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For Tirzah and Connor, my fragile beasts







PROLOGUE
The Quiet One


Villarica, Spain. June 24, 1959.


Manuel Obrador knew that he was dead but understood he had not yet finished dying.


He lay in a haze of yellow dust on a carpet of glittering sand beneath the blinding white disc of a setting Spanish summer sun. The sky was the same fierce yet tender blue he remembered from as long ago as his boyhood spent in this same town and from as recently as this afternoon when he left his contented cuadrilla smoking their cigarettes after a fine lunch and strolled from the restaurant to his hotel to have his siesta. Grilled fish, cold partridge, lamb chops, a hard, salty Manchego cheese, cake and ice cream, and more than a few bottles of vino tinto for him and his men: many toreros found it impossible to eat before stepping into the ring, but the anticipation always made him hungry. He didn’t know at the time that it was to be his last meal, but if he had known, he probably wouldn’t have requested a different one.


Calladito had been an excellent bull, the kind many toreros spent the better parts of their careers hoping to meet. Manuel had known he was going to be such a bull when he first chanced to glimpse him at Carmen del Pozo’s finca more than a year ago standing with a group of five others in an endless field of lavender, his coat a sleek black that shimmered with glints of blue each time a muscle twitched. He was easily over a thousand pounds, his body thick and compactly powerful, his legs slender and delicate in comparison: a heavyweight fighter with a ballerina’s grace and speed.


Manuel and everyone else in the Jeep had sat perfectly still so as not to attract the attention of any of the bulls but despite this, Calladito noticed them.


While the rest continued to graze with the tufts of silky hair at the ends of their long tails flicking lazily at their backs, he raised his head and sniffed the air, and the great mass of muscle on his neck rippled with agitation. Without warning, he began to gallop stiff-legged across the grass toward them, then lowered his head and chopped with one horn at an imaginary foe before coming to an abrupt stop.


For Manuel, it wasn’t merely the bull’s size, or strength, or majesty that caught his attention. It was his eyes. Usually the eyes of bulls were impossible to read. They were still, black, and depthless like pools of night water. All toreros agreed that toros were thinkers, but no one could ever know what they were thinking about.


Calladito’s eyes held a special light. It wasn’t intelligence exactly. Something more basic. Something deeper. It was knowledge.


His hand had been resting on the bare skin of Candy’s shoulder, and he moved his fingertips to the lovely curve of her neck where he could feel her pulse beating madly with fear as she watched the bull, too, trying to anticipate what he’d do next and suddenly realizing that if he chose to ram into the side of their vehicle, it would be no different than being hit by a truck but a truck armed with sharp curved horns as thick as a man’s forearm and a will to survive.


“Éste es para mí, y yo para él,” he whispered to her, not caring that she didn’t understand much Spanish yet. That one is for me, and I’m for him.


Where are you now, Calladito? he wondered.


By law, another torero would have been responsible for killing the bull since he could no longer do it, but this had been a one-man corrida, a special event held in his honor in his hometown of Villarica on the eve of his thirtieth birthday. There was no other torero.


Instead the bull would be taken to a small enclosure where he’d be dispatched by a silver-knobbed knife with a thin blade called a verduguillo. The little executioner. He would be denied the glory of dying in the ring that he deserved and be slaughtered anonymously, without dignity, for food.


He tried to turn his head to look for Calladito, but he was no longer capable of any movement other than the gagging reflex that continued as his body struggled to clear his throat and prevent him from drowning in his own blood.


His hearing was still fine. He could make out the sounds of moaning and crying and shouting and a few women shrieking, but his vision was beginning to fade. The people crowded around and above him had dulled into indistinct black shadows against the brilliant blue sky.


When he had first fallen and his men had rushed to him, he had been able to make out some of their faces.


One of the first to get to him had been his senior banderillero, Paco, a whip-thin leathery man of impressive speed and indeterminate age who rarely spoke or smiled but whose devotion to Manuel was unquestioned. He was the only member of his cuadrilla who had been with him since the very beginning of his career.


Paco had knelt over him and placed his hand on his wound, and Manuel had glanced down the length of his body and seen scarlet blood spurt between the old man’s long brown fingers.


He had felt the pressure but no pain. Even when Calladito’s horn had plunged beneath his rib cage, he hadn’t felt pain.


In his mind he could still see Paco’s lined face looming over him twisted into a rapture of anguish so keen it could have been mistaken for joy.


“Maestro.” The word came from his throat as a sob. “Manolo mío.”


He had known then for certain what he had only previously guessed. His prestigious title and the intimate usage of his name would only be uttered together in the ring in a moment of desperation: a soldier’s last chance to speak to his leader, an old man’s offering of comfort to a young man he loved. Paco was saying, “My prince. My son.”


They were not going to be able to save him.


Once he fully understood this, he almost felt like laughing. He felt the giddy relief of being let in on a particularly good secret.


For most of humanity, death was a vague terror that constantly stalked them. How a man would meet his end was an overwhelming, distracting concept because there were literally thousands of ways for him to die; but for a bullfighter, there were only two ways to die: in the ring and out of the ring.


Now Manuel knew his fate and it was a good one, but it had come much too soon. This was the only thing he would ever know for certain about his own death.


He would never know the exact cause, which would appear over and over again in newspapers around the world the following day along with photos of him stretched over the back of the colossal bull with its massive head buried in his lap looking like he was giving it an awkward hug: Manuel Obrador, the great matador El Soltero, had been gored by the bull Calladito. The bull’s right horn had split one of Obrador’s ribs and pierced a lung. He had died instantly, the Spanish newspapers would go on to say out of respect for his memory, in an effort to get people to concentrate more on the man and his deeds than the grisly details of his death and also because people wished it for him, but the firsthand accounts from people present at the corrida would spread like fire. These would be the facts the international papers would report, and soon it was all the Spaniards talked about as well.


How the blood sprayed from his nose and gushed from his mouth and bubbled from the long ragged rip in his gold-encrusted jacket with each of his gasps for breath. How he managed miraculously to get to his feet after the bull had been distracted by the other capes, and how he clamped his mouth shut, covering it with his hands, trying to keep back the blood, but he coughed and more red poured from his nose and mouth. How he fell and his body jerked and shuddered from shock before it finally came to rest.


Even then he was still alive. Even now he was still alive. If someone had told him that this was considered dying instantly, he would have told them it wasn’t as desirable an end as people made it sound.


His eyesight was gone now. He could hear noise but not distinct sounds. He continued gagging helplessly on the blood that kept filling his throat. He was suffocating and the lack of oxygen to his brain was making it impossible to focus his thoughts anymore.


He tried to recall again that first time he had seen Calladito. It was the first time he had taken Candy to a breeder’s ranch, and the only time he had ever taken a woman along with him.


People who knew him well had been surprised by the gesture. Was it merely part of his seduction of a foreign beauty? they wondered; an attempt to impress her by showing her the size and savageness of the animals he was going to dominate with nothing more than a cape and a suit of crystal and beads? No. This didn’t make sense. She had already seen him perform in one of his better corridas. In Sevilla. She had witnessed not only his bravery and his skill but had been exposed to the glamour and pomp of one of Spain’s grandest bullrings and had heard the worshipful shouts of “Olé!” given to him by the crowd, building slowly in ecstasy and intensity like chants in a religious ritual.


Could it have been simply because he enjoyed her company and her obvious female charms and wanted to spend as much time with her as possible? This was true, but he had pursued and been pursued by countless stunning, exciting women and had never felt compelled to take a single one of them to a hot, dusty ranch to be jostled along rutted dirt roads in an old Jeep in order to view animals that could potentially harm them.


He rarely allowed any woman anywhere near the more personal aspects of his life. His nickname El Soltero—the Bachelor—was well deserved.


The reason was very simple. Of all the women he had loved—Spanish and otherwise—he had never known one who understood and enjoyed bullfighting the way she did: a milky-skinned, copper-haired American rich girl whose wealth came from coal mines she said her brother had stolen and who she claimed to have left recovering in a private hospital bed after barely surviving an attack in his office by a starving miner during the height of a particularly long, ugly strike. She talked primly but thought radically, traveled with a friend she claimed she didn’t know, and made love with a complete attentiveness and sweet earnestness that reminded him of his own devotion to bullfighting during his apprentice days as a novillero. That’s how he teasingly referred to their steamy siestas—her apprenticeship—although he often felt that he was the one who was finally being taught something new.


Unlike most of her countrymen and other Anglo-Saxons he had known over the years, she didn’t regard bullfighting as a sport or a contest or disregard it disgustedly as a barbaric form of bloody entertainment. She immediately embraced the almost carnal pleasure and the horror of watching a lone man using elegance and restraint to control a dangerous wild animal, to take the creature’s fear and anger and his own fear and anger and turn it into something solemn and beautiful and for one brief shining moment, something heroic for both man and beast. She realized it was a dance but a dance to the death.


Luis had told him the rumors were true. He had seen her in the stands sitting with the breeder, Carmen del Pozo. She had come back to him. She had come back to Spain.


He had decided the moment she left him that if she ever returned, he would make her grovel and beg before he would take her back; but when Luis caught his arm tonight before he paraded into the ring and said her name, all the pain and loneliness of the past months flew away. His wounded pride, his need for vindication, the heartache he had carried around inside him because he knew he had been unfair to her, because he knew the sacrifice he had asked her to make was one he could have never made himself: none of it mattered anymore. He was going to get a second chance.


The bullring in Villarica was especially dear to him because it was the place he had seen his first fiesta de toros. As a boy, his father took him many times, and the times he couldn’t go, he’d pause during his work and look in the direction of the ring whenever the band played and the crowd cheered or jeered and he would think: This is what a man’s life should be: extremes. He should be adored or hated but never simply tolerated.


The ring was one of the most distinctive in Spain, not because of its splendor but because of its age. It was known for its roof over the last section of seats made of ancient blue, yellow, and white tiles set on top of pink stucco columns, and the rich, golden quality of its sand brought in from a special quarry miles away on the banks of the Tago River. From where he stood in his father’s highest field, the town was a honeycomb of tiny orange clay houses clustered up against the ring with the overflow spreading away from it with seeming reluctance. The pale stone church stood on a hill directly behind it. In the setting sun it had a bright coral glow, almost as if God knew it should wear a festive color this time of day in honor of his two favored beasts: hombre y toro.


As he had stepped into the ring tonight, he’d been flooded with memories of his past and expectations for his future. Never had he felt such potential for the extremes he had always craved. He would succeed with this woman and this bull and know love and adulation or he would fail and know loneliness and shame. Either way Death would be standing nearby, a presence as familiar as the heat and one whose interference he had learned to ignore long ago as completely as he did the nosy old neighbor ladies of his youth shouting after him to put on his shoes.


He had planned on dedicating the last bull of the night to her, an unusual chestnut beauty with a coat the same color as her hair. Later he would ask her to marry him again, but this time he would do it on his knees in his suit of lights, and he would promise they could visit this land of Pennsylvania she loved so much yet needed to escape.


He thought he heard her voice calling his name, sobbing.


“Manuel!”


He felt a weight on top of him and knew it was her. Her hair brushed against his cheek and got caught in the sticky mask of blood on his face.


“Manuel, no!”


Her breath against his ear.


“Manuel.”


No longer sobbing. Trying to remain calm. Thinking she could stop him from dying if only she could talk sensibly to him.


“I was stupid. So stupid.”


Her voice, high-pitched with grief, shaking uncontrollably but a voice nonetheless forming coherent words while all around him he heard crying, nothing but crying. The screaming and shrieking and wailing was over. The shouts for the doctor were no longer needed. All that was left to do was cry. Men crying. The most defeated sound in the world.


“Please. Don’t leave me. I can’t . . .”


Her words were cut off from him. He realized they were trying to lift him. He tried to say no. He didn’t want to die on a hard white bed in a sterile infirmary surrounded by cold steel surgical instruments. He wanted to die here on the sand in the dying sun.


He barked a thick syrupy cough to try and clear his throat to speak and the action sent a final spray of blood over himself and Candy, consuming the last of his physical life but leaving him with a few more seconds of consciousness.


He saw Calladito’s eyes a final time in his mind. The moment when the bull understood there was a man behind the cape. The moment when the coal miner understood there was a rich man behind an office door not paying him what he was worth. Fatal knowledge for one of them.


“Please, let him live!” she sobbed.


First in English. Then in Spanish.


“¡Por favor, ruego que lo deje en vida!”


He believed she was begging God for his life, and he was moved by her love for him and her American need to believe a man’s fate could be changed.


The Spaniards would mourn him for weeks. They would line up for miles to attend his lavish funeral. They would write poems and songs about him. But not a single one of them would have ever pleaded with God for his life, because on some level, they would all be glad that he had died.


Alive he had been a great matador—an artist and a star—but by dying in the ring he had fulfilled a torero’s destiny and became the beloved ending to the fairy tale that was Spain.


He didn’t know that she and everyone else crowded around his body already knew he was dead. She wasn’t begging for his life. She was begging for the life of the bull who had killed him.







PART I
MUERTE EN EL ACTO







Kyle
CHAPTER ONE


I hope he was drunk. I guess it’s probably not the best thing for a kid to wish when his dad was out driving, but I don’t care. If he was drunk, he was either happy or mad; he was either singing along with the country-western station while thinking about beer-commercial-caliber women and Klint’s future, or he was scowling into the black night muttering about the latest injustice life had dealt him; but either way he wouldn’t have realized what was coming.


People are finally starting to leave. I can hear their low voices outside my window and the crunch of gravel beneath their tires as they pull out of our driveway and away from the side of the road.


Red and blue lights flash on my wall for an instant as the state trooper starts up his cruiser. He told me earlier if Dad had been wearing his seat belt he might have lived, which to me was like saying if he’d been a foot taller he might have been a better basketball player.


He wouldn’t tell me if he was drunk or not. He said it didn’t matter, and I wanted to yell at the top of my lungs, “It’s the only thing that matters!” but I knew everyone in the room would look at me like I was crazy. Crazy with grief, they’d say, when all I am is sensible.


A creaking footstep stops outside my bedroom, and I close my eyes so whoever looks in on me will think I’m asleep.


The door opens. It shuts. The footsteps walk away.


I keep my eyes closed not because I’m tired but because everything in my room reminds me of Dad. We didn’t have a lot in common; about the only interests we shared were hot wings and Klint. Most of the stuff I own I have in spite of him: my books, my four-foot-high erector set model of the Eiffel Tower I built when I was eight and never dismantled, my art supplies and sketch pads, all my drawings and paintings in various stages of completeness scattered everywhere, all the cool rocks, bird feathers, dead bugs, dried leaves, bones, and pieces of broken glass I’ve collected on my treks through the woods that Dad called my “nature crap,” and my set of Van Gogh playing cards I got on a seventh-grade field trip to the Carnegie Art Museum in Pittsburgh. Everything in this room belonged to a kid with a dad, and those things are still here and he isn’t. I had a dad this morning. I had a dad four hours ago.


How can someone be gone just like that?


He had plans. This is the thing I can’t stop thinking about. They weren’t big plans. Nothing ambitious or complicated or admirable. Definitely not anything that could ever be considered a goal. His needs were simple, and his desires even simpler.


Take today for instance. After Klint and I started off to Hamilton’s farm for their annual September barbecue, we knew he planned to drive to the Rayne Drop Inn for Wing Night. He was going to tie one on with a couple of his buddies and eat greasy chicken drenched in hot sauce. He’d shoot some pool and hope to pick up a woman, but he’d never succeed at it. He planned to drive off into the inky black country darkness in his truck with the new chrome deer antlers mounted on the grill, confident in his ability to get safely to where he was going despite his inability to remember where he was going and why he had left the place he was leaving. He planned to sleep until noon the next day and watch the Steelers game. Then he’d go to a job he hated on Monday because it paid the bills. But, most important of all, he planned on living.


What’s the point of even making plans if they can be erased in an instant? What’s the point of even getting up in the morning?


I pull my knees up against my chest and try to make myself into a little ball. My jeans smell like dirt and a smoky wood fire, and my hands smell like the hot dog I roasted for Shelby Jack just a couple hours ago.


I pull my T-shirt up to my nose to see if any of Shelby’s scent rubbed off on me. She always smells good. I don’t know if it’s from a soap she uses or a shampoo or perfume or maybe it’s just the way she smells naturally. I can’t describe it because there’s nothing to compare it to. It’s purely her.


Talk about having plans. I had plans for tonight, too. Sitting next to her on a log, our shoulders touching, the fire so hot in front of us and the night air so cold on our backs. Her laughing and smiling and smelling Shelbylicious.


It took everything in my power not to reach out and touch her hair. Not because I’m a sex fiend or disrespectful to women or anything like that. My fingers are drawn to it the same way they’re drawn to the velvety noses on the Hamilton dairy cows.


It’s long, shiny, and dark and in the firelight, parts of it have a reddish glow like there might be a coal smoldering underneath it.


I was planning on kissing her and finally touching her hair. I’d fantasized about it for a while. Then I decided to make it a goal, something I could work toward, something I was definitely going to do or else feel like a loser.


I didn’t even care that she had a thing for Klint. All the girls around here are nuts over Klint. They’re always parading around in front of him in tight jeans and short skirts, pretending to stumble in the hall at school so they can bump up against him at his locker, calling their friends to find out if they’ve heard whether he’s going to show up at so-and-so’s party or whether he’ll be at the football game on Friday or which night he’s going to the Laurel County Fair. (And it’s always been the same night his entire life: Monster Truck Night.) They can try all they want. They don’t know what I know or if they did know, they’d think I was exaggerating.


People say the reason priests don’t have sex is because they’re married to the church. Klint’s married to baseball.


That doesn’t mean he loves baseball. I think the love has already gone out of it for him the same way love seems to go out of most marriages. But it doesn’t seem to matter to him. He’s committed for better or worse, in sickness and in health, ’til death do him and second base part.


I had been ready to make my move on Shelby. I had roasted a perfect hot dog for her: golden, charred just a little, the skin starting to split, and the juices leaking out. I asked her if she wanted me to get her a bun and she said no, she wanted to eat it off the stick. I told her that’s my favorite way to eat it, too, and she gave me a funny look and said, “I know, Kyle. I’ve known you forever.”


I liked the way she said it. I liked that it was true.


I was about to tell her I thought the fire was getting too hot and ask her if she’d like to take a walk, but then Bill came driving up to the barn and got out of his truck, crying.


I get up off my bed and head to my window to look for Mr. B. I know there’s no chance he’ll come around with all this commotion going on, but I’d like to see him.


Something in the carpet catches my eye, and I stop to pick it up. This used to be my little sister’s room, and every once in a while I find some tiny sparkly reminder of her. It’s usually a bead from a jewelry-making kit, or a sequin from her dress-up clothes, or a dried dab of glitter glue.


This time it’s a little silver high-heeled Barbie doll shoe.


I stick it in my pocket and continue on to the window. I push open the screen and lean out and try to make my mind a blank.


I know I’m not doing the things I’m supposed to be doing.


I haven’t prayed for Dad’s soul yet. I haven’t even thought about heaven and, if it exists, if he’s up there lying on a couch made of clouds drinking from a solid gold beer cozy shooting the shit with Roberto Clemente. Or if it’s the kind of heaven where he wouldn’t care about beer and baseball and couches anymore and he’d just float around being blissful. I haven’t tried to comfort myself by believing that either one could be true and that someday I’ll see him again when I die.


I haven’t cried yet.


Klint did. He bawled like a baby. I couldn’t watch him. I walked away because I knew if I stayed, I’d start crying, too, but I would have been crying because my brother was crying, not because my dad was dead, and that seemed wrong.


I haven’t let myself really think about what happened. I haven’t asked myself all the important questions, like once he missed the curve and lost control, did he know he was going to die? When his truck started somersaulting down over the mountain, did he have time to understand what was happening? Was he scared? Was he sad? Did he think about us? Was he worried about what would happen to us? Did his life flash before his eyes like it’s supposed to? Did he see a movie in his mind where he was a little kid getting tucked into bed by Grandma Bev, and then he was a young man marrying Mom, and then he was a proud father watching Klint get his first Little League MVP trophy?


Did it hurt? The state trooper said he died instantly. Died instantly after having his neck broken. What about before he died instantly? What about while his neck was being broken?


What if terror, pain, and loneliness were the last things he felt, and now there will never be a chance for him to feel anything else?


I haven’t asked myself any of those questions yet.


All I can think about are his plans. He had a lot of plans but no goals. He and Mom used to fight about that, but they used to fight about a lot of things so I never placed more importance on that particular topic than any other. Maybe I should have.


I remember when I started sixth grade three years ago, our new teachers gave us one of those getting-to-know-you forms to take home and fill out. It asked things like: What’s your favorite subject? and Do you have any special concerns about integrating into a larger student population? One of the questions was: What are your goals for middle school?


I was reading that question out loud to Mom while I was sitting at the kitchen table and she was trying to tear open a bag of frozen french fries without breaking a nail and without letting the ash from the end of her cigarette fall onto the counter—a feat I always regarded as a skill—when Dad and Klint came through the back door. Dad was all smiles, which meant Klint had a good night in the cage.


Dad had heard the question and he grinned at me and rubbed his knuckles on the top of my head as he passed by on his way to the fridge for a beer and said, “Goals are what you score in hockey.”


Mom had resorted to trying to tear the bag open with her teeth. I saw her give him a nasty look over the top of the bright red Ore-Ida bag before she took it out of her mouth long enough to tell him that just because he was a loser without any goals didn’t mean he should try and make his kids losers, too.


He slammed the refrigerator door hard enough to make the dishes in the cupboards rattle. Mom made a motion like she was going to throw the bag of frozen fries at him, but she thought better of it and put it back between her lips and he walked back outside.


I didn’t think anything of it at the time. My parents were always loud and violent with each other, even when they weren’t fighting.


Sometimes they were loudly and violently in love and Dad would chase Mom around the house roaring about what a lucky man he was, and he would catch her and she would squeal and shriek as he smacked her butt or planted loud sloppy kisses on her neck, and Klint and I would watch gratefully as they went out to the bars to continue celebrating Dad’s good fortune before returning home a few hours before dawn and waking us up with thuds as they stumbled through the house on the way to their bedroom. The rest of the time they were loudly and violently not in love with each other: Mom throwing things and screaming at Dad that he was a loser who couldn’t get it up, and Dad kicking furniture and telling her she was a lazy slut whose tits were starting to sag.


A few days after Dad’s comment about goals Mom took our little sister, Krystal, and moved to Arizona with some guy we’d never heard of before.


I don’t know if it had anything to do with goals. Maybe this guy had some and Mom liked them. Maybe Mom had some goals of her own, and we were all getting in her way.


I never turned in my form. I looked at it one more time and thought they should have included the question: How do you think you’ll cope with middle school if your mom leaves?


“Mr. B.,” I call out softly. “Where are you?”


I know exactly where he is on a night like tonight. He’s out killing something, and even though death is one of his favorite preoccupations, the death of a human means nothing to him.


There’s a knock on my door, and I close the window and sit down quickly on my bed.


“Kyle? You asleep?”


It’s Bill.


“No.”


“You want to come out to the kitchen for a minute? Your aunt Jen’s gonna leave.”


“Did all the other people leave?” I ask him.


“Yeah. It’s just us.”


I open the door a crack and see Bill standing in the hallway being careful not to look at me.


He’s a big guy, beefy not fat, with shaggy salt-and-pepper hair, a broad, flat face, and small brilliant green eyes set so deep inside the folds and wrinkles of their sockets that they usually go unnoticed but every once in a while they flash like two emeralds lost at the bottom of a craggy canyon of skin.


He’s leaning heavily on his cane. He had his leg broken in a mine cave-in six years ago. It was too smashed up to heal properly, and it still gives him problems. Some days he can’t walk on it at all. Most days he talks fondly about J&P Coal and how he wishes he could be back on his crew. Every day he drinks. He says it’s for medicinal purposes, but I think he does it to make the boredom go away as much as the pain.


He’s been our next-door neighbor for my entire life. Before tonight, I’ve seen him cry exactly twice: once when Jerome Bettis fumbled in the final moments of the Steelers playoff game against the Colts a couple years ago and once from laughing so hard when my dad cut off the top part of his pinkie while trying to install his new chrome grill with the deer antlers on the front of his truck.


They put the amputated part of his finger in my dad’s beer cozy and took it to the ER, but it was impossible to reattach it, so Dad brought it home and set it on the front porch in a coffee mug and declared it to be a conversation piece.


People came from everywhere to see it. Dad would tell the story, then stick the nub of his pinkie up his nose. It looked like he was pushing a regularsized pinkie much farther than it was supposed to go, and it never failed to gross out Klint’s friends and make girls shriek and giggle.


Klint never laughed about it. Not once. He and Dad had some ugly fights over that stupid pinkie. Klint told him there was nothing funny about making people think he had so little inside his head that he could stick an entire finger up inside it, but like all their fights, what he was really saying was please stop drinking.


I KNEW SOMETHING was terribly wrong when I saw Bill standing next to his pickup truck at the Hamiltons’. Even worse than the tears streaming down his face was the fact he had taken off his ball cap and was clutching it in both hands in front of his big belly.


Crying was one thing, but I’d never seen him take off his hat.


“It’s your dad,” he said.


We didn’t need to hear anything else. I looked at Klint and he looked at me, and I could see myself in his face. It’s the worst kind of fear, free-falling, no way to be saved, no way to turn back, like being pushed from an airplane.


We knew what the next words were going to be.


If Dad had broken his leg or been arrested or lost his job, Bill would have been smiling. Even if Dad had slipped into a coma, Bill would have made a joke about it.


Only one thing could have made him cry and take his hat off.


I was still staring at Klint as his lips started to tremble and his eyes turned glassy with tears.


This was Klint: a guy who could step up to a plate with a full count hanging over his head, two outs, a man on base, a tying run at stake, and smash a triple over the right fielder’s head with the same calm he would have hit a practice ball with my dad in the backyard; this was a guy who could play four tournament games in a row on a ninety-degree Saturday and never complain and never make an error in the field; this was a guy who had broken his nose, his left thumb, pulled a tendon in his foot, and had a stress fracture in his shoulder by the time he was fourteen and each injury just seemed to make him stronger.


And now he was going to cry.


I covered my ears and closed my eyes and backed away. I was more scared of seeing Klint fall apart than hearing the next words out of Bill’s mouth: “He was in an accident. In his truck.”


“No,” Klint said.


“I don’t know how to tell you.”


“No, no, no,” he repeated, shaking his head.


“I’m sorry, boys.”


“No!” he shouted. “No!”


That’s when he started to cry, and I ran away down the road toward our house.


BILL REACHES OUT and puts a hand on my shoulder, but he still doesn’t look at me. He talks to the floor.


“You feeling any better?”


“No.”


“Course not. That was a stupid question. I just meant . . . did you get any sleep?”


“I’m okay,” I tell him, mostly to make him feel better.


It seems to work. He takes his hand off my shoulder, sighs, and starts limping into our living room.


It’s empty except for Klint, who’s sitting on Dad’s easy chair, leaning forward, his elbows on his knees, his hands clasped together, staring into space, like he’s listening intently to some invisible person’s confession.


His eyes are raw and red from crying and there are gray shadows of exhaustion beneath them but otherwise he looks like himself. Relief sweeps through me. I want to hug him. I want to feel his physical body and know that he’s real, but Klint doesn’t hug. Not even when he wins. He stopped hugging years ago. It wasn’t a big deal for me or Dad to abandon the practice. Our hugs had been nothing more than pats on the back after a game. Mom took it much harder, though, and continued wrapping Klint in her arms even after it was obvious he was never going to return her embrace.


He glances my way.


“You okay?” he asks me.


“I’m okay. You okay?”


“I’m okay.”


Aunt Jen is standing in a corner, smoking. She’s Mom’s sister. She’s our only family around here, and I suppose it was good of her to come so fast on a Saturday night, especially since she never liked Dad except for when she tried to date him back when he was dating Mom.


Dad’s only sibling is a half-brother who’s a lot older than him and lives all the way in California. He’s some kind of junior executive (even though he’s over fifty). He doesn’t drink, his kids all went to college, and, according to Dad, his wife thinks her shit doesn’t smell.


He and Dad never had much to do with each other as adults, not because of any profound dislike but more from mutual disappointment.


Dad’s parents are both dead. He was a late-in-life baby, and his mom was a late-in-life wife for his dad. My grandfather was dead before I was born, and Grandma Bev died a couple months before Mom left with Krystal.


Mom’s dad ran out on them when she was ten, and she’s never been able to talk about him without her eyes going eerily blank, like the only way she can force herself to talk about him is by making herself not think about him. Her mom died of some kind of female cancer the year I was born. Mom and Aunt Jen have never provided more details than that to any of us, but sometimes they used to get together and discuss Grandma’s condition for hours in intense hissy little whispers over a bottle of Tequila Rose and would always end up with their arms around each other crying before the alcohol fully kicked in, and then they’d remember all the jealousies and grudges they still held against each other, some going all the way back to grade school, and they’d start fighting.


Aunt Jen is pretty in a mean, skinny girl kind of way. There’s nothing wrong with her face except the lack of anything soft or inviting about it. She reminds me of a viper I saw once at the Pittsburgh Zoo on a school field trip. It was covered in a geometric pattern of sleek, bright colors. I thought it was beautiful until it woke up and fixed its beady eyes on me, and I realized there was nothing in them except self-preservation and poison.


“So I guess I need to call your mom,” she says between puffs, “unless one of you boys would like to do it.”


Klint slowly turns his head and fixes her with the same calm blue stare that makes all the high school pitchers within a two-hundred-mile radius quake in their cleats. It’s the serenity behind the intensity that makes his gaze frightening. Everyone knows once he’s in the zone, nothing can deter him from his mission. He will hit the ball, and he will hit it far.


I wonder what he’s thinking about Aunt Jen, if she’s the ball in this situation.


I try to see her through his eyes. He wouldn’t equate her with a pretty, deadly snake. The sharp angles of her body and the coffee-stain color of her tan would probably make him think of a spider.


“There’s no reason to call her,” he says.


She stops smoking and matches his stare with one of her own, but her heart doesn’t seem to be in it. She stalks over to the coffee table and grinds her cigarette into the lid of an old Skoal tin that’s doubling as an ashtray.


“Of course there’s a reason to call her. She’s your mother. She’s the only parent you got now.”


“What are you saying?” Klint asks her. “Now that Dad’s dead, she’s gonna want us?”


“She’s always wanted you. She left because of your dad not because of you boys.”


“She left because she’s a slut.”


Aunt Jen whirls around on him, her snake eyes flashing.


“Don’t you talk about your mother that way, boy.”


“She’s right,” Bill pipes up from his corner of the couch. “You shouldn’t talk that way about your mom.”


Klint snorts disgustedly at Bill.


“I didn’t say you were wrong,” Bill defends himself. “You just shouldn’t say it out loud.”


“You would take Carl’s side,” Aunt Jen turns her wrath on Bill. “You always did.”


“He’s dead, Jen,” Bill cries out. “For Christ’s sake, the man’s dead. Could you leave him alone for one goddamned minute?”


His outburst shuts up Aunt Jen and seems to take all the life out of him. His head droops from his wide shoulders, and I think he might start crying again.


I don’t want to see it. I walk over to the front door. Someone’s propped it open. The room was probably stuffy with all the people coming and going and everybody smoking. I went to my room pretty fast, so I don’t know for sure what happened out here.


I wasn’t here when Coach Hill showed up. I feel sorry for Klint that he had to go through that. The only thing worse for Klint than finding out Dad was just killed in an accident would be having Coach Hill see him messed up.


I’m sure Coach came because he thought it was his duty. He needed to show that he’s a caring guy who realizes his players have lives and emotions that extend beyond the bleachers even if he doesn’t understand why.


Maybe he even thought Klint might need him, not to provide any emotional support but simply as a reminder that there were more important things in life than life and death. There was next season.


I only stayed in the living room long enough to see Shelby. I knew she would come right away, zipping along the road from Hamiltons’ in the new convertible her dad just bought for her.


She’s a year older than me, a sophomore, and already has her permit. She’s not supposed to drive without an adult, but she doesn’t care since her dad’s Cam Jack, the J in J&P Coal, and there isn’t a cop anywhere around here who’d give her a ticket.


She doesn’t live here or go to school here, but she willingly spends most of her summers and some of her weekends here with her aunt Candace, who’s supposed to be one of the meanest, ugliest, weirdest, richest old ladies to ever live. She calls our crappy little town “her country escape” and defends her aunt by claiming she’s misunderstood.


Shelby sees greatness in small things and beauty in wreckage, and that’s why I love her.


She only stayed a few minutes but cried hard the whole time and seemed more upset than I was.


I don’t think losing Dad has become real to me yet. It’s still too easy for me to tell myself I’ll see him in the morning. We’ll make our regular Sunday brunch of eggs and sausage and bacon and ham steaks and Tater Tots and more eggs. I’m the cook, but Bill always brings the ham and sausage and Dad brews the coffee. Klint will eat everything I fry up along with a big bowl of Wheaties and a couple bananas, and Dad will make his joke about him being a friggin’ health nut because he ate a piece of fruit, but he’ll say it with a gleam of pride in his eyes. Afterward Dad and Bill will aid their digestion by driving to the beer distributor and then we’ll watch football for the rest of the day until I say I’ve got to go do my homework, even though I already did it and I really just want to be alone and draw for a while, and then Dad will make his joke about me being a friggin’ Rembrandt except there won’t be any gleam in his eyes this time.


I could still believe that it would all happen again except for Shelby. She saw everything like she was watching a movie. She knew the plot. She knew there would be no regular Sunday for me tomorrow; she knew there would be no regular Sunday for me ever again.


“Well, I’m gonna call your mom tonight,” Aunt Jen announces.


I can’t help feeling a little excited. Mom will have to come for the funeral. I haven’t seen her for over two years. She’s only come back for one visit since she left, and it was a disaster. I talk to her on the phone now and then, but it’s not the same as seeing her. She’s always distracted on the phone.


Maybe she’ll move back now. Maybe we can live with her again.


I cross the room to Aunt Jen. It’s the closest I’ve been to her all night, and the combined scent of her sugar cookie perfume and cigarette smoke makes me feel sick to my stomach.


“I suppose she’ll come and take you boys back to Arizona with her,” she continues and my heart plummets.


“What do you mean?” I cry out. “This is Klint’s junior year. There are gonna be scouts looking at him. He’s gonna get scholarship offers.”


“So what?” she says. “He can play baseball in Arizona.”


Klint flicks me an astonished look. I know for him she might as well have suggested that he could play baseball on Mars.


“You don’t understand,” I begin.


“They just lost their dad,” Bill helps me out. “Don’t start talking about taking them from the only home they’ve ever known. Their school and all their friends.”


“And the team,” I add.


She steps closer to me, and I smell sour sweat beneath the smoke and perfume.


“What do you boys think you’re gonna do? Live here by yourselves?”


“Why not?” I ask.


“You’re kids.”


“Klint turns seventeen in a couple months. Next year he’ll be eighteen. He’ll be an adult.”


She throws back her streaky blond head and eyes me critically.


“And what are you gonna live on? Is he gonna quit school and get a job? Are you?”


I don’t have an answer for her. All I know is I can’t quit school and I can’t move. I have goals. I want to kiss Shelby Jack. I want to go to college even though I’ve never told anyone. I want to study art, not just think about it. I want to travel to other places, but Arizona’s not one of them.


“It’s up to your mother,” she says. “You got no say in the matter.”


I reach inside my pocket and finger Krystal’s shoe.


I want my sister back but not at the expense of my brother.


Klint stands up.


“We’re not going anywhere,” he says. “If you talk to her, you can tell her that. Now why don’t you leave?”


“Are you kicking me out?”


“It’s my house.”


She laughs sharply.


“It’s gonna be the bank’s house in a couple days.”


“Until then, it’s mine.”


She grabs her purse and shakes it at him before sliding it over her bony brown arm.


“You got some nerve little boy, talking to me like that.”


He doesn’t respond. He stands his ground and looks right through her.


She won’t fight him. Klint has an aura about him, the righteous power of the wrongfully condemned. Everyone recognizes it and respects it, but they don’t understand where it comes from. I do.


He’s been held captive his entire life by something more precious and terrible than any of Dad’s lost plans or my stupid goals. Klint has a destiny.







CHAPTER TWO


I’ve never been to a funeral before. I guess that’s because I’ve never known a dead person before besides my grandma Bev who died when I was eleven. I probably should’ve gone to her funeral but I didn’t. Klint was playing in a tournament that weekend and even though Dad did everything he could to postpone the burial, he finally had to give in. “You can’t fight nature,” Bill had pointed out to him over a couple of beers on our back porch.


Klint got a ride with his best friend, Tyler, and his family, and Dad made me go with him. I’ve never missed one of Klint’s games so it wasn’t exactly a strange request. He told me I shouldn’t feel bad about missing Grandma’s funeral. He said she’d want me to be with Klint because it was important for Klint to know he always had someone from the family there rooting for him. I almost laughed when Dad said that, but then I realized he was serious. I knew that Klint could care less if any of us were there. Half the time I don’t think he noticed if anyone was in the stands. Jessica Simpson could have strolled in front of the batter’s box, whipped her shirt up and flashed him, and Klint would have told her to “Move.”


But Dad wanted me to go and I couldn’t say no. He took Grandma Bev’s death very hard, and the fact that he missed the tournament to see her get buried was one of the most powerful displays of love I’d ever seen. Even Mom was touched by it.


Mom’s here. She got in last night. I thought she might come and see us right away but she didn’t. She just showed up at the funeral.


She smiled at me when I went over to her, and gave me a hug, and ran her hand through my hair the way she used to, and told me she couldn’t believe how tall I was getting. I expected it to feel good, but the touch of her fingers on my scalp sent shocks of pain down my spine.


I couldn’t help remembering the last time I saw her before she left. I was on my way to the school bus. I had slung my backpack over my shoulder and stopped to give her a hug while she held her cigarette and coffee cup up in the air trying not to get ashes on me.


“I can’t believe you still want to hug me every morning,” she said. “I guess I should enjoy it ’cause in another year you’ll be a teenager and you won’t want me anywhere near you.”


I don’t think that would’ve been true. I think I would’ve kept hugging her all my life, but even if I didn’t want to, it would’ve been nice for me to have been able to make the decision.


She didn’t want to make small talk. She didn’t want to know about school or anything. All she wanted to do was smoke, and she had to go outside to do it so I followed her.


She had lost some weight and she was skinny to begin with. Her hair was blonder and puffier than before, and she had traded in her pink frosty lipstick for something orange and alarming. I told her she looked good. She smiled again and smoothed her short black skirt over her hips and said it’s too hot to eat in Arizona.


We stood outside the funeral home for a little while. It’s the most impressive building in town, which isn’t saying much because most of the buildings are boarded up. Dad said when he was a kid—back before Lorelei, J&P Mine #5, closed—downtown was a happening place with stores and a restaurant and even a movie theater and a bank with brass handles on the doors and marble floors. Now the only places still open are a couple of bars, an old white church with stained-glass windows badly in need of a wash, a Kwiki-Mart, and this big funeral home.


I guess it’s a crummy-looking town on the surface, but I always try to look deeper. Everything is sturdy and patient, soundly and sensibly built of wood and brick but decorated here and there with little touches of art like the bald eagle carved into the stone above the abandoned bank’s doors and the gingerbread trim hanging in pieces from the eaves of an old dress shop like torn lace. All the place needs to make it nice again is a good cleaning and a purpose.


People started filing in past Mom and me. They all stopped to talk to me. Men shook my hand. Women burst into tears and hugged me. Kids from school who knew me muttered “sorry” and made some sort of brief physical contact whether it was punching my shoulder or brushing a hand against my arm or giving me a quick embrace. Kids from school who didn’t know me, but were there for the spectacle and would spend tomorrow missing all their classes while they sat in the guidance office sobbing with the grief counselor, avoided me. Klint’s teammates were somber and respectful in their dark sports banquet suits and all of them told me what a great guy my dad was and how they were going to miss him, even Brent Richmond, who was probably wishing Dad could’ve got killed during the upcoming season so Klint’s batting would’ve suffered and he could be top man. Then came Coach Hill, who was probably thinking how relieved he was Dad didn’t get killed during the upcoming season so Klint’s batting wouldn’t suffer. Klint’s teammates shook me up the most. I’d never seen any of them in a group when they weren’t in uniform, wisecracking, spitting tobacco, and calling me faggot and shit-for-brains.


Nobody talked to Mom.


I know it was awkward for her, but she had to have known it was going to be like this. It was Dad’s funeral after all. These were Dad’s friends. They all knew what she’d done to him and even though people like Aunt Jen said he deserved it, hardly anybody thought she went about it the right way.


It had come as a complete surprise to me. I think the only person more surprised was Dad. I knew my parents’ marriage wasn’t perfect, but at least it had been consistent. Dad drank a lot but not more than most guys. He held down a job. He never hit Mom. When he wasn’t fighting with her, he was all over her. He brought her flowers for no reason and told her she made his life worth living. I’ve never understood what happened to make it so bad all of a sudden that she couldn’t stay anymore or was it that this other guy offered her something so good she couldn’t stay anymore?


But why no discussion? No warning? And even if she wanted to leave Dad, why did she leave me and Klint? What did we do that was so wrong?


Standing there watching the grief parade troop past me, being clasped and grabbed and cried on and offered worthless words of advice and commiseration, I kept glancing at Mom smoking and pretending that she didn’t care that everyone was ignoring her, and all I could think of were those questions and why I couldn’t ask her any of them, especially the last one.


I look over again and she’s gone. I don’t know where she went. She probably got sick of the dirty looks and wandered off. I don’t care too much because here comes Shelby Jack.


She’s wearing a black dress and high heels and big black sunglasses and has her hair slicked back in a ponytail with a black bow.


I imagine rich people have the perfect outfit for every occasion. She probably has a charity luncheon outfit and one for watching tennis tournaments, so it would only make sense she’d have a funeral dress. I think she goes to a lot of old rich guy funerals. I know their family went to Ronald Reagan’s funeral. Ten million other people did too, but they were actually invited.


I wasn’t sure she’d come. She’s missing school to be here.


She starts up the steps, sees me, and comes toward me, slipping off her sunglasses.


She’s been crying again.


“Kyle,” she says, then puts her arms around me and gives me a hug.


I let my hands lightly touch her back and her hair while she presses against my chest.


God, I’d give anything to be able to do this without someone having to die first.


“How are you doing?” she asks as she pulls away from me.


“I’m okay.”


She takes my hand and squeezes it.


“I guess that’s a really stupid question to ask someone at their father’s funeral.”


“It’s okay. I know what you mean.”


“Where’s Klint?”


Klint. Of course, Klint.


“He’s off somewhere with Tyler. He’ll be back in time.”


She keeps holding my hand.


“I saw your mom,” she says with a frown.


Shelby knows all about Mom leaving us. She hates my mother, pure and simple. She won’t accept any excuse for a woman leaving her children.


It hits me for the first time that the way I feel about Dad dying is pretty much the same way I felt about Mom leaving. Except I cried when Mom left. I cried every day for a month.


“Did you talk to her?” Shelby asks me.


“A little.”


“And?”


“We didn’t have much to talk about.”


“What about Klint?”


“He left with Tyler as soon as he saw her.”


She nods her understanding. I know she thinks Klint is acting the way he should, and I’m not.


“How did you feel? Seeing her again?”


“Good,” I tell her.


I’m not lying, exactly. It’s one of those things I can’t explain to someone else.


I thought I’d be happy to see her again and I am, but it’s a sick kind of happy, like what a wounded soldier must feel when he wakes up and finds out he’s going to live but without his legs.


“Why is she here exactly?”


“I don’t know,” I answer her honestly.


I know what she’s trying to ask. My heart beats faster thinking back to the night when Aunt Jen said Mom would make us move to Arizona with her.


I glance at Shelby’s pretty face, then at the hills behind her. The green of summer has begun to fade and soon the bright colors of fall will appear in patches of orange, red, and yellow. The air smells like damp earth and dry leaves. It’s warm and cool at the same time, like a breath.


What do I know about Arizona? It’s hot. It’s a desert. I imagine the air burning as I swallow it and cooking me from the inside out. Barren, treeless, huge white sun blazing down on tiny white houses, dry red dirt instead of moist black soil, horizons that stretch on forever instead of comforting, worn-down old mountains surrounding us on all sides.


“Are you going to have to move?” she whispers.


“I hope not.”


“What does Klint say?”


I sigh, irritably.


“Klint’s not saying anything. He’s spent the past two days hanging out with Dad’s truck at Sledziks’ junkyard. Bill says it’s so smashed up you can’t even tell what it used to be. Last night he came home with the chrome deer antlers off the grill, and his hand was all cut up and bloody.”


“He’s upset,” Shelby interrupts me. “People do strange things when they’re upset.”


Her eyes stop me from saying more. There are tears shimmering in them again. I realize I’ve said more to her in the past few minutes than I’ve said to everybody else combined in the past two days. I feel embarrassed until I remind myself that she doesn’t know this.


“Yeah, I guess so,” I tell her.


She gives me a final squeeze of her hand and goes inside.


Bill comes and gets me a few minutes later. Bill in a suit and tie with no ball cap: the sight is so bizarre I can almost convince myself that none of this is really happening, that it’s all a dream, but then he opens his mouth and says my name and I know it’s real because that amount of sadness can’t be made up.


I follow him inside and sit beside him in the front row. Bill made all the arrangements. He’s been taking care of everything. Last night while I sat with him at his kitchen table poking listlessly at the franks and beans he made for dinner, he told me with a certain amount of shame in his voice that he wished Klint and I could stay and live with him, but he didn’t see any way he could afford to feed two teenage boys.


Klint wasn’t even there. He was hanging out with Dad’s mangled truck.


I told him we would’ve liked to live with him, too, that he was almost like a dad to us. He pulled the bill of his cap down lower over his forehead, stared at his beans for a moment, then got up and went and stood at the counter with his back to me.


For the first time since Dad died, I realized what a loss it was for Bill, too. He and Dad did everything together. They were drinking buddies and fishing buddies. They watched football and NASCAR together and went to all of Klint’s games together. But probably most important of all, they hung out with each other almost every single night after Dad got home from work. The weather didn’t matter. It could be pouring rain or bitter cold or stinking hot, and they’d stand on Bill’s back porch, throwing back a few beers, shooting the shit, and bitching about life in the good-natured way of guys who don’t mind the problems because they know overcoming them gives them something to do.


The worst part about someone dying is his eternal absence. I’ll never see my dad again. I’ll never talk to him. I’m going to have a big hole in my life now that can’t ever be properly filled by anyone else. Maybe over time I’ll forget the feel and smell and sound of him, the same way I am starting to forget Mom, but I’ll never be able to forget that he should’ve been here.


All this funeral stuff—people dressing up, bringing casseroles and pies to the house, standing around casting pitying looks at me and Klint, whispering behind our backs—is meaningless to me. It has nothing to do with the reality of Dad’s death. Even the casket sitting ten feet away from me has nothing to do with it. I know Dad’s body is inside it but he’s not. There’s not a man in there, just a corpse.


We weren’t allowed to see him. I don’t know who made that decision but Bill stood by it. No one’s going to see him again. It’s a closed casket.


Apparently as Dad’s truck was somersaulting down over the mountain while he was dying instantly, he crashed through the windshield, face first.


It’s the kind of detail Dad would’ve loved hearing if it had happened to someone else.


The funeral home director comes over and says a few words to Bill. He’s asking about Klint. I glance around behind me, searching for him, and catch sight of Aunt Jen walking through the doors holding a little girl’s hand. It takes me a second to realize the girl is Krystal. I haven’t seen her for two years, and she’s changed a lot. She’s taller and thinner, and her hair is lighter. It used to be really long and she always wore it in a braid down her back; now it’s cut to her shoulders and she has feathery bangs.


She’s wearing a dark blue dress and I want to call out and make fun of her because she always hated dresses, but the way she’s walking so straight-backed with a sort of snooty expression on her face makes me think she doesn’t hate this one. She’s clutching a matching purse in the hand that isn’t holding on to Aunt Jen.


I smile and wave at her.


She gives me a startled look, then squints at me like she’s trying to figure out who I am. Finally, she surrenders a little smile; it’s not the kind of smile I expected, but it is a funeral after all. I wonder how Krystal is taking Dad’s death. We used to talk on the phone. She used to talk to Dad, too, but about a year ago she stopped being available. That’s the way Mom always put it: Krystal isn’t available, like she was some kind of hotshot bank executive instead of a nine-year-old little girl with freckles.


They find Mom and just as they’re all sitting down together, Klint and Tyler come walking in.


Tyler takes a seat with the rest of the team and Klint strides up the aisle, not looking at anybody, especially not Mom, and sits down next to me.


I try to zone out during the speeches. They’re either too heartfelt and painful or too phony and disgusting for me to listen to. Dad would’ve liked some of them and would’ve laughed at others, especially the one from the minister who hadn’t seen Dad inside his church for over ten years and probably wouldn’t have recognized him even before his face went through a windshield. He called Dad an “occasional Christian,” which I think was a nice way of saying he needed to tend to his hangover every Sunday morning instead of going to church.


I try to put my mind somewhere else, but all I come up with is thinking about the dead chipmunk Mr. B left for me this morning. I found it on the porch when the first lady from the casserole brigade arrived at the front door. She was standing as far away from it as she could get, and Mr. B was staring at her with his completely bored yet wholly alert cat gaze from his perch on his favorite tree branch. If she had gone anywhere near the chipmunk, he would have sprung to the ground and scooped it up in his mouth and trotted off with it, but there wasn’t any chance of that happening.


I let her in and as soon as she was gone, Mr. B joined me, purring ferociously and rubbing against my leg. I reached down and scratched him behind his ears to let him know I appreciated his thoughtfulness, then waited to see if he wanted the chipmunk for himself. He gave his paw a lick and walked off with a flick of his orange tail, which meant it was all mine.


I went and got a shovel and slid it under the limp little body and dumped it into the trash can. I used to bury everything he killed, but he would always dig it up and bring it back to me. Eventually I realized he expected me to eat it. The bodies were gifts. I could tell because he never purred so loudly as when he watched me encounter the latest clump of bloody fur or feathers he had left for me to find.


Even though my heart wasn’t in it, I always tried to look happy and make my voice sound pleased as I thanked him, just like Mom used to do whenever I’d give her one of my construction paper Valentines.


Klint tries not to pay attention to the speeches, either. At one point I think he’s fallen asleep, but he’s only staring intently at a blue bead sitting near his foot on top of the funeral home’s stiff mustard-colored carpet. I wonder if it came off a lady’s dress and if she was alive or dead at the time.


Finally the talking is over and everyone starts to get up. Klint and Bill and I are riding together to the cemetery.


I tell Bill I’ll meet him at the car. I want to say hi to Krystal.


I manage to catch up with her outside on the sidewalk where she’s standing with Mom and Aunt Jen.


“Hey,” I call out to her happily, maybe too happily under the circumstances.


I stoop down and hold out my arms.


“Aren’t you gonna give me a hug?”


She looks up at Mom, and Mom nods her head.


“Give your brother a hug,” she commands and Krystal does but not very enthusiastically.


“I almost didn’t recognize you. You look all grown up in that dress.”


She looks at Mom again, and Mom nods again.


“Thanks,” she says.


I’m beginning to get this creepy feeling that she can’t say anything to me without Mom’s okay. It’s a stupid idea. It wouldn’t make any sense but I can’t help feeling it.


“Can I talk to you for a minute?” I ask. “Just the two of us?”


She flashes Mom a look of panic. Mom shrugs and nods while she lights up a cigarette.


I take a few steps away. She hesitates, then catches up to me.


“You sure got quiet since the last time I saw you.”


She doesn’t say anything.


Her whole manner has changed. She doesn’t smile, and she’s lost her spunk. Maybe it’s all part of the growing-up process for girls but when I think back to girls I knew when I was ten, they were some of the bounciest, chattiest, craziest creatures I ever knew.


“So how do you like Arizona?”


“We have a pool,” she says flatly.


“That sounds great. If I had a pool I’d swim every day. Do you remember going swimming in the pond at the Hamiltons’ farm? You used to love to jump off the tire swing into the water. You used to scream so loud.”


“Our pool is clean,” she states.


“Yeah, well, I’m sure it is.”


I’m starting to get even more creeped out and also a little annoyed.


“So how do you like living with what’s-his-name?”


This topic wakes her up. She opens her eyes wide and throws her head back.


“Mom told me you’d ask that.”


“It’s just a question.”


“Jeff’s nice. Much nicer than Dad.”


Her words feel like a punch in the gut. “You shouldn’t say stuff like that. Dad was always nice to you.”


The color starts rising in her pale cheeks. I hadn’t noticed before but her freckles are gone. It doesn’t make sense. They always got darker in the sun. After a summer of sitting on the steel bleachers at Klint’s games, they used to stand out against her skin like a spattering of cinnamon.


“Do you remember that time he wouldn’t let me go horseback riding with Ashley Riddle?”


I do remember because I had to sit in the backseat of a car with her for two hours while she cried and screamed about it.


“You were too little to go, plus Klint had the Dog Days doubleheader that weekend.”


She screws up her face triumphantly.


“He always loved you and Klint more.”


“That’s not true.”


“Mom told me you’d say that.”


“It’s not true. Dad loved you very much. He missed you like crazy.”


“Then why’d he kick us out?”


Another punch to the gut.


“Dad didn’t kick you out,” I cry. “Mom left.”


“Mom told me you’d say that.”


“I was there Krystal. I know what happened.”


I saw the look on Dad’s face when he found her note. I even saw the note. It said: “I’ve found someone else. Krystal’s with me. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll leave us alone.” She didn’t mention me and Klint at all. Dad left it sitting on the kitchen table for a week before Bill made him throw it away. Dad wasn’t embarrassed by it. He didn’t care who saw it. He constantly wandered into the room and picked it up and just held it. I couldn’t tell if he did this in order to make himself believe it was real or if it was because it was the last thing she had touched.


“You don’t know for sure,” Krystal says. “You only know what Dad told you, and he was a liar.”


I can’t have this conversation anymore. I’m starting to feel sick. I reach into the pocket of my suit pants and bring out her silver Barbie doll shoe.


“Here. I found this in the house. I thought you might want it.”


She takes it, looks at it, and flicks it away into the street.


“Thanks,” she says, “but I don’t need it. I have tons of new ones.”


“Krystal, honey.” I hear Mom’s voice.


She joins us and Aunt Jen slithers up alongside her. She’s dressed entirely in black: black shoes, black stockings, black dress. She’s got black liner around her eyes and has extra thick black lashes. Her hair’s pulled up in a big messy yellow knot with two black sticks stuck in it. She’s even wearing black nail polish.


“Where’s your brother, Kyle?” Mom asks.


I search the crowd milling around behind us, heading for their cars.


“I don’t know.”


“I need to talk to you boys.”


“Can’t we talk later?”


“We’re not going to the burial. Krystal’s too young to see something like that.”


Mom notices Bill and Klint and calls out to Bill.


He turns her way and she waves at him.


“Bill! Bring Klint over here.”


I wonder if Klint will come. So far his method of choice for dealing with Mom has been staying as far away from her as possible, but he surprises me by heading this way the moment Bill talks to him.


Bill ambles along behind with his rolling limp.


Klint arrives and stands at attention in front of her. When Dad died he fell apart at first because he was blindsided but now that he has it together, nothing will rattle him. Standing here in his dark suit and tie with his black shoes shined to perfection, he looks like he’s the adult who should be telling everyone what to do.


“I’m going back to Arizona in two days,” Mom announces from behind a veil of smoke, “and you boys need to be ready to leave with me.”


“You’re doing this now?” Bill asks.


“I don’t need any shit from you, Bill,” Mom snaps at him.


Klint laughs.


“We’re not going anywhere with you.”


“I told you,” Aunt Jen whispers to my mom.


“I’m your mother. Your father’s gone now, and you’re going to live with me.”


Klint laughs again. I know he’s not much of an actor so he must genuinely find her suggestion funny.


“We don’t have a mother,” he replies, all the humor suddenly draining from his face.


“I told you,” Aunt Jen says again, louder this time.


She puts an arm around Mom’s shoulders sympathetically.


“I told you what he’s done to them.”


The devoted sisters: they only support each other when they’re both fighting against someone else.


“You have to come with me,” Mom repeats. “You have no choice.”


Klint crosses his arms over his chest.


“Why is it so important to you? You didn’t want us before.”


“I did. Your father wouldn’t let me take you.”


He drops his arms and takes a step back from her.


“Your lies won’t work on us.”


He raises his hand and I see it trembling. He jabs a finger in the air at her.


“There’s no way you can make us live with you. We’ll run away. We’ll drop out of school and get jobs and live on our own.”


“You can’t do that. I’ll send the cops after you.”


“Send all the cops you want. Drag me back as many times as you want. I’ll die before I’ll live with you again.”


People have come to a standstill and are gawking at us.


“And so will Kyle. Right Kyle?”


“Huh?”


“We’ll drop out of school,” Klint repeats. “We’ll run away. We’ll die first.”


Everyone looks at me. Bill comes to my rescue.


He clears his throat and shifts his weight on his cane. I know his good shoes have got to be killing his feet.


He shakes his big shaggy head.


“I’m putting a stop to this right now. This is not the time or place to be having this conversation. Come on, boys. We have to get to the cemetery.”


We turn to go.


“Dad was a drunk,” Krystal pipes up in her high-pitched voice.


The hostility and inappropriateness coming from such a little kid makes us all stop and fall silent. Even Mom and Aunt Jen look shocked.


A mix of grief and revulsion passes over Klint’s face like he can’t decide if he wants to bawl or puke.


“Yeah, he was,” he tells Krystal while staring straight at Mom with tears glittering in his eyes. “And Mom’s a slut. One big happy family.”


I hear Mom gasp, but we’ve already turned to go again, and this time we won’t be coming back.


I want to run. I feel like if I took off and started right now I could run for the rest of my life. Never stop. Never talk to anyone. Never worry about having a home. Never care about anything except the weather.


People are staring at me. I try not to catch anybody’s eye, but I can’t help noticing Shelby. I let her catch up to me.


“You heard all that?” I ask her.


She nods.


“I wasn’t spying. I swear. I was just standing there.”


“It’s okay. Pretty embarrassing, though.”


She frowns.


“You should hang out with my family sometime.”


I study her face to make sure she’s serious. I can’t imagine anything in her life being less than perfect.


“Do you think Klint’s serious? Do you think he’d really drop out of school and run away?”


“I don’t know.”


Before today I would have said definitely not. I couldn’t imagine Klint jeopardizing his golden future for any reason, but now I realize there’s something inside him that’s just as powerful as his desire to play ball and that’s his hatred for Mom.


“Would you go with him?” she asks.


“I couldn’t let him go by himself.”


She nods slowly.


“I don’t know what’s going to happen,” I tell her. “No one around here’s gonna take us in. Who wants two instant kids who aren’t even little and cute anymore? And who has the room or the money to feed us? You’ve never seen Klint eat. And even if someone wanted to do it, they’d probably have to fight Mom.”


“Kyle!” Bill shouts at me.


“I gotta go.”


“Okay.”


She gives me a hug and walks away. She looked really sad. I want to believe it’s because she might miss me—not because her sense of justice has been offended or, worse yet, because she might miss Klint—but I don’t dare.


A glint of silver catches my eye mixed in with the cigarette butts and gravel next to the curb. I bend down and check it out. It’s Krystal’s Barbie shoe.


I pick it up and put it back in my pocket.


Bill and Klint are waiting for me inside the long black funeral car. As we’re driving away I hear the sound of high heels clattering on the sidewalk, and I lean out of the open window and look behind us.


Shelby’s hurrying after the car.


“Kyle,” she calls out breathlessly, smiling and waving. “I’ll call you tomorrow! I have a great idea!”







Candace Jack
CHAPTER THREE


Shelby has just come to me with the most ridiculous idea.


Not only was the entire scheme absurd and indecent (I call it a scheme because that’s what it sounds like to me, a scheme cooked up between two lovesick teenagers), but she seemed to feel I couldn’t possibly say no, that it wasn’t really a request at all but one of those “done deals” I’ve heard her discuss with her friends usually pertaining to romantic couplings and uncouplings or the buying of concert tickets.


I told her it was completely out of the question and she responded with such a look of wounded incredulity that I wondered for a moment if we were discussing the same thing. Her shock quickly turned to anger, and she accused me of never doing anything nice for anyone.


This simply isn’t true. I do many things for people, although I detest the word nice. I hate anything vague. I prefer to say I sometimes provide monetary assistance where needed and deserved, and I do it discreetly, so I may not seem nice to the general public, but I’ve never cared one iota for the general public’s opinion.


What upset me most about her outburst was the underlying message that what she wanted from me was so commonplace that I would have to be a monster to refuse. Imagine asking a seventy-six-year-old single woman to provide a home for two teenage boys she’s never even met!


What is this world coming to? When did children start running it?


Apparently, these boys have suffered a tragedy. Shelby told me the whole story about their father and their mother and how the boys don’t want to leave their friends and their school. Well, of course, they don’t. But they’re children. That decision isn’t up to them, and it certainly isn’t up to me.


I think the man’s obituary was in yesterday’s paper. Yes, here it is.


I fold the paper and spread it out flat on my desk in front of me and put on my glasses.


Carlton Ray Hayes: the name speaks volumes, doesn’t it? Age, forty. Born here. Died here. I assume he lived here in between. A graduate of Centresburg High School. Employed by Burke Pharmaceuticals as a custodial supervisor; in other words, head janitor. Survived by three children: Klinton, sixteen; Kyle, fourteen; and Krystal, ten. Look at that . . . he and his wife managed to misspell two of their children’s names. Member of the Crooked Creek Sportsman’s Club and Lucky Lanes Bowling League. He enjoyed hunting, fishing, and playing horseshoes.


What? No mention of his favorite beer?


I glance at his picture. A not-bad-looking man. In his youth he was probably a handsome boy, but decades of drink and fried food had softened and discolored him. Alert eyes and a genuine smile, not the idiot grin or macho smirk a man usually wears when posing for a photo but an expression verging on authentic happiness. Wearing a Centresburg Flames ball cap and his gray work coveralls. A white patch over his heart reads: Carl.
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