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I.




I tell this tale of Butterfly Joe


The adventure, wonder, trouble, woe;


But how to let unfold and flow


To save my butt as well as soul?


I’d hail a Muse (but they’ve kept shtum


E’er since Cupid swapped bow for gun)


Leaving the Music of their name


And ten thousand spent writers seeking fame


And glory and lead in pencils,


An orally delivered, full-blown story.


No. I’m not waiting for them.


I’ll just get on with it


Open with the opening:


A first encounter with my hero


And his selkie-sister, naked


In the cool waters of


The Kaaterskill Falls


Not far from where


Rip Van Winkle took


His twenty-year snooze.


This is where the adventure starts


And this is how my story goes . . .






CHAPTER ONE




In which I meet Joe Bosco and his sister Mary-Anne at the Kaaterskill Falls.




I met him a butterfly-life ago. That’s six months if you’re an exceptionally strong, large, lucky butterfly. It was the beginning of May. I was lying by the side of a river in the Catskill Mountains, reading and smoking, when I fell asleep and into a dream. It was one of those lovely in-and-out dreams that come with shallow sleep. I’d been reading about Rip Van Winkle, the man who took a nap outdoors and woke twenty years later to a world that had moved on without him, and he was in my dream. There was a butterfly – yellow, white and black. And I was at my father’s funeral. Scattering his ashes. I knew I was dreaming and I was enjoying the illogical bleeding of disparate things into one another. But someone was trying to get into my dream. I could hear a voice coming from outside it, pulling me rudely from my semi-sleep. I even remember thinking – in my dream – ‘Don’t wake up, don’t wake up!’ But the intruding voice was as insistent and enthusiastic as a toddler’s. The voice of someone who enjoyed interrupting and who paid no heed to what people thought of them.


It’s a monster. A total monster!


It was an American voice. But of course: I was in America.


I opened my eyes and there he was, eclipsing the sun. He was naked from the waist up, shoeless, holding a butterfly net in one hand, grinning down at me. The lenses of his glasses magnified his eyes to bushbaby saucers. His hair was short on top and long at the back which made him look less intelligent than he turned out to be. I guessed him to be in his twenties, a little older than me perhaps. A boy in a superman’s body.


‘Don’t move, sir,’ he said. He made this snorted chortling noise and curled up his nose in concentration. ‘You should see this, Mary. It’s a giant!’


He was addressing someone in the water. I sat up and saw a young woman, maybe seventeen or eighteen years old, swimming in the pool beneath the main cascade of the falls. She was completely naked, her skin ivory-green, her long hair snaking across her back. I wondered if some spirit of those witchy-woods had put a spell on me and that I had, like Rip, woken up to a world that had moved on without me.


‘It’s a Papilio glaucus!’ he said to the girl.


‘Not so special as all that,’ she shouted back.


What were they? Naturist entomologists? Prelapsarian hippies? (The Woodstocks were not that far away.) Or maybe, this being the top end of the Appalachia, they were a couple of feral in-breds.


‘Don’t move, sir. If you just could stay . . . very . . . still.’


He brought the net down over the huge yellow, black and white butterfly that was sunning itself on the rock next to me. He reached in to the net and pinched the butterfly dead, pressing its thorax with his thumb and forefinger (if I couldn’t actually hear the crunch I imagined it). He then held the butterfly in the palm of his hand and stretched out his arm towards me.


‘Papilio glaucus. Eastern tiger swallowtail to you. Ain’t she super-beautiful?’


What with its wings folded over its back and it being dead it was hard to agree.


‘Aww. Don’t look that way. She’ll give people more joy dead than alive. You’ll see.’


He slipped the specimen into a glassine paper triangle that he produced from a Tupperware box.


‘ “A thing of beauty is a joy for ever”,’ I said.


He gave a ‘hmmm’ of assent, although I’m not sure he’d caught the sarcasm. He looked at me, curious now. Maybe he was sizing me up before netting, stunning and pinning me? He thrust out his hand.


‘Joe Bosco, “Alexandrae boscensis”.’


‘Llewellyn Jones.’


‘Llewhat?’


‘Lew is easier.’


‘OK. Lew. That’s my sister Mary-Anne. “Paradoxa boscensis”. I apologize for her in advance.’


I was unsure where to look: the colossus on the rock or the naiad in the water. Joe was vast: six foot five with absolutely no fat on an athletic frame; he had perfect proportion, built like a statue of a Greek discus-thrower. His stunning physical presence made his voice all the more incongruous. It was whiny and childish and so unlikely I thought it might be a disguise, a voice to lure you into an underestimation.


‘What you reading there?’


‘Just a book of stories,’ I said.


I showed him the cover of my book – Classic American Stories. It depicted a painting of the Headless Horseman of Sleepy Hollow.


He squinted at the cover and looked unimpressed. He swept his hand towards the waterfall and woods behind. ‘The real story’s here, my friend. Here, over there, and beyond that.’ He opened his arms and turned a 360 to take in the waterfall, the hemlock trees, the cornucopia of life within. ‘Don’t you just wanna dive in?’


‘I’m working up to it,’ I said.


I tried not to look at the figure in the water but I could ‘feel’ her there even without looking, her nakedness more threatening than any predator.


‘Don’t mind her,’ he said. ‘My sister hates men.’


‘I what?’ she snapped back, clearly listening, her disinterest a pose.


‘I said you hate men!’


‘Ain’t met one yet!’


She was now swimming on her back, her breasts breaking the surface of the water.


‘So . . . where you from, Lew? I’m hearing England. You from England?’


I nodded, not bothering to explain that I was Welsh and the differences therein.


‘You travelling? Working? What’s happening here? What’s the plan?’


What’s happening here? My plan was vague: see America; have a good time.


‘I don’t know yet. I’m just living in the moment.’


‘You ain’t depressed or nothing?’


‘Depressed? No.’ I laughed but it was such a pathetic laugh I despised myself for it. ‘Why?’


‘You seem kinda blue.’


‘Really?’


‘Well. You’re right by a cool river on a hot day lying next to the most beautiful natural wonder and you’re reading a book.’


I shrugged.


‘Well am I right or am I right?’


I was a bit down but I wasn’t going to tell a complete stranger about the recent death of my father or my tendency to get high when I was low.


‘I’m fine.’


‘Ha! I don’t believe you. But I like that voice. Hey, Mary, you should come up here and listen to this. This is how to talk right!’


From the start I think Joe heard something in my voice he could use. I have a good speaking voice: clear, neutral-accented, with just enough Welshness to give it a good timbre. I realize a British accent has a disproportionately mesmerizing effect on the natives here, but to Joe’s ear my voice was a door-opening, deal-closing voice.


He laid down his net. ‘You coming in or what?’


‘Maybe.’


He placed his specs on his net and stepped onto the rocky overhang that served as a diving board. He lifted his arms into a vee and stood there as if about to conduct the foliage; he milked the moment of delay then dove with great theatre and surprisingly poor coordination. He re-emerged and let out a tumultuous whoop!


‘You don’t know what you’re missing here!’


I knew exactly what I was missing: what I was missing was the un-self-consciousness required to just strip down and dive in whilst his sister was still in that pool, her nakedness now more tantalizing for being obscured by the eddying waters directly beneath the falls.


‘Mary! Don’t embarrass the man. Put some clothes on!’ He turned to me with a shrug. ‘It’s her protest. She thinks it’s her right to swim naked, as Eve would have swum before the fall. ’Cos she ain’t done nothing wrong. She has Bad Theology, see. Mary, come on!’


She trod water. I couldn’t read the look she gave me; but it wasn’t completely hostile. She slowly swam back to the bank and stepped out – one step, two step – whipping her head to catch her hair in a bunch and squeeze out the water, all this while leaning over, ignoring me but checking to see if I was looking, which I was, like a mesmerized frog before a hypnotist snake. Out of the water, her skin was milky pale and she had a boyish skinniness. She picked up her towel and mercifully wrapped it around her midriff. There was something un-American about this show of immodesty. She could have been French.


‘All yours, mister,’ she said. Unlike her brother’s, her voice was smoky and deep.


I wanted to show them (her mainly) that I had more than just an inner life. I stood and stripped down to my boxers, turning away from the pool, conscious of some arousal. I took off my watch – an heirloom from my late father – and laid it carefully on top of my shorts. I walked to the ledge feeling, with the gaze of that girl on me, like I was walking a plank to shark-ridden waters. I stood there for a while looking down into the pool, calculating its depth. I thought for a moment about the tricksy refraction of the light, my fear making the distance to the pool greater and the pool itself shallower. Joe coaxed me from the bank. ‘Go on! Dive in!’


I dove, my whole being focused on keeping my legs together and arms dart-straight, determined to make a good impression on the girl. The bottom of the pool came to meet me quicker than I expected, my hands touched and dispersed gravel, making little clouds. The sun carved chutes of light around me. I stayed under for a few beats, to prove I had puff to spare, enjoying the new cool world. When I resurfaced I cried out, as much to catch my breath as praise existence. It was May and the water was still ice-fresh. I was expecting applause or acclaim of some kind but I was greeted only by the sound of water falling on water. I looked up to the pedestal rock but there was no sign of Joe or his sister. I thought little of it and swam breast-stroke across the pool, stopping in a silky warm patch in the sun to float on my back. A bird of prey flew across the waterfall spray. (I know now that it was a bald eagle.) Then I heard a shout from the creek, a man’s voice, followed by a crack of wood and a cackle of girl’s laughter, then another shout from the man. Dopily I wondered if more people were coming to spoil the idyll, and then it hit me: this whole thing – the butterfly netting, the engagement in conversation, the encouragement to dive, the naked girl – had been a sting. And I had been stung. I swam to the bank, pulled myself from the pool and ran up to the perch where I’d left my watch with my clothes. The watch was still there lying on my shirt, glinting gold in the sun, but the wood fairies had stolen my book. I looked down the creek and thought about giving chase but they were too far gone and, anyway, it was just a book, a book I could replace without my aunt ever knowing.


The blue tints of the uplands were turning purple as I tramped back to my aunt’s house. The robbery was a mild violation but it left me feeling unsettled and foolish. I like to think I’m a good judge of people but I hadn’t seen that coming. Yes, the girl had been aggressive and sullen but the guy had seemed sincere in his friendliness. They probably scammed day-trippers like this all the time. I felt I’d been robbed of my discernment as much as my book and, as I descended the creek, was sure the trees and the rushing waters were laughing at me. I know this is just a projection of my feelings but from the day I arrived in the Catskills I felt that the landscape had a spooky intelligence, as if it knew things about me, things about my past, things about my future, things I didn’t even know about myself. And if I’d been better at reading the signs I might have seen a warning.




CHAPTER TWO




In which Joe brings me an offering and makes me an offer.




That night, the sleep that embraced me so sweetly during the day played hard to get. My encounter with the butterfly people had stirred up an over-stimulating cocktail of obvious desires, exciting possibilities and abstract anxieties. Who were they? Where were they from? Why had they taken the book and not the clearly more valuable 1950s Omega Seamaster wristwatch? Had I really met them? The ghost of the gone-book at my bedside table confirmed that I had but the dreamy overlapping of the day’s events and an evening spliff fuzzed my sense of what was what. As I lay in bed I noticed – for the first time since I’d been at my aunt’s – the animal sounds of the forest. Trying to identify them, I ran through a hierarchy of American predators from cicada to bear via frog, snake, owl, lynx, coyote and cougar with the butterfly guy’s selkie-sister at the top of the tree. She was still out there, naked in the cool pool beneath the falls, hornier than a frog, more cunning than a snake, more powerful than a bear, making siren sounds to lure me.


But if I could dispel her image with corny fantasy and a few flicks of the wrist, I couldn’t get the butterfly guy from my head. His presence had been burned on my retina in that first sun-eclipsing glimpse, and his observations about me – so presumptuous, so judgemental, so true! – repeated on a loop in my mind like an annoyingly catchy pop song.


‘You ain’t depressed or nothing?’ ‘You seem kinda blue.’ ‘The real story’s out there.’


It was as if he’d read my mail (as they say here). I’d come to see America, but since I’d arrived two weeks before things hadn’t quite gone to plan. I’d got myself fired from my first bar job for oversleeping. My aunt, feeling sorry for me, offered me work painting her barn but, being impractical, I found this work hard and slow. I also got distracted by and lost in her vast collection of American literature. The barn contained ten thousand books and she’d asked me to catalogue and alphabetize them, a job that I was only too happy to do but that saw me retreat to the fictional terrain of American literature instead of getting out and exploring the actual land in which many of the stories were set. I told myself, ‘Why leave the beautifully turned world described in books for the messy, contingent reality that required sweat and blood and money to see when it was all here and available to me?’ Truth is, the reading encouraged my introspection. And I was smoking too much.


I woke the next morning – oversleeping the alarm by two hours – to the long-noted, American-style telephone ring (these differences were still novel enough to surprise me then). I felt heavy-limbed and hungover. My right arm was dead. Pins and needles spread up from my right calf. When I set my feet on the floor my spine felt dislocated, as though I had wrestled all night with a strongman and lost. I vowed that I’d never smoke dope again.


‘Did I wake you, honey?’


I covered the mouthpiece and cleared sleepy phlegm from my throat to make my aunt think I’d been up for a while.


‘Not at all, Aunt Julia.’


‘You’re not getting lonely and bored up there, Lew?’


‘No. I have good company. I’m working my way through the library.’


‘Pa had some weird things in that barn.’


I decided not to mention the stolen book or the butterfly people. I didn’t want my aunt to think I was losing my mind as well as her possessions.


‘How about the car? You get it started?’


‘I took it up to Hunter. It drives fine.’


This was also a lie. In the two weeks I’d been at my aunt’s I had not taken the car out once. The reading and the mild agoraphobia that excessive smoking of weed tended to bring on had limited my excursions to the waterfall and the general store.


‘Listen, I won’t be coming up this weekend, Lew. But if you want a break you’re welcome to come to the city for a few days. We have room.’


‘I’m fine. Thank you. I’ve found a good rhythm here.’


‘So how is the barn coming on?’


‘I’m a bit slow. But I’m enjoying it. It’s very therapeutic.’


This was not a lie. The manual labour was helpfully thought-neutral, goal-achievable and outdoors. I had settled on a routine of painting nine to twelve, stopping for lunch, walking to the falls, reading, cataloguing in the afternoons, leaving evenings for more reading, smoking and, supposedly, writing; but the painting was the best part.


‘And the book? You getting some writing done?’


‘It’s really flowing. Like the Kaaterskill Falls, Aunt Julia.’ I winced at this embellishment.


‘Lew, that’s wonderful.’


My third lie in as many minutes. It was interesting how easy I found it to deliver these lies. I consider myself to be an honest person but over the years I had learned to tell lies largely to avoid disappointing people, seeing it as both a sort of kindness as well as a self-protection. In the year since I’d left university I had started telling people that I was a writer. This was a lie that grew in the soil of my failure to get a decent job and a need to differentiate myself from my professionally successful siblings and friends who were thrusting ahead of me in the world, and a way of placating my father who had despaired at my failure to find a real profession. It was also an enigmatic and purposeful (as well as handily hard-to-verify) answer to the question: ‘So what are you doing these days, Lew?’ When I first tried the line on a girl at a party she had been so taken with it I decided that I would use it for as long as I could get away with it. It seemed to work a kind of magic on people, granting me favours and, at the very least, unwarranted admiration from strangers and even friends. Only my father dissented; laughing in my face when I told him of my plan to write a book, a travelogue written in verse and set in America. (My Americodyssey). My aunt, however, loved the idea of me – someone, anyone – writing a book almost more than I did and she indulged me by setting up a desk and typewriter in the barn and politely asking after my progress whenever she called, which was every other day. I went along with the pretence, discussing the things I had not-written as though they existed on the page. Sometimes I liked the sound of what I was not-writing so much I wondered why I wasn’t actually writing it. In truth, I had written something the night before but it wasn’t ‘The Book’ I’d set out to write. It was a poem inspired by my strange day at the waterfall; but I didn’t want to tell my aunt about this lest it led me to telling her about the stolen book and the butterfly people or, worse, her asking me to read the poem to her. It was somehow easier telling her about a book I was not-writing than the poems I was.


‘I’m pleased things are working out, Lew. You’re OK with everything now?’


‘I think so. I’m getting there.’


By ‘everything now’ my aunt meant the death of my father, still four weeks fresh at that point. I had not disabused her of a belief that I had taken his death badly. My ‘loss’ gave me leverage, permitting me to request things that might otherwise seem cheeky; things such as asking if I could stay longer in her house than the original two weeks she’d offered.


‘Grief does strange things,’ she said. ‘I know I felt weird when my Pa died. I couldn’t face people for months. I think you’re doing great, Lew.’


When I got to work on the barn that morning I found myself picking up the argument with the butterfly guy – really an argument with myself that I’d had the night before. It was about ‘reading’ versus ‘experiencing’ and I was winning this argument handsomely when a car pulled up the drive, country music blaring. It was a sedan of unidentifiable make or model; its bonnet was metallic blush-red, the rest of the car was cobalt-blue. A man in a baggy yellow cotton jacket, lilac shirt, green shorts, white socks and trainers stepped from the car and it took me a few moments to realize that it was Joe Bosco. Joe’s jacket was too small for him and his shorts were a two-tone moss–lime green. Despite the appalling, ill-fitting, uncoordinated get-up, his sheer animation and wonderful physique made it all work.


‘Hey there, Lew!’


It is a measure of my neediness for contact that someone speaking my name came as a pleasant surprise, even when that person was someone I regarded, at that point, as a thieving hick. But I was immediately glad to see him. He was carrying a book and a glass box and came up the path looking all around, assessing the premises as if measuring it out for his own purposes.


‘Oh my!’ he said. ‘Would you look at this.’


My aunt’s house was pretty enough but hardly exceptional. It was a standard white clapboard ‘New Englander’; it had a veranda with wicker chairs and roses growing on the timbers, a white picket fence and an average-sized barn for those parts. It could have been transposed to any Midwestern town without causing comment or offence.


‘Here.’ He held out the book to me. It was my stolen Classic American Stories. ‘My goddamn little sister. She ran off with it. I only caught up to her at the bottom of the creek. She does these things. She’s a klepto.’ The book’s spine was broken but its return was so unexpected I didn’t complain. ‘This is for you, too.’


He handed me a 6" by 4" glass box with five clear sides and blacked-out base. It contained the swallowtail he’d caught and killed in front of me the day before. The butterfly had been mounted upon a piece of smooth, pale-grey driftwood and its wings were fully expanded. I could clearly see their intricate venation, like the lead lines holding in pieces of stained glass. It’s easy to overlook that kind of detail in the blur of brilliance that is a butterfly flying by, but caught and displayed in a box you noticed things. It was just as he’d said to me the day before: ‘She’ll give people more joy dead than alive. You’ll see.’


‘This is a fine barn you’re working on here.’


He left me holding the butterfly and the book and marched up towards the ladder. He grabbed the rails and shook them to test the steadiness. He looked at the tin of paint and sniffed it. ‘You need a hand here.’ It wasn’t a question and he wasn’t asking permission. I’m not sure Joe ever asked permission.


‘What about your clothes?’ I offered, lamely, not wanting him to mess up my system, such as it was. (If there was a system, Joe would mess it up.)


He took off his jacket and threw it on the grass, rolled up his shirt sleeves, picked up the brush and dipped it in the tin and started to layer on the paint thick and fast, with great splashy strokes, singing to himself as he did: ‘Dee dee dee. Dee dee dee.’ He had such a superabundance of energy and it could not be contained.


‘You’ve done this before, then.’


‘I’ve been varnishing barns since I was eating Gerber. You gotta get it on quick. One time, when we lived in Michigan, I was painting the barn just hours before we had a tornado. When the tornado came our two dogs would not come inside the shelter. We were yelling at them but they just wanted to bark at that twister. So the twister comes and it picks them up and slams them against the side of the barn and leaves two doggie-shaped imprints there on the un-dried paint.’


He painted manically, for about ten minutes, covering twice what I would have done in the time, and as he painted, he asked me questions as though I were the visitor and he the host. How had he done that? How dare this guy barge in to my nice, ordered life and turn everything upside down, with his theologies and entomologies and mangled etymologies!


‘I’m curious. What brings you here, Lew? You didn’t come all this way just to paint a barn.’


I set the case with the swallowtail on the garden table and explained my family connection, how my mother’s sister had married an American and moved here when she was just twenty. How I had always wanted to see America. I spoke euphemistically about my travel plans. My intention to work here and there. For good measure, I told him I was writing a book. I gave him a fair bit of myself and as I talked it became clear that my need to talk was greater than I cared to admit. The information poured out of me with a candidness almost inappropriate outside of a counselling couch or lover’s bed.


Joe didn’t appear to be listening. He nodded away but – like an actor in a badly dubbed foreign film – the timing of his nods and his cod-meaningful expressions didn’t quite synch with what I was telling him. Then, as abruptly as he’d begun painting, he stopped, descended the ladder, tossing the brush to the ground, spattering the green grass blue.


‘Gotta see inside this barn.’


He climbed the side steps to the open door in two bounds. He was always moving, like the Cat In The Hat, setting a plate spinning and then moving on to the next plate, then the next. He never heard the crashing behind him because he’d already moved on.


‘You must be kidding me!’


When I caught up to him, Joe was running his hand along a bookshelf, shaking his head.


‘How many books are here?’


‘Ten thousand. Exactly ten thousand, apparently.’


‘It would take you twenty years to read them all.’


Joe stopped and pulled a book from a shelf. He started to read from it haltingly, in a robotic, flat monotone giving the prose no chance of success whatsoever: ‘ “At the clubhouse the next morning, the unshaven Knights were . . . lumbering and red-eyed. They moved around list . . . listlessly and cursed each step.” ’ He stopped reading and tossed the book aside whilst reaching for another. He read from the next in the same manner, managing to make a different author sound like the last. ‘ “Cheese it, the cops,” whispered Bettina. “Why, Blake,” she said loudly, “you . . . angel ape . . . angel ape . . . of a stud, who do you think I’m talking to?” Eeuuu, that sucks.’ He threw the book to the floor, its pages flapping as it landed spatchcocked, a broken bird. He grabbed another: ‘ “Some months after, dragged to the gibbet at the tail of a mule, the black met his voiceless . . . his voiceless end.” ’ He paused, deigning to look at the cover. I reached out this time and took the book – Billy Budd and Other Stories – from his hand before he threw it across the room.


‘Please be careful. They don’t belong to me. Besides. It’s hardly fair, is it? Reading random extracts like that. To make some kind of point.’


‘The point is this, Lew: there’s a time for reading stories, and there’s a time for making them. You read too much about other people’s lives, you forget to live your own.’


He moved on, measuring the floor with his metre-length strides. When he reached the end he saw something in the corner. ‘What have we got here?’ He was inspecting a spider’s web in which there was a single butterfly wing. He extracted the wing from the web taking care not to break the threads. Joe could be tremendously gentle when he wanted to be and, despite the violence of things to come, I believed then and still believe now that he wouldn’t hurt a fly (unless severely provoked) or a butterfly (unless he could sell it). He studied the brown and – to my eyes – featureless wing the way a person might read a text. He was at his most calm and contented when ‘lepping’. As I watched him studying the insect I studied him and noticed discolouring on his wrists and forearms, scarring that looked like skin-grafts.


‘Papilio ulysses here? Can’t be,’ he said. ‘Met a bad end.’


A butterfly named after my hero? I took that as a sign.


The cat then put back his hat and resumed to turning things upside down. The typewriter was next in his sights and he was on it before I realized it still had my previous night’s effort sitting on the platen.


‘This your book?’ My heart flopped then spluttered.


‘No . . .’


He bent over and twisted the platen knob to release the sheet. Then, to my horror, he started to read the poem out loud, in the same sense-crushing way he’d read from the random books.


‘ “At Kaaterskill Falls


I met a man


Who killed a butterfly


With bare hands;


Then saw a girl,


In the brook


Who killed me, too


With one bare look.” ’


‘Please. It’s not really for . . .’


‘This is great. I’m in a poem! This is me and Mary, right?’


‘It could be. It’s just . . . thoughts.’


‘Well. I like these thoughts . . .


‘ “They stole my stories


Then my pride


The book no longer


At my . . .” ’


I had to physically retrieve the sheet to stop him. I put out my hand. ‘It’s really not meant for others to read.’


‘Aw . . . don’t be so sensitive. This is funny.’


‘Well it’s not actually meant to be.’


He handed me the poem back. He seemed genuinely tickled by my efforts but I’d rather have swum naked in front of him than have him read on.


‘I tell you, we could use a wordy guy. I’m looking for one right now.’


He started rubbing his hands together and then he struck the pose of someone about to make an offer: hands out palms up, the purpose-driven smile.


‘Look. Llewellyn, Lew . . . whatever, – and we have to do something about the name – I’ll be straight with you. When I first saw you I thought, “Who is this pale, puny, good-for-nothing European guy lying by the river, smoking weed and reading a book?” I saw you from the top of the falls before we got to the pool and I thought you looked dissatisfied, like some philosopher, the way you were lying on your side with one leg up. I mean it was hot as heck and yet there you were, nose down inside this book, reading it as if it contained an answer to life’s mysteries. I was sure that it contained no such thing and that even if it did you weren’t going to put it to it any use. When we talked I kinda liked you, and some of what you said about beauty and such, though I knew you were looking down your nose at us, like you thought we were a couple of redneck retards. You didn’t disguise that too well.’


‘I wasn’t thinking that.’


‘It’s OK. I’m used to it. But I was impressed you made the dive. I didn’t think you would do that. That showed me you had some life – some daring – in you. But then Mary-Anne steals the book! I chase after her. We get back home and later I am lying in bed feeling bad about this, and I’m half thinking about the day and some of the things you said, and the way you said them, and it comes to me that maybe you could be the answer to my prayers. At the precise moment when my business is growing and I am in need of intelligent, articulative people, I meet you. You could be the right man at the right time! With that voice and your way with words and your understated manner. So I came here not only to return your book but to make you a proposal: to offer you a job working for us. I’ll put you in charge of marketing. You will be paid well. You’ll have a car. And, as a bonus, you will get to see this great country of ours. Although its greatness doesn’t necessarily lie in what Americans say or think is great about it. But I do promise you this: if you come and work for me, I will show you America.’


Joe was raising a severe challenge to my continued days of hermitry. When he was selling hard, when he wanted something, words and thoughts poured out of him like an Ontario over a Niagara. He worked up a flow and rode the froth and foam.


‘I did some telesales once. But I’m not sure I’d make much of a salesman.’


‘That’ll be your secret weapon. Modesty. Understatement. This country’s overrun with guys full of their own gas and there’s no trick of the trade the public hasn’t seen or heard. But you’ll bring something new. With your cynicalistic European ways and your way with quotes. I can see you are an educated man. A refined person. You are not easily impressed. These are things we need. Qualities I need.’


‘What would I have to sell? I don’t even know what you do. What your business is.’


‘Come and see.’


He led me back to his car. Despite my above-average knowledge of American makes and models, I really couldn’t identify this vehicle. Its front grille didn’t look like it belonged to the rest of the car and was tilted down on one side. The radiator chrome had a Buick emblem but the side signs said it was a Chevrolet. A bumper sticker read What the hell, it runs.


‘What make of car is this?’


‘It’s my Chuick. Maybe the only Chuick in the world. Rarer than a five-winged morpho. I hit a deer in Pennsylvania and had to rebuild the front. It used to be a Chevrolet Caprice Classic but after the accident I had to fix it up with a Buick Delta 88 grille and the front fender. I came pretty close to meeting my Maker that day. The car flipped a full one-eighty and drove into a spruce. I got cut up pretty bad.’


‘Is that how you got . . . those?’


He scratched his forearms and paused for a moment (Joe’s state of perpetual motion made any pause seem like a meditation). Then he laughed. ‘Nah. I got these when I was a kid.’


He leant in the driver’s side to pop the trunk then went to the back and lifted the lid, inviting me to look in. Was he about to show me something awful: a body perhaps, guns, or some illicit contraband? No. It was a trunk full of butterflies. Butterflies in glass cases. Small, medium and large cases with one, two or three butterflies per case, all mounted on driftwood, some decorated with dried flowers. The colours and patterns flew out in a dazzle of visual information, black blotches, blue crenels, cinnabar eyespots, neon blues, parakeet greens (phrases I would come to learn and use later).


‘You sell these?’


‘We sure do.’


‘Who to?’


‘To gift shops. Flower shops. A few department stores. And pretty soon to America’s Number One retail chain. J. C. Penney. We sell in eleven states so far. But we’re about to go national. And that’s where you come in. I’m gonna need extra hands on the wheel. Extra heads in the room.’


‘Is it . . . I mean, is it OK to sell them?’


‘Sure.’


‘Do you catch them yourself?’


‘You’re kidding me!’ He picked up a case containing an extravagantly marked little lime green and black beauty. ‘This one’s from Australia. That one’s from Alaska. And then . . .’ He reached in and held up a case containing a single, large, neon-blue giant. ‘These blue morphos are from a farm in Costa Rica. Our Number One Seller. Although we’re trying to rear our own.’


The stunning specimen was as big as a man’s hand. ‘It looks rare.’


‘Nah! These bugs are as common as ants. We offer seventy-two different species in total. All legally sourced and CITES approved. I’ll explain that later. Look at it.’


He put the beauty in my hands and started to sell it to me, adopting a slight Southern drawl.


‘Sir. For fifteen bucks you get something that reminds you that there is beauty in this world and that creation is calling out to us and saying, “Look! How amazing!” I mean: look at this! This creature before you started life as an ovum and then grew through the fixed order of insect metamorphoses – larva, pupa, imago – having come out of one male adult and one female adult, in a primordial act of creation, and then reproduced their own kind through time – and is now here, captured in this setting for your pleasure, for as long as you are alive to see it. It’s more than just a piece of scientific data, it’s a message from the Lord himself – a message that says, “Look how much I love you and see what I can do!” For fifteen bucks that’s not bad. What do you say?’


This was pure Joe: a mangled three-way tug between the salesman, the scientist and the saint. I laughed. ‘You almost make me want to buy it.’


‘That’s my Bible Belt pitch. For atheists (and I’m guessing that’s you) I have a different spiel. If I’m in Virginia or Georgia, I pile on the creation stuff. If I’m selling on the east coast, we go for nature and environmental matters. In the Midwest they like some combination of guns, God and America is Great. If I’m in California, I talk about spirituality and a person’s “inner butterfly”. But the pitch that works for everyone is the story of how we came to sell butterflies. That works most places, with adjustment for prejudice. You have to use all your powers of observation and sympathy to try and understand what the potential purchaser thinks and wants. Like the butterfly itself, you have to adapt to the environment to survive. I think you’ll be a natural, Lew. Help me spread the word. What do you say?’


‘It’s an interesting offer.’


‘Interesting! It’s a lifetime’s opportunity! You can stay here reading books about people who don’t even exist, written by people who are dead, and try to write about things you ain’t experienced. Or you can get out there and live! You can’t serve what you ain’t cooking. You only wrote that poem because of me. Follow me and I’ll give you a whole book to write.’


Joe had the knack (handy in the salesman) of making you feel your life could be so much more interesting if you dropped everything and followed him; he took delight in making your existing plans and alternative prospects seem bleak whilst identifying your deeper desires and suggesting he could meet them. His methods weren’t subtle, he always ran the risk of insulting or crushing you whilst flattering and bigging you up; but he had my number before I had his. He’d diagnosed my malaise and his medicine sounded sweet.


‘Here.’


He reached inside his suit jacket pocket and produced a little box of business cards. The box was still sealed but had a sample card taped to the outside. He pulled the sample card off and gave it to me.




Joseph Bosco


President


Butterfly World.


‘Lovingly hand-crafted gift items’


Cellphone 201 345711




There was no address.


‘Where are you based?’


He nodded towards the mountains. ‘Over the hills, not far away. We operate from home. It’s a family business: “Lovingly hand-crafted gift items”.’


I ran a thumb over the script to see if it was embossed, but it was smooth.


‘Think about it. Just don’t take twenty years getting back to me, like the guy in that story!’


‘You do read then.’


‘Sure I do. And if that story had a message for you I’d say it was: “Wake up, Rip! Before the best years of your life pass you by.” Hey. Maybe that’s what I should call you. Rip.’


He threw his suit jacket on the back seat of the Chuick, a seat still covered in the detritus of recent journeys. He got in and started up the car. The raspberry purr-growl of its V8 was a sound full of prospect and road-yearning, pulling me with it.


He drove off at speed and honked his horn. I stood there and watched him until the car vanished up round and into the side of the hemlock hills. I felt the sadness of the person left behind, the envy of the person not going anywhere. As I walked back to the barn, I almost shuddered at the thought of carrying on the way I had been and not ever getting out on The Road.


I picked up the case with the yellow swallowtail. The base of the case had the little gold sticker with its Latin name – Papilio glaucus – but beneath this there was a hand-scratched message:


‘A thing of beauty is a joy forever.’


Joe Bosco. How I underestimated you. I thought you weren’t listening but you’d heard everything, seen everything, clocked everything. You had given the impression you were an impatient, boorish fool, and then you went and showed a delicacy and a thoughtfulness that won me back.


I can’t overestimate how easy it was to underestimate him. You think you have him pinned down, identified, named and categorized, then he changed colour, or sprouted a fifth wing, or turned out to have different underside markings to the ones he really should have. It would have been easy to write him off, with his grating voice, his dime-store blagging, hyperbolic hawking, his invasion of personal space, his anti-intellectualism, his spiritual certainties, his exploitation of nature for commercial gain, his assumptions and presumptions. Most people I know would have had nothing to do with this guy and given how things have turned out, maybe I shouldn’t have either. I should have thrown his cheap, un-embossed business card in the bin, stuck to my routine, finished the barn, read some more books, smoked my weed and set out to see America on my own and in the usual way. But it was too late: The Cat had set me spinning in his Kingdom of Spinning Plates.




CHAPTER THREE




In which I am re-baptized and re-located.




I was re-named Rip Van Jones in a panoramic lay-by overlooking the Hudson River plateau upon which great American families – the Roosevelts, the Vanderbilts and Van Cortlands – had built their prodigious homes. The ceremony was conducted by Joe and witnessed by Elijah, a sixteen-year-old black kid Joe had found trying to steal his car in Albany and who now worked as a butterfly-case maker for ‘Butterfly World’. As Joe finger-splashed me with Coca-Cola he delivered his own mashed-up baptismal rites: ‘In the name of the Road that leads to sales and glory, I baptize you Rip Van Jones, butterfly salesman. We here gathered commit to pray for your soul for as long as it needs prayerfulness and see to it that you deliver as much product to the people of this great nation – although let’s never forget that its greatness doesn’t necessarily lie in what the American people think makes it great – and that you do this work to the best of your ability under His Grace. Can I get a witness?’ Joe looked around. Elijah was eating a bag of Lay’s potato chips and staring at his feet. ‘Can I get a witness?’ Elijah mumbled a ‘yay’ and Joe brought proceedings to a close with a souped-up preacher’s ‘A-men!’ He then produced a little box of business cards and handed them to me.


‘I got these made up in Lexington, on the way to Mississippi.’


Again, the sample card was taped to the outside of the box.




Rip Van Jones


Head of Sales & Marketing


Butterfly World.


Cell no 214 3213421


‘A thing of beauty is a joy forever’




The script was embossed. As I ran my finger over it Joe giggled with pleasure. ‘I saw you turning up your nose up at my card. So I got these and some new ones for myself. You see, Rip! These are the kind of improvements your sophisticated ways are going to bring to us. See I changed the motto.’


‘You got them made before I said yes?’


‘Oh, I knew you’d say yes.’


When it comes to making important decisions, my grandfather said you should sleep on it, and then sleep on sleeping on it. Just to be sure-sure. Before calling Joe to accept his offer I gave it the overnight-overnight test, to allow time for a change of heart or fate to intervene; but I knew what my decision would be. I knew it when he’d driven off, leaving me with a chasmic feeling of missed opportunity; I knew it when I saw the Keats quoted back at me so unexpectedly from the base of the butterfly case. And I felt it in my animal desire to see his book-stealing sister again. In the two days before I made the call, I did what I sometimes do when anxiously wanting confirmation of a decision already made: I looked for omens in everyday phenomena. I said: ‘If the numbers of his phone add up to a significant number I will do it; and, lo and behold, they added up to twenty-three, my age at that point. I said: ‘If I see something very unusual, something I do not expect to see, I will accept’; and, would you believe it, at breakfast the next morning a black bear walked across the lawn right before my eyes (in the twenty years since she’d had the house my aunt had never seen a bear in the Catskills let alone her garden). I even granted fate a last-minute intervention. As I dialled Joe’s cellphone number, I told myself that if his phone rang three times before he answered it was meant to be. He answered on the fourth ring:


‘Butterfly World. This is Joe Bosco!’


A country and western ballad was playing loudly on the car radio: ‘gonna make my man see, gonna take him home, see’.


‘Joe? It’s Llew Jones.’


‘Rip! It’s you! So – you decided to come work for me!’


‘I think so.’


‘You think so? Or you know so?’


The music remained at yell-forcing volume. ‘I’d love to work for you! If you still want me!’


‘Of course we want you! Hey, Mary, turn it down will ya? This is great! This is great! You are not going to regret this decision, Rip. We will take this country by storm. States will fall. Right now I’m in the Magnolia State. Know which one that is?’


‘No.’


‘Mississippi! We’re heading north to the Volunteer State. Then it’s the Bluegrass State. Then we drive through Almost Heaven State up to the Keystone State and back to the Empire State! I’ll come by and pick you up in a couple of days.’ In a few state-swallowing sentences, Joe shrank the nation to Sunday-afternoon-drive size.


‘You got a suit?’


‘I have a smart shirt and a jacket.’


‘That’s OK but we gotta get you a suit. Get you in front of some honchos. I been using your “thing of beauty” line on people all week. Like today, when I was selling, I said it to the store owner and she went all quiet. I thought, hell I’ve blown it. Then she just said: “Mr Bosco, that is the most beautiful thing I have ever heard.” She took a box of twelve mixed cases right there! You see, Rip! Your words are doing business for me already.’


‘I’m glad. Although they’re not my words.’


‘Take the credit here! No one’s gonna know! Oh. Mary says hullo by the way. And she says sorry for stealing the book. Right, Mary?’


I could hear Mary saying no such thing. But I could picture her: denim dungarees, bare feet up on the dashboard, painting her toenails black, and I confess the prospect of seeing her again was a draw more powerful than America itself.


‘So. I’ll be there to pick you up late Friday afternoon. Take you to meet the family. They’ll all be lovin’ on you! I’ll show you the ropes. We’ll stock up and be out on the road before you can say Kalamazoo. Ever seen the great monarch migration?’


‘No.’


‘You’ll see it. One of the greatest wonders in nature.’


‘I just have to tell my aunt what I’m doing. But that should be fine.’


‘Tell her you’ll be working for one of this nation’s most entrepreneurialistic persons and helping to bring joy and beauty into people’s lives.’


‘What about my things? Do I bring everything?’


‘This is a family business, Rip, and you’re going to be part of the family. Bring it all.’


‘But you . . . have room?’


This made him really laugh. ‘Aww! He’s asking if we have room, Mary. You hear that? Tell him. Tell him how many rooms we got.’


‘Tell him yourself.’


‘There are many rooms in my mansion, Rip. You’ll see.’


He broke into song, the way he did when he was excited, mimicking the tune still playing on the radio and adapting the lyrics to the moment: ‘I’m gonna make my man, see; I’m gonna take him home, see; see the folks he’s gonna see, how many rooms he will see! Rip is gonna work for me! Dee dee dee dee dee, dee; dee dee dee dee dee, dee!’


I still had Joe pinned for poor-white-trash-done-good at this point. I had pictured him living in a tumbledown shack with jalopies on concrete blocks in the yard, wire-mesh fencing running the perimeter, and siblings sleeping three to a bed. I had not and could not imagine him living in a mansion. Butterfly salesmen didn’t live in mansions.


My aunt seemed genuinely pleased when I told her about the job. I admit I made it sound more kosher, more formal, than it was, partly because I didn’t want her to think I was getting involved in something weird, or working for a cowboy outfit; but also because I didn’t want to disappoint her or seem ungrateful in any way. She had been kind to me. I said I’d met the CEO of a national company that specialized in making ‘a range of gift items’ and that they were looking for someone to help them take their business ‘to a new level’. I seasoned the whole dish with phrases like ‘sales and marketing’, ‘promotional literature’, and threw in the likely J. C. Penney deal for good measure. I summarized it all as being, at the very least, a way of seeing America and getting paid for it. I didn’t describe Joe or mention butterflies, but nothing I told her was untrue.


And so, five days later I sat on the veranda waiting for Joe, packed and ready to go. The sky was overcast and I could feel the electricity of a gathering storm. Clouds were forming, bulging full of threat. I realize that I might be seeing everything through omen-tinted spectacles now, but these clouds were shaping up to be just like clouds you’d want to convey a message that change was coming. Change, and maybe trouble. Cumulo portentous. The first drops started to hit the road and that lovely smell of rain on hot tarmac filled the air. The downpour was torrential but quick, unlike the rain where I come from which is timid and persistent; this rain passed so fast that by the time Joe arrived the sun was out and the road shining from the storm’s aftermath. He turned up in a brand-new midnight-blue Cadillac Seville with Elijah sitting in the passenger seat. Joe beamed proudly as he came up to the veranda to greet me. The mullet was gone. As were his terrible clothes. His hair had been cut conventionally and gelled back and he was wearing a new dark suit, a white cotton shirt, sober, silk polka-dot tie and black Oxford shoes. He looked like a Mormon coming to convert me: a comparison he would utterly reject on the grounds that he believed Mormonism was based on a bogus revelation and was as perfect an example of Bad Theology as one could find in this world. He opened the flap of his suit jacket to show me the lining.


‘What do you think?’


‘Very smart.’


‘The President of Butterfly World needs to look the part. You like the tie? It’s the same colour as a malachite. You like the Caddy?’


‘Yes. You . . . just bought it?’


‘No! It’s a rental. When you pull into the lot of a bank you got to look like an executive with national ambitions. We get the big deal done we’ll buy our own Caddies. Think of it as an incentive.’


It looked a little stubby for a Cadillac and lacked the trailer-trash-charm of the Chuick, but it was new and expensive and suggested success, which was the point. I could feel questions forming in my mind but in the whoosh of those first days obvious questions rarely got from my head to my tongue because there was always a fresh distraction to delight in, some new surprise to absorb.


Like the fact that a young black kid was sitting in Joe’s car.


Joe waved at the kid, who was listening to a Walkman, moving his head to another beat. ‘Hey! Elijah! Elijah! Come say hi!’ Elijah pulled off his headset and got out of the car. As he loped towards me, he scratched his hands and avoided eye contact.


‘Say hi then!’ Joe said to him, with sudden exasperation.


‘Hi.’


I said ‘hi’ back and shook Elijah’s hand, which was dry and calloused and covered in little prickly rashes.


‘Say something then!’ Joe coaxed the kid.


‘Do you have cars in England?’ Elijah asked.


‘Yes. We do.’


‘Do you have Cadillacs?’


‘Well. There might be some but we don’t make them.’


‘Do you have Fords?’


‘Yes. We have Fords. Smaller than yours. Everything is smaller than yours.’


‘Oh.’


This seemed to satisfy him.


‘Elijah used to be called Leroy, which is no help in this country, and in Albany a sure-fire passport to the state pen. I gave him a name to make folks sit up and give him some respect. Now he’s Production Manager for Butterfly World and is the fastest case-maker we ever had. He makes them quicker than my sister Isabelle. Isn’t that so, Eli?’


Elijah gave a modest nod.


‘Rip here is going to be bringing you in so many orders you won’t be able to keep up.’


Joe’s philanthropy was admirable but I was a little irritated to hear this. It undermined my newfound sense of self-importance, as well as my hope that Butterfly World was a company going places. If a gauche teenage kid could be a Production Manager for Joe’s company then my speedy rise to Head of Sales and Marketing was not such an achievement. Joe’s hyperbole notwithstanding, I wanted to believe his rhetoric about me being ‘the right man at the right time’; I wanted to be chosen on merit not randomly rescued.


These cusp-of-journey fears were soon forgotten in the pure thrill of setting off in a car named after a French explorer and an Andalusian city, with a man built like a Titan and a boy named after a prophet who was carried off to heaven in a golden chariot. I looked back at my aunt’s house and the freshly painted barn for the last time. I was saying farewell to introspection, sedentary contemplation and going nowhere; hello to sensual experience, the great outdoors and the pull of The Road. I was saying goodbye to Llewellyn Jones too, for within the hour I would have a new name, a name charged with American myth, and I was full of hope for things I could not see.


As we ascended Hunter Mountain, Joe jabbered away. I think he was even more excited than I was. He drove like an actor in an old movie, where they deliver their lines whilst barely glancing at the road and a fake background is projected onto the back window.


‘The whole family are curious to meet you, Rip. I told them you are a charming, cultured fellow of fine tastes and opinions, so you mustn’t let me down on that.’


‘I’ll do my best.’


‘I told them to call you Rip. No offence, but that old name of yours just isn’t serviceable. You can’t have a name people can’t say right. It’s death to sales. So we’re going to conduct a little ceremony up here, at the Hudson Panorama. Elijah, hand me that Coke.’


So Joe re-named and re-baptized me with the sweet liquid of his land. I actually liked the no-nonsense brevity and associations of my new name. It was good to be free of my phlegmy L’s. And when we were done, he put an arm round my shoulder and showed me the vista as though he owned everything in it and was about to offer it all to me. ‘There she is: America. When we moved here I brought Ma to this spot and told her the names of the great families who lived down there on the Hudson and I made her a promise that the Boscos would do for butterflies what Carnegie did for steel, the Vanderbilts for railroads and the Rockefellers for oil. We are about to take it to the next level. And you are going to help us get there, Rip. You’ve been sent for a time such as this.’


Joe was a person who found books in brooks, sermons in stones and the good in everything. I didn’t believe any of this for a second, and I am not sure Joe did either, but I went along with the theatre of it because there was foolish pleasure to be had in such wild fancy and sometimes wild fancy brings about impossible things. I had a feeling that people must have at the beginning of all great voyages, a root feeling, a radical stripping-back to the absolute of journeying, where you feel like you are starting afresh, without the hindrance of history. It’s ridiculous, but from the moment Joe gave me my new name I really did feel like a new person.


*   *   *


Joe was vague about where he lived and the time it might take to get there. It was simply ‘over the hills, not far away’. It is only thirty miles from the east of the Catskills to the west as the bald eagle flies, but it seemed to take hours to get there; I can recall my feelings that day more clearly than the route to his house. I remember the summer-stalled ski-lifts of the Hunter resort, the hippy paraphernalia of the other Woodstock. And I can picture passing through forests of black Norway spruce and by white churches with slim steeples and narrow peristyles; but my mind was on what was round the corner. Mention of Joe’s mother had got my thoughts driving on ahead to his family and their ‘mansion with many rooms’.


‘You have a big family, then?’


‘Let’s see. There’s me. Ma. My sisters: Mary-Anne, you met. And Isabelle. She is the serious one. Then we have Little Celeste who we adopted. Old Clay who we found in a garbage truck. And Elijah here. And now we got you. That makes eight. If you count the dogs, Nancy and Ronnie, that makes ten.’


‘What about your father?’


Joe went quiet for a few seconds – an era of silence in his case – and then he made a groaning hum like a dying animal. I immediately regretted asking the question.


‘Sorry.’


Joe looked like he was weighing what to tell and what not to tell. He checked the rear-view mirror. ‘Elijah?’ The boy didn’t stir but Joe repeated his name louder just to be sure. Then he turned to me.


‘One thing I have to tell you now, Rip. We don’t talk about my father. He is The Unmentionable One. He’s the cancer you’ve just been diagnosed with. The haemorrhoids you got. The elephant in the china shop.’


‘Bull. You mean bull in a china shop. Or elephant in the room.’


‘You see, Rip. It’s this kind of refininering I need. Out there, you’ll be the polisher of my rough edges. What I’m saying is, don’t raise that question around the house. Especially around Ma. Never around Ma.’


Was this permission to ‘go there’ with him? It was the sort of prohibition you immediately wanted to break. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to be nosy.’


‘It’s OK. I just don’t want you asking Ma the wrong thing and getting on the wrong stick!’


‘I’ll keep . . . mum.’


‘But you should know how we got to where we got. That’s important. You need to know the story. In case you have to use it yourself. It’s part of the sales pitch.’


And that was when Joe told me his version of the Bosco family history, a history that (I would learn) would mutate in the telling and vary with the teller:


Joe (twenty-five) was the eldest of three children: Isabelle (twenty) and Mary-Anne (nineteen). Joe’s father was a leading entomologist and lecturer in zoology. Joe’s mother, Edith, was from a poor Southern family but savvy enough to teach herself bookkeeping and earn extra money as an eye model. He described her as pedigree hillbilly turned middle class. They were a reasonably prosperous couple living in Palos Verdes, a suburb near Long Beach, California. Joe’s father spent most of the year away on expeditions to South America, in search of rare and new species of butterfly. His long trips away were a source of tension between Joe’s parents. Sometimes he’d disappear for months into the jungles of Yucatán, or the rainforests of Colombia, in pursuit of his obsession, sending packages of incredibly rare specimens in glassine envelopes back in parcels which Edith kept in a naphthalene-laden trunk. The long absences already put a great strain on the marriage. One day Joe’s father called, from Bogotá, to say it was over. He was leaving. Not coming back. That same night a fire destroyed the home and nearly killed Edith, who was eight months pregnant. The fire was caused when his preserving chemicals ignited. That was the ‘straw that flipped the camel on its back’. Joe’s mother filed for divorce. The father didn’t contest it. Edith moved the family to Tucson and then to Michigan where she got a job as PA to a university administrator. It was in Michigan that Joe became a keen bug collector and butterfly chaser. One day, when Joe’s mother was sick and in bed, he set his prize Colias eurydice on a piece of wood inside a 4" by 6" glass box, made it look pretty with some dried flowers and gave it to her as a get-well present. Joe’s mother took one look at it and said, ‘We should make these and sell them.’ Joe knew where to source the butterflies in sufficient bulk; they just needed some glass, some silicone and bits of wood on which to mount them. The local flower store took an order of two dozen cases and sold them all in no time. Encouraged, Joe and his mother started to sell on the road, going farther afield, down to Ann Arbor, up to Saginaw and west to Kalamazoo, loading up the trunk of the Caprice Classic and driving until it was empty. It was unsolicited cold-selling and not everyone took the product, but once a store took an order repeat business usually followed. Before long the order-sizes increased and they began to venture across state lines into Wisconsin, Indiana, Ohio, Illinois and Pennsylvania, selling butterflies from the trunk and taking sample boxes to get pre-orders. The family business was soon taking in regular orders from gift and flower shops in six states. Then, about a year ago, the Boscos decided to move further east, ‘in search of new opportunities’. They found a house in the Catskills with enough space to create a factory to meet the increased orders that were coming in. They started to employ people to help and Joe started making plans to pitch the products to the big chain stores and get the ‘national order’ they were looking for.


That was around about the time he met me.


If someone you don’t know well tells you their family history, particularly a history with trauma at its centre, what can you do but accept it at face value? I had no reason to disbelieve this account at the time and nor did I; I believed he was telling me the truth, even the truth about the untruths.


‘Thanks for telling me that.’


‘I mix it up sometimes, Rip. When I need to tug the heartstrings during a sale that’s flagging I can call on that history to win a few extra orders. Maybe get into the detail of how I saved my ma from the fire. Sometimes I might tell them my father went missing in the jungle. How I was the main “bread and butterfly winner” from the age of around ten. Folks love that rising from the ashes stuff. And they love how I saved Ma from the fire. And everyone loves a story where someone gets killed. That really greases the skids. It’s a straight road to sympathy. Every time.’


I couldn’t tell if he was being serious or not until he giggled. ‘I’m just kidding.’


‘About your Ma nearly dying in the fire?’


‘Nooo!’ he squealed. ‘I wouldn’t make something like that up! That would be twisted!’


‘Of course not. I’m sorry.’


‘But if it’s your story, you can do what you like with it. They usually ask me how I got these anyway.’


He lifted a hand from the wheel and held out the scarred wrist that I’d noticed in the barn. He then started to hum some as yet un-composed tune, signalling an end to this line of talk. The fire at the heart of this history had supplied quick kindling for my speculations, but I decided not to ask any more about it for now.


We were at the western end of the Catskills and climbing again, along a road that narrowed until it became track. A hood of vapours had collected around a peak and with the sun going down there was a glow to the sky that my new namesake would almost certainly have described as sanguine (a word that seems better applied to sunsets than people). For the first time in days I desired a spliff.


‘There are a few other things you should know about my mother,’ Joe said. ‘She swings from calm to crazy like that.’ He flicked his fingers. ‘One minute she is as sweet as maple syrup. Take you in as her own son. The next she’ll curse you to hell. And when she curses she does it like she’s paid by the word. It’s hard to take at first but you’ll get used to it. It pretty much started the day after the fire. She’s still angry with God, the world and the Unmentionable One. When we get there she might act as though she has no idea you are coming even though I told her a hundred times. I’ll need to go and explain things again. She might swear like crazy at me, she will say all kinds of stuff but she won’t really mean any of it. She’ll blow herself out like a twister in April. At her centre there’s this calm part, the generous, kind part of her. Remember to hold on to that in the middle of the storm.’


‘But she does know I’m coming to work for you?’


‘Sure! But she forgets stuff. And she gets mad at me for bringing people back to the house. Ain’t that right, Eli?’


Elijah was now awake, face pressed against the windowpane, looking out sadly at the passing trees. ‘I guess.’


‘When I brought Clay home that was something. She always taught us to practise charity. I found Clay literally in the back of the truck where they throw the garbage. I thought I’d bring him back home. When I turned up I thought she’d kill him. I had to hide the gun. She keeps a gun in her bed, under her pillow, for effect. She likes to get it out and shoot the chandelier some days but it’s nothing to worry about. Now she loves Old Man Clay like he’s her own. It’ll be the same with you. There might be a little test for you when you meet her but you’ll be good.’
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