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WILLEM’S FIELD






Chapter 1

1974




Ten o’clock in the morning and already the wind was busy. A king-size wind as big as the state itself rolling across the bottom shelf of Oklahoma and into Grayson County, Texas, crossing the border with a low, chaotic cloud of highway trash carried in its wake. Empty cigarette packs and crinkled cellophane. Rattling drink cans and tattered bits of rain-stained paper. The stuff of chaos. Willem Fremont sat watching the two young girls with waist-length hair as they stood on the lip of the old highway. The wind gathering along the backside of their blue jeans and sending their shirts away from their bodies like sails. At their feet the manic plunder of wind-driven waste. The highway was an old one, with cracked blacktop that buckled and sheared and pitched upward near the western horizon before sinking low in the vicinity of the truck stop, a perpetually downward ribbon of lane that made thoughts of going any direction other than east seem tiring. But west was where the girls wanted to go. A cardboard sign near their feet spelled out SAN FRANCISCO. Willem watched them from the red Naugahyde booth of RUBY’S REGAL TRUCK STOP where he sat, one hand flattened over his hometown paper, folded neatly in half; his other hand closing around the ribbed sugar dispenser with a grip that whitened his knuckles and forced old blue veins to bulge across the top of his hand like worms. He glanced around.

There was nothing regal about Ruby’s, in his opinion. Unless one counted the regaleze references to food, or the construction-paper crowns that randomly decorated the place. (Crowns? he thought, momentarily sliding into the blinding red-light district of alarm.) One topped the menu blackboard, heralding the “Fit for a King Meal” of chopped steak and mashed potatoes and bacon-laced pole beans, ALL FOR ONLY $3.98! Another crown sat atop the cash register, next to a plastic toothpick dispenser filled with toothpicks the color of Easter eggs. Each time the drawer was slammed, the kingdom chanced being overthrown, for the crown jostled another half inch toward the metal edge of disaster, where the possibility of being trampled and ruined by collective serfdom seemed likely. The last paper crown hung from a wire over the single glass door, within direct line of Willem’s sight. It hung like a flogged victim, forced to swing and spin upon the advent of customers escaping the dust-flat Texan winds. Once the doors were shut, it would begin to correct itself inside this airborne vortex until it moved with catastrophic slowness to a position static and dead.

It was this crown that worried Willem more than the other crowns, and as with most things that worried him, he felt responsible for the reason behind the worry. He just couldn’t remember what that reason might be. Perhaps it had to do with the absoluteness of gravity or the snobbishness of British royalty, but he couldn’t really be sure. His fingers twitched across the top of the newspaper and he shut his eyes. On a scale of one to ten, with ten the red-level mark of extreme fear and one the uncomfortable blush of moderate anxiety, Willem felt sevenish. It was like knowing there was something inside a bedroom closet that was bad. All he hoped at this point was that he could sit quietly and finish his meal before the door flew open and whatever was in there escaped.

There were squeals out by the highway where the girls were, and though the window was grease-fogged and plastered with various church revival and stock sale notices along its perimeter, he could see them clearly enough to ignore for a moment his nagging anxiety. They were bent at the waist, adjusting their San Francisco sign, which wouldn’t stay put because of the occasional cattle truck that thundered by.

Willem took a deep, steadying breath and read the revival notice that was closest to his face, a beige pamphlet announcing “Sister Moxilianna Sánchez up from Waco Texas to Share Her Amazing Soul-Saving Deliverance from the Satanic Life of Palm Reading.” Her picture had been printed on the notice, and in Willem’s opinion, she seemed fiercely unhappy with her rescue. Next to that notice was an announcement concerning Black Angus cattle for sale by a man named Robert Gerhardt who lived 4.7 miles exactly from the Old Cutter Bridge in Pottsboro. There were no pictures on that flyer, and Willem was quickly bored. Through the narrow margin left between the two notices, he could see the two girls as they leaned into the wind.

Looking away from them, he turned to the menu fastened on the wall above a bank of heat lamps, those words written in chalk boasting a three-dollar panfried steak complete with the promise of hash-browned potatoes. He felt sure the words held a temporary cure, if only he studied them long enough: The Royal Steak and Potatos—cooked the way you like it. The unskilled cursive writing. The uneven loops of the L’s. The improper spelling of “potatoes.” Anything to stem the worry, since Willem Fremont’s worry of late escalated to panic and manifested itself in ways the general population found unseemly.

He tightened his grip on the sugar dispenser and peered across the roomful of strangers, looking for the one familiar person with whom he might converse. The nondescript face that he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt would settle him and point toward the menu and talk to him about it, maybe bring him back where he needed to be, which was sitting in a booth with good manners and midwestern patience, waiting to order something to eat. The Womanwhobroughtmecoffee was the woman he was looking for, and while he couldn’t remember the necessary details of her physical appearance—the color of her eyes, her height, an approximation of her weight—he could remember her smell.

Minutes earlier Willem had smelled her before he had seen her, and the smell was a puzzle in itself, since it was both pleasant and unpleasant. The odor of her unwashed armpits had migrated into the fragrance of fresh hot coffee and confused him, the coffee canceling out the harshest elements of armpit acidity and, in so doing, reducing its own appeal by at least fifty percent. The limbic portion of his brain had overfired then—he was already overtired and overstimulated and somewhat addled from twenty-four hours of driving—as he tried to register and place those mutated smells, and his eyes were shut because he had found through the years that if he shut his eyes and concentrated it helped break open riddles, so when he felt her arm brush the back of his shoulder, he had jerked to the side and things spilled. Coffee. A small glass pitcher of cream (real cream, not a powdered substitute, which would have been self-contained and much easier to clean up), the menu entombed in yellowed plastic she was holding in her hand. The time spent mopping up and fetching what was scattered came to his rescue and gave him the necessary seconds required to register patience and remorse.

He remembered how she had dabbed at his arm with genuine concern, taking care to get a clean cloth from behind the counter and work it against his sleeve, dipping the end of the cloth in a glass of ice water that had somehow appeared on his table. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” Willem, feeling the brunt of responsibility for the entire debacle, had hurried to excuse her and say, “Don’t worry about it, I’m fine,” while sliding nearer to the window to escape her ministrations, relieved she wasn’t aware that her lack of hygiene and his love of coffee were coconspirators bent on his discomfort.

But now he needed her, because the crown was swinging and the vagueness of his worry was dissipating, and studying the letters on the menu wasn’t working (the L’s were amazingly well done for a group of people writing from the disadvantaged side of education, which, judging by the limited vocabulary of the short-order cooks and waitresses, had to be a fact). To add insult to injury, the girls outside were standing perilously close to an uneven highway, and the wind was picking up, beating their cardboard sign against their blue-jeaned legs.

He studied the faces inside Ruby’s Regal Truck Stop. Most of the customers were involved with cattle. Willem could smell the shit on their shoes. A family that included a young boy ripping paper napkins to shreds and a baby sitting in a wooden high chair was in the corner. The baby’s father fanned at its face with a folded courtesy map while he sipped his coffee. The mother, a brunette with slumped shoulders and out-of-date cat’s-eye glasses held together on one side by Scotch tape, was fishing in her purse for some other child-distraction device. Keys, maybe.

A man sitting at the counter (which was too close to Willem for his comfort; he needed at least five feet of separation to feel fully operational and competent, and he had been afforded only three) leaned across and laid a meaty hand on the waitress’s arm and said, “Sweet pea. Listen to me. If we just sit back and wait and see, he’ll settle down. Boys are gone be boys. I knew his daddy and his daddy was the same way. Took years to get used to the idea of settling down.”

“There’s no ‘we’ to this. It’s ‘me.’ I have to put up with it, not you.”

“All I’m sayin is it takes some boys years—”

“I’ve not got years to wait,” the waitress said.

“I knew his mama, too. She waited years and—”

“Well, I’m not his mama.”

Willem didn’t have years to wait, either. As inevitable as a sunset, the yellow caution light inside his mind was slowly beginning to turn to red. Glancing around the room, his blue eyes looking desperately for a diversion, he leaned toward the floor and noticed the irregular patterns of the black-and-white linoleum. It had been patched in places with blue replacement squares the color of Play-Doh, and to make matters worse, pollutants collected in the spaces where the squares didn’t meet: bits of nondescript dirt, a clump of waxed-over organic material, and what seemed to be a small bristly wad of nonhuman hair. The bar stool nearest him was worse. Where its stainless-steel tube met the floor was a casement of black rubber that was torn and floppy, and when the customer put his shit-covered boot to it, the rubber slipped down the pole like skin off a bone. Willem looked to the warming tray for help, the fixed metal cones of radiant orange heat actively mummifying french fries and apple pies alike. It made him think of roadkill roasting in the sun. Wild-eyed and frantic, he jerked to the side, rattling the silverware on the table, pinging his spoon against his glass of water, frantic for the attention of someone, anyone.

His smelly less-than-regal waitress was nowhere to be found.

At this realization, his heart rate increased to such an alarming tempo that he was sure its galloping could be seen clearly by the person behind him eating her Fit for a Queen sausage and pancakes. He was sure his heart was pounding so ferociously that his booth inside Ruby’s Regal Truck Stop was beginning to vibrate and shimmy and any minute now this seismic activity would shatter the glass and those handwritten notices concerning salvation and stock auctions would commingle out on a stricken landscape until plastered to the earth by eighteen-wheelers hell-bent on California. Willem knew that if he allowed his gaze to travel to the paper crown hanging over the glass-front door, it would be spinning with tornadic intensity.

The affliction had been happening for so many years that Willem no longer thought of it as a condition separate from waking and breathing and eating and shitting. It could not be fooled or cajoled or intimidated. But it could be delayed. Turning to the window, he said to his slack-jawed reflection, “Look.” It was a command he always gave himself, as though the sanity to which he clung could be reinforced a little by self-examination. Seeing his face peering back at him only moderately distorted, he noticed that his thick white hair, no longer brown, was not receding as severely as he had imagined. His teeth were still good. Evenly spaced with a sufficient bite that had been tearing at meat for seven decades. He grinned at himself. The muscles along his face had relaxed, and there were ridges alongside his mouth, but his eyes were still bright and clear, not rheumy or wizened or weak or failing. He took in a deep breath through his nose. He had already figured out that his sense of smell was working at its optimum. These observations were good. They slowed down his heart, and he felt strong enough to chance looking at the front door.

The crown was not spinning like a tornado. It was aloft in a quiet, easy, rocking turn. Willem nodded. Relaxed his shoulders a little. Began to think of other things that hung: piñatas, wet flags, a noose. “Wait,” he said to his reflection in the window, trying to backpedal to the least harmful item on the list (the piñata) and feeling that inevitable engaging of gears as his mind skipped over the innocuous vision of a parrot-colored swinging container of candy and headed straight to the hangman’s noose. At this point he mentally slammed shut the door by physically slamming his hand on the table and lurching to his feet. Suddenly upright in the aisle of the restaurant, he felt the instantaneous jolt that comes from knowing you’ve done something stupid. To his surprise, he seemed the only one aware of it; whatever acknowledgment registered on the faces of the diners, surprise was not a part of it. They were bored with him. They saw him for what he was: one more crazy old man in saggy pants and wrinkled shirt given to jumping to his feet at the least provocation. Insulted, he stood as tall he was able and stumbled to the counter and said in a voice that was a little too loud: “Sir, I need a menu, please.”

“Looks like you got one right there on your table,” the short-order cook said with a point of his spatula. And there it was, grease-spattered but adequate, the words printed on paper trapped within a plastic binder bordered in red. His Majesty’s Ham and Eggs. A complete family of Royal Waffles. The Duchess Omelette.

Beaten, Willem shuffled back to his booth and sat, his fingers running up the edge of his water glass. Early on he had decided he was crazy, and he had read every book he could find on mental illnesses. Studied the various aspects of psychosis. His bewilderment had grown. As far as he could tell, people who were crazy were not aware that they were crazy, and Willem Fremont was very aware that he was crazy.

The beelike drone of conversation ebbed and flowed around him. Sentences ran like water and lapped at his feet and the cuffs of his shirt and moved steadily across his shoulders as he sat in his booth listening to references concerning the weather, and the proper way to fence forty acres, and the stupidity of President Nixon. Drifting along on the current was the understanding that everything around him was normal, and if he would act normal, it might be normal. All he had to do was ignore what he was feeling and respond to his immediate surroundings. The salt and pepper shakers needed wiping off, and there was still a drop of coffee pooled on the table. Once these activities were completed, he noticed the stained menu and where it was placed in relation to his person, and he measured out the distance in inches and then converted the sum over to the metric system. He momentarily gave up on the metric system and forced an un-workable algebraic equation to the surface: Coffee Puddle is to Menu what “A” is to “X.” There was also a backup should math lose its power to charm: he would get up and go into the small, nasty hovel of a rest room and study the circumference of the princely turd floating in a serfishly neglected toilet. And if that didn’t do it, he would leave the rest room and go outside and feed some coins into the mouth of a metal box and reach inside and grope for a newspaper, remembering the whole while to slow down his breathing to steady his hands. And if, once he returned to his red Naugahyde booth in Ruby’s Regal Truck Stop, his heartbeat was still threatening expulsion of his eyeballs, he could look out the grease-smeared window until he found those two young girls with waist-length hair, dreaming of San Francisco.

Realizing there was a plan helped him. Willem squeezed his eyes shut, and when he opened them again, his heart rate had slowed to an almost reasonable rhythm. There were no more trucks on the highway that he could see and the sun had broken through the clouds and the sky was that incredible blue that heralds the advent of autumn and the short-order cook, an untidy boy with thick sausage lips, had managed to scramble an egg to a customer’s satisfaction and was whooping it up next to the glass-front refrigerator. For the moment all seemed right with the world. Willem looked outside toward the girls, so relieved the spell had passed and all his clothes were intact and on his body that he felt limp and grateful and strangely close to tears. The sad truth was that he couldn’t even remember what it was he was worried about.

The taller of the two girls had dark brown hair with a portion pulled back into a long braid that was tied at its end with colored beads; the other girl’s hair was blond and wavy, and when she’d lift her arms, she seemed mostly hair and very little else. Thin as waifs they were, so thin in fact that their ribs caught the light and became ivory crescents that disappeared underneath their sheer tops when they lowered their arms to bend to their cardboard sign. They both wore low-cut bell-bottomed jeans that hugged their hips, and wide leather belts that were tasseled. Braless, their breasts were evident because of the pressing wind, and on their feet were leather sandals.

He was sifting for some other aspect of their bodies to study because the wind pressing against their shirts had set it loose again. That large thing that had tried to escape earlier. He sat, rigid as a metal beam, and looked at their feet where dust and debris whirled. He watched the low clouds curl along scuffed leather and smooth ankles and fresh skin and pink toes. He noticed as the dust kicked higher and higher, brushing their thighs now, until, in a final fit of ejaculation, it spat a mouthful of loose gravel across the buckling asphalt. His heart pounding, Willem looked at the crown over the door and saw that it was swinging.

“Honey, you need more coffee?” the waitress said.

He realized he was panting when he turned to the voice and he hoped that she would attribute his irregular breathing to age. He hoped the panic had not traveled to his eyes. The voice belonged to the same one as before, the Womanwhobroughtmecoffee, but either she had washed and applied deodorant or she was standing too far away for him to smell.

“Yes.” He paused and put his hand to his chest. “Please.”

“You have time to think about what you might want to eat?”

Willem wondered why she was minus her odor now. He wondered why he was worried about her smell at all. Fixating on one thing was dangerous. It made him say things he didn’t want to say.

“If you need more time to think, it’s okay. I got nowhere to go.”

Her voice rode on a musical note of shyness, and he figured she might be new here. Maybe her first job, even. Maybe she was so nervous about starting this new job that she couldn’t sleep much the night before and woke up late and didn’t have time to wash properly. His throat was tight because he didn’t want to blurt out anything about her bathing habits. He wanted to eliminate the possibility of making a statement olfactory in nature, so he thought about the menu; he had decided on the Royal Knight Ham and Eggs for $3.98.

“I smell a pig,” he said and instantly wondered if the fork might be clean enough to stab in his neck.

“Honey, don’t we all.” She pointed with a pencil toward the counter where two men sat. “They raise pigs. Got forty acres of nothin but pigs.” She paused and then lowered her voice in a conspiratorial whisper and pointed with her head to a loner eating toast at the far side of the room.

“And that one there left his wife and four kids for a piano teacher over in Bonham. I say he’s a pig, too.” Her laugh was a little bit mean, and Willem decided she must know the rejected wife and abandoned kids personally.

Willem looked toward his coffee cup, at its lukewarm liquid, and tried to remember all the great cups of coffee he’d had in his lifetime. He wondered, if it was somehow possible to collect all those great cups of coffee, whether they would fill a ditch, or a pond, or a lake. “No. I mean I want…”

He wanted to tell her about the Ham and Eggs for $3.98, he did not want to insult her, he absolutely would not be able to bear it if he insulted her. “I want…something,” he said.

“You want something from the menu?”

He nodded a little too forcefully.

“You want something to eat?”

He nodded again.

With a kindness reserved for the old and infirmed, for vintage priests as well as withering librarians, the waitress did what good waitresses do: she waited.

“I…want.”

“Yes?”

“I want.” He paused and swallowed.

“You want.”

“I want…to smell a pig!”

Willem made himself grin like an idiot. If she thought he was making a joke, she wouldn’t be insulted. Sheer inspiration made him point to the menu. He prayed his finger landed on the Royal Knight helping of Ham and Eggs.

“Oh. I get it.” The tiny truck-stop pad was being written on. “You old guys. I swear. Always cracking a joke.”

And then she turned and ripped the sheet off the pad and tossed it to the thick-lipped boy searing meat on the grill. “Oink and eggs. Over easy. Two racks.” She was finally gone, moving with a mean set to her shoulders toward the man who left his wife and four kids for a piano teacher over in Bonham. Willem bowed his head and wanted to cry.

It is a misconception that the elderly grow beyond the grasp of shame’s fingers. That they become so ensconced inside maturity’s arms, they remain untouched. Willem sat, recalling his words, his gaze trained on the girls out by the road. For a long while he watched them. They were playing with each other’s hair. It was an innocent moment.

[image: arrows]

“Here you go.”

Crockery slid in front of him. Steam rose off his eggs. Turning his head to tell her thank you, he saw it wasn’t necessary. She had already moved away and was busy handing menus to two new customers who had just entered. Willem picked up his fork and cut into the ham.

It is probably a good thing that the elderly, for the most part, go ignored. This is what he was thinking while he ate. Glancing down at his newspaper, he noticed The Colorado Mountain Gazette had spelled his name wrong. William, not Willem. Shrugging, he reasoned it was an easy enough mistake to make. They got most of it right. He had established Fremont Renovation Millworks and run it successfully for close to thirty years. It had been bought out by the suits in Chicago. The part that was a mistake in The Colorado Mountain Gazette was the business about Willem’s being a missing person. He wasn’t a missing person. He knew exactly where he was going. Shoving his plate away, he wiped at a droplet of grease on the table. He thought he saw a hair floating in his ice water, so he looked away.

“You from there?”

The Womanwhobroughtmecoffee was back and pointing with her shoulder and head toward the newspaper he had folded on top of the table. A glass coffeepot was in her hand, steam was escaping its metal-banded mouth. She seemed to be avoiding his eyes. “I wasn’t trying to pry. Just noticed the word ‘Colorado.’”

Willem didn’t want to have a conversation with her, because conversing was too hard. He was too likely to ask her point-blank when she had bathed last. Keeping his lips sealed, he looked up at her with his old man’s smile and tapped a finger along his coffee cup and waited quietly while she poured. She did such a good job of filling his cup that he nudged judgment aside and decided to answer her.

“I used to live there,” he said.

“I’ve lived here for ever.” She blew at her bangs.

He took it she was unhappy about this.

“Born here, in fact.”

He wondered if she meant she had been born inside Ruby’s Regal Truck Stop. Maybe in that back cubicle where they cooked. If so, she was in direct lineage for the crown.

And there it was again, the swinging crown. Right in front of him. Merging with his fear of saying the wrong thing, doing the wrong thing. (Swinging Crown is to Comments About Hygiene what “Y” is to “Z.”) Scrambling and desperate, he averted his eyes toward the destruction in the seat across from him. A rip began at its upper corner and traveled down until it disappeared from view. Yellowed foam rubber bled out like fat around a wound.

“You’re still young. You might leave one day,” he said, finally looking at her, fully aware that his hands were shaking.

“You better believe it. There’s no way I’m gonna stay here and serve pig farmers all day long. No way.”

Move away from me, he thought. Move away from me now. Willem rubbed at the buttons of his shirt, his fingers catching on the third one and slipping it free of its hole. He lowered the offending hand to the sugar dispenser again.

“There are worse places, I would guess.”

“If there are, I’d hate to see them.” She shifted on her feet until her stomach was resting on the table edge. It was a poochy stomach, an I’ve-had-a-baby stomach. The hand was minus a wedding band, and Willem prayed she was Pentecostal, the sect that refused jewelry of any type.

“How long’d you live in Colorado?” Her smile was honest and bright, and he could smell her now.

“A long time.”

“A really long time?”

“Seems like.”

She slid a plate of apple pie across to him. He couldn’t remember ordering it and wondered if, earlier, when he said he wanted to smell a pig, she had relied on her insider knowledge of pig farming, remembered how some of the better farmers fed their pigs apples, and made the leap. Shaking his head, he looked up at her.

“No, sweetheart, you didn’t ask for this. This is on the house.” She tapped on the table with her finger. Her fingernails were painted red and uneven. She looked across the room toward the man in the white apron and nodded in his direction.

“I spilt coffee on you. He just thought—”

“That wasn’t your fault.”

“It felt like my fault. That one over there thought it looked like it was my fault. But hey, if you don’t want it—”

“No. This is fine.”

There was a moment when he thought she might be seeing him as he wished she was seeing him, a man who had looked at one time an awful lot like Gary Cooper. (The older, Technicolor Friendly Persuasion one.) A tall man who filled his clothes in such a way that there was no pair of pants cheap enough to cheapen his appearance. Willem hoped she might be seeing the shadow of that person sitting there trembling in yellow light, and he entertained the foolish notion that if he could foster an image of his younger self in this woman’s eyes, he might become his younger self and be more able to cope with what he was feeling. Foolishness was foolishness at any age. There was nothing left of that young man and he knew it. This being the case, he prayed that she was at least seeing the image he so carefully perpetuated: an old, elfinesque man with a head of white hair, a blue-eyed man blessed with the sensibility and manners required to sit at a shitty truck stop and eat a meal.

He began to feel a little better about the situation. He was not noticing the paper crown spinning over the door. He did not feel inclined to over-analyze odors of any type. Best of all, the girls out by the highway seemed a little older now, a little more able to take care of themselves; having shed, through some form of magic, that tender skin of helplessness. Willem relaxed a little, and his hand slid off the newspaper.

“My God. Is that you?”

Willem saw where she was looking. The folded newspaper. In a glance he saw the words EL PASO COUNTY peeping out from underneath his thumb. Today officials at the Colorado Springs Police Department issued a missing-person report for William Frem was covered by his palm. Too bad his hand wasn’t big enough to cover his picture.

“Is that you in that paper?”

He looked up at her and saw open curiosity that lacked the intellect to go much deeper. He wished he were younger and still remembered how to flirt a little, but the best he could do was “You think it looks like me?” He was genuinely curious about this. The picture was over twenty years old, and in his opinion, he still looked a lot like Gary Cooper in it.

“Yeah. Well, sorta.”

“Then I guess it’s me.”

“My God, you’re in the paper.” She was beaming. Her teeth were uneven and needed brushing. Her free hand was resting on her hip.

Willem shrugged. Watched the black coffee slosh around in its pot. Guessed it was hot enough to peel off at least two layers of tough skin.

“Holy cow. I’ve not ever been in the newspaper.”

Well, good for you, he thought, watching her move away from him. He noticed she refilled all the coffee cups at all the occupied tables in less than two minutes, all except one. He thought it was a testament to her capacity to hold a grudge that she was still ignoring the loner at the counter who had abandoned his wife.

Kitchen crockery was steaming in the back cubicle, sending rising drifts that muted faces and stainless steel and ceramic tile in a sweeping coverage of cloud, creating a surrealistic indoor-weather system birthed by seared meat and boiling water, a not so bad thing to witness. Willem settled a little bit in his booth, felt overwhelmed by the sadness that was always with him, realized the sadness had its origin in the basic alchemy of fear: extortion. In order to alleviate fear, one has to give up certain things, so with the infinite care of a man who has messed up time and time again while doing routine, uncomplicated chores, he removed his wallet and lifted a five-dollar bill from its hiding place. His fingers closed around a single and he removed it as well. (The waitress deserved a little extra for being shackled by prevailing body odor.) He folded both bills in half and set his water glass on George Washington’s face and leaned back in his booth with a sigh. It would have been nice to relax and wait for the woman to bring him a ticket.

Looking back on it, he realized even then that he had known something was about to happen. Known that his composure, wobbling and inexcusable, would suffer a small chip or ping along its surface, like a windshield greeting a rock, and begin to crack. How to stop the sun? Or the climatic heat of an afternoon that sends a tiny abrasion nicked into hardened silicates into a yawning vein of distress? It can’t be done. And so, with a sense of accustomed dread, Willem studied the bills under the glass and waited. Something was about to happen. Something always did.

He was right.

A station wagon pulled up outside and parked on the far side of the lot, partially blocking Willem’s view of the two girls. As the family disembarked (four large people, complete with lumbering father, waddling mother, hulking son, and rotund daughter whose general appearance was as far from the two girls as China was from Tyler, Texas), their steps on the gravel made as much noise as the car’s tires had, and Willem felt pity for them as he watched. His pity evaporated once they reached the door and decided to try and enter all at once.

The father took the mother’s arm. The teenage son attached himself to his sibling. The mother swatted at her children the way a person would swat at worrisome flies. All told, they stood there, a wall of genetic obesity, the door open to every gust of wind.

Move.

Move now, Willem thought.

The paper crown was whirling over their midwestern heads like a dervish, and still they stood there, the sullen daughter glancing over her shoulder toward the highway where those girls stood, the father making a game of it and laughing, elbowing his son with faux parental aggression. The crown was not only spinning, it was being sucked toward the opening. Its wire tether stretched to its limit.

“Ah, Christ,” Willem said, pushing away from the booth and lunging to his feet. His plan was a reasonable one that involved bodily escorting the family in and shutting the door behind them, and then, if the crown was still swinging, he would get a broom from one of the waitresses and manually stop it. His plan was so simple, so cloaked in the seeming sensibilities of an elderly man, it was fail-proof. The plan might have worked if a rogue cattle truck ferrying cows to the slaughterhouse had not roared by, sucking the girls’ cardboard San Francisco sign up into its grillework, sending great hurricane gusts across the parking lot and straight into Ruby’s Regal Truck Stop (Fat Family is to Crown what Truck is to Girls). The girls were knocked to their rears and sandblasted, their ankles bleeding. Willem stood like the old man he was, in the center of the aisle, one shaking hand on the table, the other pointing to the crown that had been ripped from its wire and was sailing through the internal cloud system of Ruby’s. He watched in horror as it caught a blast of oatmeal steam and rode its current before settling on the grill, where it caught fire and blazed.

It was at this point that Willem Fremont began to scream.

 

He was all the way to the Arkansas border before he could think about what came next, and even then he was so steeped in embarrassment he could think about only certain parts of what he’d done. Certain moments when his behavior could have been worse but hadn’t been.

He remembered how he had climbed up into the booth and beaten at the glass, and torn at his hair, and fumbled at his belt. He remembered people staring and jumping to their feet, and the two waitresses and how they rushed from behind the counter to his side and stood gazing up at him. Willem remembered standing with his shoulder pressed to the window, his arm knocking free a revival flyer that floated to the floor.

“Come on, now, honey. Come on down,” the Womanwhobroughtmecoffee said, her voice cooing like a dove.

“Get away from me!” he had yelled, watching the thick-lipped cook pick up a large knife from the sink and slide it like a mug of beer down the counter to the white-aproned king of Ruby’s Royal Truck Stop. As a response to what he saw, Willem kicked the sugar dispenser across the room, where it shattered against a red padded bar stool.

“I’d get away from him,” the thick-lipped cook said, his thick lips curled in a thick-lipped grin.

Willem had yelled, but the words were benign in that they made no sense. No sense at all. One mark against him was that the decibel level of all the yelling had been piercing enough to cause the white-aproned owner to drop his utensil, as well as the knife, but the words themselves were innocent and would make sense only to an equally crazy old man occupying the exact level of Willem’s mind.

Episodes from the not so distant past rose up in his face: the time he had become so worried about shouting in church that he had screamed during the benediction; the evening of his secretary’s funeral, when he had gotten so anxious about his appearance that he stood inside a restroom stall and undressed and redressed over and over again, missing the eulogy as well as the cemetery burial; that time in the shipping room when he couldn’t quit taking off his shoes and rinsing them under the faucet, sure he had stepped in dog shit on his way in. Willem had done all these things and more.

As far as this particular day was concerned, losing Gary Cooper was the worst: the process through which that final dusty shadow of his former self had slipped away while his back was pressed to the greasy window of Ruby’s Regal Truck Stop. It was enough to break his heart. He had heard a faint tapping, and the sound was so different from the internal bedlam that he had turned to find its source and seen those innocent girls (those sweet, innocent girls!) who wanted to go to San Francisco, standing with their hands cupping their faces. Their feet were bleeding. They didn’t seem to care. The blond one was doubled over laughing at him, and the other one was falling to the ground, overcome by hilarity. That Willem had harbored tenderness in his heart for such heartless females was cataloged in a part of his brain that was still registering insults.

It could have been worse, he thought. It could have been much worse.

The fact that he had to be thrown bodily out of the truck stop while screaming at the top of his lungs knocked him out of the gold-star category. There had been a measure of redemption, though. Not for Willem Fremont but for a stranger he’d not had the pleasure of meeting face-to-face: the man who’d left his wife and kids for that piano teacher over in Bonham. That man came to the rescue by lifting Willem off the table and carrying him outside and depositing him on his ass in the parking lot. Willem had been stiff as a board and busy pounding on this stranger’s shoulder the whole while, an act made all the more degrading because of its level of childishness. Rising to his feet and brushing the grit and dust off his legs, Willem opened the door to his truck and climbed inside, his hands shaking so badly he could barely manage the keys. The last thing he saw of Ruby’s Regal Truck Stop was his smelly waitress pouring that adulterous man a congratulatory cup of hot coffee.
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Willem took Highway 82 and drove steadily east, taking special care to maintain the proper speed limit, goading his mind to remember not to veer across the center line into oncoming traffic, and summoning up a heightened awareness of those treacherous long stretches of nothingness where half-asleep drivers were abruptly and often fatally bushwhacked by creeping tractors that appeared from the tall corn to cross the highway. Direction. Speed. Turn signals. The pressure of his foot against the brake pedal. He was careful of everything. If there was one lesson he had learned through seven decades of living, it was this: if an accident was going to happen, it was going to happen somewhere in the vicinity of Willem Fremont. The mileage signs changed numerically as he navigated away from the Lone Star State toward Purvis, Mississippi, the place where he had done most of his growing up. Close to a stupor, he kept trying to disengage from the wreckage of the day, disassembling piece by piece the moves and countermoves of all the participants, stepping back until he no longer felt like the star fool in a long-running farce but an unobtrusive production hand. The prop master, perhaps. After all, the only thing he had wanted back in Sherman, Texas, was a really good cup of coffee—

“—wood’s trying to drum up their own brand of support. You got a whole nation of pinhead moviegoers who think Vietnam’s terrain is similar to what Patton faced. And it’s Hollywood’s fault.”

“Patton?”

“George C. Scott. Hollywood. The Academy Awards.”

“I see.”

“I say let them make a movie about our own war. About what’s going in these United States. The Angela Davis story. She was a professor, you know.”

“The University of California.”

“Yes. Or the William Calley story. The Kent State story. There’s a crew set to take those cameras to Attica in New York. It says right here that they’ve received a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts. And the strange thing is that they aren’t interested in the causative force behind the riots, or the changing face of the American landscape. All they want is a documentary showing the damage. And do you know why they need it?”

“No.”(the rustle of papers being shuffled)

“Because they need the evidence that we’re no longer sitting around our perennial holiday turkey—”

“That reminds me of a Norman Rockwell painting.”

“Exactly! Now imagine a Norman Rockwell painting on drugs. A Thanksgiving turkey smashed against a wall. A bong on the table instead of a glass of tea.”

“Would you want to see that?”

“Not necessarily. But other people will. It’s the car-wreck syndrome—”

Willem was reaching to turn the knob of his radio in search of Patsy Cline when the tires of his truck drifted to the shoulder and hit a smudge pot left by a field crew. It went flying like a cannon ball through a billboard advertising Coppertone suntan lotion. The missile was unlit, which was good, he supposed, but the impact of the unexpected ordnance reacting to his truck’s bumper tore a hole clean through the small grinning child’s bathing suit. It was enough to make him pull off the road and sit, his hands gripping the steering wheel, his face drenched in sweat, his knees, as well as some other deeper, previously unknown bone in his ass, quaking. A leather-clad hoodlum on a motorcycle slowed as he passed and yelled, “Dude! I bet that really burned that baby’s ass!” before roaring off down the highway, his right hand up in a peace sign, a tattered American flag unfurling off his motorcycle’s rear framework.

Willem leaned his head on the steering wheel and waited, the truck idling, the noise soothing, the wind off the passing eighteen-wheelers rocking his truck with a motion that came close to putting him to sleep. Fourteen songs played on the local bluegrass radio station while he sat there, his head frozen against the steering wheel, and he couldn’t recall a single chorus, or word, or metered line. Should someone put a gun to his head and demand that he forfeit a phrase for his life, he still could not do it. When he looked into his rearview mirror, he saw that the sun was a huge circle low in the sky, and all around him dark was being summoned.








Chapter 2



A feathery nimbus of light illuminates the far field where the cows graze. It is always this way at this particular hour. Pink as a new pearl, the light is, fashioning halos around dried nettles and leaning posts and elements of nature previously deemed unremarkable. Leah watched the spread of light from her darkened kitchen, her hand pulling on a leather glove even as it reached to free the spring latch on the back door. The kitchen was small but warm, the wainscoting around all its walls painted a pale, earthy green, the floor highly varnished, as were the door frames and the window frames and the mahogany arch separating kitchen and parlor, the ceiling staged in the standard country way, twelve feet throughout. Against the far wall stood the pie safe, and next to it a window that opened to the best side of the homestead.

The window was tall and wide and exposed the far fields and the pecan grove, and on clear spring nights, once she turned off all the lights in the house, Leah was able to sit in a kitchen chair and smoke a cigarette and look up over the trees and study the face of the night sky, a view so constant and absolute she could spend hours looking and looking and still find something never seen. The kitchen window was her portal to a bigger place, and once the season of cows was done, she intended to ask Bruno if she might widen it.

Breakfast had been cooked, and she stood next to the back door smelling it. Not much these days, just a tray of biscuits set out beside a jar of honey, a pot of coffee perked, a tray of dry toast for Bruno. Her cup and saucer had been put in the sink to soak. Bruno’s cup and saucer were sitting on the cloth-covered arm of the chair.

“I’m goin now,” she said to him, seeing his back shape squared off in his chair that faced the bookcase, his brace riding up behind his head, where a beige pad of rubber cushioned his neck. His feet were crossed at the ankles and resting on the hooked rug her grandmother made back in El Dorado, Arkansas. But for Bruno’s low and steady breathing, the man could be counted a monument, a piece whose place was forever fixed in a park, or a specimen of life-size taxidermy destined for a den. “Kate’s started to bag up,” she said, catching up her hair and fixing it in a low ponytail. “I expect a calf is waitin for me.”

“She bagged up for two weeks last time,” he said. “That cow’s no good at signals.”

“I know that. I’m just tellin you in case I’m gone awhile.”

“How’s her hips look?”

“She’s close.”

“I’d guess next week,” he said.

“Maybe.”

A magazine was spread open across his lap, and she studied the yellow spine and wondered at the month, for the subscription had lapsed and all his choices now consisted of previously viewed mountains and buried mammoths and hordes of Amazonian bats. It was still dark on that side of the house, and he sat immersed in it, stoically. She wondered if he had been given some compensatory gift in exchange for the use of his neck. Perhaps the ability to decipher words in the semidarkness. She watched him, her back resting against the door frame, remembering the shape of his lips, how incredibly soft they could be. She wondered if he’d stir and want to go with her. Maybe sit beside her on the truck seat while she rode along the fence line of the far plat. She waited inside the doorway and watched him; if he was aware of it, this awareness had moved beyond the irritation one feels upon being watched. He was immune to it, to her, to their life, to her body. Leah finally stepped out the door and onto the porch.

The air was unnaturally cool, evocative of October, which she knew to be a lie, for it was late May and the day would turn white-hot and devious in the blink of an eye. She was already set for the wet-heat noon that would try its best to smother her while she worked. But still she stood there, her head cocked slightly, her ear toward the interior of the house, waiting to see if Bruno might call her back. Maybe ask her for a second cup of coffee. Maybe ask her to rub his head. But there was nothing, just the huge container of quiet she had lived in for some time now.

To the east a delicate shifting then. The sky turning up a notch to the color of some lone river stone. Gray as old wet alabaster inside this moment. She crossed her arms and watched while the trunks of the trees along the far plat stepped out from their nondescript mass and gained clarity to become spruce and pecan and dogwood and oak. All gray fellows. All shoed in mist. If a tombstone could sing, it would sing that color, she thought, and then she ran a hand over her eyes and felt the stiff touch of the glove.

The wringer washer was to her left, and next to it a stack of milk crates, the cat sleeping atop its bed of croaker sacks. The sacks no longer ocher in color, no longer rough in texture, but yellow now and silky, cushioned with the shed hair of the tom. Leah reached out and patted its back and belly with her leather fingers and watched it stretch its legs in a lazy feline preen. When she stepped off the porch, the cat commenced a vigorous licking where her hand had touched, replacing the intruder smell of leather with its own fish-breath familiar.

She worked her fingers while she walked toward the pump shed. Rubbing the rough leather seams, bending the joints, first the little finger and then the one that wore the ring, loosening up the stiff leather to a more pliable condition. Low beggar’s-lice clutched the tops of her leather boots, and dew soaked the hems of her jeans and the white caps of meadow mushrooms dotting the lawn. She noticed how thick the grass had grown around the shed’s base, the clover that used to be there, buried, and how the constant slow leak from the faucet had spread a soggy border all around where cinnamon fern had taken hold in emerald clusters, all those pinnate fronds covered in orange woolly hairs.

Pulling open the door to the shed, she watched a garden spider scurry across its laced web and then huddle down near the trap’s center, growing still while the web swung easily in the breeze. Hugely black with yellow markings, it seemed the size of a large man’s palm, and Leah leaned in and searched its egg-shaped middle for a spider breath and couldn’t find one. The four pairs of eyes seemed still as beads, black as India ink, wise as any of Earth’s creatures. Leah watched the tiny drops of moisture captured inside the sticky webbed geometry sway gently in the wind before she looked away.

The tractor key was hanging on a nail, and she reached and took it. Her hat was there, too, resting on the metal water tank, and she took it as well and then slapped it against her jeans to ward off mud daubers or ticks before putting it on.

Off to the west, a single light blinked on and harsh yellow spilled out her mother-in-law’s kitchen window. Leah saw it in passing and ducked her head out of habit, her hands rammed to her pockets while she walked the distance to the barn.

Spied upon. Tested publicly. This was how the kitchen light made her feel. You must change your drawers inside this great plate-glassed window while the whole world watches. And if not the whole world, then one reed-thin woman who arises before the night is done in order to judge the quality of a marriage. Because Leah Till’s marriage was failing. Failing in ways that felt gargantuan and of Leah’s own making. Close proximity to one’s in-laws was commonplace in a rural community. Land never changed hands, it just got parceled out and fenced in, autonomy fading to the category of failed myth. Having to live under the scrutiny of a strong-willed woman whose favorite son seemed hopelessly miserable was the price Leah paid when she said “I do.” A part of her would always know that it wasn’t her fault, that she had tried to make the best of a sad situation, but that part fell silent under the perusal of Eilene Till.

Leah looked down at her boots, watched her feet walk across the vapored ground. Go ahead, step out of them drawers, girl. First one leg, then the other…

The silo was between the two farms. An indignant-looking tower with a galvanized dome painted red. Empty of grain for years now, it served a new purpose, a gaudy advertisement blazoned around its middle, and in the early fog she could see a “P” and a “D.” Neat white fencing ran to the north as well as to the south before disappearing into a grove of pecan trees standing in neat rows.

Fourteen more steps and the eyes from that far kitchen window would have to strain to see. Elbows pressed to a kitchen counter would have to shift. The woman would have to go up on her toes, or perhaps pull over a chair and climb up on it in order to search for her.

“Well, go ahead and look, then,” Leah said. “You’ll not find me.”
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The woman was short and thin, not much larger than a seamstress’s dress form. A moderate chest to match equally moderate hips. A slight vibratory stillness to her, indicating neatly compressed rage. Most saw her as easygoing and congenial and attributed her slight trembling to boundless energy, unaware that inside her gray-headed, sensibly dressed figure was a woman so angry she stood poised on the verge of spontaneous human combustion.

The source of this anger was her children, both grown men who had long since fled the boundaries of such description and would argue to the death that it was a demented woman’s illusionary keepsake, a widow woman’s ivory cameo, a folded fan of Chinese silk. But children they remained inside Eilene’s mind: the child of her youth who wanted to work but couldn’t; the child of her menopausal waltz, who was fully capable of working, yet refused. Eilene was chronically irritated, eternally frustrated, enormously weary of her boys. Like bad viruses they invaded her heart, wreaked havoc with her brain, stole the strength from her muscles, wore her fingers to the bone. To admit any of this (even to herself) would smear the work she’d done on her presentation of motherhood, a painting carefully orchestrated from the moment she put the first child to her leaking breast, a composite rendering that grew grayer and grayer with each passing year. There were trade-offs, though. Ways to get even.

Eilene had discovered one such way five years earlier, on the drive back from Vicksburg, where she’d hurriedly gone to sell her mother’s silver in order to buy Sonny’s way back home from Australia. She began to pretend she was growing deaf. Eilene (who could hear perfectly fine) made this claim in order to shout, because shouting at her sons kept her sane. Kept her from grabbing the gasoline can and burning down the place, or standing outside and breaking the windows of her house with rocks, one by one. She shouted on the phone, from the bathroom, at the ironing board, in the car. She gauged the level of the shout according to the proximity of whichever son was closest to her, preferring to increase the noise level the closer that son stood.

She also used the kitchen. Pots could be banged. Plates could be thrown. Pretending to be absentminded, she could burn the corn bread that Sonny was craving, or scorch the lima beans he was nearly starved for. She could put too much sugar in the tea and not enough mayonnaise in the potato salad. She could claim to have forgotten Sonny’s allergic reaction to cream and load up the macaroni and cheese with an entire crock of it. She could slam the refrigerator door and hear the crash of the milk bottle and smile. She could stand next to the sink and watch for that veinish trickle of white to appear in front of the Kelvinator’s door. She could jerk a dishcloth out of the drawer, bang the drawer shut, sling the rag to the floor, and stomp on it with her feet. She could wait until a week went by to clean the broken glass out of the stick of butter.

Eilene did all these things, always careful to spare the less fortunate of her sons from the extent of her wrath. Bruno no longer made her itch with nervousness. Now he made her cringe with pity.

Sonny wasn’t so fortunate. Eilene’s temper was just as likely to spring up over a peaceful Sunday dinner, while he sat at the table slurping his gravy with a spoon, as it was to erupt while she sat under low lamplight doing the monthly paperwork. The son who was able to ignored her. The son living under her roof was not that lucky.

 

Eilene leaned her elbows on the kitchen countertop and watched her daughter-in-law walk across an expanse of yard, headed for the barn. Early light filtered up through the trees, for it was nearly five o’clock in the morning. A shallow fog mist floated above the dew-wet grass, haphazard and surreal. It seemed for a brief moment that the woman being watched might be traveling across a low cloud, her feet buried up to the middle shafts of her legs inside a swirling mist that trailed behind her in a wake. Eilene shuffled to the side and leaned against the sink while Leah pulled open the heavy barn doors one at a time and disappeared into the dark. There was no sound. No light. A long minute passed, and the early morning aura shifted slightly and fog began to dissipate. A fresh crop of jays dipped noisily across the side yard, integrating with a mated pair of thrush calling out whit whit heep heep.

Eilene took the coffeepot and rinsed it (loudly) in the sink and measured the coffee and then banged the pot to the stove. She did all this work automatically, the level of loudness constant, her eyes watching out the kitchen window the whole while. The doors to the barn were standing open, agape in the dust, and still there was no noise; no movement. She struck a match to the gas and once it was lit, she coughed (loudly) into her hand. Minutes passed and the coffee began to boil.

Tiptoeing down the hall, she peered into the dark of Sonny’s room and found him in the center of the iron bed, snoring. It had been a new mattress a year earlier, but now its edges curled upward like drying cheese, and she wondered just how many more mattresses she was destined to purchase to support the back of her younger son. On the far wall hung his horse-collar mirror, and below it, on her grandmother’s prize cherry table, were his television set, four bags of potato chips (two of them empty), three snuff jars, and a rusted boat propeller. She had told him to put down newspaper before he unloaded it, but he had refused to listen to her. A fresh gouge ran diagonally across the entire width of its hand-rubbed top.

Shaking with rage, she tiptoed back up the hall to the kitchen and searched for a weapon, picking up the closest thing she could find: the bent metal spatula she would use for his eggs. With a somewhat lighter heart, she went back down the hall.

Moving until she stood at the foot of the bed, she studied him, the way his hand was tucked under his cheek like a child’s, his opened mouth, his gray stubble of beard. His hair needed washing as well as cutting, and with that thought, she reared back and began to bang on the iron bed frame with the utensil, yelling, “SHE CAIN’T GET IT GOING!” rewarded instantly by the sight of her son throwing off the quilt and four pillows and sitting upright in the bed. She saw that he was sleeping in his underwear and socks.

Eilene went back to the kitchen and waited, and while she stood at the sink, she trembled with the anticipation of Sonny’s drifting back off to sleep and the larger, louder kitchen pot she would use to bang against the wall.

“Do you hear me? Sonny? SONNY!” Eilene called toward the back of the house, reaching to the windowsill and taking up her hair net and spreading it with her fingers and putting it over her hair. The elastic formed a bead of skin around the perimeter of her face and flattened the tops of her ears against her head. Her hair was cut short, and she didn’t need the net, but the thin mesh made her feel helmeted.

“DID YOU HEAR WHAT I SAID?”

There was silence from out the bedroom, then, “Hell. It ain’t my tractor,” Sonny said, his voice muffled.

She waited. Because she was pretending to be deaf, she was required to wait. To answer immediately would give her away. She also was required to ignore the countless times Sonny mumbled under his breath “Bitch” and “Fuck you” and “Why don’t you try and make me, you old lady.”

“Sonny? SONNY!” Eilene moved closer to the stove. “Sonny? Are you talking to me? Did you say something?”

“I said it ain’t my tractor!”

“Well, I certainly know that!” Eilene yelled.

“I didn’t take her to raise, neither!”

“I’m not saying you did!”

The tall silo was to the west, and Eilene looked at it, the cylindrical shape capped in red. Her garden should be resting in its shadow, experiencing the evolving sequence of the sun.

“Mama!”

Eilene bowed her head and waited. She knew what he wanted.

“I’m about to do it!” Sonny said. “Get over there by it just in case!”

Eilene stepped over the steel tubing, which originated in the back bedroom next to Sonny’s bed and fed down the hall into her kitchen. It had been taped in place with brown freezer tape that she swept and mopped around, and she followed it to its course and stood watching where it ran up the wall until it connected with a switch. She tilted back her head and peered through her glasses, holding vigil over three white toggles braced by a small metal bar. She heard a loud click from the bedroom and watched the bar in front of her slide down, switching on the huge mechanics’ fans in the backyard, around his latest project: the boat. She had to hand it to him: he never even had to leave the center of his bed.

From the bedroom he yelled, “Hot damn. I knew it would work!”

“Get up!”

“Didn’t I tell you it would work?”

She went to the stove and turned the flame to low. From the window she could see those open doors to her daughter-in-law’s barn. The overhead light had been turned on, and shadowy movements cut through the illumination. She knew Leah was moving around. Trying to do something.

Sonny clapped his hands. “What’d I tell you!” he said.

Eilene tied an apron around her middle and refused to answer. She put her hands to her temples and pressed at her skull with tiny rotating movements.

“Didn’t I tell you?” He was shouting.

“I wish you’d hush!”

“Them switches workin?”

“You hear the fans running, don’t you?”

Eilene placed her hands on the countertop, feeling the vibration while she watched small swirls of loose debris ferreting across the grass, sucked there by giant gin fans big as propellers. Sonny was painting his boat for the third time, and even though it was spring, he needed the fans on his backside while he painted because he got hot and sweated down his legs, and the sweat made his ass itch. The boat stood where Eilene’s garden used to, and she was still not over her resentment. “This is damn foolishness!” she yelled.

“There are worse things than a couple of fans blowing in your backyard!” Sonny yelled back.

Yeah, rabbits, she thought to herself. Rabbits in Australia that needed killing to collect a bounty. Rabbits that wouldn’t be killed unless you were standing in New South Wales holding a rifle in your hand…She kept quiet about it, though. The boat had cost her only four hundred dollars so far; the episode with the rabbits had come close to costing her a house.

“That boat’s where my tomatoes need to be!” Eilene was so resentful she felt she might explode.

“I told you it’d work!” Sonny repeated, pleased. “There’s not a problem in the world cain’t be cured by cleverness. Give me a pencil and I’ll work it out every time!”

Eilene looked at the proof where it was thumbtacked to the wall, or-nate detailing on brown butcher paper that required the complete rearranging of her dining room for accommodation. And this was just the drawing. Once it was done, her son had spent hours hand-coloring the whole business with pastel chalk he had to send to Vicksburg for, then fixed it to the kitchen wall with red tacks, where he worshiped it with a zeal she found embarrassing. She had wanted a good print of Blue Boy or Pinky or maybe those bulldogs playing cards, and instead she had this thing that seemed more kin to a child’s imagined pirate’s map. Tiny stick men ran along what she supposed was an electric current. Circles for their primitive heads. Smiles on their faces. The view was from overhead, and every other one was looking up with a stick-fingered wave. The diagram shouted Sonny’s true intentions: the stove drawn with expert proportions in accordance with his healthy appetite, the sink too small, his reluctance to wash a dish evident. The table and four chairs were satisfactory, and she leaned forward in amazement, realizing he had penciled in the sugar bowl and salt and pepper shakers. Tiny footprints were drawn where they were supposed to walk, allowing for the tubing that veined the floors.

“Please hush,” he’d said to her that November night. “I’ll fix it so you’re not about to trip and bump your head. I’ll draw you a map, even.” And he damn sure had.

The paper showed the hall and the kitchen, the footprints side by side, a bizarre dance in consideration of eggs and bacon and the washing of a dish, a figure eight encompassing the stove and sink area. Female feet, she noted. Finally, a border of lightning bolts formed an intricate pattern around its edges. She was of a mind to take it over to Hattiesburg and have it framed as proof positive her younger son was a fool.

Sonny rolled over in the bed, and she heard the groan of bed slats.

Taking a butter knife in hand, she began to slip the tacks out of the wall. They dropped to the table with tiny sounds of industry. She picked up one and moved over to the doorway and set it on the floor, where, with any luck, he might step on it. Once the paper was free, it floated down to the tabletop. She took it by the edges and folded it to a good-size square and stood it behind the napkin holder. “Time to GET UP!” she said.

“There’re likely be others who’ll want to see that piece a paper you just taken down!”

She ignored him.

“Likely this very day somebody’ll want to come in and look!”

Boxes of bolts and electrical wire and switches of all makes and models were still scattered around her kitchen in boxes she had tripped over for weeks.

“Somebody might a wanted it, and now it’s creased!”

Eilene went to his bedroom and caught him sitting by the side of the bed scratching at his balls. His shape was like that of a hulking bear in the zoo.

“You give them the plan, they’ll build it on their own! ON THEIR OWN! NO NEED FOR YOU!” she yelled, remembering to inject the enticement of paying work into the conversation.

There was silence while he mulled it over, realizing he was treading into hostile territory, where job-bearing sentries stood waiting to heave him out of bed. It was a land Sonny wanted no part of, so he said, “Leah out the barn yet?”

Studying him blankly, Eilene just stood there. “What’d you say?”

“What I said was”—he peered up at her, then looked down at his socked feet, at the highly polished wood of the bedroom floor—“Godamercy. You fix one thing and another crops up.”

Point taken, Eilene moved back to the kitchen, where she listened to the noise of Sonny shifting himself up out of bed. Habitual sounds. Hands fumbling in the not-so-dark. The thud a boot makes when stumbled upon. The slight clang of metal grabs hitting the floor. He was mumbling his simmering diatribe: “I told Bruno she don’t know shit about it. I told him the woman’s not fit to do farmin, but what does he do? He ignores me. And now who has to go and clean up the mess? I guess you know good and well who…”

There was more, but Eilene quit listening. There was silence but for the noise of the fans. Behind her, the floorboards creaked, and she followed the sound of her son’s progress up the hall. Sonny sidestepped the tack in the doorway, tipped the lid off the sugar jar, and popped a cube in his mouth. When she turned to him he extended his hand and said, “Mornin, Mama.”

“Mornin, yourself,” she said, shaking his hand.

“Where’s the coffee at?” he said, running a hand through his gray hair, his face close to hers to avoid shouting.

She pointed toward the stove.

Lifting the cast-iron skillet from the oven, she banged it to the eye and then took a slab of bacon and sliced it and set it to frying. Eggs were in a wire basket next to the sink, and she set out four of them and then went to the fridge and pulled out the pan of biscuits she’d made the night before. Moving to the cabinet, she found his cup and filled it with hot coffee and put it on the table. Once these things were done, she sat down in the chair, pulled it close to his, and faced him, her glasses pushed up on her nose.

“What’re you goin to do?”

“Why, I think I’ll just sit here and wait on breakfast,” Sonny said. “It’s smellin good, too.”

Eilene nodded and looked at her son, at this hulk of a man she had little use for. She pursed her lips a little. “She cain’t git it runnin!” she said, her head giving a nod in her daughter-in-law’s direction.

Sonny leaned his head to his hand and scratched at his eyebrows with his fingers. “I guess you ain’t gonna stop about it.”

“Those biscuits got fourteen, fifteen minutes to bake.”

“And?”

“I think that’s time enough to help out your kin.”

“Bruno don’t like—”

“FOURTEEN MINUTES!” Eilene screamed.

“Hell. I guess it won’t hurt to check,” he said, rising to his feet.

“There’ll be no hushin you till I go.”

“Just do what you can!” she shouted. “I’ll have breakfast ready time you git back. I’ll even make gravy.”

He opened his mouth to tell her how lumpy her gravy had been of late, how it lacked the proper amount of salt, how it had taken on a mustardy color as well as a bitter taste, but then he saw the look to her eyes and decided he would be better served by holding his peace and doing what she asked.

 

Sonny spent an inordinate amount of time out on the back porch petting the dog’s head, lavishing affection on a blue tick hound that, in his heart of hearts, he hated, puzzling the dog with this exhibition because it was a smart one and knew it was despised. Once this overt act was played out, Sonny reached into his pockets and pulled out his shoelaces and sat down on the top step and began to string up his boots. He glanced across the way to the opened barn doors and saw movement. He glanced down again while he fed a string through a metal boot eye. Upon completion, he held up the laces in measurement and saw how the left one had ends that failed to meet equally. With a sigh, he began to undo and relace all over again.

He could see the sky all around was lighting up the place, and he sat there watching shadows disappear. Leah appeared to be lifting hay off the trailer that was hitched to the tractor, and dragging it bale by bale to a spot closer to the barn door. Now that the light was fairly good, he could see three stacks, two bales high, and two more stacks to go. He stood to his feet and headed her way.

Near his mother’s clothesline, he stumbled and stopped in his tracks and kicked at the dirt, bending at the waist in an effort to find what had tripped him up. He couldn’t find the durn culprit and walked on. It was right about then that he felt the loose dirt that had migrated down the inside of his boot due to all that kicking, and he was forced to stop and un-lace his boot and remove it from his foot and hold up the boot and shake out the vagrant. When he bent to put it on again, Leah was done with rearranging her hay and was headed to the side of the house where the truck sat.

Sonny stood to his feet and yawned mightily and set to walking again. He could already smell those biscuits.

He stomped his foot every few steps, in expectation of more dirt hiding inside the top of his boot waiting to slide down, but didn’t feel any. When he walked past the old silo, he patted its side as one would the shoulder of a friend.

He was near the mid-gate now, with its weighted chain, and he slipped the noose and watched it swing inward with a clicking grace he found beautiful. The hinge was loose, though, and careful man that he was, he intended to fix it before he went a step farther. He glanced up and saw the hay waiting there, and he could hear the noise of Bruno’s old Ford and then he searched around in his pockets for his Swiss Army knife and pulled it out and found the proper blade and went to work on the loose screw. Once it was done, he decided he needed to scrape a bit of rust off the hinge and went to it, filing and tapping and brushing away the red with his finger, watching Leah pull the truck around in a three-point turn and back it toward the barn.

He finally walked on. But then he thought of the dog and how, though the hound had never done it before, it might be liable to stray, so he turned around and went to the gate and pulled it shut. Remarked to himself that it was a good thing he had found that loose screw when he did, he’d not like it much to come out and see the gate resting off its proper plumb.

Leah was heaving bales onto the back of the truck, making small grunts, and Sonny stopped to inspect his mother’s fig prospects. The trees were as old as Davy Crockett, with gnarled limbs big as a man’s leg, and he thought it’d be a good season for preserving jellies and jams, and he meant to tell her about this prediction as soon as he made it back to the house.

He looked at his watch and, though it seemed impossible, slowed his pace.

He had fifty feet to go when Leah put the truck in gear and drove around the side of the barn and headed toward the back plat.

Sonny raised his arms to mid-waist, his palms upward to the sky, his mouth opened wide in what he hoped was an expression of disbelief. The truck was missing its side mirror, and he couldn’t tell if she might be watching him or not, so he held his hands up for a second longer and then lowered them and looked around the place.

She had not shut the barn doors, and he could see the brown flash of mice quickening around the old barrels of feed and, in the center space, the tractor with its trailer attached. Sonny bent and studied those big tires and the tatting of spiderwebs that connected them.

Going to the tractor, he raised its hood and checked the cables and saw that they were sound. He leaned around and looked at the switch and put a hand to the horn and pressed and heard nothing.

“I bet my good eye she didn’t turn that switch far enough,” he said, shaking his head. He noted a sturdy ladder leading to the loft, calculated how he would rearrange things should it be his barn and not his brother’s, and then he pulled the heavy doors shut and went out into the yard. He could hear the Ford making its way across the pasture, just an echo now, a coughing, sputtering one.

“Them truck axles ain’t gonna like that back field,” Sonny said. And then he turned to the porch along the backside of his brother’s house. The cat was there atop its crate, licking itself, the washer was rusted out a little at the bottom, Leah’s plants needed a good watering. With only a moment’s hesitation, he walked toward the steps, his hands to the pockets of his overalls.
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The draperies are pulled together in the living room, but not all the way, and a small needle of light finds its way to the floor, hitting the legs of the coffee table and the magazine rack set to the side of his chair. Bruno Till sits still as a statue and watches it spread up and across Leah’s ceramic knickknacks, blazing against a trumpeting swan, and then the porcelain cow, and then stretching to the far wall, brightening up the room by slow, piercing degrees. The trunk stored in the hallway he can see now, as well as the bookshelf built into the wall. He can see the titles, mostly farming periodicals and old National Geographic s. His hand is open on the thrice-read pages of the magazine, and his coffee cup is sitting on the cloth-covered arm of the chair as other items come into view. A basket holding mending. An ashtray. A cup.

The cup is decorated all around with tiny pink flowers, and the rim is ribboned in gold, but the cup itself is crackled in places and worn, with a tiny chip above its handle. The saucer is not the one it belongs to. This bothers him, and he glances through the opening to the kitchen. In the cool morning, Leah is out in the barn, but there is silence and the silence is forcing him to listen, even more so than the ribbon of light through the draperies is forcing him to watch. The tractor won’t start for some strange reason, and she will have to use the truck to carry morning feed, and even in the midst of her predicament, he thinks about calling her back inside to see if she can find the matching saucer. Similitude. This is the concept that leads him down the path to this place concerning commonality and matched sets. He is similar to every other thing in the world, and just as every other thing in the world has its accompanying set of rules and guidelines, so does Bruno Till. A cup should sit its saucer. Socks should match. A tractor, not a truck, should pull a hay wagon out into the field.

He had noticed her hair when she walked through the house. He couldn’t keep his eyes off it, in fact. Even as she pulled on her work gloves and tucked her shirt into her jeans, he was watching. It was its true color now, honeyed brown, the color of her eyes, though her eyes held a slight blush of renegade green. Her hair was longer these days, and she wore it pulled back and fastened at her neck with a gold-tone clip. He knew that once she was outside, she would find her cap and put it to her head and pull the ponytail through the hole in back, and it would swing against her shoulders while she worked.

He heard the truck start and saw a blur of movement as the truck reversed across the yard to position itself in front of the barn. She had left her overshirt on the back of the kitchen chair, and if the heat held true, she would need it later on in the day. Folks who thought stripping down was the key to coolness were fools. The actuality of it was sweat, good and honest, dampening layers of cloth, and then a sweet breeze wafting up against that cloth. That was how it had always been done. Try telling that to a city boy stripped down to his jeans, a damn bandanna tied around his head, leaning against a lamppost.

Her shirt was dirty from yesterday’s work. Yesterday’s jeans were on the bed frame. He had seen them when he rose to dress. She had turned thin on him, too, losing her roundness in accordance with the seasons, and it was the spring birthing time, and she was loose in her jeans, and the shirts that used to snug across her front seemed different these days, though they weren’t. She was like a half-empty bag of sweetfeed instead of a full, and while the comparison might seem uncaring, or perhaps limited as an endearment, Bruno didn’t mean it that way. It was a mere comparison made by a man who framed his life in ordinary terms. Sweetfeed was sweetfeed, and all “half-empty” meant was that his wife was losing weight doing man-work that should be falling to the man, and Bruno grieved over it.

The words blurred on the pages. He had been reading about a lost tribe discovered in New Guinea and wondering why in the world a seemingly scientific journal had ascribed the words “lost tribe” to a tribe that was no longer lost but found when he’d seen movement across the rear of the house. His line of vision was better than most thought, and from where he sat, he could see all the way through the house and out into the yard. Leah had left the back door open, and he watched his brother shuffle into view and then stand peering into the room, or at least trying to. The two men stared at each other, and Bruno felt his face blush, weaker for the moment, his guard down.

“How come that tractor ain’t runnin!” Sonny shouted.

“I ain’t Mama. Lower your voice.”

“What’s wrong with the tractor?”

“You know she’s not deaf, don’t you?”

Sonny stared at him. “I don’t know if she is or not.”

“You live with her. You ought to know.” Bruno shut the magazine and watched his brother fidget behind the screen door. He reasoned he weighed over three hundred pounds these days, with the weight still climbing.

“What’s wrong with the tractor?”

“Cain’t say.”

“I bet she didn’t turn the switch all the way off.”

“Could be.”

“Could be, my ass. It’s a fact. I looked, and it weren’t turned off all the way. I went on and turned it all the way off, in case you’re wondering.” Sonny reached for the handle to the door, then hesitated and put his hand back to his pocket.

“I’m not wondering,” Bruno said.

“Well. If you were.”

“I’m not.”

“I come over to see if I could help,” Sonny said. “Mama seen the barn doors left open, and no tractor and sent me over. You know how she is.”

“Leah’s headed to the fields. I’m sitting here reading.” Bruno put his hand around his coffee cup, steadying it. He could feel sweat collecting underneath his brace, tickling his neck.

“You gonna have to jump it off.”

“I got the cables.”

“Yeah, but who’s—”

“Get the fuck off my porch,” Bruno said.

“Hell. All I said was—”

“Sonny.” It was more than a word. It was a warning.

Sonny blinked a few times and then reached out to scratch the tomcat and said, “You need anything before I leave?”

“Do I look like I need anything?”

Sonny stared at him, then cupped his hand around his eyes as he leaned in to the screen. “Nope. You seem fine to me.”

“Fine.” Bruno snorted quietly. “I’m fine, all right.” And then he wanted to kick himself in the ass because it sounded pitiful, and that was not his intention.

“Well, maybe not fine. But the same. You seem the same.”

“I am the same. Now git the hell off my porch.”

Sonny turned to leave and then called back over his shoulder, “Should Mama ask if I come over here to check on you, tell her I did. She sent me over here, and I done what she said. And if Leah cain’t git them cables on right to jump it off and recharge that battery, you know where I’m at.”

Bruno was silent, watching his brother put a hand to the porch post and ease down the steps and then hurry across the yard with a marvelous economy of movement for a man his size.
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The terrain was sensible, and Leah Till drove out through the middle of it with quiet confidence, a quilt of wildflowers to her left, the tops of yellow star grass and bluets and orange milkweed undulating, casting scarves of brilliance over the low brown sedge. She was not old, nor was she young. This is what she was thinking while the truck bounced across the middle pasture and her hair brushed against the back of her neck. And this thought, too: This is how we live our lives—so caught up in work, our self-awareness drifts away.

She stopped the truck at the first gate and got out and pulled it open, drove through, stopped and shut the gate behind her, then climbed back in the truck and drove on toward the next. It was May, and the air still had an edge to it, and across the way, above the ridge of trees, the sky had turned its prominent color, a shade she had come to associate only with men, more gray than blue, holding inside itself the promise of a storm or some other turbulence. Leah looked away.

She was nearing her destination and could see the huge not-quite-toppled pine, the thick tip of it webbed with cones pointing toward the west, its weight a marvelous thing to consider, how it danced on the currents and refused to fall. How, year after year, it refused to fall.

The tree was the first thing she had noticed about the land when Bruno first brought her here, straight from Meridian, where she had lived too close to the city to be considered rural and too far away from the county courthouse to be considered urban. The size of Bruno’s acreage had stunned her, for she had grown up in a house that sat on a small lot, and had spent all of her twenty-two years looking out on a backyard that was crowded with a toolshed and carport and two gnarled pear trees. Close to two hundred acres, his place was, at least in the beginning. Small portions had been sold off through the years to satisfy taxes, or to buffer a lean season full of unproductive crops, but the portion that held the pine was still theirs, and while she wished it had been held on to for sentimental reasons, she knew this wasn’t true. It was a wild portion thick with trees that would’ve been hell to work, and the two of them had never even walked it, just stood near its margin and acknowledged its beauty.

“I think that tree points west for a reason,” Leah had told him, her arm tucked inside his, the feel of flannel comforting. She was in love with cowboys and horses and men with scuffed-up boots and large hands. It was a Hollywood love drummed up on a sound stage, but it was still love, and Bruno, with his German name and stocky build, settled all around her like a Wild West sun. The toppling tree reminded her of him in a way she found embarrassingly erotic, and the great red orb, setting behind a ring of crimson clouds, made her feel complete in a way she found baffling.

“Don’t go and change to a girl on me,” he had said. “Only reason it points that way is because the land wants it to,” but he was laughing when he said it, and Leah had looked up at him, still wondering how the two of them had gotten on, seeing as they were polar opposites. What common ground there happened to be was purely physical, which had made a lie of her mother’s words: “There’s not enough time spent between the sheets to compensate the breach.” But there had been, at least for a while there. Leah refused to throw out his beat-up work boots as proof of what had been. She was just that sentimental. But she kept them hidden away underneath a rollaway bed in the front bedroom. She was just that smart.

“That taproot’s thick as a barrel, I bet,” Bruno had said that day, grinning at her. And that had been the end of it. He would ship out five years later and everything would change, but on that particular day the moment seemed permanent, carved in stone, and they had stood there watching quietly before spreading a cloth down to the ground and sitting and eating a lunch of cold baked chicken and potato salad while field grass waved all around. A half hour later, while Bruno took his own sweet time unbuttoning her shirt and peeling it off her shoulders and running his work-worn hand across her belly, the tree was watching over them, its tip bouncing in the wind while birds surfed the branches.

 

The cows were kneeling on front wrists like old penitents stricken and arthritic, and then they began to rise, heaving back finally, straightening forelegs in calm deliberation. Once this was done, they wandered toward the truck. Thirty or so cows. All accounted for but Kate, the one Leah was looking for. Cows are social creatures and seldom stray, and she knew this, knew the reasons for isolation were all ominous.

Leah turned off the motor and opened the door and climbed to the bed for a better look. To the east a thick wood bordered the fence line, and behind her, to the north, was the open pastureland she had already driven through. The only questionable area was in the direction of the pine, and while she could see its tip and where it pointed, the surrounding land was thick with bracken and shrub and tangling vines and deadfall shapes of impassable geometry. No path for a cow. Even a determined one.

“Shit, then,” she said, climbing back into the cab and lifting down the .30/.06 from the rack. The truck had turned into a true country truck, which meant it was more traveling toolshed than vehicle. Cigarette empties littered the floor, as well as oil cans and thick shanks of rope and clotted rags and boxes of shells and calf pullers and salve. A case of liniment rode shoved under the seat and stuck in the springs was a pair of shears heavy enough to lay to the bone, should the need arise. The only peculiarity was a bent harmonica standing upright in the ashtray. For the life of her, Leah couldn’t remember who had put it there; all she knew was it had been there for as long as the truck had been. That Bruno had played the instrument seemed incongruous to everything she knew to be true concerning her husband.

“Fuck it, then.” She slammed the door and backed away, holding the gun under her arm, noticing how the wind was up and whistling through the sedge, and how the cows all seemed agitated and restless, the way they got before a storm. Brown eyes moved across Leah’s torso and then shifted to the western section, where the land was so thick it had never been trod. There were twenty or so cows milling about, all moving in her direction.

“Shoo, then,” she said, throwing up an arm and waving. “Git.” One bumped her hip, and she hit it with the palm of her hand, watching dust fly up. The cows stumbled away from her, all of them moving together until their flanks touched, forming a restless bovine pond with a shifting nervous wake.

I’ll make it up to you later, she thought, moving out into the field. Behind her the cows stood watching, some beginning to settle, some grazing. She noticed the new quiet and stood there listening, and then she bent and began to make her way through the brush, the gun under her arm, a box of shells tucked in the pocket of her shirt.

 

The woods were full of life, or so it seemed. Overlooked life, quiet, teeming, pulsing life. Mushrooms were scattered about where she walked, a crop of Old Man of the Woods, their umbrella tops freckled and scaled, and the smaller, green-gilled Lepiota, wearing braceletlike rings along their stalks. Near the base of a rotting tree felled so long ago that its appearance as tree seemed questionable, a Stinkhorn stood upright, its olive tip slightly open and greasy-looking, and she stopped in her tracks, a heaviness settling around her heart. The mushroom resembled a penis, an organ thoroughly aroused by its surrounding decay, and she stood there taking note of all its intricate details. It grew upright out of a thatch of gray twigs, its stalk whitish pink, and try as she might to see it for what it was, it stood as a reminder of what Bruno kept to himself. She kicked at it with her boot when she went past, her eyes to the ground, sweeping side to side for cow tracks. The lump in her throat was for something else, not that, she told herself. I don’t miss that. Besides, it’s a mushroom, not a man, and I got one of those back at home.

The area was crowded with longleaf pines, trees ignored by man, with towering tops that seemed to stretch forever. Leah put out her hand and brushed against the small saplings that stood three feet tall in all directions, for the forest floor was covered with them, and when the wind caught, a wave of pale green seemed to funnel toward her before washing away. There were hardwood trees as well, their opaque leaves creating a cover as dense as a roof, their trunks covered in lichen conveying the appearance of trees dipped in chalk. It was dark underneath the trees, and cooler, and she wished for her overshirt as protection against the unexpected chill. Looking back, she saw a small opening of light blinking off the hood of the truck, and the image of rust and paint conjured up warmth in a way she found remedial.

Repositioning her hat, she took the gun and used it to press against the wild privet that was springing up all around, pushing the growth forward, and then, once it was held down, stepping on it with her foot. She thought better of this a few seconds later, not wishing to stumble, the gun in hand, and shoot off an arm or possibly a foot, since she was walking up a small hill, the incline so slight its presence was accounted for only by the increased effort at breathing. The cow had been this way, there was proof everywhere: broken limbs, sedge grass pressed down, a not so fresh pile of manure.

The path had thinned a bit, and she walked forward, seeing the tip of the toppled pine appear occasionally between a break in the treetops, its crown sheared by the elements to a shape resembling an arrowhead, and it really did seem to be pointing west. It was larger than first imagined, for no matter how many steps she took, it still appeared a distant apparition, a thing both real and unreal. Like a pot at the end of a rainbow. Illusionary yet absolute. Leah was remembering her effort as a child to find such a pot, alongside her father, who took great pains to make it a lesson of sorts, recalling how he had pointed up to the sky while they stood out in some broad field, and urged her to squint her eyes. “There’s more than three colors there. More than just red, yellow, and blue.” “Where?” she asked. “Up in the sky,” he said. “Look now and squint like I told you.” And she had done what he’d asked and seen the slight variations of spectrum, more bands of color than she ever envisioned. Purple and alizarin graduating to fiery orange. A lemony green shimmered into blue. Undulating colors carrying a life of their own. The remembrance so vibrant and surreal that here, in her thirty-fifth year while seeking a wayward cow, she looked up through the limbs of the trees in search of what she had viewed so long ago. She had one hand to her hair, brushing back a shank that had come loose from its clasp, her eyes still up to the sky, when she took a step forward through low cutty brush and fell off the edge of the world.

Falling down a cavernous shoot was how it felt, and between her legs she saw the open spaces below, speckled by sun and shade, and a distant green she supposed was the ground floor. Converging into the dilemma, a picture of her life segmented by no particular time or event, just parcels and refrains called up to flash before her eyes while she fell to her death. So it’s true was her thought. You see it all. Every last second. And then her back touched a wall of earth, and her arms flew open and the gun flew outward toward the sky, sun glinting off gunmetal gray as it pinwheeled through the air before tumbling against a clay embankment and on down into a gully that had been hidden from sight.

Her slide was stopped short by something that reached out and grabbed her and jerked her so hard she bit through her tongue. Liquid, bitter and metallic, filled her mouth while she swung back and forth against a wall of clay, her legs dangling, her boots touching the lush leaves of a sycamore crown, her arm numb from shoulder to hand. Her immediate thought was that she was dead and just didn’t know it, that whatever death was, its handiwork was not easily accepted by the one actually dying. That a person could actually stare death in the face and say No thank you, not now. Her next thought was that if she was dead, she wouldn’t feel as though she’d been run over by a truck. Stretching out the one arm that worked, Leah felt the shifting of dirt behind her as it separated in huge slabs that dropped into the trees. When she looked up, soft sand funneled down into her hair and eyes, and she spit out a mixture of blood and dirt, finding more in her mouth than she’d realized. She was caught against a gully wall, midways down, or so it seemed.

“God dammit,” she said.

Her arm was pinned inside the root of a tree, and this was what had saved her. Reaching around carefully, which was hard to do because all of the earth seemed intent on loosening, she put her free hand to her mouth and began to remove the leather glove with her teeth, working one finger at a time. Once this was done, she spat the glove free and reached across her body and moved her fingers up and down her arm, then around behind her back and up and down her arm again. Her shirt was torn off above the elbow, and she was bleeding at a spot on her forearm, but sensory response met each touch, and when she flexed the fingers of the trapped arm, she could feel the tingle of nerve, with very little accompanying pain.

The root that held her was the size of a man’s leg, a leg bent at the knee, with its foot buried in the earth, and Leah thought of Bruno stretched out on his back in the far pasture, his hands folded across his chest, a can of beer propped between his bent legs, and she wanted to cry but didn’t.

As considerable as it was, she wondered at the root’s original size, its hidden, buried mass, for it measured the length of her torso, and she supposed that from a distance she would appear to be a part of it, a figurehead in the making: it held her that securely. A great portion of it had been hewn away, exposing red root brindled by mildew, and from this wound seeped a whitish fluid.

“It’s bleeding milk,” she said. Her nose was running, and her voice was thick and scared-sounding, and rough dirt was in her eyes and eyebrows and the wells of her ears. Another shelf of clay broke away behind her, and she reached behind and felt the small cave forming behind her back, out of which she was being thrust before the world by a renegade root, her eyes a treat for wild crows or the hawks, the flesh of her neck a meal for whatever feral creature might be willing to crawl down the side of a cliff to feast. She shut her eyes against the rain of dirt.

“Jesus,” she said. “Don’t let me die like this.”

When all settled around her, she opened her eyes and looked down and saw light winking off something on the gully floor. The wind stirred, and shade interfered with what she was seeing, and it would be there one minute and gone the next. The latest shifting of dirt had exposed other things as well. All the way down the face of this cliff were knobbed portions of root, twisted and looped in places, perfect hand- and footholds for any fool wishing to make a day of it. The nearest one was two inches from her left foot, and when she moved her leg, she could touch it with the toe of her boot and it seemed at once close and far, far away, like that rainbow she never saw the end of. The wind picked up and the shade skated away and the light blinked and Leah saw the gun down below. The wooden stock was shattered into three pieces. The long barrel, half the distance away, was blinking in the light. And this wasn’t all, for the cow was there, a broke-open mass of black and brown and red, and next to it the calf, still in its sac, its umbilical cord coiled across the legs of its dead mother.

As she held to the root with her free hand and pressed her body against the dirt wall behind her, Leah began to free her arm, feeling her body begin its slide downward even as her elbow left the clutch, her foot catching on the nearest outcropping of root. Reaching out, she caught at the next exposure of root with her hand and swung to face the wall, tasting dirt, still seeing what was below all broken and ruined and dead. She could glimpse the carnage as she worked her way down, and it was at this point that Leah began to cry.
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