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  With a bigger hole in the ice, Jacob imagined that the fish would be easier to catch. He could drop the five-gallon pail directly into the water, put the dog kibbles in the

  bottom and then sit back and wait.




  Before picking up the ice-drill again, he looked at his ten year-old brother, Ethan, who sat on the other side of the pond staring down at his conventional-sized hole. Satisfied that Ethan would

  not ruin the experiment by acting like a parent, Jacob laid the ice-drill flat on the surface and used it like an architect’s compass, scribing a circle in the snow. He lifted the drill up to

  his chest, dropped the point on the ice, and started turning the handcrank. At a rate of one per minute he twisted holes through the ice along the outer edge of the circle. After completing six

  holes, he dropped to his knees and peered into one of them, shielding his eyes with his mitten in case a fish tried to jump out and bite him.




  Jacob spoke into the dark water: ‘When I was a seed this was much easier.’ He looked across the pond and saw Ethan shaking his head with disdain.




  Jacob turned his neck up towards the grey sky and closed his eyes. On his knees, he rocked his head back and forth, wiggled his toes in his moon boots and crossed and uncrossed and scrunched his

  fingers to keep the blood flowing. The day’s high temperature of 20° had already been reached. The warm spell ended just in time for a true Minnesota Christmas.




  The pond sat in the bottom of the pasture valley, tucked away out of the wind, but when Jacob tipped his head back and looked at the clouds passing over the sun, he saw the wind swaying the tops

  of naked trees, and when he looked straight up, the tallest maple tree leaned into a slow fall. The illusion exhilarated Jacob. He flinched and nearly jumped to his feet. To reproduce the effect he

  looked down at the ice to reset his eyes. When he looked up, the tree started to tip again. He watched the world fall over and over until he became dizzy.




  With his tongue clamped between his teeth, he jumped to his feet and resumed work on the ice. He huffed and puffed until he’d drilled the last hole and the ice looked like a rotary

  telephone dial. But the ice did not open up as expected. Jacob stood on the ice-round bewildered, until he noticed the joints between the holes. He drilled at them but the ice would not budge. In a

  scene that would have made his mother scream, he jumped up and down on the middle of the ice-round, hoping to jar it loose so that he could shove it underwater. He leaped with fury but his sixty

  pounds had no effect. He chipped at the joints for another three minutes but finally tossed the drill on the ice again and resumed the simpler method of violent leaping until his feet tingled with

  a dull pain. The ice joints still held.




  Sweat had formed under his stocking cap and his feet were no longer cold. He plopped down on the ice to cool off and to reconsider the whole affair. His father used wire to fix all kinds of

  problems. Jacob got up and dragged a sheaf of barbed wire on to the ice, wincing as the barbs poked through his mittens. But he soon arrived at the conclusion that the wire was useless. Finally, he

  picked up his fishing pole to resume the traditional method of squatting over a single hole in the ice. He sighed often, projecting his disappointment towards the unseen fish.




  Ethan, the patient fisherman, shook his head at the mess. The scene reminded him of the mess left behind when Jacob played with every toy in the house at once and Ethan ended

  up being janitor. He felt like scolding his brother, but before he could think of the right thing to say, his fishing pole began to bounce: up, down, to the left, to the right. Ethan stood to lever

  the pole against his body.




  Seeing the action, Jacob sped across the pond, dropping his fishing pole halfway. Sliding on his knees, he tried to peer down the hole to see the fish but Ethan kicked him in

  the stomach and shouted, ‘Get away from it, moron!’




  The pole went limp. The fish was gone.




  ‘What happened?’ Jacob asked.




  ‘I don’t know. He’s not tugging any more.’




  ‘Maybe he went over to my hook now that he’s eaten your kibble,’ Jacob taunted. ‘He probably wants a new kibble.’




  Ethan ignored the remark.




  ‘I bet he ate the kibble,’ Jacob snickered, ‘and cleaned his teeth with your hook, like it was a toothpick.’




  With pursed lips, Ethan stared at the hole.




  ‘Might as well reel it in,’ Jacob needled. ‘Yep, that fish is gone.’




  Ethan opened his mouth to rebut, but saw Jacob’s pole jerk. Thirty feet away, still lying on the ice where Jacob had dropped it, the pole pulsed like an electric fence. The boys froze and

  watched to see what the unmanned pole would do next.




  ‘It moved,’ Jacob whispered.




  ‘No shit.’




  ‘You swore. Wiggled again!’




  ‘Don’t say a thing! Shh!’




  The pole stopped pulsing and the boys exhaled. Then the pole burst to life and skittered across the ice towards Jacob’s ice-round. They took off in a sprint, each trying to reach it before

  the fish got away or pulled the pole underwater.




  Ethan outran Jacob as they neared the edge and jumped towards the hole, reaching out for the pole. His knees came down on the centre of the ice-round, cracking the remaining ice-joints, but his

  momentum carried him across. He stood up and faced the woods, holding the pole in his triumphant hands over his head like a hockey stick.




  Following his older brother’s lead, Jacob leaped into the air, landing slightly right of the centre of the ice-round. The disc dipped into the water just long enough for Jacob to slip

  through the hole and the ice-round fell neatly back into place, with the boy underneath it.




  When Ethan turned around he was alone on the ice. He turned around three times, wondering if Jacob had run over the nearby edge of the pond and was hiding behind one of the oaks. If so, the game

  did not interest Ethan. He would claim the catch for himself. Finders keepers, losers weepers.




  But the pole went limp. Ethan whined, ‘Now what happened?’ He reeled in the line until the hook snagged on something. Tugging on the pole, he continued to look around for Jacob.




  ‘Jake?’




  A wet mitten poked out of one of the holes in the ice and startled Ethan. At first he thought it was a muskrat. He stepped forward to get a closer look and when he put weight on the ice-round

  his foot sank into the water. He lunged backward and the nerves in his shoulders became rigid with fear, but he did not hesitate: picking up the ice-drill, he squatted at the edge of the ice-round.

  He placed one foot on the floating ice and applied weight until his boot sank into the freezing water. As the opposite edge of the ice-round rose, he jammed the drill underneath to keep it from

  falling back into place. Then he pulled his wet foot out of the water and shuffled to the other side of the circle. Using the drill as a lever, he lifted the ice and propped it up, exposing the

  dark water beneath.




  Seconds later a head bobbed up from the hole and a little mouth gaped for air. Jacob choked and coughed, spitting out cold pond water. Ethan grabbed his coat collar and pulled with all of his

  ten-year-old strength.




  ‘Are you okay?’




  Jacob’s eyelids started to close.




  ‘Can you run to the barn?’




  Jacob coughed and spluttered, unable to concentrate, but he heard Ethan’s question and nodded and they lifted each other to their feet. The fishhook had caught Jacob’s flannel

  overcoat and the line wound around his chest, restricting his movement. The coat, cold and wet, hung on Jacob like saddlebags. Mimicking his favourite hockey goon, Larry Playfair, Ethan grabbed the

  back of Jacob’s coat and stripped it upwards over his head and then down over his arms.




  With his brother in a vulnerable position, Ethan slapped his face, knowing that it would be such an affront to Jacob that freezing to death would become a secondary issue. Appalled, Jacob flared

  snotty nostrils at Ethan, who stuck out his tongue and put his thumbs in his ears. Ethan turned to run, pulling the coat off of Jacob’s forearms. Although Jacob was teeming with insults and

  slurs, he ran in silence, his mouth frozen. Pacing Jacob, Ethan turned around every few seconds to make sure that he was still following.




  ‘Let’s go, slowpoke!’ Ethan ran backwards for a few steps. ‘Oh my God, you run like a girl!’




  Summoned by the noise of the boys, their yellow dog, Tippy, who had been wandering the woods, darted down a hill in the distance, plummeting against the background of snow. The dog dipped out of

  sight, but in a blink he was dancing circles around the running boys, and with such excitement that he nearly tripped Jacob.




  When he ran out of taunts, Ethan resorted to saying the Hail Mary, and, too cold to be angry, Jacob took solace in the words, which his mother said with him every night before he went to

  sleep:




  

    

      

        ‘Holy Mary, Mother of God,


        Pray for us sinners


        Now and at the hour of our death, Amen.’


      


    


  




  For the first time, the last line made sense to both boys, and it scared Jacob enough to keep him running. He trudged through the pasture woods as fast as he could in his heavy boots. More than

  once he stumbled over an icy cowpie or a frozen fold of buried sod. The wind increased as they climbed out of the valley. They cut corners to shorten the distance, and Ethan chanted the prayer,

  again and again, without pausing, like a Sunday rosary leader. Jacob’s blue lips bounced dully with each step. He tried to remove his mittens but he could not pinch the fabric hard enough to

  pull.




  They passed over a short hill and the barn came into view. Ethan quickened the pace as they dashed down the last slope, guiding Jacob towards the tool shed, which meant running around the barn

  and risking being spotted by an adult. So many times he had wished Jacob would disappear, yet now, when his wish was in danger of coming true, he was terrified. He yelled boldly to disguise his

  anxiety: ‘This way, Jacob – the tool shed!’




  With the end so near, Jacob felt the ache of seizing joints, as if his mind had tricked his body long enough to get home before letting the pain be known. Rounding the last corner of the barn,

  Jacob fell in the snow, forcing Ethan to help him the last thirty yards. When they reached the door, Ethan flung it open and pushed Jacob inside by the neck. Like a thrown sack of feed, Jacob

  flopped down on to a thick rubber mat. Ethan ignited a cylindrical heater that spat fire from one end, and the flame sounded off as heat poured out. Ethan placed Jacob on a stool in front of the

  flame and the first thing Jacob did was try to put his numbed face and hands directly into the fire. Ethan yanked him backward and cuffed his head, then began to undress him, removing his boots,

  socks, shirt, pants and long johns. Soon Jacob was naked.




  ‘Stay here. Don’t put yourself in the fire. I’ll be right back.’




  Jacob squealed, rubbed his arms and finally nodded. ‘Okay.’




  Before making a dash through the farmyard, Ethan peered out to check for adults. Only Tippy stood outside, tongue all awaggle, happily giving away the boys’ location. Tippy waited for

  Ethan to open the door and rushed inside as the boy ran out to find hot water. On his way to the milk-house Ethan noticed the cats huddled around a large pan of fresh milk that had just been put

  out by the hired man. Feeling somewhat guilty, Ethan stole the milk from the herd of cats and carried the pan to the tool shed. The cats cried and crowded his feet, undercutting his legs with every

  step, in vain trying to regain their daily milk.




  ‘Well, I’m so sorry.’ Ethan shut the cats out of the shed. The milk caught Tippy’s attention, too, and his tongue grew two sizes and lolled out of his mouth, while his

  tail busily swept at the dusty floor in anticipation.




  ‘This is not for you, Tippy.’




  Ethan forced Jacob to stick his bare feet into the milk. The sound of the wailing cats made Jacob smile. Jacob asked with stiff lips, ‘Can’t the wuss-pusses come in?’




  ‘Oh, why not?’ Ethan laughed. ‘I’ll let the cats in.’




  With chattering teeth, Jacob said, ‘Listen to them!’




  Like a flood, cats streamed into the tool shed to resume their lapping. They didn’t seem the least bit concerned about toes in their breakfast. Ethan ran outside again to get warm water.

  In the milkhouse, keeping a low profile, he filled three one-gallon pails with warm water and ran back to the tool shed, spilling water all the way. When he re-entered, he saw that Tippy, lacking

  all manners, had nosed two cats out of the way and was slurping so recklessly that milk slopped on to cat ears.




  ‘Oh, Tippy.’




  Tippy looked at Ethan, smiling shamelessly with a wet white beard.




  Jacob kept his hands and face six inches from the flame. His blue lips turned red again as his blood started to circulate. Ethan plunged Jacob’s hands into a bucket. He poured warm water

  into the milk, inciting a round of whiny meows from the cats. Tippy, on the other hand, didn’t pause to protest.




  Ethan picked up a fat tabby cat and set her on Jacob’s lap. ‘Oh, stop your crying, Orangey.’




  Jacob laughed and pulled his hands out of the water to hold the cat. The tabby meowed for her release.




  ‘Look here,’ Ethan said, picking up another cat. ‘Whitey wants to sit on your lap too!’




  Jacob squeezed the cats and their eyeballs bulged with each compression.




  Tears wetted Ethan’s eyes. ‘I’m so glad you got out of the water, Jacob. I was scared.’




  Jacob started to cry. ‘I’m sorry, Ethan.’




  ‘Don’t be sorry. Just don’t . . . be so stupid. Why did you have to drill so many holes?’




  Jacob shook his head and cried. Then the boys hugged one another, awkwardly, one of them naked, both crying, and Orangey and Whitey getting squished between.
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  Except for two Lutheran families, every yard in the township had a statue of the Virgin Mary, almost invariably dressed in a blue robe, with her arms open wide and her head

  canted to one side. Renee Marak often looked, past her kitchen sink, out of the window at the statue. At first she hated it because it had been forced into her yard as a neighbour’s wedding

  gift, but over time she became comfortable with it and enjoyed pondering why Mary wore a smirk on her face. Renee found the local religion a little overbearing, but she enjoyed her Mary, and the

  wildlife attracted by the surrounding birdbaths and flowerbeds. Whenever snow, or moss, or dust from the summer winds sullied the white and blue stone, Renee always made sure to undo what nature

  had done.




  Immaculate was the name of the nearby town, five miles and ten turns up the road from the Marak farm. The township, Catholic Square, reflected the religion of the immigrants who had settled the

  area. German and Irish brought their piety with them, or perhaps hard times invented it, and the symbols and the names of people and places were carried on by the succeeding generations. Piety was

  a survival tool, as effective as any wall, keeping the people inside and other things, such as Darwin, out. Marak was the only Czech name in the township, but marks of nationality were long gone,

  other than a few residual characteristics. Religion governed Immaculate more than anything else and the people still observed the Sabbath on Sunday, when working was frowned upon, with the

  exception of milking cows or baling hay that might rot if left another day. But Renee was a farm housewife, and for her there really wasn’t a Sabbath, or any other kind of holiday.




  She had lived in Immaculate for all but one of her thirty years. She had grown up on a dairy farm on the other side of the town. She worked at the public library and was known as the most

  well-read woman in Immaculate. She had the first opportunity to read any new book that came into the library, and she always kept a stack of books in progress on her night-stand.




  She was a tireless woman, modest and calm, but wherever she went in Immaculate, eyes followed. Men and women both hated and loved her, simply because she was beautiful. Some women despised Renee

  for keeping her hair long, while others adored it. She suffered and flaunted her blondeness. Before she married Ray Marak, nearly every man in town had dreams of being with her and many pursued her

  while Ray was in Vietnam, but they gave up hope when she left town for the University of Minnesota. Once a woman like Renee Masterson left town, she was unlikely to return with the same last name.

  But her college career didn’t last long. Her mother became terminally ill with emphysema during her freshman year, and life changed irreparably. After the funeral, her father’s

  depression kept Renee from returning to college, and by the time Ray came home from the war, she had made the decision to assist in mending the shattered lives of her father and Ray instead of

  enjoying the clean world of academia. Her older brothers had both moved away from Immaculate. With careers and families in Minneapolis and Chicago, they never looked back, though they were always

  glad to phone Renee with advice on local family matters.




  Although she had not finished her degree, no one in Immaculate could dispute Renee’s knowledge of books. She sometimes imagined finding spare time – in the future, of course –

  perhaps an entire year, to sit down and write a story. With Jacob in the house she had a teeming supply of ideas, but to sit at a typewriter meant ignoring a small tornado. Jacob needed constant

  supervision. She liked to think that her own imagination resembled Jacob’s, but she didn’t recall being such a pest as a child. His energy siphoned her creativity. She viewed her family

  as a living story, sometimes exciting, but often as dull as doing the dishes. Farm life was mostly monotonous, but certain times of the year contained magic: harvest, summer nights and Christmas.

  During the high points of the season, when the crops ripened and silos were filled, she could see the boys growing as they helped Ray more actively with every passing year.




  That morning, while she waited for Ray and the boys, she dried her hands and went into the living room and sat down at the desk where Ray kept bills and invoices. Very

  carefully, she slid open the rolltop desk and pulled out a small square wooden board with a nail driven through the centre. Pierced by the nail was a stack of receipts from farm and grocery

  transactions. From the pocket of her bathrobe she pulled out a notebook and made a summation of expenditures, sighing as she wrote, and shaking her head as the total grew. It was Christmas Eve, and

  she suspected it would be the last one the family would spend on the farm.




  Amid the blaring sound of the pump in the milkhouse, Joachim, the hired man whom everyone called Joke, walked into the parlour and said to Ray Marak, ‘I’ll

  finish up these last eight cows if you want to go bed the free stalls.’




  Nodding reflexively, Ray retreated from his thoughts. He was a huge man, noticeably big from a distance, but his size and strength were much less evident close up. On his right cheek he wore two

  long scars of raised skin: one, shaped like a sickle, extended from the outer corner of his right eye, down his cheek, to his ear lobe. The other started under the same eye and connected with the

  corner of his mouth.




  Ray ascended a short galvanized-steel staircase towards the rear parlour door. Once inside the quiet, hollow barn, he noticed that Joke had already set out the square straw bales needed for

  bedding. Joke was a good worker, nineteen years old and a neighbour. Ray had taken him on as an apprentice, since Joke’s father, Bill, drank and used his fists, both too heavy and too often.

  Bill and Ray shared some equipment, but the relationship did not go beyond swapping a combine, a swather and a few chopper-boxes. Farms around Immaculate had a curious privacy to them. Like

  islands, each had a different culture, and while one might enjoy a reasonable harmony, the next might suffer a ruthless tyrant.




  In the corner of the barn, near an old AMC motorcycle covered in dust, was the shredding machine. Ray never allowed Joke or anyone else, least of all his sons, to use the shredder. Whenever Ray

  used the machine, he made the boys stand far away. What had once taken hours by pitchfork, the machine did in minutes. A Briggs & Stratton engine was connected to a large blade and the machine

  resembled an elevated lawnmower in a welded metal box, violating a good portion of OSHA safety regulations. Properly used, the machine posed little risk, but Ray saw loose strings catching on the

  exposed and spinning parts, and in Immaculate everyone knew by heart far too many stories about loose strings and machines. John Delaney, now the babbling church caretaker, had lost his mind, his

  farm and his wife, all because of a loose string.




  Carrying four bales at a time, Ray walked down the barn alley and made drops at preordained locations. Once the bales were in place he returned to the machine and looked around to ensure that no

  children or cats had made their way into the barn or the shredder itself. He yanked the starter cord. The engine sputtered and died as the cord recoiled. He pulled the cord again and the engine

  roared into life. When he lifted a straw bale over his head, Ray’s T-shirt slipped down to expose triceps that looked like horseshoes. He dumped the bale into the vertical bucket and grabbed

  the handles of the pushcart on which the machine was fixed. Walking with the machine down the barn alley, he aimed the spout of the shredder towards the stalls where the cows would spend Christmas.

  The straw flew out of the shredder into neatly minced piles. Ray paused only for a second to drop in the next straw bale, picking it up with one arm. The machine hacked into the second bale and

  spewed straw and Ray gripped the handles once again and moved forward. The metal box seemed to vibrate more freely than usual, which worried Ray. When he was done, and every stall had a fresh

  mattress of golden straw, he flipped off the engine switch to examine the shredder and found that a bolt had rattled out of place. Behind a large wooden gate, the cows looked at Ray through the

  slats, as if eager to reach their golden stalls.




  Ray said, ‘Sorry, girls. Give me ten minutes. Preventative maintenance.’




  While walking to the shed, Ray wondered which son might run the farm when he retired. Given his current finances, he worried that the farm might not be around long enough for anyone to inherit

  it. Nevertheless, it was a decision he needed to plan for, and clearly Ethan was the sharper one of the two boys. A successful life seemed imprinted on his character, as if he was predisposed to

  good decisions. Jacob, on the other hand, lacked all the characteristics of a worker. He left in his wake a constant disarray. The boy looped through moods and emotions, going from wild joy to

  desperate depression from one minute to another. Every night at the dinner table Jacob poured out his daily imaginings while Ethan quietly cleaned his plate. The seed talk and assorted

  nonsense seemed to consume the child. Ray had put his foot down on the seed talk, believing that he could indoctrinate a serious mood into the boy, but nothing of the sort happened. Instead of

  talking about seeds, Jacob began to chatter with himself and draw pictures of a cartoon seed on a distant planet.




  Ray credited Jacob with making family time fun, but the boy’s work ethic was atrocious. Ray often noticed how different from one another the boys looked, polar opposites in almost every

  respect: Jacob had dark hair, Ethan had light; Jacob had a stout frame, Ethan was wiry. Ray loved his sons differently, and try as he might to prevent it, he did, in fact, love Ethan more than

  Jacob.




  He walked outside through a side door, moving swiftly – not to avoid the cold but because he didn’t know how to walk at a casual pace. When he approached the door of the tool shed he

  heard noises coming from inside. Ray placed his ear against the door to eavesdrop. The heater was on. He listened carefully and heard Jacob prattling at the pets.




  ‘Yes, kitties, we planted each of you one day in the dirt and you grew into cats. Every year Mom gets a bag of cat seeds, and every spring you pop out of the ground. Yes, even you, Miss

  Calico . . .’




  Ray opened the door of the tool shed, but quickly regretted doing so. There, sitting in front of the blazing heater, was Jacob, naked and holding two cats on his lap. Ray slapped his forehead.

  ‘Holy Lord! Jacob, where in the hell are your pants?’




  Ray then noticed that all of the cats were in the tool shed and he saw at least two fresh turds on the floor. As if to avoid a scolding, Tippy skulked past Ray and went outside. Ray waited for

  Jacob’s answer.




  Looking up at his six-foot-five giant of a father, Jacob emitted a faint reply.




  ‘I was warming up by the heater. And I was . . . talking . . . to the wusses.’




  ‘Naked? Do you have to be naked to do that? Where are your clothes?’ Ray put his hands on his sides, blocked the light from the doorway.




  Jacob pointed to a neatly folded pile of dry clothes that Ethan had managed to sneak out of the house avoiding his mother’s watchful eye. His brother had left instructions for Jacob to get

  dressed while he went back to the pond to retrieve the fishing items, but Jacob had been enjoying the warmth of the heater.




  ‘This is not good, kid. Where’s Ethan?’




  Jacob answered rotely, ‘Ethan is still fishing. He had a fish on the line, but it got away. I was cold, so I came back.’




  Ray doubted the story. ‘Okay, fine. Jacob, let me explain something. We don’t get naked anywhere, okay, except for the bathtub, or if we are changing our clothes. And both of

  those places that we undress are inside the house. And never, never, never do we play with the cats, under any circumstances, while naked. Do you understand?’




  Jacob nodded and blushed. He had been sitting in front of the heat for so long that sweat had beaded on his upper lip. In his shame, Jacob almost broke down and told his father the truth, but he

  stuck with the lie and withstood his father’s disappointed look.




  ‘All right, Jacob. Get dressed, then go in the house and warm up. From now on, don’t use this heater unless I’m around. I didn’t know you knew how to start this

  thing.’




  ‘I saw you do it once.’




  Ray turned off the heater and continued while Jacob hung his head. ‘It’s one thing to be cold and want to warm up, but it’s a totally different thing to strip down to your bare

  butt and then make the cats have to see it. You know, cats don’t like to be naked. Why do you think they have all that fur?’




  Jacob jerked his head up and looked at his father to discern if the tone had shifted from scolding to joking.




  ‘Honestly, have you ever seen a cat without his fur on?’




  ‘Yes.’ Jacob nodded. ‘Mr Feathers. When he got caught in the haybine.’




  ‘Exactly!’ Ray threw up his hands. ‘Cats never take off their fur if they don’t have to.’




  ‘Unless they get caught in the haybine...’




  ‘Unless they caught in the haybine, yes. Now, get dressed, then go ask Mom to make you some hot cocoa. How about that, huh? Sound good?’




  ‘Okay.’




  Jacob scrambled to get dressed. Orangey and Miss Calico whined as he stood up from the stool. He pulled on his dry clothing, which felt very good against his skin now that he was warm. Ethan had

  managed to get Jacob home in time to avoid a cold injury. He put on his wet boots and ran out of the tool shed towards the house.




  Ray shook his head and laughed. ‘Just so long as he doesn’t grow up to be a pervert. I can stand a fool.’ Ray watched out the window, and saw Jacob stop running. He held his

  breath in anticipation of something bizarre.




  Jacob stopped near the oak stump. It looked like a chef’s hat, piled up with a layered stack of leaning snow. He reached out his hand and took a large handful of snow from the stump. First

  he licked at it, and then he took a large bite. After a few mouthfuls, he dropped the snow to the ground, but before moving on towards the house, he took a second handful and scrubbed his face with

  it.




  ‘What in the name of . . . Jee-sus.’ Ray shook his head again. His decision about passing on the farm would be simple. As he chased the cats out of the shed, he muttered,

  ‘I swear he’s the milkman’s kid.’




  The distraction had made Ray forget what he came into the tool shed for, so instead he fished out his pack of cigarettes from a drawer and enjoyed his daily smoke.




  Before the front door slammed, Renee heard the footsteps in the mudroom. As Jacob rounded the corner to the kitchen she shook a potato peeler at him and said, ‘Stop right

  where you are and turn around, young man!’ But Jacob kept running and wound himself on to her leg like a vine. He looked up at her face and smiled, trying to sweeten her.




  She was well aware of his tactics. ‘Jacob, go back and take off your boots. You know better than that. Why is your face so red?’




  ‘I caught a walleye!’




  ‘Did you now? No stalling!’




  She glared at him until he uncoiled from her leg and plodded back to the entryway where the boots and shoes of the family were neatly arranged. Jacob tossed his boots and his clean jacket in

  three different directions.




  ‘Hang that up,’ she said from the kitchen. ‘Put those boots in a row. Don’t be a slob.’ She was smiling but kept up a stern tone.




  Jacob scowled at her powerful hearing. He wondered how Ethan possibly could have entered the house and smuggled out the dry clothes when his mother heard everything. He had a feeling that

  she already knew about the pond. The secret would be a hard one to keep.




  Renee went back to peeling potatoes for breakfast hash-browns, looking out the window over the sink. Having made so many meals, her hands operated automatically. A bickering couple on The

  Phil Donahue Show gave her work some background noise. She listened to the show but considered it smut and never sat down to watch. She did, however, occasionally rush out of the kitchen to see

  the action when she could not believe her ears.




  Jacob ran back into the kitchen and yelled, ‘Have you seen my roller skates?’




  Renee closed her eyes and felt a headache coming on at the mere thought of Jacob’s calamitous roller skates. They were the worst gift idea she’d ever conceived. She still felt

  slightly groggy from the previous night’s Christmas party at Blaise’s Tavern. Ray had had only a few drinks, but Renee had had five cocktails, enough to make her a little slow that

  morning. She had only ordered the cocktails because there was an open bar – she never would have spent money on more than one drink. She rarely went out at night.




  She looked out the window with her back to Jacob.




  ‘It’s too early for roller skates, honey.’




  ‘I just want to know where they are ... for later.’




  ‘For later, sure. How about you help me decorate Christmas cookies today?’




  He pondered the invitation. ‘I think I can do that.’ After all, he had decorated cookies when he was a seed. ‘What time do you want me to help you, Mommy?’




  She turned around. ‘Do you have a schedule to keep? Do you think you can pencil me in around one o’clock, or should I call your secretary?’




  Jacob leaned against her waist and smiled at her. ‘You can call my secretary.’




  The front door slammed shut as Ethan entered the house.




  Jacob looked into the mudroom. ‘Here comes my secretary now!’




  Ethan put his boots in line and put the wet clothes on hooks that jutted out over a heat vent in the floor.




  ‘Ethan, is that you?’




  ‘Yes, Mom.’




  She was relieved that Ray and Joke had not come in yet as she had not yet started cooking breakfast.




  ‘Well, what’s the fishing report?’ Renee asked.




  He walked into the kitchen and showed her a thumbs-down. Even if he had caught a fish, Ethan knew better than to say anything that could spawn a conversation about the pond. Telling her nothing

  meant not having to lie. Future fishing outings, especially outings without adult supervision, depended on keeping Jacob quiet. He didn’t want to lose the independence he had earned.




  Renee transferred a plate of shredded potatoes to the hot skillet on the stovetop and a wet sizzle filled the kitchen. She lit two more gas burners on the stove and unrolled a pound of sausage.

  She made patties and placed them in a second sizzling skillet.




  ‘Want me to make toast, Mom, or beat the eggs?’




  ‘Oh, you’re a good boy—’ Renee corrected herself: ‘You’re both good boys. But not yet, Ethan. Why don’t you two go watch cartoons for a while?

  Relax – you had a big morning of fishing and no luck. Isn’t Mighty Mouse on at this time?’




  ‘No it’s G.I. Joe right now,’ Ethan said. ‘Mighty Mouse is over. Come on, Jacob, let’s go watch TV.’ Ethan grabbed Jacob by the arm and led him

  into the living room.




  ‘Ouch,’ Jacob said, wincing. ‘You’re my secretary. I tell you what to do.’




  Jacob’s playful mood irked Ethan, since he had exhausted himself saving him. He glared at his brother. ‘Why would I be the secretary?’




  Jacob ignored the question and changed the subject. ‘You know, when I was a seed, I used to catch walleye.’




  Ethan rolled his eyes. ‘There aren’t any walleye. There’s only bullheads.’




  ‘When I was a seed I used to walk into the water and pull walleye out by the tail while they were still flipping.’




  ‘You couldn’t catch a flippin’ disease.’




  Renee listened to her boys argue and smiled at their endless battles. The obsession with seeds amused her as much as it irritated Ray. It helped Jacob create a whole world, one that amazed

  Renee, and made her reluctant to correct him. With the best intentions, Ethan had tried to explain the birds and the bees to Jacob, even showing him the anatomical drawing in the family

  encyclopedia, but Jacob thought it was inconceivable that a baby was born from a woman’s ear. Renee tried to the laugh as Ethan explained the diagram, with full assurance, and when she looked

  at the drawing, it did in fact look like an ear. Renee corrected Ethan, but couldn’t tell Jacob the truth because his seed notion seemed to make him so happy. He believed that his mother

  planted him in the ground and he grew into a boy. The seed fantasy became his security blanket and Renee decided that the plain, confusing truth of the real birds and the bees could wait.




  ‘Did you put your shoes in place, Jacob?’




  Jacob mumbled, ‘When I was a seed I never had to put my shoes in place.’




  ‘Lucky for seeds, they don’t wear shoes.’




  Once his shoes were in place, Jacob joined Ethan in front of the TV, but he did not sit still for long. He was thinking about the idea of having a secretary, and the urge to become businesslike

  overcame him, so he left the TV room and went into the bathroom to find products to sell to his mother.




  On the bathroom floor, kneeling beneath the window that he used when he needed to go out at night for something – nightcrawlers, or to visit Tippy in the doghouse – Jacob opened all

  the bottles and packages he could reach, sniffing, squirting, spraying. He settled on a bottle of Bausch & Lomb saline solution, a stick of Old Spice, a bottle of Suave shampoo, a box of

  Band-Aids, a bottle of hydrogen peroxide and a make-up compact. He carried the products back to the kitchen.




  ‘Mommy, I think I have something for you to buy.’




  Renee had finished setting the table. He placed his wares on a chair, out of her view. She tended to the crackling skillets and listened as Jacob started an impromptu sales patter.




  He set up his product with compliments. ‘You seem to need a few things around the house, Mommy, things that no one should be without, especially a pretty lady like you. Things that if you

  had them, I’m sure your life would be better. Let me just say – you would be very happy, Mrs Marak. I am happier using these things. Really, I don’t think I could live without

  them. Do you think you might be interested in these things?’




  Eager to see what Jacob was up to, she answered, ‘I am rapt with attention. Please, tell me more about these things.’




  The sound of the front door startled Jacob. Ray and Joke kicked off their boots in the mudroom. They had finished the morning work and expected breakfast. Renee heard them washing their hands,

  laughing with one another at the sink in the mudroom. Renee felt that the sound of deep voices added a certain comfort to the house in the morning. They brought the smells and the sounds of work

  with them.




  Jacob went on with his pitch, placing his first product on the table for display. Ray and Joke quieted down to hear what was going on.




  ‘You can see this is a bottle. It is a plain white bottle. There are some large words on the side. This is what we salesmen call “Bos-chuh and Lom-buh” water. I use it every

  day, and you can see how clean I am – it works very, very good. Please watch as I flip open the cap and show you the bottle that squirts. And it squirts very fast, which is why I am so

  clean.’




  Renee pre-empted Jacob’s demonstration by whispering, ‘You don’t have to squirt it, Jacob. I trust you.’




  ‘Every morning I squirt myself with at least, I’m telling the truth, at least three bottles of this water. You can look behind my ears. I am as clean as the forks, Mrs Marak. Clean

  as the cups in your cupboard. Do you think you might want to purchase this bottle from me, Mom?’




  Renee acted nervous and touched her cheek. ‘Well, I don’t know. It just sounds so expensive.’ Ray and Joke came into the entryway and listened. Jacob became nervous, having his

  father near, but he went on selling anyway. Joke sat down at the table across from Jacob and winked encouragement.




  Jacob sensed his father’s approval and felt more at ease.




  ‘Well, that’s the thing about Bos-chuh and Lom-buh. It’s really a very good deal. They are good people at Bos-chuh and Lom-buh. They don’t sell water in a squirt bottle

  just to get rich like bankers. They want you to feel clean. You can buy this bottle from me right now for only three hundred dollars.’




  ‘Three hundred dollars?’ Ray repeated. ‘I’ll take two of them at that price!’




  ‘Thank you, Dad. Now if you’ll go into the living room behind me, my secretary will meet with you. His name is Ethan and he is very helpful.’




  The adults all laughed at the punchline. Ethan sat quietly in the living room watching cartoons alone, exhausted. Jacob had caused the ice to break and ruined the fishing, and now Ethan had no

  energy. He had spent his morning sprinting back and forth over the snow to correct Jacob’s error – to the pond and back to the farm, to the pond and back again, to the house and back to

  the shed, to the barn and back again. Jacob carried on in the kitchen and the family lapped it up, with Ethan as the butt of the joke. He wanted to tattle, to let his parents know the truth, but he

  dozed off instead.




  Renee stopped laughing first. She said, ‘Don’t you mean that Ethan is your “partner”? No good salesman works alone.’




  ‘Yes, he is a little of both, I guess.’ Jacob nodded. ‘But mostly he stays in the office.’




  Joke played along. ‘Well, let’s say I have a dirty mind and don’t want to be cleansed by Bos-chuh and Lom-buh water. What else are you selling?’




  ‘Careful there, Joachim,’ warned Renee. ‘What kind of “dirty” are you talking about?’




  Joke winked at Renee. She returned a serious look that scared the smile off his face, like a rabbit darting into bushes. Averting his eyes, he straightened up in his chair.




  ‘I have just the thing for a slob like you, Joke.’ Jacob looked down at the products sitting on the chair. Feeling the silence last a little too long, he picked one at random and set

  it on the table.




  ‘Hydroggen Perziddy. This is the product for you, Joke. As you can see, it’s in a brown bottle, the same colour of your hands.’ Jacob examined the bottle. ‘There is not

  much to the outside of the bottle. It doesn’t squirt, either. But inside it is a special water – one that you drink before bedtime, and then you don’t have to say your prayers

  or brush your teeth. It’s holy water. Many of my customers drink it on Sunday morning, and that’s why the church is never full. Drink Hydroggen Perziddy, and you have said the

  rosary five times. Father Dimer gargles it every morning before he gives communion. I’ve even heard him say it can be used in place of confessions. That way Father Dimer can golf more

  often.’




  Joke said, ‘That’s exactly what I need.’




  Jacob had recently performed his first confession with the local priest, and he had enjoyed recounting his sins much more than he was supposed to.




  After they stopped laughing, Ray and Renee exchanged expressions of embarrassment. Jacob had never even seen a golf club or a golf course. It was an echo of their gossip, returned in an

  eight-year-old voice. During meals, they sometimes talked about who had missed church and other tiny scandals that flitted through Immaculate, and now they realized what they sounded like.




  ‘Okay, Jacob,’ said Ray, ‘what’s the next product?’




  Jacob looked at his remaining items. The little ship on the Old Spice label seemed encouraging, but Jacob was more intrigued by the compact because it looked like a clam. He opened the compact

  and his eyes widened when he saw pearls inside – or, better yet, seeds. He decided to call them pearls, since his dad might object to seeds.
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