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			TIDES

			On a late afternoon in May, sun angles across the Intracoastal Waterway to the island and through the open doorway and high windows of the marina lounge. I should have gone home, but I’d settled a case in Charleston, and Edie and the children weren’t expecting me, so I stop in to see Billy and Purvis. My eyes adjust to the separating light and shadow, but in one corner it’s all sunlight where Billy Prioleau and Pope Gailliard are playing cribbage and drinking rum and Coke. Purvis looks on, silhouetted against the masts of sailboats beyond the open doorway. Pope and Billy are sixty-something, gray-haired. Purvis is in his late forties now, though he stands old—askew and on one foot, his left hand always in his pocket. I’ve known them all since I was a kid, from the early days of the island when my father was still alive.

			Four crabbers with pitchers of beer eye the two women in shorts drinking margaritas at the bar. One of the women is brunette, thirty, chewing gum a mile a minute. The other’s a curly blond with wide eyes, halfway pretty. The way Donna, the bartender, is huddled with them, I assume they’re friends. 

			I sit down a couple of stools away, between the women and the cribbage game.

			“All I know is I don’t feel safe anywhere,” the brunette says.

			“They haven’t caught the bastard, either,” Donna says. She comes over, but doesn’t say hello.

			 “Sam Adams,” I say. 

			“Hey, Scotty,” Pope says.

			Purvis waves, and I wave back. Billy doesn’t look up from his cards.

			Donna squints through her cigarette smoke and tilts the enamel handle of the tap. “You hear anything about that shooting?” she asks.

			“People are talking about it,” I say. “The family was from Illinois. The boy, I guess, was drawing a picture when he died.”

			“You think it was a colored man did it?” Pope asks.

			“You mean, do I think it was racial?”

			“’Course it was racial,” Donna says. She sets my beer down. “You saying it was an accident?” 

			“It could have been a stray bullet—someone hunting.”

			“It isn’t hunting season,” Donna says.

			“Nothing’s an accident,” Billy says to Pope, “except your mother’s having you. It’s your goddamn crib.” 

			Pope turns over the crib cards and counts, “Fifteen two, fifteen four, and trips is ten.” He moves his peg, and Billy gathers the deck and shuffles.

			Light shimmers across the water, and toward the city the sky yellows through sea haze and city smog. Ten years ago, after I finished law school, Edie and I rented a house on the backside marsh. She was from Atlanta, and at first she thought the island was too isolated, but once the children were born—Carla’s seven now, and Blair’s five—she liked it. She walked them to the playground, and other young mothers were willing to trade babysitting. I was from here, so when my practice took hold as expected, we bought a house on the beach—four bedrooms, a kitchen that looks out to the ocean, and a wraparound deck.

			A noise from the front of the lounge draws our attention, where the Rupert brothers, Shem and Marvin, jostle each other coming through the door. Marvin’s heavyset, jowly, gray-brown hair in a ponytail. Shem’s thinner and taller and has a gold chain around his neck. “Pour us two shots, Donna. Dickel. And give everyone a round, especially the pretty ladies.” 

			The Ruperts stride to the bar as if they own the place.

			“Give Scotty two,” Marvin says. “Damn right.”

			“Absolutely,” Shem says. “Two for Scott. Without Scotty, we’d have been up shit creek without a paddle.”

			Billy doesn’t look over.

			“You saved us a ton of money on taxes,” Shem says. He looks at the brunette chewing gum. “Scotty here’s the best lawyer in Charleston.”

			Donna sets up three shot glasses on the bar and pours Dickel.  

			The Ruperts are old-timers, odd-jobbers and boat painters. My father never liked them much, They were too pushy—but when they came to me for advice, what was I supposed to do?

			Donna sets the shots in front of us and fills another pitcher for the crabbers. 

			“I don’t want nothin’ from them,” Billy calls over. 

			Shem nudges Marvin. “I told you he seen us.”

			Marvin nods. “He was awfully slow closing the bridge for us.” Then he turns to me. “Hey, Scotty, you see our new Lincoln Town Car? It’s out front next to Billy’s little bug.”

			Donna tops off the pitcher and carries it around the bar. “What are y’all going to do with a Lincoln Town Car?” she asks. “You going to be the new Mafia?” 

			“We’re going to travel,” Shem says. 

			“Where?” asks the curly blonde. “Maybe Janine and me’ll go with you.”

			“Miami. The Bahamas. Where do you girls want to go?”

			“How’re you going to drive to the Bahamas?” Janine asks.

			“We’ll buy a boat.”

			“You boys win the lottery or something?” the blonde asks.

			“If it was the lottery,” Pope says, “Billy wouldn’t have a problem with that.” 

			The Ruperts slouch down with the women, one on either side, and Marvin swivels his stool around toward Billy. “Your wife still taking the bus to town, Billy?” he asks. “She still ride with the colored maids and gardeners?”

			Pope stops dealing the cards, and Purvis looks over at me, as if to say I should step in. Billy turns slowly toward Marvin, then jumps up. The cards and cribbage board go flying. Chairs clatter. Billy rushes Marvin like a mad dog, though Purvis intercepts him and throws him off-target, so that Billy careens into the two women, who fly sideways and backward onto the floor with Billy on top of them. 

			Shem and Marvin laugh. Billy untangles himself and gets up swinging his fists. It isn’t a fight, really, only that one lunge. Donna comes around the bar with a baseball bat. I get hold of Billy and, because I’m twice as big and half his age, I wrestle him out onto the terrace. 

			Outside, Billy shakes himself free of my grip. “You can’t solve anything by fighting,” I say, “especially at your age.”

			“What’s age got to do with it?” Billy glares at me, his eyes sharp blue, his grizzled jaw shaking. 

			“What’ll Arlene say?”

			“She don’t have to know.”

			“I could tell her. If I helped the Ruperts, I might do almost anything.”

			“You wouldn’t do that, though,” he says. 

			“Calm down now, Billy. Calm down.”

			Purvis comes to the door, and Billy turns toward the marina. 

			“Let’s go out in the johnboat,” I say. “Let’s go up to the fish camp.”

			The johnboat’s a sixteen-foot, snub-nosed piece of tin with dents and scrapes. Billy steps down and maneuvers over the fishing gear and two coolers in the center, one with bait in it, one with beer. He sits in the center, and I push off and hop into the stern. It’s my father’s old boat, but since I don’t have the time to use it, Billy does. 

			One pull on the Evinrude, and we’re underway. I steer around the moored sailboats toward the harbormaster’s office, where Purvis is waiting with his hand in his pocket. 

			Purvis stopped talking when he was fourteen. His father had taken off up to the Piedmont with a woman. Purvis dropped out of school and worked on shrimp trawlers until he was thirty, when, in an accident, he caught his hand in a winch. He still lived with his mother then in a big house down island. A year later she died and I helped him convert the crab shed in back into an apartment he could live in so the main house could be rented for income.  

			Purvis, in the bow, squints into the sun and holds his good hand up to shade his eyes. I give gas up the waterway. Billy takes a Pabst from the cooler and passes one to me. We ride the choppy water going north.

			The steel drawbridge where Billy works comes closer. The evening traffic from Charleston hums across to the island. In the center is a pillbox lookout where the operator sits, and Billy waves to the silhouette of the operator.

			We slide underneath and traffic rumbles above us. The sound fades and the paling sky opens out again. No one says anything—Purvis because he won’t, and Billy, maybe, because he’s ashamed. I don’t know what to say because Billy and Purvis are mysteries.

			For a half mile we beat against the wind, and then I veer off the waterway into a side creek where a new world takes hold. It’s quieter, reeds flower around us, and I have to ease off on the gas. The tin boat glides past mudflats and oysterbanks, and a mudhen croaks. Around a bend, a white egret rises from a pool and throbs low over the marsh.

			“You think they were lying in wait,” Billy asks, “or did they shoot at a car for no reason?” 

			“You mean whoever shot that boy? I’m guessing he didn’t know a car was there.”

			“White people live out there, too,” Billy said. “Why would anyone shoot a kid?”

			I cut the engine to a crawl, entering the end of the creek. The headland in front of us is a scalloped canopy of live oaks muted by the humid air, though we’re still a half-mile by way of the serpentine curves. A night-heron on the bank watches us ease by.

			Close to the headland, the channel splits into rivulets. I squirm the boat across pluff mud, cut the gas, and tilt the Evinrude up. We coast onto the mudbank. 

			Billy finishes his beer and opens another. The wind’s discernible, keeping the gnats down and rattling the grass. Hermit crabs pop along the bank.   

			“Is it low tide?” I ask.

			“Fifteen, maybe twenty minutes,” Billy says. 

			Purvis looks at Billy again. 

			“You’re right,” Billy says. “We could have picked a better time.”

			Purvis gets out and draws the boat higher onto the flat, then wades through the pluff mud toward the trees. The low sun tints the clouds orange. Billy looks as if he’s expended his last bit of energy getting here and now he can’t move. 

			He draws inward to memory, and, though I can’t go with him, I’m pretty close. Billy’s thinking of camping here with his father every weekend. They sometimes brought along my father, who was Billy’s age then, and then later he and my father brought Edgar and me. We fished from the dock, gigged flounder, and caught sheepshead and drum in the snags on the beach on the other side of the island. The remains of the old dock are still visible right here—parallel rotten posts two abreast going back into the reeds. 

			Billy’s father acquired the land in 1926, before the island had a bridge to it, in exchange for hauling a bargeload of polo ponies to Palm Beach. It was sixty acres of shell mounds, palmettos, live oaks, and tick-infested underbrush. At the time, everyone laughed at Billy’s father, but now they don’t. The Ruperts have sold their abutting thirty-five acres for 2.8 million dollars.

			“You want to hike to the Indian mound?” I ask finally.

			“I like the view from here,” Billy says. “It be easier than walking. Besides, we only have one pair of boots.”

			I get two beers from the cooler and hand one to him. I open mine and sip.

			“You know what I’d buy,” Billy asks, “if I had the money the Ruperts got?”

			“Is that what you’re thinking about?”

			“Mixing bowls. Arlene wants mixing bowls. And a new bed. For forty years we’ve slept on a damned mattress that sags in the middle. I can’t escape.”

			“You never wanted to.”

			The orange in the clouds shades to pink, and a warbler sings from the moss in the closest live oak. Another egret flies over.

			Billy sets his beer on his seat. “You can wear the boots,” he says and steps out into the pluff mud in his tennis shoes.

			Purvis is in the trees, invisible, as usual, and Billy slogs toward the headland, slop slop slop. I take off my wingtips, pull on the rubber boots, and get out of the boat into the mud.

			 Each step is a pull and a grunt, but toward the high ground the mud lessens. When I get on solid ground, I follow a trail Billy’s gone down—not far, maybe fifty yards. I know it’s there, but it’s still a surprise—a mound of oyster shells, ten feet high and twenty in diameter. This is where we always pitched our tent. 

			The Indians used the site the same way we did, as a fish camp, and over hundreds of years built that mound of shells. I say I haven’t been here for a long time, but that’s not true. I come here every day. My father and I camped here the last time we were alone together, and I still hear his voice telling me I should take care of people and not want more than my share. I hear my own voice saying, “What do you mean you’re going to die soon?”

			“And you have to take care of Billy,” he says over and over. “Arlene looks out for him at home, but that’s not the same.”

			“You aren’t going to die,” I say.   

			In two months, my father was dead. When I started my law practice, I took care of Billy as much as Edie allowed, and as much as Billy let me. Before I got busy at work, Billy and I took the johnboat to the jetty for bluefish or into the creeks for sea trout. We cast for shrimp in the shallows behind Mount Pleasant and put down crab pots off the dock at Purvis’s. Sometimes, with Pope Gailliard, we towed the boat to John’s Island where Pope had friends. 

			Edie understood my excursions with Billy had a meaning she couldn’t appreciate, and for a while she accepted them, but after Carla and Blair were born, I couldn’t go out with Billy as often. Besides, my law practice assumed a bigger portion of my time. I was absent from the marriage as many hours as before, but with a more permissible reason. 

			Billy kicks mud from his tennis shoes and walks to the tideline. We’re on higher ground and look back beyond the johnboat to the marsh and the Intracoastal Waterway. Car headlights move through dusklight on the causeway, and two TV towers blink red against the darkening sky. 

			Purvis emerges from the brush, and I give him a sign. We’ve somehow arranged this moment without conspiring—getting Billy where he is now, by the shell mound and the live oak. I’ve brought a beer in my pocket for him and open it. He drinks and sets the can gently on the ground. Then he steps forward under the canopy of the oak and kneels at the grave of his son.
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			On the way back, we’re okay with the tide’s coming in. Down the waterway, the flashing markers guide me—red, right, returning. All the way, Billy, in the bow, drinks beer. 

			At the landing, I back the trailer down, and Purvis, standing knee-deep in the water, hooks the cable onto the boat. I winch the johnboat up. 

			“One thing I like about you, Scotty,” Billy says, “is your truck.”

			We leave off the boat and trailer at Purvis’s and drive to the lounge to get Billy’s car. The Town Car’s gone, but more pickups are in the parking lot. Donna’s making drinks for a younger crowd. Her women friends have gone. We get out.

			“I can drive,” Billy says, but he hands Purvis his car keys. I have to follow to bring Purvis home.

			Billy’s yellow bungalow is off Coleman Boulevard in Mount Pleasant. Moss grows on one side of the roof. Lights are on inside, so I pull onto the lawn while Purvis drives the beetle into the carport. The street light throws out a purplish glow over the house and the lot next door. 

			We get the coolers from the back of the pickup, and while Billy puts the bait shrimp into the freezer, I hose the coolers out and turn them over on the lawn.

			“We could at least have come home with some fish,” Billy says.

			Arlene comes to the side door. “There you are,” she says. 

			She’s a short, plumpish woman with short hair. Barefoot. Her flowered dress is unbuttoned at the top, and in the carport bug light, her gray hair looks yellow-blue.

			Billy closes the freezer and gazes at her. He’s a sight—jeans caked with mud, hair sticking straight up from his head. He breaks into a grin and dances over to her singing, “Five foot two, eyes of blue, has anybody seen my gal?” He takes her hand, pulls her off the step and into his arms, and twirls her across the cement. “Could she love? Could she coo? Could she, could she, could she coo? Has anybody seen my gal?”

			Arlene dances a few steps, then shakes him away. “You stop that,” she says. 

			Billy drops his arms and staggers a little. 

			“It’s my fault,” I tell her. “We bought some beer and took the boat out.”

			“I got in a fight,” Billy says. 

			He and Arlene gaze at each other, and then she climbs back onto the step. “It’s been a long day,” she says. “I’m tired.” She glances at me. “Should I call Edie and tell her you’re on your way?”

			“That’s all right. I’m going right home.”

			“They weren’t shooting at him,” Billy says. “It was a stray bullet.”

			Arlene pauses, holding the door open, and looks at me. “What’s he talking about?” 

			“How would you like some mixing bowls?” Billy asks. He dances out of the carport, sidesteps the truck, weaves across the grass. Halfway to the street, he loses a tennis shoe and his muddy sock dangles from his foot. He pirouettes under the street lamp, still singing. 

			The house is dark, and Carla and Blair are asleep. Edie’s in bed, too, though the light’s on. I mount the steps to the deck, but instead of going in, I walk around to the ocean. The beach is pale in the starlight, and, farther out, the waves are visible as oblique white lines. Beyond them, barely distinguishable from the sky, is the endless dark water.

			I think of the boy riding in that car in the back seat. He’s drawing on a lapboard and hears an explosion. He feels what? Pain? Numbness? Blood spurts from his leg, so maybe he screams or cries. He loses blood fast. The parents look around into the back seat … 

			“Scott?” Edie comes out through the sliding door in her white nightgown.

			“Right here.” 

			The breeze lifts her nightgown around her bare legs. “Where were you?”

			“I went up-island in the boat with Purvis and Billy.”

			“Fishing?”

			“We didn’t fish. How are the children?”

			“Fine. Carla had soccer after school. For his birthday, Blair wants a bicycle to ride in the dunes.”

			“He can’t ride anything without a motor in the dunes, and that’s not allowed.”

			“Try telling him that.” Edie stares straight out at the sea. “Where were you, really?”

			“I’ve got pluff mud all over me. Call Arlene, if you want a reference.”

			She says nothing for a long minute. The half-moon drifts out from behind the clouds.

			“I’m sorry I was late.”

			Again a silence.

			“Come to bed, Scott. It’s cold out here.”

			I prepare for a trial up in Myrtle Beach—depositions, interviews with witnesses, case research. Is a woman liable for a man’s mental illness allegedly caused by her breaking their engagement? Evenings, I drive by Billy’s house, then across the causeway and the bridge, and detour past the marina lounge. Billy’s car isn’t at any of those places.  

			One evening, I stop at Purvis’s. His door’s open to the breeze. A television on the counter flicks colors into the air. I say hello through the screen and knock after.

			Inside is the smell of tomato and onion and garlic. He’s cooking spaghetti and heating up sauce from a can. On the kitchen table is a stack of library books. Purvis turns off the television and motions toward the pot of spaghetti on the stove.

			“Edie’s expecting me,” I tell him. “How’s Billy? Have you seen him?” 

			Purvis shakes his head. He doesn’t know any more about Billy than I do, but the moment we’re in is more complicated than ignorance. We’re used to not speaking, but there’s an awkwardness between us, as if we share a loss we refuse to recognize. He knows I’ll go home to my family. and I know Purvis will be alone. I scan the titles of his books—Daniel Boone, Boy Frontiersman, two of the Hardy Boys series, and a Harry Potter. He envies my time, and I envy his.

			The next day, after a deposition, I check on Arlene at Huguley’s on King Street. She’s in the section that sells greeting cards, wall prints, and Southern cookbooks. She’s helping a customer pick out a print of a plantation house with azaleas along the driveway. I sort through cards and messages and remind myself Edie’s birthday is a month away.

			When the customer leaves, I bring a birthday card to the register. “You look nice,” I say. “That dress is pretty.”

			She’s wearing a flowery smock with a gold-plated pin on her lapel. “Thank you.” She takes the card and scans the bar code. “How’s Billy doing?” I ask.

			“He’s okay. Quiet, though. He’s been working nights at the bridge, so I’m asleep when he comes home, and he’s asleep when I leave. Two dollars and eleven cents.”

			She puts the card in a brown bag, and I give her a five. “I haven’t seen his car,” I say. “He could call me.” 

			“He’s going through something, Scotty. I don’t know what it is, but we have to let him. I learned that a long time ago.”

			“I want him to know— “

			”He knows,” Arlene says and hands me my change.

			My trial’s postponed at the plaintiff’s request, so I’m out early and stop at the marina lounge on my way home. Pope and Purvis are on the terrace watching a fifty-foot power boat wedging itself into a berth, so I join them. The captain guns the engine, then revs it into reverse, then forward again. Diesel smoke pours into the air. 

			Donna comes out with a Jack D for me. “They arrested somebody in the shooting of that boy,” she says. “It’s on the news.”

			“Who was it?” Pope asks.

			“The last person you’d imagine,” Donna says. “A twelve-year-old white girl.”

			We go inside and stand behind the barstools and look up at the television. A reporter’s speaking from the courthouse. “It’s not clear at this time whether the girl knew the rifle was loaded,” she says. “The girl’s parents were not home at the time of the shooting.”

			The girl, apparently, came home from school, found her father’s deer rifle, and took it into the woods “to see whether it would shoot.” No details are given about whether she loaded the rifle or aimed it at anything.

			“Jesus H. Christ,” Donna says. “What the hell was she thinking?”

			On the screen, a police car drives up to the courthouse. The girl gets out, though someone holds a coat in front of the girl’s face. She has on shorts, and her skinny legs are visible.

			“How did they catch her?” Pope asks.

			“They questioned people,” Donna says. “Even your friends only protect you for so long.”

			The picture switches to where the shooting occurred—a rural road, paved, with a ditch along it. A few feet away is brush and pines. This cuts to a late-model blue compact in a police lot and a close-up of the bullet hole in the rear door.

			“Weird shit,” Donna says. 

			“What’ll they do to her?” Pope asks.

			“They ought to fry the parents,” Donna says.

			“But we don’t know the facts,” I say.

			Everyone looks at me.

			“Like, where she was standing, what she could see? Did she know the rifle was loaded or how far a bullet could travel? Did she see the car? We don’t know what really happened.”

			“A kid’s dead,” Donna says. “We know that.”

			Edgar Prioleau died when he was eleven. I was nine. We were at the fish camp on a Sunday. My father was making a picnic lunch, and he and Billy were taking Edgar and me to the other side of the island to cast in the surf. On the trail, I carried a rod and an empty pail, Edgar two rods, and Billy the bait cooler. My father lagged with the rest of the gear. 

			It was warm and sunny. I don’t remember what we saw on the trail or what we said. Edgar walked ahead of me. Everything was familiar—palmettos, vines, the live oaks dappled in sunlight. The only thing unusual to me was how dark the woods were and how bright the light was when we got to the dunes. Edgar had on a red shirt, and when he ran out of the trees and up and over the first dune, his shirt was a kite in the air. 

			I followed, struggling for footing in the sand. Billy shouted, “Wait up, now.” But Edgar was already at the top of the dune and ran down the other side. 

			Before the crest, I heard the wind in the sea oats, the louder sea, and then, at the crest, the sea itself. I skittered part way down the steep sand and stopped. Edgar had put down the two rods and was racing toward the horizon. 

			That’s how I remember him—a boy in a red shirt caught against the whole ocean. He leaped into the froth of the waves and waded out into the sunlight. 

			By the time Billy reached the top of the dunes behind me, Edgar had disappeared.

			Monday around eleven, Billy shows up in my office wearing a light blue suit. He’s shaved and his hair is plastered down with gel, so he doesn’t look like himself. “I have a meeting with Latimer,” he says.

			“Is that the only suit you have?”

			“What’s wrong with it?” He brushes a speck from the lapel. 

			“It’s not ironed. It’s probably mildewed.”

			“The Ruperts bought a sailboat,” Billy says. He examines my law degree hanging on the wall and, beside it, my admission to the bar. “Did you know Latimer has a permit to dredge for a new marina? The Corps of Engineers caved in, and now he wants to build a second golf course.”

			“We can’t have enough golf courses.”

			Billy steps along the shelves of law books and gazes out the window at Broad Street. “Should I sell?” 

			“It isn’t my property.”

			“If I gave it to you, would you sell?”

			“That’s a hypothetical. Where are you meeting Latimer? You want me to come along?”

			Billy gives me a sidelong glance. “Do you know what it’s like for Arlene to ride the bus into town every day? Sometimes I meet her at the bus stop when she comes home because she’s been on her feet all day. If I sell, Arlene can quit her job.”

			“You can ride around together in a Town Car.”

			“Don’t be smart.”

			“Don’t wallow in self-pity.”

			He looks at me and nods. “Come with me, if you want. We’re at the Mills Hyatt.”

			But as I’m getting my suit jacket on, a call comes in from a distraught client. Billy goes ahead. I’m twenty minutes, and at the restaurant, Billy and Latimer are drinking martinis. 

			Next to Billy, Latimer looks like an altar boy—ruddy cheeks, short hair, wet shiny eyes—though I know from representing the Ruperts he’s a sweet-talker who believes God is money. He’s dressed in a gray suit, gray tie, and wears a tie pin and gold cuff links. 

			“Scotty!” He shakes my hand, though I can tell Billy hasn’t told him I was coming.  

			“Hello, Kevin.” I sit down without being asked. 

			Latimer rolls with this. “Have a martini,” he says.

			A waiter arrives with a menu, and as if by magic, another martini, though it’s for Billy. “The soup of the day is New England clam chowder,” he says. “Entree specials are grilled salmon in a lobster sauce, and pork medallions with shiitake mushrooms and a browned garlic. Would you care for a beverage?”

			“I’m good,” I say. “Water.”

			Latimer raises his glass to Billy’s refresher. “Here’s to mutual success,” he says. He drinks and turns to me. “I was telling Billy the Ruperts sold early. Lots on the interior of the island are going faster than we’d anticipated. In a few months, Billy’s land has become more valuable.”

			The waiter brings my water and takes orders—salmon for Billy and Latimer, seafood salad for me. “And another martini,” Billy says. “I’m not paying.”

			During the meal, Latimer argues his case. His company, Coastal Amenities, owns every parcel on the island except Billy’s sixty acres that extends from the beach to the marsh. “The marina goes in first,” Latimer says, “but the company’s donated five acres for a grade school to encourage age-group diversity.”

			“Billy can motor his johnboat to the club for lunch,” I say.

			“And play golf for free,” Latimer says.  

			Billy sips and sets down his martini. “If I sell,” he says, “I want four times more money than Ruperts got.”

			“Acreage,” Latimer said. “You have more, so you’ll get more.”
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			I have to get back for a meeting, so after lunch I leave Billy and Latimer in the lobby of the hotel. Billy wants to see where the houses will be, the second golf course, and the swimming pool. He promises not to make a decision without consulting me. 

			Walking down Broad Street, I cross into the sun-shadow of St. Michael’s whose white steeple shines above the gray and pastel storefronts. A gust of wind blows a newspaper along. The unfolding scenario of Billy’s caving in goes through my mind—the whole future of the island and others like it. Trees are felled, roads cut, and houses built. The middle of the woodland becomes the edge. Trees once protected by others are made vulnerable to storms. Birds requiring space and cover, like sparrows, thrushes, warblers, give way to grackles, mockingbirds, and starlings. 

			Even if Billy doesn’t sell, his land will be diminished. At the shell mound, he’ll hear car doors slamming, domestic quarrels, and golf balls teed off. At night, car headlights will shine into palmettos and pines and oaks that have never known other light than the moon and stars.

			At my office I tell my secretary, Sylvia, “No calls,” and for the rest of the afternoon, I bill my hours at half rate, because all I can think of is Latimer’s arrogant assumption Billy is a fool. 

			At three, Sylvia looks in. “You said no calls, but your wife has an emergency.”

			I click a button and say hello.

			“Billy’s here,” she says. “He wanted to see the view from our deck.” 

			“What for? He had three martinis at lunch. Is he okay?”

			“I gave him a Coke. He’s been telling me about his sex life with Arlene.”

			“I hope you haven’t told him about ours.”

			“What’s to tell? Did you know he and Arlene are seventy, and they still make love three times a week?”

			“Did he say whether he’s going to sell the fish camp?”

			“Are you listening to me, Scotty? He says, ‘Arlene, you look beautiful,’ and she says, ‘I think you’d better get to work.’”

			“And that’s it?”

			“Time goes by, Scotty. People change.”

			“I’m coming home,” I say. “I’m leaving right now.”

			I pack my briefcase, but on my way out, Sylvia asks whether I’ve finished the reply brief for the Ruisdale case. 

			“Oh shit, I forgot.”

			“I assumed that’s why you didn’t want to be disturbed.” 

			I retreat and take an hour to write the end of the brief. By then, it’s already after four. But I text it to Sylvia.

			“Arlene Prioleau called,” she says. “She sounded upset, but I told her you went home.”

			“Call Huguley’s and see if she’s left work.”

			Sylvia dials, gets the manager, and hands me the phone.

			“That woman,” the manager says, “walked out the door as if we weren’t here. She knows better than that.”

			“Maybe she won the lottery,” I say. “And, you aren’t here.”

			I hang up, and in a few minutes, I’m in traffic north at the apex of the second span on the Cooper River Bridge. White Ibis fly in a vee close above the girders, illuminated from beneath by the sun. The beauty of their precise flight heightens my unease. I don’t believe in omens, but I know Arlene’s leaving work early has to do with Billy.

			At the bottom of the bridge, I veer right to Mount Pleasant and make the right turn on Magnolia Street. But at Billy’s, the shades are drawn, and his car isn’t there. I stop anyway. No one answers the side door, so I circle the house. The azaleas and roses in the back yard have withered. 

			I peek in the kitchen window. Inside is evidence of turmoil—a chair overturned, cabinets open, a skillet on the floor, along with boxes of cereal, lettuce, tin cans. A purse I assume is Arlene’s sits on the table. 

			The knob of the back door turns in my hand. “Arlene?” I call out.

			No answer.

			The purse contains glasses, a hairbrush, a bus pass, no wallet. I step over the debris on the floor into the living room. Cushions from the sofa and cut-up newspapers are strewn around. 

			“Billy? Arlene?”

			I edge into the bedroom in back, but it’s empty. The bedspread has been tucked in. The only thing unusual is a newspaper clipping on the floor which I pick up and hold to the window light. It’s of a child’s primitive drawing of a beach with the wide blue sea and the sun going down into the waves. The caption says, “Brett’s Vision of Edisto Beach State Park where the Herzberger family camped the night before Brett was shot.” The colors are blue, yellow, tan. The sun has no reflection on the water. A bird is sketched in brown at the tideline. 

			Are these the boy’s last thoughts before he was shot? Who can know?

			I backtrack to the kitchen, pick up the phone, and call Edie. 

			Carla answers. “Hi, Daddy. I thought you were coming home early. What’s wrong?”

			“Is your mother there?”

			Edie comes on. “What’s going on, Scott? Where are you?”

			“Is Billy there?”

			“No, he left an hour ago. He was going to work.”

			“Tell Carla I’m sorry I was short with her. You and I—we’ll talk later.”

			I take McCants to the causeway and merge with the line of cars going toward the beach, No one’s moving, though. Horns honk. A few cars squeeze in and turn left, but on the main road to the island, people crane from their car windows for a view ahead. No cars are coming the other way, because the bridge is open. 

			I wheel around the cars in front of me, and instead of turning left, go straight ahead into the empty oncoming lane. Ahead a mile, the highway’s tilted into the air, and police lights swirl across the tops of the waiting cars.

			Either side of the causeway is salt marsh. A few cars turn around and come toward me, but I veer to the berm and scrape the oleanders to get by. Up ahead, I see Arlene striding along the pedestrian path. She has on a print dress, straw hat with a wide brim, and sturdy black shoes. She disappears behind a dump truck and reappears behind a Mercedes. I stop opposite her and lean across the seat. “Arlene!”

			She turns and sees me and comes through the line of cars. She snaps the passenger door open and gets in. “He’s in the pillbox,” she says. “He opened the bridge but won’t close it. And he won’t come down.”

			“How do you know?”

			“His supervisor phoned. I called you, but your secretary said you’d gone home. I’ve walked here from the bus stop.”

			Sailboats are stacked up, too, on either side of the bridge—dozens of masts stuck up in the air. The bridge is open enough to block the cars, but not enough to let boats go through.

			“Did you see the boy’s drawing in the paper?” Arlene asks. “This is his response.”

			“I saw it at your house. He sure tore up the place.”

			A policeman ducks among the cars ahead of us and holds up his hand. I stop and he comes to Arlene’s window. “What do you think you’re doing?” he asks.

			“I’m Billy’s wife,” Arlene says. “Billy’s up there in the bunker.”

			The cop looks at me. Two navy helicopters roar in over the marsh, and egrets and herons fly up from the reeds. 

			“Scott Atherton,” I say. “I’m his lawyer.”

			“We think he has a rifle,” the officer says. 

			“Billy doesn’t own a rifle,” Arlene says.

			“But it isn’t hard to get one,” the officer says.

			“Can we talk to him?” Arlene asks. “We can solve this.”

			The cop gets on his walkie-talkie. “I’ve got a wife here,” he says, “and a lawyer.” 

			We get the go-ahead, but we’re still a half-mile from the bunker. The closer we get, the fewer cars come the other way, and we pass a half-dozen dump trucks and suburban assault vehicles waiting in line to cross. 

			The highway is broken by the open bridge, a stretch of ungainly metal against the blue sky. Sailboats are waiting in the inland waterway, too—sloops, yawls, ketches, and a trimaran. Two helicopters hover above the pillbox. 

			Billy’s Volkswagen is parked in the turnout before the bridge, along with four police cruisers with their red lights whirling and two television vans. Several marksmen crouch behind the fenders of the cop cars with high-powered rifles at the ready. I pull up beside the nearest cruiser, where the sergeant is leaning against the hood. In the pillbox above, the Venetian blinds are pulled down against the sun. 

			Arlene gets out and holds the brim of her hat against the breeze. “What’s this about a rifle?” she asks. She shouts above the noise of the helicopters.

			“Stay down,” the sergeant shouts back.

			“I’m his wife,” Arlene says.

			“He’s as likely to shoot you as anyone else,” the officer says, “maybe more likely.”

			“Has he said what he wants?” I ask.

			A helicopter drops to the window level of the pillbox, a man poised with a rifle in the passenger seat. 

			Arlene throws her hat into the truck cab, skirts the highway barricade, and aims for the steel catwalk at the side of the bridge. 

			“Ma’am?” the officer calls. “Ma’am, stop. Please.”

			Arlene doesn’t stop, so I go after her. I follow her along the grating of the catwalk. 

			“If he’s going to get himself shot,” she says, “I want to say goodbye.”

			“He’s not going to get shot.”

			“That boy did,” she says. 

			The waterway beneath us is choppy, and swallows dart around the bridge girders. To the north, past the sailboats, the waterway recedes in a wide blue triangle, the border of which is marsh grass and, farther away, billowing trees. At the end of the catwalk a metal ladder leads up to an anteroom beneath the pillbox. Arlene holds a rung in her hand and steps up. “Billy?” she calls up. “Billy Prioleau, you listen to me!”

			The helicopters are so noisy, Billy can’t possibly hear a word. 

			“You go up there, Scotty,” she says. “Talk to him. What do you say when you’re fishing?”

			I look up at the pillbox. “They should back off the helicopters. Let him breathe.”

			“I’ll tell them.” Arlene takes my two hands in hers and squeezes. “He loves you, Scotty. You bring him down.”

			She walks back along the catwalk, while I climb the ladder. 

			The helicopters are still loud, though muffled, and I wait to see whether they move off. Beside the trapdoor is a keypad, but I don’t know the code, so I call up, “Billy, it’s me, Scotty. You in there?”

			A few seconds go by. Outside the reinforced window, the sailboats loll on their anchors, hatches open, crews hidden belowdecks. Another sloop motors toward the bridge with its sails furled. In the cockpit the captain holds what I imagine is a gin and tonic.

			He’s already dead is what I think. He opened the bridge and keeled over from a heart attack. In their siege mentality, the police have invented the scenario of a lunatic holed up with a rifle. 

			“Come on, Billy, open up. It’s me.”

			The roar of the helicopters diminishes, and an occasional car horn sounds in the distance. 

			I hear scraping above me. “Who?” Billy says.

			“Let’s talk about Edgar.” 

			There’s another long pause. It’s a risk to say this, but I’ve drawn the same connections Billy has, though not in the same way. He cut out the boy’s drawing from the newspaper; he wanted to see the view from my house, which is roughly what Billy saw that day when Edgar disappeared—at the top of the dunes he saw the ocean and the beach spread out before him, but he didn’t see Edgar. He saw me.

			The trap door hums open slowly, and the inside of the pillbox appears—space rather than detail—and a wedge of Billy’s forehead, his blue eyes, gray hair. I can’t tell whether he’s drunk or angry or deranged.

			“I’m alone,” I tell him. “Arlene— ” 

			The door opens wider, and I climb up into the pillbox. The room’s spartan. Except for the blinds on the west side, the windows are open and a breeze flows through. On one side is the control panel for the bridge hydraulics, a chair nearby, and a table with binoculars on it. Billy’s splayed out on the floor with a six-pack of Pabst—one left—and he’s holding a rifle. 

			“A pellet gun,” he says. “I want them to think I’m serious.”

			I slide down next to him. I take the last beer. “Serious about what?”

			“You know as well as I do.” 

			I crane my neck and look over the sill. Light’s fading from the blue triangle of the waterway. The motor sailer’s closer. East, beyond the island, the blue ocean is wide and flat to the horizon. South, where the helicopters have retreated, the city skyline patterns the horizon in jagged shapes. Gulls fly leisurely above the houses on the island. 

			I pick up the binoculars and focus on a tern hovering over a tide pool, then swing the glasses to the marina lounge. “There’s Purvis,” I say. “And Donna and Pope and some other people watching us from the terrace.”

			“They haven’t seen anything yet,” Billy says.

			I scan the cars and trucks backed up along the causeway and in both directions on Center Street. The dump trucks on the island are empty. I follow the marsh up-island to the live oak tree, but I can’t see the oyster mound. 

			“Latimer’s started filling in the ponds,” Billy says. “That’s what gave me the idea. All these dump trucks are Latimer’s.”

			I lower the binoculars. “So you stopped him by opening the bridge?”

			“One of those boats down there is the Ruperts’.”

			“Which one?”

			“I don’t remember,” Billy says. “How many are there now?”

			“Dozens. And a Coast Guard cutter is bringing in reinforcements.”

			I focus on the cutter entering the waterway from the harbor. The sun whitens the sky above the trees and clouds drift across the blue, though a sunset threatens. 

			“We need more beer,” Billy says. He shakes his empty can and pulls the phone toward him. He dials a number. “We’ll get room service.”

			“Maybe we should eat something.”

			“Donna, it’s Billy. Yeah, we’re up in the bridge. Listen, Scotty and I need a case of beer. Sam Adams is good. A case. And a half dozen corndogs. What else have you got there? Some beef jerky and onion chips. Put it on Scotty’s tab.” He listens a moment. “Purvis can deliver it. He can take the johnboat across the waterway.” Another pause. “Now, yes, right now. We’re thirsty.”

			He clicks off and hands me the phone. “You’re my lawyer,” he says. “Call the newspaper and have them tell the police to let Purvis up here.” 

			The number’s on his phone—he’s already called once—and they switch me to their mobile unit. “It’s Scott Atherton. I’m with Billy Prioleau in the pillbox. Put on the police.”

			I stand up, hold back the Venetian blinds, and see a man get out of a media van and run across to one of the cruisers. In another few seconds, the sergeant comes on.

			“It’s Billy’s lawyer,” I say. “Billy wants the dump trucks off the causeway.”

			“He wants what?”

			“He doesn’t like the dump trucks. And we’ve ordered some food from the marina. A friend of ours, Purvis Neal, will be bringing it up here. Billy also wants to talk to his wife.”

			“No, I don’t,” Billy says.

			“She’s right here,” the sergeant says.

			I hand the phone to Billy. 

			“Hello,” he says.

			I’m close enough to hear Arlene. “Are you all right?” she asks. “What are you and Scotty doing up there?”

			“Nothing much so far.”

			“I want you to come home.”

			“Maybe in a while.”

			“You have to get to work, Billy.”

			“I will,” he says. “You’re beautiful.”

			She says something I can’t hear, and Billy hands me the phone again. 

			“Are you making any progress?” the sergeant asks.

			“Billy hasn’t offered to surrender his weapon yet,” I say, “but we’re talking.”

			“We want to defuse the situation,” the sergeant says. “We want to get the traffic moving.”

			“Get rid of the dump trucks,” I tell him. “Give me your phone number so I can be in touch when we have other demands.”

			He gives me the number.

			“Don’t do anything rash,” I say, and I click off.

			The police on both sides of the bridge talk to the dump truck drivers, and in a few minutes the trucks are turning around on the causeway. On the island, they disappear behind the Episcopal church on Center Street. It takes fifteen minutes or so, and by then Purvis is in the johnboat coming up the waterway. He maneuvers through the maze of sailboats and ties up near the bridge pilings. A police officer helps him offload the case of beer. 

			“You still think it was an accident about that boy?” Billy asks.

			“I don’t know for sure.” 

			“What’s an accident?” Billy says. “When you think about it, everything’s an accident. Life is an accident.”

			“You mean Edgar’s drowning.”

			“Up here I watch the seasons change,” he says. “I watch the tides flow in and out of the creeks.”  

			“Is that what you think about?”

			“It’s not thinking,” Billy says. “It’s feeling.”

			We hear a noise below, and Billy opens the trapdoor. Purvis is in the anteroom, and Billy opens the door wider. The beer’s on the catwalk, but Purvis has looped a rope around it and tied the rope to his belt. With his good hand, he tosses up the food. I help him up after into the pillbox, take hold of the rope, and hoist up the beer.

			Billy opens the case and passes me one. “Help yourself, Purvis,” he says. “You’re an accomplice now.”

			Purvis doesn’t drink much, but for this occasion, he takes a Sam Adams and sits down crosslegged beside Billy. Billy doles out the corndogs.

			I pull the Venetian blinds up a little. The helicopters are poised off the end of the island. The line of cars extends back on Main Street on the island and all the way to Mount Pleasant in the west. Fifty or so boats are in limbo on the waterway. The sun’s in the trees now, and rays of pink shoot out into the clouds. Sky colors—all we can see—brighten everything around us.

			I join Billy and Purvis on the floor. For a while we don’t say anything. Billy and I finish our beers and open two more. Purvis munches on his corndog. 

			The beer loosens me up, and I like the new ground it takes me to. Billy will want immunity from prosecution, or at least a reduced charge, if he agrees to counseling. He’ll need an assurance the highway department won’t fire him. A transfer, maybe—they can’t be expected to let him back up here. These items are negotiable, but the other demands won’t be so easily met—to stop the dredging and filling, to end the cutting of trees and the building of roads, to purify the air, cleanse the water, keep the rich from getting richer. He’ll want Edgar’s grave undisturbed.

			The pink clouds fade to gray and the pillbox darkens. I rock forward and look out again. The causeway’s silent and many of the cars have turned around, but the police and the media are still there. The marsh is dark and the creeks and tide pools are silver-gray, tinged with red. Across the harbor, Charleston glimmers in the dusk. 

			“They aren’t going away,” I say. “I should call Edie to let her know where I am.”

			“She knows where you are,” Billy says. “You’re with me and Purvis.” 

			Billy opens his beer and chews a piece of beef jerky. “You know the oyster mound?” Billy says. “Guess what Latimer says that’s going to be.” He waits a moment. “The fifth tee.” 

			Billy laughs. Purvis grins and drinks his beer. Then we’re quiet again. The sun makes a last burst from the trees, dances into the clouds—its deep orange and red lighting up the pillbox, even as the darkness comes down over us. 

			NORTHERN LIGHTS

			We were east of Hot Springs, South Dakota, on the gravel toward my uncle’s farm. I was riding in the backseat of the Chevy between my aunt and my mother, but leaning up between the front seats to hear what the men were saying. My uncle was driving. He had on a gold-colored jacket and a green John Deere cap. It was September tenth, and we’d been to town to celebrate his birthday. The women had had hard feelings because my father and my uncle sat in the lounge for a long time while the rest of us looked at the menu in the restaurant. Finally my mother had gone to get them. My uncle was cheerful, though, even when he sat down and my aunt gave him a look. He’d ordered another bourbon and coke from the waitress and said, “You only turn fifty once.”

			Then we’d eaten. Nothing more was said about the drinking until we got out to the car.  My aunt didn’t want my uncle to drive, but it was his car, he said, and he’d damn well drive if he wanted to. So he did. 

			It was getting dark, then, and big gray sledrunner clouds curled up at the ends slid over the Black Hills, which were blue-black against the sky. The gravel road jogged east and north, east and north along the section boundaries. It was rolling hills mostly, climbing to the mesas which then dropped down to my uncle’s place ten miles away. My uncle sprayed stones on the turns and weaved a little across the road, and now and then my aunt said, “Easy does it, Luther,” under her breath. 

			My father liked to come back to the Lakota. He and my uncle had grown up there, over by Oelrichs, and I think he felt the going home. My uncle and aunt had two older boys—one in college and one working for General Mills in St. Louis—and my father held them up to me as what to strive to be like. They’d worked on the farm and had done well in school, and now they were making names for themselves. My father thought the farm instilled values. “You learn from the land,” he said. 

			But the farm to me was just someplace different from Denver where my father was a veterinarian. He knew about animals, and my uncle knew about farming. When they got together they talked about cows and sheep, alfalfa and corn and wheat, and the weather. And machines. My uncle could take apart any machine—tractors, pickups, windrowers—and when we visited, he and my father were always tinkering in the shop. 

			Driving along, they were talking about the Case tractor and the broken three-point on the ditcher—nothing I understood—but it was better than listening to my aunt and my mother discussing books. “We can weld the three-point,” my uncle said. “No two ways about it. I’ll do her in the morning.”

			“But the tractor still has that bearing about to go,” my father said.

			“We’ll get through ditching the borders and put water on them for spring. I can replace the bearing this winter when hell freezes over.”

			My uncle slowed and turned at a section, but took the corner too fast, and my aunt tipped toward me. I felt the words she didn’t say tighten in her body. We made the corner and ran straight north toward the mesa.

			For a moment quiet ruled in the car. I heard the engine and the rocks cracking up under the Chevy. Then my father said, “Maybe we should let Les drive.”

			My uncle stared ahead. He kept both hands on the wheel.

			“Not with so many people in the car,” my mother said. “Not at night.”

			“Couldn’t do worse than Luther,” my father said.

			“We’re still on the road, aren’t we?” my uncle asked.

			“You want to drive, son?”

			“Not really,” I said.

			We kept on north for another mile. I’d been driving some on the farm—the half-ton Ford mostly—back and forth from the fields to take lunch or to deliver gas for the tractor or to practice with the gears and get used to the feel of the engine. But I hadn’t driven on the county road.

			My uncle pulled on the headlights, and the land was closed away, all but the tan stripe of gravel, the weeds and dead sunflowers in the ditches, and the fences on both sides of the road. A few arc lights blazed in the distance.

			“When’s the irrigation district cut back the water?” my father asked.

			“Two weeks,” my uncle said.

			“If it snows, you’ll be all right.”

			“If it snows, we’ll be cold,” my uncle said. “Can’t plan crops on snow.” He slowed a little, then took one hand off the wheel and pointed ahead through the windshield. “Look there.”

			I ducked down between the seats to see what he saw. Wisps of white and yellow and pink drifted up vertically into the sky, diminished, then burst again like curtains of colored rain.

			“Northern lights,” my father said. “I’ll be damned.”

			“Haven’t seen them in years,” my uncle said.

			My aunt and my mother leaned forward. “They’re from sunspots,” my mother said. “I read about them. The sun throws out bunches of atoms.”

			The lights diminished. My aunt sat back. She asked about how much schoolwork I’d have to make up coming to visit on a long weekend. 

			“Not that much,” I said. I looked back out the windshield.

			“We thought it important to see Luther,” my mother said. “And Les likes the farm.”

			My uncle slowed down. “You want to drive?”

			“It’s all right,” I said.

			“Go ahead,” my father said. “You have to practice night driving sometime.”

			“He’s fourteen,” my mother said. “He has plenty of time.”

			My aunt leaned up. “Luther, it’s late. Why don’t we get home now?”

			My uncle pulled over to the side of the road and stopped. He put on the hand brake. “It’s pretty flat from here,” he said. “And I don’t want to sit in the back.”

			He opened the door and got out and walked a little ways away from the car to urinate. 

			“Sometimes I don’t understand that man,” my aunt said.

			My father opened the door on his side, too, and the cool air with the smell of sage and cut hay rushed through the car. “Come on, son,” my father said.

			I climbed up between the seats and got behind the wheel. My uncle came back and got into the passenger side up front. “You can drive a stick,” my uncle said. “This gear’s in a little different place. All you have to do is follow the road.”

			My mother slid to the middle of the backseat, and my father got in behind me, though he didn’t lean back.

			I was tall for my age and looked right out over the wheel. I shifted a couple times to get the feel, then left it in first and gave some gas. The car jerked forward. I accelerated and shifted again.

			“Don’t shake out my teeth,” my aunt said. 

			We got up speed and I shifted again. “Look at the northern lights,” I said.

			They’d come back in a different place, or maybe the road had turned slightly, but a band of shifting colors drifted way up in the sky. 

			“Watch the road,” my mother said.

			The road dipped and rose and then ran straight for two or three miles.  It was dark, but I knew where we were. The bright light off to the left was Fosters’ farm, and farther on, TePaskes’. I wasn’t going fast, maybe thirty-five, but no one spoke. It was as if they were waiting for an accident.

			I passed Fosters’ and TePaskes’ and turned east. The sky was darker ahead of us, a few stars, but no moon. The road was straight. We were still a mile or two from my uncle’s farm, and I felt the softness return to the car. My aunt and mother resumed talking.

			I picked up speed to forty, maybe a little more. We came up on some brush on the right and two cottonwoods loomed bright yellow at the edge of the headlights. Then an animal bounded out from the brush and into the road.

			“Coyote,” my father said.

			I was surprised by his voice so close behind me. I slowed. I thought the coyote would cross the road—it had plenty of space—but it swerved and loped along in our same direction a few yards in front of the car, as if it were racing with us. It was a big one, gray and reddish-brown, broad-shouldered. Its bushy tail flopped down as it ran. Any second I expected it to veer off into the weeds.

			I took my foot off the gas again, but suddenly the coyote darted left in front of us. We heard a terrible crumpling noise, then nothing. The car passed. The engine kept on. The gravel slid under us.

			“You did the right thing,” my father said. “You kept the car steady.”

			“I didn’t think it would cut in front,” I said.

			“Blinded, maybe,” my father said. “Animals get lost in that kind of light.”

			“It might have dented the car,” I said. I looked over at my uncle. He was staring ahead at the road, but maybe seeing something else. He didn’t say anything, and I looked back at the road.

			“Turn in there,” my uncle said.

			“Where?”

			“There, at the lane. Turn the car around.”

			I slowed and turned into the lane and stopped. 

			“What are we doing?” my aunt asked.

			“Reverse is in and up,” my uncle said.

			I got it into reverse and backed out into the main road, shifted down to first. I drove back.

			The coyote was lying in the road. At first I was sure it was dead. How could it not be dead? But as we got closer, it rolled up and lifted its head.

			“Get the lights on it,” my uncle said.

			I aimed the headlights at the coyote and pulled closer. It had weird eyes—black, but flecked with yellow—and a thin nose. Its ears were raised alertly, and it was panting. Blood frothed in its mouth.

			We stopped.

			“Okay,” my uncle said, “that’s enough.”

			We were in the middle of the road. I backed up a ways and turned and went forward and backed up again. I was shaking. No one said anything.

			The last couple of miles to the farm took forever. At the lip of the mesa the arc light on the barn appeared, but it was stationary as a star. But it wasn’t a star, and we got there. When I pulled in under the light, I was relieved.

			“That was some birthday,” my aunt said.

			My father patted my shoulder. “Good driving, son,” he said.

			Everyone got out except my uncle. I went around to the grille to inspect the damage, but there wasn’t a mark on the car.

			My uncle rolled down his window. “Go fetch the .22,” he said. “We have to go back.”

			My aunt had already gone inside and had turned on the light in the kitchen. A rectangle of gold spread out into the yard. My mother paused at the door. “Luther, he’s tired,” she said.

			“I’m tired,” my uncle said. “I’ve been up since five-thirty, and I’ve worked all day.”

			I thought my father might make a case for me, but he didn’t. “I’ll come along,” he said.

			“No, I want the boy.” My uncle looked at my father and then at me.

			There was a pause. Then my father said, “Get the .22, son.”

			I started to cry. I don’t know why. I felt the tears beginning in my body. I knew I shouldn’t cry, and I didn’t make a sound. No one else knew, but I knew. The tears came, and I couldn’t stop them, and to get away, I went into the house and took the .22 from the glass cabinet in the living room. He had a 30-30 and two shotguns, too. The key was in the lock.

			I stood for a moment facing the glass. The crying passed. I touched each eye to each shoulder to soak the tears. Then I got a box of shells from the drawer.

			“Are you all right, Les?” my mother asked.

			“I’m all right.”

			“You don’t have to go.”

			“I want to go,” I said.

			 I turned around. My mother wanted to hug me, but I was holding the gun sideways in front of me.

			“What’s that man asking now?” my aunt said.

			I broke away from my mother, passed my aunt in the doorway, and went on through the kitchen. I let the screen bang behind me.

			When I came out, my uncle was in the driver’s seat talking to my father. The car was running, and the passenger door was open. My father backed away from the open door, and I got in with the .22 between my knees, barrel up. My father closed the door.

			My uncle turned around in the yard and headed back down the driveway. He didn’t say anything for a while. We bounced along, and the headlights jumped across the dark fields of alfalfa. At the mailbox, we got onto the smoother gravel of the county road and climbed the long hill to the top of the mesa.

			We turned south, and my uncle glanced in the rearview. “Those lights are still playing their games,” he said.

			I looked around. The northern lights had flared up again, an eerie wash rising and disappearing. “I thought northern lights were in Alaska,” I said. 

			“They’re everywhere,” my uncle said. He glanced into the rearview again and back to the road. “I’ve seen them a few times, but never like that.”

			He was quiet again. I could feel the lights like some odd force translated into my body, flaring and fading, and flaring again.

			“I’ve lived out here thirty-five years,” my uncle said. “By the time I was your age, I knew everything I know now. Maybe I’m a little better at fixing a tractor or a windrower, but I’m worse at others.”

			“What are you worse at?”

			“I can’t run a tractor straight down a row anymore,” my uncle said. “Takes concentration. My mind wanders. And I’m worse at talking.”

			“You talk all right,” I said.

			“I keep things to myself,” my uncle said. “Sometimes I walk into that house and wonder what’s there. All those hours up and down the fields—disk, plant, spray, harvest. That’s what I know. We talk about the crops and weather and the work, but I’m out there in the darkness.” He pointed to the side of the road where the headlights didn’t reach.

			I thought it was booze talking. My uncle was quiet again for a while. We turned west onto the straight stretch where I’d hit the coyote, and he slowed down.

			“So what about the coyote?” I asked.

			“He’s a trickster,” my uncle said. “That’s what the Indians say. He shows you one face and means another. That’s the legend.”

			“I don’t know any legends,” I said.

			“Two faces and one name,” my uncle said. He slowed down to maybe fifteen. 

			I thought he was looking for the coyote. “He’s farther on,” I said.

			My uncle seemed not to hear. “My sons hate me,” he said.

			I didn’t say anything.

			“They hate me. You understand? They didn’t call me today, did they? My birthday? Fifty years old. They didn’t call.”

			“Maybe they called while we were in town.”

			My uncle shook his head.

			“Why would they hate you?”

			He speeded up a little. We passed the farm lane where I’d turned around the first time. My uncle leaned closer to the windshield. “I made them work,” he said. “I told them what to do, how to do it. Do you see? I made them windrow and drive the tractors and combine because it was work that had to be done.” He paused. “I never let them want to do it.”

			The coyote appeared in the road ahead of us. I made out its shape beyond the headlights. I’d hoped it wouldn’t be there, that it would have healed itself and run off, but the way my uncle was talking, I was glad to see it. Maybe it was dead already. That’s what I hoped.

			We came up on it slowly, and right away I saw it wasn’t dead. It was lying down, but had its head up and ears raised. It panted blood and looked directly into the headlights.

			My uncle stopped and put the Chevy in neutral and pulled on the brake. He left the engine running and the lights on. We got out. I held the .22 at my shoulder, barrel pointed at the sky. The clouds had dissipated a little, and a half moon wove its way through them. “What do you want me to do?” I asked.

			My uncle didn’t answer. He stepped in front of the headlights and stared at the coyote for a minute. Then he took a couple of steps forward and crouched down. He was maybe fifteen feet away. 

			The coyote stared back.

			“Turn off the engine,” my uncle said.

			I leaned into the driver’s window and turned off the ignition. It was suddenly quiet. The headlights dimmed a little.

			My uncle got down on his hands and knees and crept forward a few feet. I didn’t know what he was doing. I put a shell into the chamber and pulled the bolt. I didn’t know much about coyotes, but I thought any wild animal would protect itself.

			A few crickets were buzzing, and in the near distance other coyotes yipped and barked.

			“Turn off the headlights,” my uncle said.

			I opened the car door and turned the knob for the headlights.

			It was dark. The moon had gone under the clouds, and only a rim of silver outlined where it had been. The wisps of the northern lights were gone, too. The road faded into the distance and ended at the horizon of stars.

			The coyote was a dark shape in the middle of the road. My uncle was a dark shape crawling toward it. As he got closer, he started talking softly, in a voice I hadn’t heard him use before, a sweet voice, almost singing. I’d never heard him sing before. A lullaby, maybe, is what it sounded like. I couldn’t make out the words. The crickets and the coyotes in the distance and my uncle’s voice were all mixed together.

			I don’t know how long this went on—minutes. The coyote didn’t move, but it started to sing, too, louder than my uncle, as if the pain in its body were its voice. It whined and howled and cried. I wanted to sing, too. I don’t know why, but I did. I wanted to get down on my hands and knees right there on the gravel with my uncle.

			Then a car appeared, coming from the other direction, far away so it was only a pale glow of headlights moving across the darkness. I didn’t think my uncle saw it. He kept on singing. The car lights turned north toward us, still a ways off, but close enough to cast my uncle and the coyote in silhouette. I was certain my uncle would get up then, but he didn’t. He stopped singing and crawled forward. 

			He was two or three feet from the coyote when the coyote lurched up from the gravel. My uncle rushed forward—lunged, but the coyote eluded him. I was surprised how quickly it moved with only its forelegs. It dragged itself into the weeds and kept moving. The weeds swirled in a jagged line. I raised the .22, but it was dark, and I couldn’t see well enough to aim, and I lowered the rifle again.

			The car came on, still a quarter mile away. My uncle lay face down on the gravel, a big man in his pale jacket. The headlights closed in and then turned off at the section marker toward TePaskes’.

			I unloaded the .22, set the rifle on the backseat, and helped my uncle up from the ground. He’d had too much to drink. I got him into passenger seat, and I got behind the wheel.

			I turned around at the section road and headed back east. We passed the place where the coyote had been, and I slowed, but I didn’t see him. My uncle didn’t look. He was slumped against the passenger door with his eyes closed. The northern lights over the mesa were not so bright anymore, just faint streaks shimmering, like nerves firing in the night sky, like the pain all through my body.

			THE BEAUTIFUL MORNING OF ALMOST JUNE

			I live alone forty miles from Tucson and work at home translating movie scripts from German into English. Before this, for ten years, I worked at Farrar, Straus and Giroux in New York, handling German novels and film rights, which I parlayed into freelance. Agents send me scripts from Zürich, Berlin, and Los Angeles. A translator could have any name, but let me call myself Ruth.

			Señora Astacio, the weaver, lives across the street. We’re neighbors by proximity in what is not a neighborhood but, rather, two adobe houses built years ago on a dirt lane that deadends north into the arroyo. It’s a bleak landscape. To the east are the rocky ridges of the Galiuro Mountains and the dry bajada fanning down from the canyon; to the west is pale blue distance. Sporadic birds and mammals, along with snakes and lizards, survive on next to nothing in the saguaros, mesquite, and palo verde.

			This noon in April, the mountains are hot, and wind shakes the ocotillo in my yard. Señora Astacio, across the road, sits by her window where the sun illuminates her gray hair and weathered face. The mailman’s told me she’s a weaver, that her cloth bags are in museums, but I’ve never been in her house, nor seen anyone carrying anything away. Maybe she weaves at night, a secret sharer, a counterfeiter, Rumpelstiltskin weaving straw into gold.
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