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AT THE EASTERN EDGE OF KALAMAZOO COUNTY, AUTUMN woolly bear caterpillars hump across Queer Road to get to the fields and windbreaks of George Harland’s rich river valley land. With their bellies full of dandelion greens and native plantains, these orange-and-black-banded woolly bears travel at about four feet per minute, in search of niches where they can spend the winter. Near the oldest barn in Greenland Township, many of them settle in and around a decaying stone foundation overgrown with poison ivy vines. It is land they have occupied for centuries, this tribe of caterpillars, since long before George Harland’s great-great-great-grandfather bought it from the federal land office for a dollar and a quarter an acre.

More than a century and a half after that purchase, on October 9, 1999, David Retakker pedaled his rusting BMX bike south along Queer Road, with the Harland property on his right and the sun rising over Whitby’s pig farm on his left. David, twelve years old, hungry, and wheezy from asthma, didn’t mind the pig stink, but he couldn’t understand why all the caterpillars wanted to cross the road. There must be millions of them, David thought, for already hundreds lay flattened or stunned or dead alongside, and more kept coming. He’d seen woolly bears before, but he couldn’t remember if it had been spring or fall, and surely they were never as plentiful as this. David steered with one hand; the other he rested on his knee, with the index finger folded in a way that mimicked amputation at the lower knuckle, so he could pretend he had the same injury as George Harland.

Off to David’s left, dozens of rust-colored Duroc hogs appeared no bigger than caterpillars as they snuffled in the grass and mud behind long, low whitewashed structures. David imagined them chopped into hams, bacon, and pork steaks, smoked and sizzling for breakfast in cast-iron pans. Beyond the soybean field on his right rose the tall trees surrounding the Harland house and outbuildings, and as David got closer, he made out Rachel Crane, standing in front of her produce tables with her arms crossed and her rifle hanging over her shoulder on a sling. Rachel was seventeen, only five years older than David, but she was always looking out for him, which was okay. Still, she was staring so intently at the pavement that she didn’t seem to notice his approach, and he told himself he might even sneak past. That would be a feat, he thought, to sneak right past her, first thing in the morning.

Rachel’s roadside tables were set up in front of George’s old two-story house, and just to the side was parked a utility wagon piled with dozens of pumpkins. The tables were heavy with winter squash, tomatoes, a few melons, bushel baskets of striped and spotted gourds, and on the ground sat five-gallon buckets of Brussels sprout spears. Hungry as he was, David could turn down Brussels sprouts; and the big, flesh-colored butternut squashes gave him the creeps, made him think of a pile of misshapen mutant bodies without eyes or mouths or limbs. Rachel’s gardening enterprise didn’t much appeal to David, because he wanted to work in fields of corn, oats, and soybeans the way George did. Those grains went into bread and breakfast cereal, food that could fill a person up.

As he got closer, he studied Rachel’s black hair and her face, which appeared to glow orange in the light coming from the east. Whenever she was standing somewhere, you got the idea that she’d already been there a long time and it would take a lot to move her. He used to want to be just like Rachel, but a couple years ago she’d swelled dangerously, becoming thick with breasts and hips, and since then he’d tried to keep some distance between them. When she looked up from the road this morning, her dark eyes sent a jolt of electricity through him, and he jerked his handlebars and veered straight at her. Rachel jumped out of the way and David careened into the shallow ditch in front of the stacked cantaloupes. His bike tipped over sideways onto him.

“Are you okay?” Rachel said.

“I’m okay.” David stood up and righted his bicycle.

“Well, you sure as hell don’t know how to steer.”

“I lost my balance.”

“Well, then use both hands when you ride.”

David checked his index finger, which was still not severed at the knuckle, and rolled his bike backward until he was beside her.

“Damn it,” Rachel said, “you just backed up over that woolly bear.”

“Huh?”

“What did that woolly bear ever do to you?”

“There’s so many I can’t help it,” David said. “And besides, you kill lots of things.”

Rachel threw up her arms and yelled, “What’s the hurry? Next year you can all fly across the damn road.”

“Huh?”

“I was talking to the woolly bears.” Rachel adjusted her rifle strap. “I watched this woolly bear crawl all the way from the other side of the road, and then you came along and smashed it.”

David looked down at the pavement to where Rachel pointed out a caterpillar flattened beside a dark smear of guts. To avoid feeling bad about it, David looked up, to the bright ceiling of sycamore leaves, each as big as a person’s face, extending across the driveway to the edge of the pasture. David glanced up the driveway, tracing its path to the silos of corrugated tin, the big wooden stock barn, and beyond to the silver and red pole barns where George kept his tractors, balers, and combines. David didn’t see George’s truck.

Beside the driveway, just beyond the reach of the branches, stood a pony, a donkey, and a long-haired llama, side by side, pushing against the barbed wire in places where they’d already mashed the barbs down with their chests. David considered going over and petting the animals, but then he wondered if his bedroom clock at home might have been slow and if he might already be late. He’d woken up repeatedly during the night worrying about the time. And now George’s truck was nowhere around; maybe George was already down there waiting for him.

“You don’t know what time it is, do you?”

“Why are you in such a damn hurry?” Rachel said.

David knew Rachel worked hard to put swear words in most every sentence; she’d told him that plain talk, without swearing, was weak and invited argument. And he could see you had to keep in practice with swearing, even when you didn’t feel like it.

“I’m helping George put a wagonload of straw in the barn,” David said. “Didn’t he tell you?”

“Maybe I don’t hang on every damn word out of his mouth like some people.”

“So how come you married him then?” David’s raspy breathing was painful to hear this morning.

“If you don’t know by now why I married him,” she said, “then it’s none of your damn business. You’re not out of your medication again, are you?”

As David fumbled with the white plastic tube from his pocket, Rachel looked away and stacked some pumpkin gourds. Her neighbor Milton Taylor had been right about planting these—at a dollar each, the rutabaga-sized pumpkins sold by the dozens—but Rachel found herself annoyed at their smallness this morning. It seemed wrong to raise vegetables that didn’t have a chance at growing to normal size. And besides, you couldn’t eat them. She’d gutted one and cooked it, just to see, and she found the paltry bit of meat gritty and flavorless.

After David put his inhaler away, Rachel said, “Your ma didn’t get any food for breakfast, did she?”

He shrugged.

“No wonder you’re running off the road,” Rachel said. “Do you want an apple?”

“I guess I’d take an apple.”

Rachel went to the far end of her tables and tipped up an empty bushel basket. “The damn deer chewed through my chicken wire. Let me get some apples from the barn.”

“I don’t want to be late for meeting George.”

“Fine, then get the hell out of here.”

Neither of them moved or said anything until David shrugged again. Some nights when David slipped out of his house on P Road, he trekked the half-mile shortcut trail over here, and tried to sneak up on Rachel in her garden. He liked to study her from as close as he could, to try to understand why George couldn’t live without her, and it was a lot easier to look at her when she wasn’t looking back. Sitting in the dark she seemed muscular like Martini the pony, but she could also move as stealthily as Gray Cat. The way she shot practically everything that came into her garden, she was no one to complain about other people killing anything. David would creep as quietly as he could those nights, but a hundred feet away she’d hear his footsteps, his noisy breathing, or his stomach rumbling, and she’d yell, “David, what the hell are you doing out here?” and he’d yell back, “Nothing,” and come out of hiding. Then she’d make him sit still while she waited for an animal or whispered a story about the Indian she called Corn Girl or explained how a skunk would roll a woolly bear on the ground until all its bristles came out before eating it. Other people said Rachel didn’t talk much, but she made David listen to advice about growing tomatoes and skinning muskrats and saving money in coffee cans to buy land, even though David had no interest in tomatoes or muskrats. He didn’t even want to own land; he just wanted to drive tractors and combines and pull hay balers and cultivators across George’s hundreds of acres.

“What happened to the window?” David pointed at the broken pane in the lower left corner of the big window facing the road. He wore a long-sleeved T-shirt, but Rachel thought he probably should have a jacket on, too.

Rachel said, “George’s stupid-ass nephew threw a pumpkin at the house in the middle of the night.”

“How do you know it was Todd?”

“I heard his hooligan voice.”

“Are you going to track him down and shoot him?” David figured it must feel great to launch a pumpkin through the air like a missile and to hear the crash that meant you’d struck your target.

“No, I’m not going to shoot him. I don’t shoot people.”

“You shot at me.”

She stared at him. The memory of almost killing David three years ago could still make Rachel stop breathing. “You know that was an accident. I thought you were a coyote.” Even in the dark, though, she should have seen those bright eyes, that freckled face. “I can’t believe you keep bringing that up.”

David said, “Maybe you’ll get mad and think Todd’s a coyote.”

“First of all, I don’t shoot coyotes anymore,” Rachel said. “They eat the woodchucks that eat my garden. And anyways, Todd looks more like a giant rat than a coyote.”

David shrugged again. Actually he was glad Rachel had tried to shoot him, because she’d been nice to him ever since. She wasn’t nice to anybody else as far as David could tell, not even George. Even now, six weeks after she’d married George, Rachel didn’t seem to realize how lucky she was that she’d get to live here with George forever.

“Now, why don’t you wait one goddamn minute and I’ll get you some apples out of the barn.”

“I’ve got to go.” David jumped on his bike and pedaled south. This was the first time George had ever asked him to stack hay in the barn, and David needed to do everything right. George’s nephew Todd had been working for him over the summer, but he’d become unreliable, not showing up when he said he would, and often doing a lousy job if George wasn’t watching him. George’d had a talk with Todd yesterday, which was maybe why that window ended up busted. David stood up on his pedals.

The donkey, the llama, and Martini the spotted pony all stamped their feet and followed the bicycle along the fence line, then returned to the pasture corner to watch Rachel, in anticipation of getting oats.

“Damn stupid kid.” Rachel fought the desire to shout something after him about being careful or coming back to eat later. Even though David’s mother, Sally, didn’t pay George any rent to live in that house over on P Road, she couldn’t be bothered to feed her kid. Rachel thought that woman seriously needed her ass kicked.

Some of the people in Greenland Township figured Rachel herself had had it tough growing up. She didn’t see it that way. While her own mother might have been eccentric, while she might have lost her mind in the end, she’d at least taught Rachel how to feed herself. Until Margo Crane disappeared three years ago, the woman had wrenched a living out of the local farmland by hunting and trapping, and she’d taught her daughter plenty about getting by. Rachel had lived much of her seventeen years out-of-doors, which was why she knew so much about the wild creatures of this place, for instance that these woolly bear caterpillars were the larvae of the dusty white Isabella moths and that they would not spin cocoons to protect themselves during the winter but would instead curl beneath stacked firewood or patches of bark or decaying wooden rowboats to await the winter. Their bodies were somehow able to endure the freeze, and in spring, they survived the thaw. And only after all that miraculous survival did a woolly bear build its cocoon and begin its transformation.

Crazy hermit mother aside, even just growing up with a face like Rachel’s might seem to some like tough luck. Such a face might have been too much for a more self-conscious girl to bear, but Rachel refused to take it as a hardship. Most folks would not say she was ugly, exactly, but nobody would honestly call her pretty; the mystery of her face was that while no individual aspect was freakish, the striking sum of her features demanded a person stop and stare, and then, after dragging his eyes away, look back for confirmation. And despite all that looking, the looker would probably be at a loss to describe the face to anyone later. Technically speaking, Rachel’s was a broad face with big cheekbones and a small chin, giving, straight on, the illusion of being round, and although her skin was not pale, the illusion of roundness fed into a suggestion of whiteness, especially in contrast to her long, dark hair, which she remembered to brush about once every three days. As with the bald faces of certain cattle breeds, as with the china-doll visage of the white-breasted nuthatch, when you got close, Rachel’s face seemed to spill and stretch over its edges, continuing into her neck and hairline. Her close-set eyes were always a little bloodshot, and though she didn’t much like talking, she never hesitated to make the kind of steady eye contact people found disconcerting. Other kids had been confused by her gaze, but Rachel had dropped out of school a year and a half ago, and the only kid she cared anything about now was David.

Rachel watched David’s puny figure grow smaller and finally disappear behind roadside walnut trees. She would swear David had scarcely grown in the three years she’d known him. She focused on another woolly bear, a scrappy one, more orange than black, which had ventured out at a good pace from Elaine Shore’s asphalt driveway across the road. Rachel told herself that this fast little guy was destined to make it, but when a pickup truck belonging to one of the Whitbys rattled toward her from the north she just had to stop looking. Damn those caterpillars, Rachel thought as she arranged a bushel basket with every variety of gourd showing, damn them for not having a sense of self-preservation. Damn them for their tiny brains, their subservience to nature. Damn their broken bodies strewn about like overripe mulberries. The caterpillars were stupid like a lot of people around here, picking up and leaving without even realizing where they were to start with. Rachel knew exactly where she was, and she planned to stay and occupy George Harland’s acres—more land than she could see from any one place on that land—for as long as she lived and breathed. She didn’t know about David, but when she died, she intended to be buried right here in this dark, rich soil.
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A HALF HOUR BEFORE DAVID ARRIVED AT THE FARM STAND, Elaine Shore sat in the breakfast nook of her custom-made prefabricated house across the street, watching. The black-haired girl had been arranging vegetables in the predawn light, pausing occasionally to cross her arms and glare at the pavement. Elaine watched Mr. Harland drive off in his rattling menace of a truck, and as always Elaine kept an eye on the herd of three animals at the fence, hoping they wouldn’t get loose and wander over to use her lawn as a toilet again. Her lawn already seemed treacherous this morning, with the grass outside her nook window crawling with orange-and-black caterpillars that might be able to inch their way into her house through crevices the installation crew hadn’t sealed two years ago. When she noticed the black-haired girl staring back at her, Elaine lowered her head and studied the Weekly World News center spread, a depiction of aliens descending a spaceship ramp in single file. She found the vision of smooth gray alien bodies without hair or sexual organs comforting. Elaine’s own short hair needed trimming; she could feel it tingling with growth at her scalp, as well as stretching down onto her face.

From her corner perch, Elaine could also see into the south-facing rooms of the standard-model prefabricated home belonging to the young couple next door. The wife was so petite and pretty that Elaine imagined her sometimes as being a heroine from one of the romances she used to read. So far there was no movement over there, but Elaine kept watch. She looked forward to a time when there would be more than two sets of people to observe. Her lawyer assured her that soon there would be plenty of neighbors, just as soon as George Harland started selling off his farmland.

“That woman is staring over here again,” Steve Hoekstra said. He got out of bed and yanked closed the bedroom curtains.

The words pulled Nicole Hoekstra from a dream of driving over her husband’s body on the concrete floor of their two-car garage, of then backing up and running over him a second time. In the last month, she’d been entertaining ever more violent thoughts of killing Steve, but this was the first time she’d actually dreamed it. She tried to soothe away the image of his twisted limbs and mashed internal organs by considering the wholesome brilliance of her wedding day, eighteen months ago, a sparkling day to which, surely, no other in her life would ever compare. In the wedding photos, Nicole looked as lovely as a fairy-tale princess, if she had to say so herself. Now she covered her face with blankets and pretended to be asleep, because she didn’t like Steve to see her before she’d fixed herself up a bit.

Steve dressed and went to the kitchen where he started coffee. Through the sliding glass door he watched Rachel across the street arranging her yard-long Brussels sprout stalks. She wore a ragged, oversized barn jacket and rolled-up jeans, but even those clothes couldn’t disguise her lush shape. Though he hadn’t been able to get anywhere near her in the six months he’d lived in the house, Steve always waved hello, always told himself that eventually she’d return the gesture. Women of all ages liked Steve, and he didn’t see why Rachel should be any different. He’d been thinking he might buy a pair of binoculars to get a better look at her—he would tell Nicole they were for bird-watching. Steve was glad to see the woolly bears out in full force this morning. Over the last few days he’d found the caterpillars to be a good conversation starter with folks in the township, a few of whom had purchased thousands of dollars’ worth of insulated windows from his company. Each time Steve smiled and said to a new woman, “Where the heck are those little fellows going?” he felt as though he were saying it for the first time.

As Steve watched through the sliding glass door, the curly-haired neighbor boy nearly careened into Rachel and then crashed his bike into the ditch beside her. Steve wondered if that was what it took to get her attention.

“I suppose you’re going to work this morning.” Nicole sat down across the table from Steve wearing a plush bathrobe and a steaming towel, which she’d wrapped around her hair and adjusted in the bathroom mirror to make sure it framed her face attractively.

“Did you take a shower already?” Steve said. “I didn’t hear the water.”

“I’m preconditioning,” Nicole said. She wondered if Steve still believed she was a natural blonde. Way back when her hair was medium brown, the strands had been as soft and fine as spun silk, but bleaching had made her hair brittle, in need of special treatment.

“What’s preconditioning?” Steve asked.

“It’s an oil treatment you use before your regular shampoo and conditioner.”

“So after all that, I guess you use a postconditioner.”

Nicole used to think her husband charming, but now she wondered which of the six knives in the knife holder above the sink would most easily slice the fabric of his sport shirt and the connective tissue between two of his ribs before penetrating his heart. She said, “Isn’t this bedroom cute?” and turned her Beautiful Home magazine around and pointed a flowery, ruffled bedroom scene at her husband.

Steve knew that no man could sleep in such a room. He said, “Look next door. Mrs. Shore is still watching us.”

“She is such a freak,” Nicole said. “She should get a life.”

“Speaking of neighbors,” Steve said, “I stopped in yesterday to check on a bay window I sold to April May Rathburn right down Queer Road.”

“I wish you wouldn’t call it that.”

“She’s the lady who told me people here really call it ‘Queer.’ She’s got to be seventy years old and she calls it ‘Queer.’”

“What’s wrong with Q Road? Just because some kid sprays graffiti on the street signs doesn’t mean you go and change the name.”

“Anyway, she said the original house next to the barn down there was destroyed by a tornado a long time ago, and nobody has ever rebuilt. Wouldn’t that be the perfect place for a new house, right beside an old barn? There’s even a creek that runs behind it.”

“I never noticed a creek there.” Nicole imagined a two-story white house with a wraparound porch rising out of the cornfield, a house as perfect as a wedding cake. She’d seen a plan for such a house in the Kalamazoo Gazette two Sundays ago.

“The creek runs under the road, then down to the river.”

“Maybe we could put a little arched bridge across it.”

“Be nice to have an office in an old barn like that,” Steve said. “Maybe if Harland has a bad year he’ll be willing to sell us a plot of land there.”

The promise of a new house and an arched bridge made Nicole think that there was hope for her and her husband. Maybe everything would be fine if they could get themselves out of this preowned prefab and into a real house built just for them.

In truth she hadn’t paid much attention to the barn she drove past every day, and so the barn in her imagination was freshly painted, not rotted around the foundation, and did not lean as a result of 135 years of winds from the north and west.

A half mile to the south, meanwhile, inside the barn under discussion, April May Rathburn was crouching, filling a bushel basket with loose straw. When she felt her lower back muscles stretch too far, she tipped forward onto her knees and remained perfectly still. Shortly she heard a vehicle with a loud exhaust rattle up from the field road and stop. Probably as a result of her awkward position, her right foot began to throb.

“I wouldn’t have taken you for a thief,” a man’s voice said.

April May watched George Harland approach the barn’s entrance. “Help me up, will you?” she said.

When George reached out, she used his arm to bring herself up nearly as tall as him—he was just over six feet. He picked up the basket of straw for her. “Are you making Halloween displays already?”

“Christ, I must be getting old,” she said. “I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t try to put in a garden this year.”

“You want me to carry this over for you?”

“I’m fine once I stand up.” April May accepted the wire handles. “Did Rachel bring out pumpkins yet?”

“She put some out last night,” George said. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine, really.”

“How’s your husband?”

“Larry’s off for the day visiting his brother.”

“Tell him hello when he gets home.”

April May said so long, and limped outside and across Queer Road to her house. She sat and rested on her porch steps to watch the cardinals, chickadees, and nuthatches at the feeder Larry had built for her, a detailed miniature version of the barn from which she’d just gotten the straw. She and Larry had never farmed, but in the half century she’d lived in Larry’s old family house, she’d seen local farmers go broke and lose their land, and she’d seen others unable to resist the temptation to sell at a good price while they were flush, and she hoped George could hold out, because she couldn’t imagine him as anything other than a farmer. His piece-of-shit brother, Johnny, had been a different story altogether.

April May took off her shoe and sock to check whether maybe a bee had stung her, but she saw only her old tornado scars. Perhaps it was the sharp pain in her foot or the dullness of the sky that made the bird feeder and the barn seem so bright this morning. In fact, every object in her field of vision seemed bright and a little blurry around its edges. She massaged her foot and wondered if something was going to happen today. Something good or bad, she didn’t care—she’d welcome any excitement.

There have been those days in Greenland Township, as anywhere, that have changed the course of local history, days that have so clearly determined the future that afterward it was hard to believe the future had ever been uncertain, that arrows had ever pointed in other directions. None of the Queer Road neighbors, nor George Harland himself—owner of more than a square mile of the earth’s surface, bridegroom of a girl one-third his age—could know whether today would be one of those days. A length of board was missing at the back of the barn, and through that space, George watched three of the cattle in the barnyard stamp their feet and bellow impatiently. The fourth, a white-faced Hereford steer, drank calmly from the creek, against the backdrop of woods separating George’s property from the golf course. When it finished drinking, the steer turned and looked up at George in a way that suggested it knew something he didn’t.

George fed the cattle by pushing a broken bale of hay through the trapdoor into the lower level of the barn, then walked back outside. Though this was the oldest barn in the township, it still had some of its original ten-inch white-pine planks intact, and the repairs his grandfather had made were holding up almost as well as his own more recent ones. Having the barn built on a low hill kept the upper level dry, less subject to rot, but at the same time made it more vulnerable to lightning strikes and tornadoes. Originally the barn had been roofed with cedar shingles, but when those deteriorated, his grandfather had installed a galvanized tin roof. A few years ago, George and Mike Retakker, David’s father, had covered that leaking tin with black asphalt roll roofing and a lot of tar. George would have liked to paint the building red again, but he couldn’t make it a priority. Ten years ago, when his first wife left him, George had rebuilt the barn’s sliding door, and though he hadn’t oiled the hardware since, the door rolled smoothly enough that a child could pull it open and shut. The paint on the door was brighter than on the rest of the barn.

George studied the horizon for a while, then the haze above, but the sky was as cryptic as the mind of that Hereford steer. If the sun burned off the cloud cover, the day would brighten and dry the oat straw nicely in the field, but if the air pressure and clouds got any heavier, rain might well destroy George’s two hundred bales’ worth of mown straw. He looked north, over the poison-ivy-clad stone foundation of the house built by the son of the man who’d originally bought these acres. Along with the barn’s silo and several sheds, the house had been destroyed in the 1934 tornado. The only person other than George’s ancestors to live in it before then was a schoolteacher, a young widow named O’Kearsy who stayed not quite two years. George had seen only a faded picture of her, but he believed his grandfather Harold, who told him the woman was as beautiful as the day was long. Though the tornado had struck before George was born, he still occasionally came across chunks of metal, white china, or bits of varnished wood trim that must have scattered that day. George would never father children of his own, according to his doctor, and so he didn’t know whether, in a hundred years, anybody would know the history of this place.

Back at the farmhouse, Rachel Crane fed the pigs a corn and soy mix along with some kitchen scraps, then dumped three pounds of oats into the wooden trough for the spotted pony, the llama George’s ex-wife had left behind, and the donkey, who was gray with black markings. As she lugged a bushel of Jonathan apples from the barn, she told herself this was a hell of a day to wake up into, with deer chewing through chicken wire to eat your apples and a neighborhood brat smashing a pumpkin into your window.

“Punk son of a bitch,” she said, surprising herself by speaking aloud again—she didn’t usually talk to herself. She didn’t talk much to George either, and she didn’t want that to change anytime soon. Once she started to talk, he and everybody else would expect her to keep on talking and answering their stupid questions. Heaviness crept into Rachel’s limbs at just the thought of all that talking: a river of words, just like a regular river, could drag a girl down. When the desire to talk didn’t go away, she took a deep breath. “Goddamn stupid caterpillars!” she howled, loudly enough that Elaine Shore looked over from across the street. Maybe later, Rachel thought, she’d go into her garden and tell the Brussels sprouts to stand up straight, or else demand the flowers stop blooming and settle down for the winter. Tonight she’d haul the pumpkin wagon inside the barn, the apples too.

As on other mornings, Rachel gathered what flowers she could from around the foundation of the house and from nearby ditches: mums, black-eyed Susans, and stray garden phlox, along with the last of the wild asters. Now that even the late-blooming flowers were in short supply, Rachel added branches with berries and bright leaves. Rachel used to yank flowers from her garden like weeds, but last summer April May Rathburn had suggested she sell bouquets for two bucks each. April May was all right. She smiled a lot and didn’t seem to have an agenda beyond offering gardening advice, and never once in three years had she hinted about what she might have seen in the barn the night Rachel’s mother disappeared.

After Rachel bundled the flowers randomly with rubber bands, she still felt agitated about the broken window and about David. Damn him for being so ignorant and narrow-minded, the way he crushed woolly bears without even noticing, the way he wouldn’t wear a jacket to stay warm or eat so he would grow.

She opened the combination lock on the metal honor box, which was bolted to the table, and found it empty, not surprisingly, since she’d emptied it twenty minutes ago. She slammed it shut and locked it. She folded up the sign that said PUMPKIN GOURDS $l, and put it in her pocket. She took out a blank card and wrote on it with black marker, PUMPKIN GOURDS $1.25.
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THE WOOLLY BEAR WAS ONE OF THE FEW FURRY NATIVE creatures that Rachel’s mother, Margo Crane, had never shot or skinned in her decades on the Kalamazoo River. Margo had managed to scrape out a primitive living for herself and her daughter by trapping and hunting on farmland long after the men of Greenland Township had given up such pursuits. Margo taught her daughter to shoot with accuracy, to identify animal tracks in the mud along the river, and to differentiate among the dens carved out by woodchucks, skunks, and possums. As a child Rachel built her own hollows and mounds alongside cultivated fields; she spent hours tramping barefoot through the woods near their houseboat, the Glutton, and in the sandy places near O Road, where crusty sea-green lichens sent up spores that looked like frozen drops of blood.

When Rachel played, it was mostly alone and mostly in the dirt, and when she was nine, instead of making friends, she began to grow plants in a small garden plot she cleared between the woods and the water. First she grew green beans and corn from seeds her teacher handed out in class, and later she put in tomatoes and any other plants the neighbor to the south, Milton Taylor, would give her from his cold-frame greenhouse. She didn’t think to plant in rows, so the garden grew in random clumps, and back then it didn’t occur to Rachel to worry about who owned the dirt beneath her plants. From a young age, Rachel’s love of land dwarfed the importance of school, her clothes, her face and the looks it got. She loved her garden and all the land rising out of the Kalamazoo River, expanses broken by maple and walnut trees or dotted with barns and houses, land stretching and rolling as far as the eye could see, then curving around the planet and eventually coming up again behind her on the other side of the river. She appreciated all that grew above the surface—her tomatoes and peppers, Harland’s corn shooting upward and browning for harvest—but she loved just as well the blue clay and silt from which the plants sprang, the sandy creek mud beneath the watercress, the soil itself. What she did not like was asphalt and concrete, and too many buildings clustered together. Fences too tall or difficult to climb seemed cruel. She wanted to be surrounded by farmland, swamps, meadows, and forests, and she wanted to tramp across every patch of solid earth north and east of the Kalamazoo River, on whose bank the Glutton was moored.

At a young age, Rachel had pressed her ear against the ground and listened to what she thought was the earth breathing, and sometimes she imagined the land was two giant animals, one north of the river and one south. These were the only animals too big for her mother to kill and skin—they would not get themselves caught in her mother’s traps on the riverbank, because their soft curving backbones were the two banks of the river, and if her mother fired her .22 rifle into the earth, their dirt bodies would absorb the bullets unharmed. The only danger to the giant land creatures was all the concrete and asphalt being poured; with the foundations of so many more buildings being laid, someday the creatures would no longer be able to breathe through their skin of topsoil. Rachel’s mother, Margo, on the other hand, had little interest in the land beyond the river’s edge. Furthermore, she told her daughter, any place on a river was as good as any other, so long as people didn’t bother her.

By the time Rachel came along, Margo was already well established in Greenland as a local crank and hermit about whom the neighbors knew little, apart from what she had made clear to them, that she preferred to be left alone on the homemade houseboat. The farmers were grateful to her for taking out the woodchucks, raccoons, and deer that otherwise ate their crops, and so they didn’t bother her with inquiries. Margo knew herself well enough to seek isolation, and she certainly had not meant to have a child, but during those several passionate days with the stranger who showed up on the riverbank, her mind hadn’t focused on consequences, nor on anything else about the man, such as his name or where he lived. Nine months later, Margo’s hands were covered with her own blood as she disentangled herself from her baby. Throughout the all-night ordeal, Margo had thought that one of them might not survive, but Margo herself had no intention of dying, and the child was an angry red thing who was not giving up either.

After a few days, Margo had bundled the baby and walked to Greenland Center, then took a taxi to Bronson Methodist Hospital in Kalamazoo to get a birth certificate, Social Security number, inoculations, and the other indignities society forced on human beings. A person would be mistaken to assume that Margo was unable to navigate the society she rejected. She kept her boat registered, paid for a post office box in Greenland, and regularly updated her comprehensive lifetime license for trapping. She knew that if she avoided the formalities involving the baby, there would be inspections and probation periods and yammering social workers. Margo arrived at the hospital dressed in clean, dark clothes, her reddish hair gathered elegantly at the back of her neck. Margo charmed those nurses with a story about being stranded without car or telephone, and gave as her address 2271 Q Road, the address of the big Harland barn, where she got her fresh water from a hand pump. When a nurse seemed wary, Margo noted her name tag. “I’m calling the baby Rachel,” Margo said. The nurse Rachel softened.

Though Margo hadn’t wanted a child, she never considered giving her daughter up for adoption. She was determined to give nothing to society, and that included the flesh of her flesh.

Mother and daughter lived together on the Glutton in relative if unconventional peace until Rachel was fourteen. That was when Johnny Harland, younger brother of George and just out of prison, started coming around. Upon his return, Johnny found himself unable to comprehend the bizarre fact that George, after his divorce, had deeded a triangle of land between the creek, the river, and the Taylor farm to eccentric Margo Crane, while refusing to give him any. This was the first Rachel had heard about any land being owned by her mother, who had always said she didn’t care about owning anything; she lived on the river, she’d said, precisely because no man could own the river. Margo scoffed at Johnny’s complaints, but he kept showing up, alternately flirting and demanding the deed, behaving just as Margo said the worst of men behaved. Rachel thought Johnny was fascinating, with his lazy gait and the way he smiled and winked at her while arguing with her mother. Margo’s threats would have struck fear into most men, but Johnny didn’t even flinch the time Margo leveled her rifle at him. Margo was so upset at his lack of response that hours later, when their mild-mannered neighbor Milton Taylor walked by on the path, she pointed the gun at him and said she’d shoot him if he came near the boat again.

When Johnny left empty whiskey bottles on the riverbank, Rachel couldn’t resist opening them and sniffing the liquor, which she thought smelled rich the way aged meat and aged manure smelled rich. One September evening, not more than a week after the Milton incident, her mother looked up from skinning a skunk on the picnic table and saw Rachel on the riverbank, tipping a bottle to her mouth. A skunk hide could be worth up to twenty bucks, because few people could skin one the way Margo could, without busting open the scent gland.

Margo stopped cutting and yelled over, “Put that bottle down!”

Rachel drained the last bit of whiskey before dropping the bottle at her feet.

“Are you sure you’re a daughter of mine?” Margo said.

“Maybe I’m a daughter of my father,” Rachel said, returning to a common theme in their recent arguments, but in a voice more rebellious than she’d used before. “Maybe you should tell me who he is.”

“All right. Maybe you deserve to know.” Margo made a quick turn with her knife, and the air became poisonous with skunk musk. “Are you listening?”

“You did that on purpose!” Rachel held her nose, but the scent came in through her mouth and eyes.

“Your father wasn’t hardly even a man to me,” Margo said. “Your father was more like a ghost. He came drifting in here talking about the land of his ancestors. That’s all men ever think about is property, whether it’s a woman they want or a truck or some land. At first, I told him stay away, but then I became as stupid as any woman ever was.”

The combination of the stink and her mother’s words made Rachel feel faint, shell-shocked. She squeaked, “But why did he come here?”

“He came to see where his ancestors lived, and he spent four days here on the river, and I started thinking he was better than other men, but I was wrong.” Margo resumed skinning as though there were no blinding stench.

Rachel gave up holding her nose. She tried to speak but couldn’t.

“He told me he’d found a Potawatomi grave,” Margo finally continued. “He said it was the grave of a girl from his tribe, a girl who grew corn. She died not long before the Indians were sent away. So he said.”

“Are you saying my father was an Indian?” Rachel wished the moon would pass in front of the sun or the river would dry up or something else huge would happen.

“It’s obvious to anybody but a damned fool that your father was an Indian—just look at you.”

Rachel wiped at her eyes. “Why did he care about a girl who grew corn?”

“That’s the kind of crap the man spouted,” Margo said. “He told me this girl didn’t want to get married, so she threw herself out of a tree and the river washed her ashore. He said the girl was the sister of an ancestor of his.”

“And she killed herself?”

“Who knows? The man was drunk half the time I knew him. He dropped his empty whiskey bottle the same way you just did and he claimed he could feel the body of that girl beneath the soil. As if a man could feel anything,” Margo said. “If men could feel anything at all, they wouldn’t all want to own women.”

“Not all men want to own women. What about Milton?” Rachel’s thoughts were all scrambled, but she wanted to argue somehow against her mother. “Why did you have to go and threaten Milton?”

“You watch out for Milton,” Margo said.

“He gives me clothes from the church box,” Rachel said, “and plants, and he doesn’t want anything.”

“That kind of man doesn’t want a woman for himself. But you watch out—he’ll hand every woman he can get over to Jesus. Milton’s a damned pimp for Jesus.”

“Where did he go when he left? My father.”

“He had a train ticket back to his wife, to I-don’t-know-where.”

“He was married?”

“I didn’t care then.” Margo clutched the knife more tightly. “And I don’t care now.”

“Where was the grave of the girl?”

Margo didn’t look up.

“What was my father’s name, at least?” Rachel looked at her mother’s face and imagined she could see through her skin to the blood flowing beneath.

Margo spat out, “I thought I could raise a girl to be something on her own, but you act no better than a creature clawing its way up the riverbank to get caught in somebody’s trap. And now you can’t live without a damned father.” The birds had stopped chirping, either because of Margo’s anger or the stench. The bloody knife was pointed toward Rachel.

Rachel turned and ran barefoot away from her mother, up the creekside path, gulping fresh air. Before reaching the road she splashed through the creek, then slipped into the lower part of George Harland’s barn where it was cool and smelled of dusty mold, a comforting dry land scent. She sat alone for a long time, until the sun was setting. She knew from experience that the foulness of skunk would remain at the boat for days. The knowledge of her father felt like some kind of wound inflicted on her. How could words, the simple truth, cut through you like the bitterest cold or the fastest river current?

As long as Rachel had known the big Harland barn, it had been empty of animals, except the occasional stray cat, but on this evening she found six dark hens. The barn’s lower level seemed to Rachel a dumb place to put chickens, since they could likely escape under the rotted bottom edge of the siding, or else raccoons or foxes could squeeze in and grab them. Rachel sat up on the higher wooden rail of the central stall and watched the chickens cluck, fuss, and settle in the fading light. She had often climbed through the trapdoor and slept in the barn’s upper level in order to get away from her mother’s snoring and to escape the slapping, slurping river sounds. She figured the Kalamazoo River was nothing more than a swirling, muddy, factory-poisoned starting place. To make any sense of the world, a person had to first drag herself up onto dry land. And furthermore, Rachel told herself this evening, her mother was crazy.

Rachel heard lazy footsteps approaching the barn, and she knew it was Johnny. Normally Rachel would have hidden, but she thought listening to Johnny might make her laugh, might make her feel less raw. With each approaching footstep, though, she imagined some new ravaged thing: the burned smell of river fog, the carcass of venison now hanging on the Glutton, trap jaws snapping shut in the distance, an Indian girl’s body washed up along the river. If Rachel’d had her mother’s rifle, she might have aimed it at the door of the barn just to see how Johnny would respond to finding himself in her sights. A few paces away from the barn, the footsteps stopped, and Rachel heard the sound of piss on dirt for what had to be minutes. She envisioned the stream of urine flowing toward the creek, which then flowed down into the river beside the Glutton. The door opened and Johnny dropped a burning cigarette in the threshold and crushed it with his shoe, and did not even bother to close the door behind him, despite the chickens being able to get out. When he noticed there was somebody sitting on the fence rail, he stopped and squinted into the dimness, and then grinned when he apparently recognized the somebody as Rachel. He kicked a rust-colored chicken out of his way, and amidst squawks, he walked around the pen and came up behind Rachel. He slid both arms around her.
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