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Part OneThe First of June


		

	
		
			From the New York Press,
 Section C, Insiders Spotlight

			
A Scrambled Suit

			Today the $600 million bankruptcy of Hyperian Castle Partners concluded in an overflowing courtroom. The three-year-old case was discharged by a judge calling it a troubling example of litigious over-contention. Billing by 210 attorneys was paid from the crashed high-flying Castle’s assets.

			As former managing director Frank Campbell and his wife, Francesca, both personally bankrupted in the proceeding, filed out, an angry investor shouted at them, “So you hid loot in one of those crook countries, right?” 

			Campbell shook his head indicating no. And then a raw egg smashed on the chest of his business suit. As he looked down another egg hit his cheek. The crowd of hundreds fell silent.

			Campbell was heard to say in a Texas baritone, “Fair. That’s fair.” Police moved to the assailant, a New York City Sanitation Workers retiree whose pension suffered a loss in the speculative Castle’s collapse amidst African country scandals.

			The Campbells insisted the old man be let go. The surrounding crowd parted around them. And then too glamorous young Mr. and Mrs. Frank Campbell were in silence let go on their way.

		

	
		
			
Part Two A Week Later


		

	
		
			
Ring of Rise

			Revenance is life’s provenance. My life, anyway. And Francy would agree. Actually, she is both. Mine anyway.

			
   
*

			*        *
   

			A line probes black across underlit land. Wavering just exactly as we have, it scribes our long drive from finally slammed doors. That GPS map line on our Lambo’s dash is now drawing near its x. That destination is ex seven years of our Manhattan gilt and mud. I turned off the supremely confident robot long ago. It was the only one speaking for the last three hours passed. 

			We lost all in the bankruptcies. All of my house of cards dream and, by me, all of innocent artist Francy’s family wealth. This moment now is the end of the ending. An exodus after too much said. Now amid too much silence.

			But suddenly, turning a curve of our black line, this is like Francy as she used to be, without context, “Oh. Oh that’s Monet’s bridge ahead.” 

			“I didn’t know he got over here.” She used to like my dumb teasing. I used to make her quickly smile given the moment. There always was one Frank Campbell for her and another for the rest of the world. I try still but now there’s a ventriloquist involved. Surprising me, not her.

			“Well okay. Pull over. Before it, by that car.” Which is a pickup truck.

			My knowing screen says amid this twilight glow that we are, at last, at last, just about eight miles from Francy’s unknown newly inherited house. Delay now will mean arrival in darkness. We’ll be just a movie soundtrack run in a blacked-out theater. So since she is speaking to me again I say, “We’re going to be crossing this bridge a lot. Let’s come back tomorrow.”

			“No Frank. Stop. I want to walk across it first time in this light.”

			We pull up and both swivel up out of the Lamborghini to behold. We behold, this is beyond look. One lane and short, the bridge spans dizzy high over its river gorge. Torrents need a lot of headroom, a past bridge must have taught that painfully. From its steel lines, about 1925, you could guess. And Francy is right, the painter is correct to want this instant. Sunflow is now golding its blues gone green and its greens blue. So since we’re playing at ourselves again, I say, “Renoir’s work too. He must have pitched in to help Monet. Big painting job here for one guy.”

			She does not respond to me, nor to the chat of water below the bridge. 

			Then, not to me, “Or Jean Petit. Gorgeous.” There’s the glimmer of brow furrow that can go either way. “Frank I don’t know if this bridge is going to allow the color of your car to pass over it.” She’s leaning against the Lambo’s diabolo cherry metal flake, now steps away. “Your car might stall in the clash. It might crash off.”

			“It’s our car.”

			“It’s the bank’s car.”

			“Come on Francy. The car is ours now and you know it.”

			We walk out along the bridge between waist-high railings designed by somebody with Art Deco in mind and 1925 money in hand. Talk about a clash. This bridge’s 100-foot-long idea disdains all its surround under and across. The far bankside ridgeline glowers shadow toward the span’s inner-lit chartreuse. An entire forest plainly disapproves of this bridge. Myriads of branches face it, crossed like reproving arms. And that’s fair because this Roaring Twenties chameleon cheer does look obviously tipsy. Flushed cheerful like Scott Fitzgerald after his Paris afternoon absinthe tipples now followed by his Manhattan sunset martinis.

			Francy’s hair, wet black ink glossy and newly boy-trimmed far shorter than mine, shines the gild light this moment more than I am easy close beside. I look back toward my Lambo, but it remembers me. So I close tired driver eyes. Then, hearing Francy step away over to the downstream edge, I see her clasping this old bridge’s aspirational guardrail. A neck-break dive under our feet, the downhill flow of water is busy. Fifty feet onward, its course has run off a bedrock ledge, the resulting waterfall beyond is a muffled crowd roar. But, as I know now, did not then, water is as good at logic as it is at time. So a little further downstream this mountain river calms like afterthought. Flow sensibly pools broader, slower into deeper. 

			From this bridge edge up high, we see sunset flex rippling lines of current. See that further downstream at its far bend leftward the little river collides a high shamble of piled boulders. Against which it turns aside and slides on through intersect forest. Gracefully as a wild beast’s evasion.

			Francy stands there beside me, both hands gripped tight on the rail. Pensively deep silent as if someone just told her this river’s name is Rubicon. That sure would be pensive to hear because today we are going the other way, we drove out of our Rome on the Hudson for good this morning.

			“Francy? See that pyramid of boulders at the end?” She loves color, so I try this. “See how they are almost black among all the light gray small round rocks down the shoreline?”

			“What?”

			“All those gray ball rocks are granite. They are over 400 million years old, from when the Appalachian chain erupted.” This is from my college rocks-for-jocks course. Probably close enough to true.

			I can’t see her eyes turned away.

			“So this is interesting. Everything about this river has been moving rocks along for a long time and they are still rolling. But those big black rocks out there have moved for much longer. They were flowing liquid a billion years before the Appalachians erupted. Actually it was their black lava that later pushed up under the gray granite. Which made this valley.”

			“Okay Frank. You get an A if you can use it.” 

			Which of course annoys me, so I make it worse. “And then those valleys invented this strong river. But that black igneous rock is the toughest guy. See how its boulder pile pushes the river aside? 

			“What’s your point? Can’t we be quiet here?”

			“It’s not my point. The world’s point is that even those lava boulders must flow again. They’ll move on further downstream from the force of storm water.” 

			Her feathery gleamed head now tilts a little toward me. So I go out further on my limb. “We’re seeing kind of eternity past and future at once. Isn’t it Francy.”

			She’s smiling at the guard rail her serious way, I can tell. “You are a nice guy.”

			Now I’m also ahold the rail over the misnamed Rubicon. We hang on some further while. Memory, mine anyway, wanders mute up into this forest’s dimming horizon. 

			Then Francy says her slow way, “This water being so strong it must push its fish downstream too. They must like lazing around where it’s sunny under our bridge. But then some hurricane could push them over that waterfall. Can they swim back to where they were? Do you think?”

			“Good question.”

			“Well yes. Because Frank you can tell just standing here this river has different voices and moods each different place along it. So down there in that little lake there must be even a different language a washed down fish would have to learn. Compared to what it knew up in this water under the bridge. Where it’s shallow and sunny. And maybe down in the deep part it’s dark and nobody’s nice. The bigger ones. Of course.”

			“That seems pretty poetic for fish. They’d just adjust to new surroundings. That’s nature right?” Silence. “But anyway probably a homesick fish in the deep pool downstream can wait for a time when the flow is slack. Then maybe just leap a few times and get back home upstream.”

			It’s a smile by half. “Come back showing off their downstream foreign language skill. Like my useless Czech.” 

			“Okay.” I am so exhausted. “Francy I can’t say it again today.” My voice breaks the embarrassing way it does lately.

			Then we’re quiet a time not in clocks. It’s going to be full dark anyway when we arrive. 

			I have the river run spell in me too now, but not to speak aloud like Francy’s dream puzzling. I already well know this moment’s line of clear flow keeps connecting on and on to deep sea where nice is not worth talking about. And sailors atop can call their way wine-dark, but the sea won’t hear that. Then the cellphone buzzes in my jeans front pocket next to formerly private parts. As I grope for the phone Francy walks across to the bridge’s upstream side.

			I am reading the text a second time. The way you do when what the screen says is preposterous. She calls, “Frank you have to see this.”

			So I am over beside her. The upstream pool is so deep that the day’s failing light already gave up. Out two hundred feet at this quick river’s center, another of those before time began basalt boulders protrudes. Car-size, smoothed flat on top by weather surges.

			And then I see the thin black pole pointing to the sky. And then I see the black arm holding it erect. And then I see the steadily gliding black head of the guy who will become Jace Darrow. Sidestroking against current up to the centering rock. He comes to it at the eddy behind, climbs and stands in one motion. Wet figure slim as a dark fish leaped up out from surface sunset glare, flexed up through the river’s meniscus border of water from sky.

			“Aren’t they supposed to wear big plastic pants and not fall in?”

			I wouldn’t know then. “Mmmh.”

			The man now has turned to face right. The rigid black pole shakes and a white line pulses from its tip bright as a laser sketch on dim scrim. The line flicks up a high loop, a fast stroke backward instantly straightens it. And suddenly the laser flows forward again. Floats out toward bankside shallow water, settling to surface white-snaked.

			“Frank.”

			“What.”

			“Use your phone. I need a video of this. He’s writing white language across dark pages of land and water mixed.”

			“You are in a poetic mood.” But of course I turn the camera on. This here now is before I ever fished myself. So it’s funny, funny, there is a word useless as Czech, later after all to come I could see Jace best that first innocent moment. Out there balanced on infinity seeking just one thing, for once. His cursive line spelling out why people in aspiration buy time in bottles, bottles that they then cannot hold. 

			I speak now after erasing the video. Which I could not hold in Jace’s murder investigation.

			Jace turns left toward the deeper channel flow pushing in against the roots of an overhanging bush willow. Then he kneels down on both knees, rod clamped under one arm, head down motionless.

			“What a nut. The guy’s praying.”

			“No. The elbows are moving.” Of course Jace was changing flies, having no response to his lure on the right side test of it. Here he would want a bigger insect better worth a big-water big fish’s energy spent to swim up to eat at the surface. And now he stands, and the lit flick shoots toward bankside wet fronds. 

			Nothing, nothing happens. Jace does not lift the line as it passes him, instead swings his arm low so the rod tip follows the line end, as he pulls another five feet from the reel spool. Swinging the rod behind to drag the fly toward the river’s right shallow side. A high swooping lift of the rod now circles the near line up, then another swoop on a boxer’s step to jab so the rod has it airborne high. Line levers forward, then is immediately snapped backward. 

			He waits for the backward full extension then, with line pinched in hand at his shoulder height, tugs its instant of tautness down sharply. The rod sweeps forward again. At the last instant it is still airborne, Jace swings the rod, rolling his wrist right. The reaction curves line and its tipping fly slightly left. By invisible connection to all this witchcraft the lit lure descends softly. Naturally as just another bug of eventide’s myriad it alights two feet outside the line of current bubbled by sunken fronds. Instant surface blink opens a glimmering ring centered by Jace’s lying magic.

			Jace instantly swings his rod low sideways, lest a splash turning rainbow spit out the fly’s hard hook. It is these rainbows who range heavy currents more freely than browns and so strike and turn more immediately. And it is the rainbows who fight back fate differently too. You can lose them by pulling as they leap and twist against the tippet hair-width weakness. Or you can lose them on limp line, allowing a headshake that throws the hook tip out. I still can lose them both ways and more. 

			Now the black silhouette bows down his rod arm same instant as the fish erupts a leap up through watertop. This big one so energized in outrage it flies into sky. The line then slices downstream and out to midstream. Then again Jace bows rod lower the same fraction of instant as the rainbow leaps its second time and far from him. I think now, not then, the fisherman knew his fish so well he could have been prey himself. 

			Now I tilt the camera downward, the big thing surfaces just below me at the bridge rail. And again leaps, half leaps. Looking down through the bridge pool’s still lit open space I see my first live trout. In exhaustion it broaches the surface flow sidewise. A broad garnet line stripes its silvered torpedo torso. A gill plate flares glinting light. I should have just ended the film there.

			Now my video hears Jace’s splash diving in. Lens turns to fisherman swimming toward swimming catch. He is sidestroking, rod skyward, reeling line in even as he swims angling against the main current.

			“Zoom and get his face.”

			“Don’t know how.”

			I almost further say, you know Francy, this is like we are Parnassus gods. We are floated up high idly observing some mortal below being interesting. That would be like me to say to her. Some other year.

			Jace has waded to shore. The big fish reeled in comes resigned to his hand. And again the fisherman kneels with his back to us as if bid to pray. Again it is only the slight movement of elbows for us to see.

			Jace reaches to his side, picks up a stone and smashes down hard on the fish. The click goes through to rock. This is a superior one and it would live on. Jace smashes its thrash. And then remains motionless kneeling. 

			Francy speaks in low register, the tone she sang in when she still sang. Slow low, “Oh no.”

			I touch her arm and she flinches. “Let’s get going Francy.” When we reach the car, my hand is on the handle to her door, I am that way today. I stop and say, “The text I just got says there is a problem about the house. You should know before we get there.”

			“Sure.” Her mind still back on the bridge.

			“It was from the mover. You remember the boss guy with his sleeves cut off for his tattoos?”

			“What?”

			“Indeed. He’s gone and just left all our stuff out on a porch.”

			“Come on.”

			“We are on. The mover says there is a huge fierce horned beast guarding the doors from inside.”

			What can she say. 

			“He says the horned beast butted him down the staircase. Which broke his arm. There may be a lawsuit.”

			She’s not paying attention from the bridge. “The horned beast is going to sue us?”

			“That’s right Francy. Everybody else did.”

			Three-quarter smile since she always saw the lawyers as a bestiary. “So what really?”

			“Real as it gets. He says it’s not supposed to rain.”

			She’s turned her back to me. Saying to nowhere, “The horned beast is Uncle Everhardt. I had a feeling he couldn’t die.”

			“You know he’s dead Francy.”

			“I never know anything. I’m the gullible type. You too Frank. You even believe it when the guy says it’s not going to rain.”

			I let that hurt a few heartbeats more so we can talk about the newest problem. “Well if it is your uncle still in his house the mover says he has a lot of girlfriends in there bleating.”

			“Frank sometimes I think we’ll believe anything.”

			What can I say.

			The blade is drawing again, Francy can’t help it I know, I know. “Actually I …”

			Something … I say loud, “What?”

			“Good evening.”

			And there is the fisherman. From the corner of my vision I blinked him standing still though he should have been walking. Who would not pause like a polite Parnassian overhearing Francy’s and my little chat just now.

			“Good evening. It’s my truck.” He did not say mah. But I grew up there. I hear where he comes from same as me.

			“Good evening.” Thirty feet away in black dive suit against foliage shadow the man is a column of night. On a continuing video this scene would have been, I suppose, funny to see backward. Funny what a dangerous slippery word.

			There is a two-foot-long corpse hanging from his hand, it sways. The fisherman walks to the far side of his black loom of pickup truck, lays his rod into its long open bed. And turns to us together standing beside our low stubbornly red car. 

			“Could I offer you this fish? I can’t eat it.” We both used to say Ah. He still has the West Texas manly chest pitch. As do I, I suppose.

			At this distance the fish looks to be still swimming. Though vertically up into empty darkening. My eyes are sharp, I can see the wet fish eye is still glinting reflection from sky. I can even see it is looking straight into me.

			To our silence, Jace answers “I am vegan.” 

			In automatic normalcy I say, “Thanks. But we’re driving to a new house. We’ll be too busy to cook.” 

			“Of course.” 

			He has listened to us. Of course he knew the answer before he asked. I pause in case he is dangerous. 

			Francy says the words in a tone anyone could tell she is thinking what an asshole. “Why do you murder fish if you aren’t going to eat them?”

			“This was an accident. It’s the … only fish I had to kill in a long time.”

			I often thought Francy could be called frank in her intermittent moments not playing at a woman lightly askance. She says, “What accident?”

			And the guy says, in tone anyone could tell is saying I really am not an asshole, “When it leaped the leader wrapped under his gills and cut them. That fine fish was sure to die slowly. So I …”

			“Okay.” Francy’s tone near tired as the fish.

			“Ah kin gib it ta zumbuddy. Izokay.” He did not say that, except down under.

			And suddenly I do not want to be just come done. It is so lightless here under trees I cannot see the man’s face. Instead what I still see is first sight of him casting that flickering spell of white moving line brilliant into last luminance. I see Frank Campbell, not this man fishing that skill. 

			I want to, must, live differently here now. Just first coming into this mountained valley has already made me different. A dimensioned wish flashes. There soon are Francy and I both out casting grace in evening peace. And she has been painting by day, painting the nature we will come to love. Rome has faded away like a TV series we don’t watch anymore and forget the characters’ names and plots.

			So before the man opens his door other side of my car I say, “I’d like to try fishing myself. When we’re moved in.”

			“All right.” Ahl raht.

			“Is there a shop up here?”

			“No.”

			“I’ll go on Amazon, it’s okay.”

			“No. Won’t work that way.” No more. Thinking what kind of jerk has a car like that up in this mountain range, I guess that’s the pause. 

			I open the top-down convertible’s door on Francy’s side. We then are both instantly lit like players standing await when stage footlights flick on. I had set the Lambo’s interior to its Tuscan Candlelight glow position, so he saw we looked pretty. I mean Francy, her wideset French Italian eyes cloud pale on dark forest. 

			He opens his own door, but the inside light of the old truck’s bulb failed. Pauses taking us in. Us, as he surely heard, the homeless due to the latest fierce beast and something about gullibility. “There’s a fishing club. A few of us around here. We have lunch so the drunk driving goes better. The one rule is only talk about fishing. Next meeting is on Thursday at my place.” Pauses again, probably considering our bad club reference from the Lambo. “You two can come if you want. There’s a woman guide up here who can get you started right. Both if you want.” I see of course he is looking at Francy, who wouldn’t. Like me she can only see back shade on shadow.

			My voice is deep as his, we grow up coded that way. “That’s kind. How do we find your place?”

			“Go up the river road this side eight miles. On the ridge line there’s a white stucco castle. Which some fool half built before he went bust. Come about 12:30. Where is your house?”

			“Same distance up on the other side. We might be able to see your place.”

			He pauses. “I never saw a light over there. That’s all State forest.”

			“No, Francy’s great uncle had a freehold farm inside the forest.”

			The man who will be Jace Darrow to me insists. “Straight across I should have seen his lights at night.”

			Francy says in her by-the-way way, “My uncle was a conscientious objector to electricity.”

			“Ahl raht.” Laughing, slams his door closed. Gone without saying what need not be said.

			I back up and head toward the other bank’s river road. Our night-grayed Lamborghini has no trouble passing across the night-grayed bridge. Which Jace had paid Blatt County not Monet to paint his chosen color.

			So no trouble first time crossing the bridge. But then came that flow to and from it. Rolling along all it touches, even what’s left of shattered old volcanos.

		

	
		
			
As To Rain

			Somebody sometime thought pillars at the lane entrance would raise the tone of Time Farm. But for two centuries the farm hovered always between poor and desolate, so these pillars’ cost was cut short of elegant. Now their rough granite leans askew as if needing rest. When Francy and I arrive this first time I pause between them, headlights assessing the deeply rutted way in. 

			“It wouldn’t attack the car would it?”

			“No Francy.” Too tense to make a little joke. Not saying that’s why we have a fast car.

			Just a few hundred feet up the dirt roadway my, our, Lamborghini turns into a joke. Its low-slung undercarriage, made for perfect strada and bahn, loudly scrapes the high saddle between ruts. I back up to the side, scrape again scarily, then worse, then again worse than worse, which means maybe something just broke. Our way forward is impossible.

			So it is we must walk through darkness entering Francy’s surprise bequest farmstead. She is brave, Francy, in her own not so obvious ways. But of course we have a beast to consider. I open the car’s trunk and take out the tire change lever. Since this June day dawned already hot in Manhattan, we, being our casual selves, do not even have a sweater with us. All our clothes have gone ahead on the moving truck along with our furniture and her paintings. At least there is a tire lever in case the beast asks for one.

			“Ow.” In a few steps forward Francy’s foot turned in a rocky rut. The logical result of wearing Pretty Ballerina slippers on a black dark hike after your ridiculous car betrays you. Just as logically, my Tod’s driving model wafer soles are feeling every sharp pebble.

			“Okay.” I take her hand. “You step up and walk on the middle part grass. I’ll hold your hand in case you slip off.”

			Tonelessly, “Okay.” And so we proceed slowly up the quarter mile ahead in dark of this day when we crossed Rubicon going backward. In our treading silence it occurs to me that hand in hand like this we might be Adam and Eve but in a flipped story. That plot reversal would go that the couple, after throwing away a bad apple, are instead sent from hell on earth into new paradise. That story actually would fit life’s reality better. Since no time’s gods ever have done much about bad apple problems. Bad apples always are a dime a dozen souls, as everybody knows. And also, as everybody and his dog knows, gods pretty much just ignore good apples too. Plainly apples are on their own, just as are gods. Both coming and going, coming and going. 

			So in this Genesis II version we come now hobbling into our new Eden really lucky to be free. Still young and strong enough for anything to come true. Though both of us looking warily side to side, hands still held for assurance as you see in pictures of the Genesis I story. In a painting of this Genesis II version you would see that in the background we are leaving behind a gorgeous red Lamborghini betrayer snake. And Eve has a disastrous new butch haircut that Adam regrets. Something like that. Yes, I am very jumpy from this long day’s passage. And year. And two years. Make it three from the beginning of damnation.

			But soon the going gets better. We crest the bedrock incline that causes the lane to rut from storm runoff. Roadside trees and bushes have ended their own parade beside us. Skylight dimly shines up a flat field of flopped high weeds. We step quicker toward the next rise of land.

			But moonlight will not hold steady on us. Winds push cirrus clouds that cast serrate stripes across our way. The lane curves, and now at the crest ahead we see the house of Uncle Everhardt and resident beast. Francy’s house bequeathed by her relative from a disappeared family. It arrived in the nick of time, just after our bankruptcies discharged us jobless and broke. Shorn by merciless bank creditor minions in the crash that caught me and my emphatically former partners far too exposed to risk of sudden ruin.

			Whoever built that clapboard two-story ahead of us had no dream about Alpine castle life. Not like the bankrupt across the river a century ago. The house’s wide porch, roof dormers, and low, long extension report slowly evolved real life time. Family people sensibly have grown and died here generation from generation. Down the hill grade to the left we see a jumble of disparately sized and disparately aligned outbuildings that fulfilled their work. 

			Francy and I reach the house wordless. Sure enough, our wrapped boxes and furniture are piled akimbo up on the half-story-high porch. And there askew on the staircase like a crime scene victim photo is our mattress. Abandoned as panicked movers fled the attacking horned beast, probably bellowing. Atop the staircase an open dark doorway gapes threat.

			“We can’t go in.”

			“No. Nono.”

			“It’s inside watching us.”

			“Sure. We have to wait for daylight to figure this out.”

			“It happened in daylight, Frank.”

			“The movers are not us.”

			“What if it really is Uncle Everhardt reincarnated? You could fill an opera house with people who believe in that.”

			“Come on Francy. He very nicely willed this farm to you. Your great-uncle wouldn’t then reincarnate just to butt you down the stairs.”

			“Okay. Good point. But I only met him once. A little girl and polite I suppose. He shouldn’t have a grudge.” She sounds half smiling. “Good point Frank.”

			“Okay. So the mattress makes it easy for us to just sleep outdoors. It’s warm, that’s lucky.” 

			“Not going to rain.”

			“Not going to rain, no way.” And we both snigger, a whispering laugh since we do not want an awakened enormous wrath of lethal twin swords to suddenly thrust out the doorway. 

			So we quietly roll the mattress end over end down the stony lane. Forty feet to a clear space among weeds. The movers had wrapped the mattress in soft plastic thick like cloth. With my tire lever I rip that to make a blanket. And then we lie down under its cover side by side on our backs. Together staring silent up into chill celestial light above soil’s June warmth. Both of us soon in exhausted sleep.

			Asleep to some awakening of North Woods night life. 

			Ooooo. Ooo.

			Ooooo. Oooo.

			“What?”

			“Sounds like who. So it’s an owl I guess.”

			“Owls are nonviolent.”

			“Well no Francy. They are night predators but we’re too big to worry.”

			“So it’s calling to mice?”

			“No of course not. They hunt in silence. That bird is letting some other owl know where it is. Saying you come or maybe saying everybody stay away.”

			“Okay.”

			“Let’s go back to sleep.”

			“Okay Frank.” And we did drift back. 

			But life has all night, much as day. 

			YI! YI! 

			Then a pause, a different pitch, YI! YI!! Francy has sat upright. YI!! Yii. And then the other pitch, Yi! Arrrr … rr!

			“What the hell Frank?”

			How am I supposed to know? “Well. I don’t—but it’s not about us.”

			“Why not? We’re kind of burglars here tonight.”

			“Come on. You can tell it’s two animals relating to each other. Probably some mating thing. Calling come hither. Actually it sounds like they already are hither.”

			“No interest in other couples.”

			She always has made me smile without thinking about it. “None. It may be raccoons. Or maybe foxes, that last was a barky sound.”

			“Okay Frank. We’re too big right?”

			“Sure. Let’s …”

			But only people who sleep soundly think a northern forest night is silent. 

			In minutes, Ah Eooooo! Ah Woooooo! 

			And from elsewhere Eoooo! and another voice Wooooo! Relentless now all the voices chorus in fast pace: WOOO OOOOO OOOOO! Yee!! Oooo Yee!! YEEyee!! Anybody could tell the creatures are running together.

			“Oh no.”

			“Don’t worry. It’s not about us. I guess that’s wolves or their smaller size … coyotes.”

			“We should …”

			“Francy it’s okay really. The wolves are after what they know to be after. Not us. They eat deer. They’re probably chasing a deer.”

			“Or raccoons? Or foxes? Wolves eat them even if they’re caught making love?”

			“Please don’t get worked up Francy. None of these beasts care about us. Wolves are not used to eating people. They would run right by us.”

			“Frank they could be really hungry and mad that the raccoons outfoxed them running up a tree. They could …”

			“Calm down. Even if they bit us they wouldn’t like it. They need, I think they need to taste the same meat that they’re used to. That’s not us. So we would taste odd and they would run off.”

			Yeeyeeye! Two seconds. YUeeyee wooo-ooo. Then quiet. The pack is moving away. They sound disappointed with their latest project. Some deer is out of breath but safe now upwind over a ridge.

			She’s sitting upright looking at me with widened thoughtful eyes made of white starlight. “You know, you’re right Frank. Even if the wolves came and bit one of us we’d be more or less okay. At YogaPrance there’s a girl who got bitten by a shark at Saint Barts. It took one chomp on her leg and swam right away. She said the doctor told her she tasted bad to the shark. And this is a real real good-looking babe. So … okay.”

			“Okay Francy.” I’m looking at her but she can’t see that. “So we’re fine. And we’ll be fine tomorrow. Let’s just sleep now.”

			Then my wife is quiet, blanket pulled up over her head. I am quiet watching some turbulence-furrowed clouds pass across. Across all the creatures of night out each finding their bid way onward.

			Later it is to herself deep in sleep. Said her pitch same as on the bridge at Jace’s killing stroke. “Oh no. Oh no.”

			I tuck the cover better around her. 

			Then I put my own leg clear out from under it. Just in case the wolves come by and think just in case. This was still my day for opening poor Francy’s door. 

			
   
*

			*        *
   

			Francy and I are having a picnic on new mown grass. Snacking on cheese. It smells good, this chevre we both like. 

			Then the picnic coughed. My eyes pop open to its staring eyes, I am part up on an elbow. Here is daylight and the beast.

			Yellow diamond irises size of pool balls, oblong pointed black pupils, rank pointed black beard. Expressionless gaze three feet from my face, not even a look of curiosity. Though the animal has come down the porch staircase and over to us. This inspection seems without purpose. We are not on his plane of interest.

			I blink up at this beast and that is a lot. Black cloven hooves to black spiraled sharp horns, four feet of him looms over me. An immensity of taut sculpted muscle under white pelt. Chewing weeds slowly amid his cheese and musk cloud, the beast burps comfortably. Still just staring into me without any intent I comprehend. Then I flash this: he does not consider himself the beast. 

			In a calm calm low low voice, “Francy wake up. Do not move.” I put my arm across her. “Francy do not open your eyes. Don’t say anything. Just wait a minute. Okay just wait a minute.”

			Behind him stand a half dozen staring smaller piebald color goats. I see cartoon wide-set eyes between long droopy silky ears flapping randomly. I look back up to the ram, still an arm reach above me. There hangs the enormous furred bulge sack of his testicles. The pointed tip of pink penis in front slightly unsheathed.

			The beast has been chewing all the while, now swallows. As if that is the finished point of this interview the ram turns slowly, ball bag swaying, tuft tail censor switching more of his reek around us. And ambles away. The little flock as if commanded turns following.

			“It’s all right now Francy. Sit up.” And she does. I point to the departing goats. 

			“That’s the beast?”

			“Yes. I get it now. He was just protecting his wives and kids from the movers. I suppose the goats broke into the house after your uncle was buried.”

			“Oh they are beauties. Did he look mean?”

			“Disappointed I’d say. Maybe they miss your uncle.”

			As we watch their line file away toward the outbuilding complex the ram moves to a trot, then into a rolling canter long black ears flapping. Many hooves of the flock click many rocks.

			“Why is he running like that? Did you scare him?”

			“Me!” I am watching the ram, it looks like all four feet leave the ground at once in joy not fear. Leaping of no purpose at all except to be in the moment himself leader of the flock on the farm where he was born. 

			“Actually then he was nice?”

			“I don’t think it’s going to work that way here Francy. I think he does what he does within his own head’s code of conduct. We won’t figure much in it. Right now he just felt like a run because he’s young and strong.”

			She’s awake now, stretching thin, hard arms overhead. “They’d love him at YogaPrance.”

			Over there the empty house has a porch filled with all our earthly goods washed up flotsam from shipwreck of seven lawsuits and Chapters 10 and 11. 

			“They’re gone. Let’s get our stuff inside and lock the door.”

			“Oh why not.” The sleep has done Francy good. 

			It turned out the house was not ruined by the goat invasion. As the lawyer’s letter said it comes unfurnished. Which is what happens when the deceased directs that every ounce of his belongings be burned in a funeral pyre in a field beyond the house. Though the lawyer took the executive decision not to burn Uncle Everhardt’s corpse on its top. Instead his cremation ashes were sprinkled there before the gasoline was lit. The aged lawyer liked crusty Everhardt, despite a woman between them long years gone.

			That open front door was a fluke. A loose lock tongue and a storm gust and a curious goat king. Inside we find all the interior doors are closed. And so it is only the staircase to upstairs and what would be the living room has been converted to a goat barn. 

			Moving quickly between the chance the goats would come home to roost and the darkening chance of rain, Francy and I get all the boxes into the dining room and some through its door to the barren but clean kitchen.

			“So he did have a refrigerator. Power’s on!”

			“Electricity on and all taxes prepaid from the little trust. That was in the lawyer’s letter with my first month next to nothing check.”

			“We need to meet him. Good guy. Though I thought lawyers always could spell.”

			“So Uncle was not entirely a conscientious objector to paying for electricity bills. But in a long line of tightwad Gardiners I … oh well.”

			“Actually the house could have been worse. We can thank whoever thought to close the inside doors.”

			“But all this poop in the living room.”

			“Goats seem to be pretty informal.”

			“A plate to scoop it up. I know the box.”

			So we move in. I first bolt the front door on the inside. The kitchen door that opens out does not need bolting. Time to time to time, bearing our heaped servings of goat dung to emptied boxes, we look out of the windows in case the herd is coming back. 

			But rain, not goats, then comes to the house, a hard drumming squall channeled down between the valley mountains. Upstairs in the bedroom I find rainwater streaming from the ceiling to pool where our bed should be. What profiteth it a man whose free bed is soggy. 

			I call, “Francy better come up here. Bring all the soup bowls.” We already knew the pot and pan box did not get off the truck before it fled the beast.

			She arrives and her short hair is damp, tousled from the work, those palely expressive eyes tired as a child’s. I’m so sorry to see that. She says, flatly, “Our soup.” The filling bowls are arranged like chess pieces in a hopeless game fixed against our side.

			“All right,” I say. So unconvincing I try it again. “All right. I’ll drive down to the last town we passed through and get us some food and cooking stuff. Want to come?”

			“Oh Frank. No. I’m so wonky from last night. You didn’t wake up but I could feel their eyes on us and they’re not nice like the beast.”

			“Be careful with the beast, Francy, he’s dangerous to people. He’s real but for you the wolves actually are not. You don’t want to fall into a crush on a beast.”

			“No. Of course. Anyway I need to sleep now. Let’s put the mattress in the little room.” That would be the child’s room. That won’t be the child’s room. 

		

	
		
			
As To Roofs

			I kiss Francy’s forehead, she does not resist. And set off on my mission to buy groceries. I carry a silver platter to serve as a shovel when I dig out the car tire. Wicking sun flows along the porch stairs as if in agreement it’s all going to be okay.

			But. But of course as I walk the lane’s first curve a lingering cloud cluster dims the broad surround ahead. The cheer I just showed Francy is not mine, no more than sun really is my friend. Last night my sleep, irrationally fitful waiting for a wolf attack, was more than nervous. As I go along sleep is still in me. I carry shadowed fatigue same as regret same as fear.

			I see the Farm’s shapeless field all around is overgrown by tall weed cover. Acres into acres of breezed sere seedheads undulate a dry seascape. Then, where the lane curves around a shattered granite outcrop, I come alongside a sawn tree stump. Three feet broad, dark bark deep furrowed as a near-buried giant’s frown. And it then must have spoken to me. Said, “You, you there young Frank come sit a bit. Welcome to Time Farm. We need to talk before your mighty shopping quest. “

			And here as bid I am beside the pained stump. Since this morning’s rainstorm has soaked it I put our Asprey platter down to be my hard cushion. You could guess from the stump’s width that this tree lived beyond two hundred years. Much passing life at Time Farm must have touched near this oak when it really was a giant. 

			So sure, I blink now half dreamy and see the time a boy sat on a bench here realizing he had to leave this farm to live his destiny. And before that the time a neighbor boy proposed haltingly to a daughter of Time Farm, a girl who later, widowed early in one war or another of so many, became a grandmother picnicking with her flock in sheltering shade. Comes now the time a drunken workman ran his rattling Ford into the trunk doing 40 and continued on toward suicide. There it is to see in a flash, the time a weary farmer comes here off his tractor, leans perspiring against the trunk and decides his life is over here, he has to sell to Francy’s Uncle Everhardt. 

			So of course I see now the time Uncle Everhardt came to this tree just toppled by a senseless valley tornado. And sadly chopped logs that heated his forlorn house another useless year at tranced deteriorating Time Farm. Then his friend the lawyer who found his body drove in past the stump, pausing by it on the way back out. Paused for faded memory of their young friendship and a woman between them also grown dead.

			This must be my turn here now. 

			And I am suddenly bitten. Not by a wolf. By pierce from my memory. Which lately has been getting worse and worse meaning better and better. My recent years of turmoils upon old ironies lately has somehow caused me to sharply recall my far younger self. Photographic perceptions in sharp-edged dark framing. Lit moments and their words jump out of me and right back into my spirit. Heartfelt scenes I swallow down like an alcoholic drinking mirrors. 

			The problem that is me started back when I was still a boy. I loved literature more than math plain as that. And so I began down a long tangled lane led by useless masters of useless words. That is apparent to me looking back. Too many years of dreaming within others’ dreams made my character’s biggest flaw. Leading to two and a half Yale degrees and then boneheaded business misjudgments. So it does seem. On quite a bit of court evidence. 

			I stand up, I must, realizing this is so pathetic. For I have been sitting atop a serving platter like a roast turkey. Charred at that.

			Over past months there is no denying the voices of quotes I once memorized as a student believing in past wisdom. In this new emptiness the words of their writers speak to me unbid, abruptly as a turned page. No wonder no one memorizes writers anymore. 

			Just this moment a parting of cloud cover strands yellow starlight across the gray gravel. So now here another comes,

			Glory be to God for dappled things.

			Funny, you could say but not me, that I knew Gerard Hopkins so well as to write my college honors thesis on that hypersensitive sissy. As my mentor remarked, his passing wit did not matter at the time but for a smile, Gerard Manley Hopkins was not very manly. Sort of Fuzzy Wuzzy not being very fuzzy was he? I wasted so much time in my twenties reading neuroses of failed people. Then in realization, I threw all their books away. Joining our investment firm arrogant as young gunfighters in a flop movie. Francy’s and my townhouse was very straight-lined empty inside. Except for her paintings webbed beyond borders, but that was the resident woman not the man.

			There is no arguing with mirrors. Now Hopkins reveals himself still there, speaking silence persistently. Lately my youth seems to be counterattacking me, like one of those time travel assassins everyone knows about from movies. You try hearing this:

			Oh where is it, the wilderness,

			The wildness of the wilderness?

			Where is it the wilderness?

			And wander in the wilderness;

			In the weediness of the wilderness,

			Wander in the wilderness.

			Compare and contrast with flatulence. Contest the prevailing paradigmatic hegemonies, consider the absence of the author and the death of the subject. Question the incongruity of the reader. Invigilate exam essays of adolescents voting on your likability for salaried job security. 

			Or get a real life. For Hopkins is not the man to fight off the wolves here at Time Farm or anywhere else. 

			What?
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