. Then John doubled back to the stables. He found So Jack in Granddaddy’s stall, running a grooming brush over Granddaddy’s lustrous chestnut coat.


“You look like a man with something on your mind,” So Jack told him.


John sighed. He nodded at Granddaddy. “Think I could talk to him for a minute?”


“Depends. Which kind of problem is it?”


“Which kind?”


“Money or romance? It’s always one or the other. Granddaddy only hears money problems in the morning. The romantic stuff gets him too stirred up to work.”


“I guess about half and half.”


So Jack’s grooming brush made steady whuff, whuff, whuff sounds along the horse’s flanks.


“Tell you what,” he said. “If you can talk while I’m brushing, go ahead. If you need to be alone, you’ll have to wait until later tonight.”


“I don’t mind.”


“Then go ahead.”


John opened the gate and stepped into the stall. Granddaddy swung his head around. He blew a gentle huff of warm breath across John’s shoulder.


John picked up some hay and held it for the horse to chew.


“Here’s the money half,” he said. “While I was up north a few weeks ago I came across a farm. Nobody was living there. And I liked it so much I sort of lost my head. I put in a contract offer to buy the place.”


“This month past?” It was So Jack’s job to ask clarifying questions on Granddaddy’s behalf.


“Almost exactly a month ago.”


“Where up north?”


“Outside a little town called Mellen. Maybe thirty miles south of Lake Superior.”


“Okay. Go on.”


“Probably the owner won’t accept the offer. It was half his asking price, and even that wasn’t much—eager to sell, I guess. I thought I’d work at Kissel while we fixed the place up. Then we could live there for a while, or maybe sell it at a profit. But nobody is going to give me a mortgage loan after what happened to Mr. Kissel. And it’s in the contract that if he accepts but I change my mind, I owe him two hundred dollars. Which I would also need a loan for. I think.”


“What’s your missus think?”


“That’s the love half. I haven’t told her. I don’t know how. I don’t even know if I should tell her or just wait and hope the offer gets turned down.”


So Jack’s brush whuffed quietly.


“How many balls do you expect to lose when you confess?” So Jack said.


“I can’t tell,” John said, a half-truth. He’d never known Mary, the most naturally composed person he’d ever met, to get angry simply out of surprise. He couldn’t decide whether her supercompetency was the product of her remarkable composure or its cause. Either way, he doubted she would view what he’d done as a betrayal—always with Mary the unforgivable breach, the breach that cast you out forever, as it had Alfons. “We’ve talked about leaving Hartford, but that was to travel, see the country. Not move to a farm.”


“You say the place is forsaken?”


“No one’s living there and no one has been for a while. Over a year, maybe. There’s just a FOR SALE sign out by the road. Oh, and there’s a barn. Huge. Enormous.”


So Jack’s brush stopped moving over Granddaddy’s coat.


“Near Mellen, you say?”


“Yeah.”


“North or south of town?”


“North and west a few miles.”


“Granddaddy and I used to work that area. Marengo Hills, people there used to call it. Might even know the very place.” So Jack shook his head. “Well I’ll be.”


“Granddaddy, what do you think? Should I tell Mary? Or should I wait?”


Granddaddy stood looking into the distance.


“What’s it mean? I can’t tell.”


“It means Granddaddy thinks you should keep quiet. If he thought you should talk, he’d be talking.”


“And what do you think?”


“I think,” said So Jack, “there are times you need a roof, and there are times you need a road.”
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