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The Wolf and the Mastiff


A wolf, who was starved to the bone, met a sleek, strong mastiff. The wolf greeted the dog and commended him on his good looks. “You could easily get as fat as I am,” said the mastiff. “How?” asked the wolf. “It’s easy,” said the dog. “Follow me.” As they trotted along together, the wolf noticed a bald spot on the dog’s neck. “What’s that?” he asked. “Oh, it’s nothing,” answered the dog. “When I’m tied up, the collar rubs away a bit of fur.” “Tied up!” cried the wolf. “You can’t always run where you please?” “Not always,” said the mastiff, “but I’m given such nice food and even sometimes a pat on the head. What does it matter that sometimes the master ties me up?” “It matters much to me,” replied the wolf, and, though he felt weak with hunger, he ran full speed back to his home forest.


—Aesop
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Story of a Shooting


Early September 2015











One


I buried a wolf today. Last night’s lightning downed the pin oak by the ditch, and the wolf must not have known to move in time. He was still lying there this morning, a reddish rug under the toppled trunk, grimacing with meat-tearing teeth. It’s remarkably bad luck that he sheltered under the one tree felled by the storm. Perhaps he passed at the exact moment it hit the ground, but the odds of that seem even slimmer. I paused on my morning walk, bending to stroke his head, bony under the damp fur. Deciding where to wait it out is dangerous sometimes.


I buried him on the Old Place, where the stick barn used to stand. It collapsed into the ground years ago, and there’s not a trace of the tar-papered barn, not a plank of sash-sawn wood. Without a trace, that’s not true. A circle of dirt sits between the field and the woods as though swept clean. No grass grows in this spot, it’s as barren as the Devil’s Tramping Ground. The barn is gone, but the mind knows something was here.


The burial was hard work. I had to ferry the wolf across the yard in a wheelbarrow, and heave him onto the tarp in the truck bed. His grave is not deep, but it took all morning to dig. A strange first act as a farm owner. But I didn’t want the body to attract all manner of scavengers. Besides, soon it would start to smell.


After the burial, I walked the length of my family’s land. It’s mine now, but locals know that’s only because my brother, Garland, died a year ago, and my parents finished themselves off in an accident this summer. It wasn’t their fault, but I wonder if they didn’t feel a flash of relief in that final moment before the collision. I don’t know the odds of your entire family dying within a year. Maybe they’re similar to those of sheltering under a doomed tree during a lightning storm.


Four Corners, it’s called. The farm is a hundred acres square, with fields of corn, soybeans, and tobacco, surrounded by pinewoods on three sides. For twenty years, I’ve flown in for a day or two every six months and then torn back to New York as though chased by the devil. There are plenty of devils here, linking hands with history’s ghosts. Some are harder to recognize than others. It’s no wonder, my mother used to say, when Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light.


Once the wolf’s bones are bare, I will dig him up and save his skull. I want to remember how light skulls can be. When I was a child, I kept a blue rabbit foot in my pocket. They were considered good luck charms, not gruesome souvenirs, but a talisman to keep evil away as we played in the dark. “Starlight, star bright, I hope to see a ghost tonight!” we sang, as we ran on the cool black grass. Little did we know one was already among us.


The skull is something to keep as a reminder, out in the open, not hidden away like my parents, who are currently resting in a shoebox under their own bed. They hated display of any kind.


Wolves are private, too, but I’m sure I saw this one last night. I was on the porch, drinking tea and listening to Agritalk radio (my new live-like-a-local project). It was just before dark when the wind picked up and the rain broke. Drops pocked the garden, then a rain wall pushed across the field toward the house. Lightning streaked the sky, and in a split second of illumination, I glimpsed the wolf through a clearing in the trees. The reddish fur made me think it was a coyote, though it’s unusual to see them so near the house, as they, too, like to remain unseen. Maybe I was already spooked then, watching the storm, feeling how, for the first time, I was alone here, the nearest neighbor a quarter-mile away. I’m being watched. The hair rippled up my arms, and I chastised myself for feeling unnerved. Starlight, star bright, I hope to see a ghost tonight! The words came unwanted, unbidden, as the past pushed toward me like the rain wall. In the distance, lightning touched its electric branches to the trees below, and I went inside for candles and a flashlight in case the power went out. It was then that I heard the noise in the attic. I told myself squirrels had gotten in, but it wasn’t that sort of sound. And today, I have buried a wolf, but I have not been up to the attic. I become immobile every time I think of climbing those narrow wooden stairs.


I walk the farm, striking the ground with a stick, as my father did in the last years of his life. It’s a landscape, flat and unforgiving, that invites striking. The field of tobacco is radiant in the late afternoon light; the plants glow softly, golden green, tough and pungent. Even now, I cannot say they are not beautiful. They stand sturdy and orderly, lined up like soldiers and just as lethal.


Why take so long to tell it? Why not lay it down in ink lines: Confess the family secret that weighs heavier after their deaths. I always told myself that teaching got in the way, that I was too busy turning my dissertation into a book to work on a more personal project. That’s over now. In my tenure denial last spring, the committee said I was unable to make my studies on women, myth, and Southern folklore relevant for the “discipline.” So here I am. There’s no better place to live hidden among the pages of my life. I feel fear, and don’t yet know whether I’m here for fruitful solitude or failure’s refuge.


I lean my walking stick against the house and go inside, slamming the screen door now that my mother is no longer here to prevent it. Just after the slam, I hear the noise in the attic. It sounds like one shoe dropping.


I should investigate, but I can’t. I stay downstairs, scribbling and striking through a To Do list:


Day One:


Bury a wolf


Meet some chickens


Walk Four Corners


Clean out attic


I sit outside for an hour, waiting—for what, I don’t know. Dark, I guess. I don’t want to face the old doors to the old rooms: my parents’, Garland’s, my own.


Maybe I’ve returned to see if the days are as long as I remember from the summer I was twelve. That was 1985, thirty years ago. Now it’s five o’clock on a September day in Shiloh, North Carolina. Two tobacco fields flank the house, the plants green and deceptive as counterfeit. We were not to smoke. But sometimes we got sick from working with the leaves when they were wet with dew. Our parents called it tobacco sickness. We called it the green monster. It meant vomiting bile and a long day of hot misery. Because of that, and because it was gummy, sweaty back-busting work, I didn’t like priming in the field. Hunching down the rows, breaking the bottom leaves off each plant. I didn’t like driving the tractor either. I liked being at the barn where the women were looping the fat leaves and pounding gossip like dirt into dust. That’s where the talk was, but I was not needed there. The wooden tobacco cart was hitched to the tractor, and I inched down the row as the primers fanned out behind me and disappeared into the deep green sea, only to rise and wade to the cart, dumping their bundles before turning and diving down again into the leafy waves. At the end of the day, when the barn was put in, I’d get twenty dollars cash. Once a week we’d drive to town and deposit it, or most of it, in my college fund. It was hard, long work that I approached with a mixture of dread and pride.


Every day, up a row, down a row, scooting to reach the clutch and sweating over the narrow turn at the end. Once, I swung the tobacco cart into the ditch, and nearly took the whole tractor in, too. I told my father I feared the end of each row, worrying I wouldn’t make the tight turn.


“It will be fine if you don’t fret, Rachel.”


“But it happened once. It could happen again.”


“Don’t dwell,” he said. “Everything is fine when you don’t dwell.”


He knew that everything was not fine. Something dreadful had happened, and each of us dwelled on it, in our own separate way.


I need out and there’s only one place to go. The Bar, according to the neon sign, but known to everyone as Carl’s Place, is a beat-up building, between a ranch house and the tiny post office on the main street. It’s mostly residential; everything except beer and mail requires a trip to Greenvale twenty miles away.


A skinny boy with red hair and big feet is sitting on the steps, cradling a shotgun between his knees.


“Are you the bouncer?”


He doesn’t respond, but swings his legs to the side so I can pass.


“It isn’t loaded,” he says glumly.


“That’s good.”


He blinks through his bangs. “Not good.”


“Something needs shooting?”


“Just a target, an old scarecrow. But I can’t do that unless an adult is with me,” he says, responding sternly to my gently teasing tone.


“Safety first,” I say. He rolls his eyes, and I resolve to try to be more kind. “I’m Rachel. Who are you?”


“Tom. I live over there.” He points to the brick ranch house beside the bar.


“Someone knows you’re here?”


“I’m allowed to sit here with my unloaded gun until mom calls me inside.”


“See you around, Tom.” I skirt his lanky legs and jog up the steps.


“Is it true you can start a fire by rubbing sticks together?”


“I can’t, but someone can.” I turn back to his pale face, freckled and familiar. “Do you want me to walk you home?”


“I live right there,” he says sharply, and brushes my leg with the gun barrel as he points toward the house.


“Please be careful, Tom.”


“It’s not loaded!”


My life has been lived within the echo of those words. “That’s good, but an unloaded gun is like a stick. It can still hurt someone.”


“Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words can never hurt me.”


If only that were true. I have a hard yearning for New York, where, confronted with a body on the stairs, you skirt it. Don’t make eye contact. Don’t initiate conversation. Brutal, but effective.


“Tom!” a woman’s voice calls from the house. “Tom!”


He slides off the steps agile as a salamander and darts toward the shadowy outline of the house.


A rough-skinned man with a black headband looks at me sideways and nods to the bartender. He gestures to the stool beside him, and I have no choice but to sit. The forced politeness of small towns, where insisting on privacy is a snub that won’t be forgotten by people you are bound to run into sooner or later, probably sooner.


He raises his wiry eyebrows at a short man sitting a few stools down, then smiles, revealing tobacco-tinted teeth. I order a gin and tonic from the bartender, who nods and goes about his task with quiet competence.


“A gin and tonic, I could tell you were high class,” the man says. “Who are you?”


“Rachel Ruskin.”


“A Ruskin. I see it, now you say it.”


The short man, who has been sipping his beer slowly while studying his glass, says, “Don’t mess with her, Ernest.”


“I’m not messing. We’re having a conversation.”


The man nods. “Well, don’t rush her off. Hard drinks should be drunk slow.”


“That’s Dennis, and I’m Ernest. We knew your dad from the hunting club. He was a stand-up man.”


He strokes his temple as we watch the bartender bop down the bar for a rag.


“Back to settle affairs?” the bartender asks, returning and wiping the wood around the tap. “I heard you were selling the farm.”


“I haven’t decided whether to sell. Where’d you hear that?”


“I guess folks just assumed. Do you remember me? You were in my sister’s class. Mary Boyd. I’m Billy.”


He grins, and I see the ten-year-old brother of my best friend in middle school. After I transferred to Greenvale, our friendship faded.


“I was sorry to hear about your brother, and your parents, too. It was all so . . . sudden.”


“Yes.”


I’m the only one here with Billy and the barflies. The urge to flee rises like dust in my throat, but the tyranny of civility makes me stay put.


Ernest is talking about a red wolf shooting twenty miles away. The man who shot the wolf was arrested, and several people picketed the wildlife office with handmade signs.


“What will happen?” I ask, thinking of the body I buried this morning.


“If he’s convicted it could mean a hundred grand and some months in jail. But that’s unlikely.”


“They can’t prove he knew it was a wolf,” Dennis says. “He thought it was a coyote.”


“Is that what he’s saying?”


“That’s what he ought to say. Hell, it’s hard for anybody to tell them apart. And now that they’ve interbred, and there are all kinds of hybrids running around, forget it. Even the professionals can’t tell the difference. Coyotes and coywolves are about to swallow the whole state. They’re everywhere now, bad as kudzu.”


“Why are there so many?”


“There hasn’t been a disease to clear them out in a while.”


“How did they get here in the first place? I don’t remember them being a problem when I was a kid.”


“There’s theories about that,” Ernest says. “You want to hear them?”


“Oh, no,” Dennis says. “Ernest is going to get theoretical with us.”


“Don’t pay him any mind,” Ernest says. “He’s just got PTSD, ‘post-traumatic Southern disorder.’”


“Hell,” Dennis says. “Everybody here’s got that.”


“He’s sixty-two and lives with his mama. That’s all you need to know.”


“I’m going to move when she passes,” Dennis says into his beer.


Billy winks to show that this is the oft-repeated play between two characters that might be waiting for God or Godot or mothers to die. It’s also possible Billy the bartender is flirting, but I’m too old and not in the mood.


“So,” Ernest says, “the first coyote theory, which I believe to be the least likely, is that Warrens introduced the wily creature.”


“The lumber company?”


“The story, farfetched as it may be, is that they wanted to get rid of rabbits that were eating sap from their trees. You know they own millions of acres of trees around here. So they introduced the coyote, and accidentally gutted the deer population. Because coyotes will eat anything from Peter Rabbit to Bambi. But here’s the problem, Rachel. Farmers rent their land to hunters. And guess what? No deer, no hunters, no fees.”


Ah, corporate greed and self-interest, that well-worn storyline.


“Then you’ve got theory number two,” Ernest says, holding up two knurled fingers, as Dennis nods and taps two fingers against his glass.


“Number two says those coyotes were just a-comin’. They had eaten up everything in the West and Midwest. They’re adaptable, their population is exploding, and they’re on the move. Why wouldn’t they like it here? We’ve got good land, good eats, and good weather.”


“Natural expansion, I’ll buy that.”


“Hold on. There’s more. Now here’s an unpopular one among the natives. That fox hunters brought them here. They put the foxes or coyotes in big pens, and release dogs to hunt them. It’s good training, but sometimes the cunning coyote gets away.”


Billy is refilling glasses, and I slide mine out of reach. He retrieves it and makes a second drink anyway. “On the house.”


“Eat, drink, and be merry,” Dennis says, lifting his glass. “For tomorrow we shall die.”


“Shakespeare or Scripture?”


“Don’t encourage him,” Ernest says. “He’s been watching too much Game of Thrones. Starting to talk like a telly. Now, back to the coyote-coywolf invasion. You’ve got your inevitable expansion. You’ve got Warrens. You’ve got some idiot foxhunters. And behind door number four is the government.”


“Which they deny deny deny,” Dennis adds.


“Some claim that when North Carolina reintroduced wild turkeys, they released coyotes to reduce the raccoons, who love to eat turkey eggs.”


“Do you believe that?”


“As much as I like to blame the powers that be, the notion of the government keeping nature at bay is a bit much to my mind.”


“Why do you think there are so many now, all of a sudden?”


“Look, they’re ferocious. They eat everything in sight. And their predators and competitors: mountain lions, gone; wolves, almost gone; bears, outnumbered.”


“Eat, drink, and be merry,” Dennis repeats, lifting his glass, “for tomorrow, you never know.”


We fall silent and sip our drinks. Dennis clears his throat and covers his mouth to swallow a burp. I feel obligated to continue the conversation, which is not and has never been my strong suit.


“There was a boy outside when I came in.”


“Mr. Mopey with a shotgun? That’s Tom. He’s a good kid, lives next door. They moved in a year ago; the house was inherited.”


Ernest’s gaze takes in my face. “So, Leith and Linda’s daughter. That was a sad business about your family.”


“Ernest,” Dennis interrupts. “Stop pestering her.”


“I didn’t mean any harm. It’s hard when it’s sudden like that.” Dennis raises his hand in warning, but Ernest continues. “I’m dying myself, it’s just taking a while. I’ve been poisoned with pesticides. It’s a slow poison, giving me time to ease into the idea and say my good-byes. It’s a hell of a contradiction ain’t it, these good Christian farmers killing us slowly.”


“It could have been Agent Orange,” Dennis says quietly. “Could have been cigarettes.”


“Could have been,” Ernest agrees. “And I didn’t mean any insult to your family about farming, Rachel. I know about containing contradictions. I was in Vietnam,” he says, looking at me. “Killed more men than I could name or number. On purpose, I guess, at the time. Haunts the hell out of me now, witnessing all that death. I saw my best buddy shoot himself in the face when his rifle jammed.”


He strokes his headband and cups his sweaty glass.


“Ernest, you know that wasn’t a mishap,” Dennis says.


“It was.”


This is another argument they must take up like the nightly knitting. I leave my drink and walk out into the warm air. On the short drive home—it’s too dark to walk—I remember Billy’s freckled face exactly as it was when his sister and I were friends. We had bonded over word pockets and lemon twists in Ms. Beasly’s first-grade class. Ms. Beasly had black hair piled high, and I was mesmerized when she scratched her head with a pencil and it disappeared into the dark hive. She wore wrap dresses, drove a green MG, and was the most glamorous creature I had ever seen. I lived for her story hour, and on the day of our Halloween party, she read from a book of North Carolina ghost stories.


The story was about a Witch Bride, who slips out of her skin at night and flies into the dark, returning to her body at dawn. I was dying to know where she went and what she did and what it felt like to fly. But it was not the Witch Bride’s story—it was her husband’s. One night, he discovers her adventures in the dark, and rubs red pepper all over his wife’s abandoned suit of flesh. When she returns at daylight and slips back into her skin, the pepper tortures her. She rolls and tumbles and takes “gravely ill,” dying later the same day. Upon hearing this, I sobbed. Pepper in your skin! Ms. Beasly took me aside and told me it was fine that the husband killed her, because she was a witch.


“But you’re a witch,” I said to Ms. Beasly, pointing to her black hat. She was wearing a witch costume for our class party.


“Only today,” she said. “And I’m a good witch.”


That’s how it was here, from witches to wolves: calling something evil to justify its killing. Southerners, even more than most, have clung to their imagined villains. As a folklore scholar in grad school, I had begun my dissertation with the cautionary tale of the Witch Bride. It is her metamorphosis that allows her freedom, which is always fleeting.










Two


I turn off the road and the headlights catch a figure in the driveway. It’s Tobias, the neighboring farmer. My father has been renting land to him for years, and he’s always eager for another acre.


He lifts his hand against the glare, wiping his forehead with his baseball cap before replacing it with a casual, exaggerated slowness.


“It’s good to see you, Rachel.”


My face flushes, and I come around to the front of the car, grateful we’re only partially visible in the headlights. He taps the gravel drive with his steel-toe boot and looks at me with his wide, toothsome smile. He has always had a look of lightly controlled impulse, which some women find irresistible. I was one of them myself once.


“I saw you earlier, inspecting the land. Seeing how I’ve managed it?”


“You’re a solid farmer, Tobias. I know that.”


“It’s in my blood.”


“Crops care about water and weather, not about blood.”


“We were lucky this year.” He steps toward me in the darkness and gestures toward the field, which gives off the unmistakable scent of tobacco. It smells sweetest at night, jasmine with a hint of tea leaf. “People thought your dad was crazy to keep farming tobacco after the government buyout got rid of subsidies, but it’s going to work out okay this year. I’ll take it to auction later this fall, and next year we’ll rotate corn and soybeans.” He adds quickly, “If you agree and want to keep renting. We could talk about a sale, too. How long are you home?”


“Maybe I’ll stay.”


He laughs dismissively. “You haven’t lived here in over twenty years, New York. How are you?”


I’ve got no job and no family, I think but don’t say. There is only one response here. “Can’t complain.”


I don’t ask how he is because I don’t want to make it easy for him, and because I have a pretty good idea of what his life is like through all the seasons, the sowing, the harvesting, the curing, the work in the fields, the steel-toed boots, eating a squishy sandwich with dirty hands on lunch break, beers at night, a game of pool here or there, hunting season, the baying of the dogs, the ritual of the kill.


“I remember your hair like that,” he says, “all falling down.”


I have pulled part of it back in a clip and left the ends hanging, in a way I have not worn in years. He touches the short sleeve of my dress, a floral one I found in the cedar chest.


“I remember all of it.”


Tobias is not the only man I’ve known with trapper eyes and rough hands. Some hide it better, but I can’t call Tobias deceptive. He wears his wants on his face.


“That was a long time ago.”


“Time doesn’t happen here, New York. Aren’t you going to invite me inside?”


“What happened to your wife?”


“She liked the idea of country life but not the living of it. She’s in a Greenvale subdivision with a pink-face banker. No kids at least, so that’s good.”


“Tobias, I know you’re anxious to buy the land, but I haven’t made any decisions yet.”


“You’re thinking of staying, even better. We can be partners. Farmers can’t make it alone here.”


“You seem to.”


“I get by, but I’m a part-time farmer and a full-time mechanic. If it’s not the tiller or the sprayer or the combine that needs work, it’s one of the tractors. We used to have migrants and now we have machines. I run the farm on community college classes and YouTube videos.”


I’d noticed the hulking metal heaps on my way into town. There used to be a seasonal labor camp a few miles west, with barbecue pits and scattered trailers. Now it’s a graveyard or body shop for farm equipment. The words Dios está aquí are still visible on one of the broken trailer doors, under a partially collapsed roof.


“Eva at the post office says it’s just you and a bunch of books, a boatload, enough to start a library.” He reaches for my shoulder and I shrug him off. “How old are you now, Rachel, forty-one?”


“Forty-two,” I correct him, “a perfect number.”


“Actually it’s a primary pseudoperfect number,” he says airily.


“It was a manner of speaking,” I retort, though my face is hot.


His calloused knuckle grazes my cheek and the car headlights illuminate his lupine smile. “You can only play farmer for a little while before it gets hard. Winter’s coming; maybe a drought, maybe a flood.”


“Good night, Tobias.”


“Call me if you want company. Or if you’re afraid.”


“I’m not afraid.”


“You’ve never lived alone here. It’s dark as the back of beyond. The coyotes make such a racket it sounds like you’re surrounded.”


“I’ll be fine. I don’t think coyotes will blow the house down.”


He looks at the house, a looming white shape that can’t be fully covered with darkness.


“I think it was a wolf,” Tobias says, “and he came down the chimney.”


“Yes, and the pig made a fire and cooked him for dinner.”


“I guess there are different versions.”


“There always are.”


I wait for him to leave as I turn toward the house, filled with foreboding. I grew up here, but I always thought of this as my parents’ house, where they lived from marriage until death. It had been vacant and converted to a workspace for a decade before they reclaimed it. My mother said the first time she saw it they were slaughtering pigs in the living room, and she could hear them crying as they waited their turn.


I awaken on the couch with Ghosts of the Carolinas on my face. It’s past midnight. Somewhere in the woods coyotes are yipping, a long eerie bark with a hint of laughter. I step outside, into the tar dark. It’s as though I don’t exist in it, or as if I exist as an unseen ghost. It could be anything, or nothing, out there, a tunnel or a tomb or the sea floor. New York is another country. That’s where I was when Garland died, consumed with a love affair and my stupid little life. I was leaving a Eugene O’Neill play when the sheriff called.


My brother sat on a downed dogwood, with its petals in the shape of the cross. He took out his phone and made a call. When the sheriff told me this, I felt my body relax because it couldn’t be true that Garland was dead. He was on the phone. He was calling someone. Maybe it was me. I had to get off the phone in case he was trying to reach me.


“Then he took the .36 Glock from his jacket and shot himself,” the sheriff said. Garland had been calling with directions to his body so his organs could be donated. They salvaged his blood, his liver, and took skin, bone, tendons, and corneas.


“What do you mean salvaged?” I cried. “It’s already done?”


“It’s already done.”


“What are you saying?” I repeated, waiting for the words to make sense. “He’s been harvested?”


“So to speak,” the sheriff said. “I told your parents I’d call. They’re not able to talk just now.”


The play I had just seen was a lauded production of Long Day’s Journey into Night. My theater date was Lucas, the sociologist I was adulterating with. He was separated, making it both safe and sanctioned. I sat stiff and resistant in the first act, almost offended at O’Neill’s long-windedness, as failure, shame, and morphine contribute to a family’s slow-motion collapse over the course of a day. The youngest son, whose character I hadn’t even liked, had spoken about being at sea and feeling a part of it, and yet feeling a ghost, and thinking how wrong that he had been born human and should have been a seagull. He would always be a stranger who never felt at home. I had bewildered myself by crying at this notion of being born the wrong animal, and the silent tears continued as I thought of the inexpressible in all the bodies, the actors and the audience sitting in the dark with synced heartbeats, and the morphine-addled mother on stage saying again and again how we can’t help what life has done to us. But we can, I wanted to shout, knowing I doubted, though I wanted to believe. I was embarrassed at weeping over O’Neill, and Lucas was embarrassed, too. We had left the theater with distance between us, our bodies separate as we swam up to the surface of life after being submerged in the black box. I was overwhelmed with sadness at how we’re all trapped in our own skin, and thinking how wrong that I was born a human and should have been born a—but I came up blank. When I saw my parents’ area code on my phone, I felt a sense of doom even before answering.


I flew to North Carolina for Garland’s funeral, of which I have almost no memory. The things I recall are random—sitting on the plane beside a man who needed a seatbelt extender, standing in line at the rental car counter, passing the sign for the Country Doctor’s Museum in Bailey, needing a bathroom badly forty miles from Shiloh, and deciding to hold it. Nine months later I flew back again to collect my parents’ ashes and stash them under their bed. Through lawyers, I arranged for Tobias to rent the farm and finish the season. I vamoosed to New York. On returning, I found that mice had moved into my Morningside apartment. I was only away four days, I protested to an amused exterminator, who stomped two mice with his boots as we talked, and covered the pipe under the sink with steel wool. Then I cleaned tiny baby mice out of the sink drain, where they nestled with their eyes sealed closed and their dead hand-like paws tucked under their chins. My career was over, so when my lease ended around Labor Day, I put everything in storage and flew back south. I don’t have to stay, I told myself. I can leave anytime.


I set aside the ghost book and walk through the rooms of my parents’ house. At Garland’s door, I almost knock, as he trained me in childhood. Knock, knock! Who’s there? Fred. Fred who? Who’s a Fred of the big bad wolf? Garland would open the door and say, “That’s so bad you must have made it up yourself. Come in if you got to, Nerd Biscuit.”


“Why thank you, Turd Blossom.”


Then he would let me demolish him in gin rummy.


On his dresser, the worn blue rabbit foot that we passed back and forth lies severed and alone. It shocks me now, how I loved to touch it in my pocket, never connecting it to the wild freedom of rabbits I sometimes saw from a distance, eating fallen fruit from the pear tree or the blueberry bush. Next to the foot, change is stacked by size, quarter to penny, neat and undisturbed as rocks. A snake’s rattlers rest at the bottom of an old coffee can, among shotgun shells and forgotten paper slips, including his hunting license. My father bought him (but not me, the girl) a lifetime license when he was a year old: “It’s cheaper that way.” If Garland hadn’t taken his license when he moved out, he must have been looking for a whole new life. He wasn’t much of a hunter, but he went along. He did what was expected of him, until he cut us off.


He moved in with Jewel and was taking engineering courses at the community college while he worked night shifts at the spinning mill. Some of his old shoes are in the closet, chukka boots, shabby slippers, dingy Converses. Hanging between his old flannel robe and his letter jacket is the small green coat that belonged to our childhood friend. Rufus Swain, the minister’s son, “Professor” we called him. Given how Professor died, Garland wasn’t able to wear the hand-me-down, and it has hung in the closet all these years. Professor loved that corduroy coat more than anything. It was too big for him, and thread hung from one of the loose brown buttons that were fat and latticed across the top. After the funeral, Minister Swain had given it to Garland. I remember clearly when he came to the house. We watched from the window as he crossed the yard, carrying the folded coat in his outstretched arms like a lamb, the sleeves hanging down like little legs.
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