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praise for the pale flesh of wood


“The Pale Flesh of Wood is a nuanced literary novel about a family’s intricate struggles with their legacies.”


—Foreword Clarion Reviews


“Tucker has my favorite kind of gift on the page: she creates real deal intimacy between her characters and her audience. This is a family saga that showcases so many different people, and yet I knew and loved them all.”


—Joshua Mohr, author of Model Citizen


“A beautifully written kaleidoscopic novel that explores the roots of depression, the long shadow of grief, and the healing power of time.”


—Stephanie Reents, author of The Kissing List


“The Pale Flesh of Wood is epic and intimate all at once, both sweeping and deep. As its title suggests, this novel sees beneath the surface of things, taps the lifeblood pulsing inside families and communities and the natural world. Elizabeth A. Tucker has crafted a masterpiece—I can’t wait to see what this gifted author will write next!”


—Gayle Brandeis, author of Drawing Breath: Essays on Writing, the Body, and Loss


“It is no exaggeration to say I made friends with many of the richly drawn characters in this novel, which is both lyrical and precise in its choices, and quintessentially Californian. Three generations of Hawkins-folk, charismatic, troubled, tenacious, straight-backed, not unlike the oak at the center of the story—they got under my skin in the best possible ways and remain there. The Pale Flesh of Wood is a well-wrought, complex and deeply satisfying debut.”


—Pam Houston, author of Deep Creek, Finding Hope In The High Country
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For Sadie, Joachim, and Matthew, my three glorious, dynamic, and natural wonders—the magnitude of all that is you registers deep and forever within my core.


And for my mother, who gave me life and taught me how to live.









The tree is more than first a seed, then a stem, then a living trunk, and then dead timber. The tree is a slow, enduring force straining to win the sky.


—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry
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Chapter One

RELIEF PATTERNS—JUNE 1953







“She’s a real beauty, isn’t she?” Lyla’s father slapped the old oak tree as though he were spanking the hindquarters of a prized Thoroughbred.


But Lyla didn’t answer. She stood underneath the enormous tree, eyeing it, wondering how in the world she’d crawl out along the branch to tie off the rope for their swing. Sure, the branch seemed sturdy enough with its thick muscular arm reaching high and wide over the grassy hill. Still, it was a good fifteen feet off the ground, and she’d never climbed that high before, not even when her cousin Robert scrambled up there last summer, calling her a scaredy-cat when she refused to follow him. But that was last year when she was six. She’d climbed plenty since then.


“What do you say, birdpie? You ready to hang our swing or what?” Lyla’s father heaved an acorn out into the dried, yellowed grass. “Or you just gonna stand there all day thinking about it?”


Lyla bit her lip. What would happen if she lost her balance? What if her father got distracted like when she’d jumped off the back of the couch last week? He was supposed to catch her but had reached over to grab his drink instead and let Lyla tumble to the floor. Her right ankle still throbbed a bit.


On the opposite side of the trunk was another branch—equally strong, equally thick—but it was too close to the ground. Her father would never go for that one; he’d claim it was for sissies, a word that bit like a splinter stuck under her skin.


The California live oak stood just beyond her grandparents’ back fence like a giant, like Gulliver in the land of Lilliput, its arms stretched wide and ready to scoop up little children and steal them away. Winter or summer, spring or fall, with or without its leaves, the tree commanded center stage of the Hawkinses’ property, as if everything—the structure of the house, the perimeter of the sun-beaten gray fence, and the rolling hills beyond—were all being held together by the tree’s roots. Under this tree, Lyla’s family took their annual Christmas photograph or gathered beneath its branches for summer picnics when Grandmother Caroline declared it was too hot to eat inside. And four feet underneath was the very spot where poor old Jefferson, the favorite of their family presidential dogs, was buried after he succumbed to old age.


Even from inside the house, the plate glass windows framed the tree like a work of art, drawing one’s eye to the foreground so the mind had no choice but to blur the rest. The surrounding landscape with its golden hills and deep vales became nothing more than a mere backdrop. Years later, when Lyla’s therapist would encourage her to draw a picture about the day her father left them, all she’d remember to sketch would be the tree. She wouldn’t include the hills at all.





“Earth to Lyla.” Her father fiddled with the dials of an imaginary walkie-talkie. He even made the fuzzy, crackling sounds of a radio slipping in and out of range. “Zzzzz, come in, Lyla. Zzzzz, do you copy?”


Lyla pulled her own pretend two-way from the pocket of her red jumper. “I hear you loud and clear, Daddy, but I think we should go find another tree. This one’s no good.”


“No good?” her father roared. “Why, this is the perfect tree, Lyla, and you damn well know it.” Her father was no longer speaking into his pretend radio; he was staring right into her, which made Lyla’s face burn hot and her stomach grow cold. His eyes narrowed. “Listen, sweetheart. You know I’ve been itching to hang a swing in this tree ever since I was your age, and your grandmother just gave us the go-ahead. We can’t back out now.” He turned his pretend radio back on as he stared up into the canopy. “This tree will do just fine. Over and out.”


Lyla took several steps away from the tree to see what it was her father saw. What made him so darn certain this was the only one, that no other tree around the property would do? But standing back, looking at how the canopy slightly listed over to one side, Lyla suddenly thought of the old-fashioned hat the family cajoled her grandmother to wear when they dressed up like pioneers at the state fair. Lyla let out a small burbling laugh remembering her grandmother, seated at the center of the Hawkins family and staring dour-faced into the camera with that ridiculous hat flopped over her head while her two grown sons stood on either side—one hand on their empty rifles, the other on their mother’s stone-stiff shoulders. When the cameraman held up his fingers and counted to three, poof went the bright white flash in the phony saloon, but Lyla’s grandmother didn’t say cheese. She didn’t even smile. Yet that old-timey photograph was living proof her grandmother could be convinced to do things against her better judgment.


“It was my damned tree,” Caroline would say years later as she and Lyla stared out the kitchen window one dawn. “Your father had no right to do what he did out there.”


And it was true. No matter how many times Lyla’s father told stories about how he’d climbed the tree out back of his childhood home, how many times he’d hidden behind it while playing hide-and-seek with his brother or avoiding the belt from his mother, how many times he’d snuck out back with his father’s cigarettes, smoking jig after jig behind the enormous trunk, or even the time he’d kissed his first girlfriend under the wide canopy one September afternoon, it was still her tree.





“Oh, for Pete’s sake,” Caroline had relented earlier that morning when Lyla’s father pressed his mother into finally letting him hang a swing in the tree. Why she gave in, nobody knew. She just did. Just like that. Poof.


“Good Lord. Go ahead and put one up, if you want one so bad. See if I care.” She flung her sudsy hands out of the dishwater as she rinsed the last of the breakfast dishes. Bubbles flew up and drifted around the kitchen. “But I don’t want anyone to come in here boo-hooing because they got hurt, do you hear me?”


“You won’t hear a peep.” Lyla’s father tossed his dish towel onto the back of the chair where it hung like wet hair. He kissed his mother on the cheek and burst out of the kitchen, bright-eyed with equal measure of happiness and disbelief. It was the same look he wore after Bobby Thomson hit his famous three-run homer, settling the 1951 pennant race—when Lyla’s father turned off the television and sauntered over to the bar to fix himself a drink as though he were the one responsible for the Giants’ ninth-inning victory that day.





Lyla turned her pretend radio back on. “All right, Daddy. I’ll do it.”


Her father kicked himself away from the tree where he’d been leaning against the trunk, his arms folded across his chest, his hat dipped over his eyes as though he had fallen asleep while waiting for Lyla to make up her mind.


“If you honestly think it’s the best one,” she said. “Over and out.”


Her father spat out a long blade of grass. “Hot diggity dog! I knew you’d come around, Lyla.” He winked. “You always do.” He grabbed the rope off the ground and slung it over his shoulder as he stared up at the underskirt of the tree. “Sometimes we just need a little time to warm up to an idea, right?”


“Righty-o,” Lyla agreed, all puffed up inside, warmed by the idea that she helped the smile grow bright in her father’s eyes. “But at least I didn’t take as long as you-know-who.” Lyla cocked her head in the direction of the house.


“Boy, I’ll say.” Lyla’s father stole a glance to the kitchen window where his mother was already preparing lunch. “Heck, I’d be an old man if you’d waited any longer.”


Lyla’s father peeled a piece of bark off the trunk and broke it in two. “Here,” he said, handing half to Lyla, keeping the other for himself. He slipped his eyes closed and ran the peeled bark under his nose like a fine cigar. A dreamy sort of look spread across his face.


“Lyla?”


“Yes, Daddy.”


“I have something to tell you, a confession, actually.”


“A confession?”


“Yeah, but you gotta promise you won’t run in there and tell your mother. Okay?”


Lyla felt the insides of her stomach tug apart. She didn’t like being asked to keep secrets from her mother, but she didn’t want to see her father’s smile turn upside down like it did sometimes. “Okay, Daddy. I promise.” Lyla crossed her heart and hoped to die.


“Okay, well. You know I served over in Italy, right?”


“Course I do. You’ve only told me like a million times.”


“Well—” He paused, inhaling the smell of his oak piece. “When I was over there doing what we had to do, it was the smell of this tree I missed most.”


“More than Mama?” Lyla took a small, careful whiff of her bark slice.


“Oh, your mother smells awful nice, and boy did I miss the feel of her during the war. But she doesn’t smell like this old tree. Nothing comes even close.”


And there, under the oak’s wide canopy that June morning, Lyla’s father told her about the time he’d written to Lyla’s mother, asking her to send him a piece of bark, a bit small enough to fit into the breast pocket of his fatigues so he could pull it out from time to time and smell home.


“I needed something to remind me of what I was over there fighting for.”


“Did she?” Lyla rubbed her thumb along the soft, mealy underside of the bark chip as though it were a rabbit’s foot. Waiting for her father to answer, she weighed it in her hands. Heavier than a kestrel feather, lighter than an obsidian arrowhead—both of which she’d found while exploring the back hills the week before and had kept hidden in the shoebox of special things she kept tucked under her bed.


“Nah.” Her father bit into his bark slice, tucking a chunk of the oaky rind under his lower lip like a plug of chewing tobacco. “Somewhere along the line, my letter got lost and that was that.” The dream in his eyes slipped away.


“Didn’t you write to her again?”


“Nope.” Her father reached over and picked a stray eyelash off Lyla’s cheek and held it under the sunlight. “Here, make a wish.”


Lyla pinched her eyes shut and tried to think of something to wish for. But on that morning, she came up short; she couldn’t think of anything at all she wanted.


Lyla opened her eyes. “Got one,” she fibbed, and let her father blow the eyelash from his fingers where it trailed off like a dandelion puff. “So, what did you do?” Lyla pressed.


“What did I do? Why, the simplest thing of all, sweetheart. I learned how to manufacture the smell of the tree from memory.”


“From memory?”


“Yes.” Her father smiled, tapping the side of his head. “You can do a lot with memory. Trust me.”


Her father went on to tell her about how he’d sit in those dirty foxholes night after night, concentrating on nothing else but the color and the smell of the tree. How he’d been able to fool himself into smelling past the rot of feet, past the stench of urine, past the lingering haze of sulfur from a recently fired howitzer.


“I’d concentrate as hard as I could until I could finally smell home.” He turned to Lyla with a look—not quite a smile, but something awfully close to it—and then in a whisper, he said, “God, I hated it over there.” His teeth clenched, and the three creases in his forehead tightened.


Lyla hated how those clouds could suddenly take over the look in her father’s eyes like that. This time she took a deep whiff of her bark piece. She couldn’t quite smell what he’d described, but she didn’t doubt him either. She slipped the small flake into the pocket of her jumper, determined to try again later that night at home after her mother tucked her into bed.


“God, what I wouldn’t have done to be back here”—Lyla’s father pressed his pointer finger in between her eyebrows and whispered, “Bang!—instead of shooting strangers in the tight spaces between their eyes. You know what I mean?”


Lyla flinched. But before she could say she didn’t like it when he pretended to shoot her in the head like that, he spit his piece of bark out into the grass and walked underneath the branch, measuring his steps to the point where Lyla would crawl out and hang their swing. His knuckles grew bone white as he clutched the rope, but his eyes were back to clear bright blue when he turned to her. “God, I can’t believe she finally said yes.”


Just then, Lyla heard the living room door slide open. Her mother walked outside with Baby Daniel in her arms, waving out to them before leaning over and giving Lyla’s grandfather, who had been sitting on the back porch reading the newspaper, a kiss on the cheek. Lyla watched Pops fold his paper and snub out his cigarette. He took Lyla’s baby brother into his arms, kissing Daniel on the red sprouts of hair, red like Mama’s. Pops then picked his newspaper up and began reading to Daniel. Although Lyla couldn’t hear what he was saying, she figured he was reviewing the pitching stats from last week’s games. Pops loved baseball, almost as much as he loved sailing. Maybe even more.


Lyla turned back to her father. “If Grandmother Caroline always said no, why didn’t you just go ask Pops? He lets me do anything.”


“Are you kidding?” Lyla’s father burst into laughter. “You know how it works around here. If your grandmother says no, then Pops, God bless him, knows when to keep his trap shut. Anyhow, who knows what goes on inside that head of your grandmother’s. I sure don’t. Never have.” He twirled his finger by the side of his head and made googly eyes, which made Lyla laugh. “Well, you’d better scoot on up there and tie off the rope, before she comes out and changes her mind. What do you say?”


Lyla chewed the inside of her cheek, a habit her grandmother swore she’d break, if it was the last thing on earth she’d do.


“Can’t you do it?” Lyla finally asked. But she knew the answer. There was no way her father could climb up there with his bad knee and all. When they’d been rooting around the garage earlier for a rope, he’d told her she’d have to be the one to climb the tree. Inside the garage, Lyla readily agreed. But now, standing underneath the wide canopy, seeing how high the branch actually reached out, she wasn’t so sure.


“Oh, come on, Lyla,” he said, more patient than she’d expected. “It’s not so bad. All you have to do is shimmy yourself out to there.” Her father pointed to the middle of the branch. “And tie her off. Easy as pie.”


But Lyla was no longer staring at the branch. She squinted through the gaps in the leaves, into the relief patterns made by the foliage against the new summer sky. It wasn’t what was there—the intertwining branches, the small-cupped leaves, the tiny acorns holding tight as buttons to the branchlets—but what was not. The shape and darkness of the leaves against the summer sky reminded her of the woodblock print that had hung over her parents’ bed but had fallen from the wall during a small earthquake a few months before. The painting, cracked and cockeyed in its frame, remained leaning against the wall next to their dresser.


“What if the branch breaks?” Lyla knew she was pressing her luck.


“That branch!” Her father let out a riotous laugh, a roar so loud it shocked Lyla, just like when her cousin Robert dragged his feet on the carpet and snuck up from behind to touch her arm. “You’ve got to be kidding. There’s not a snowball’s chance in hell that branch could break. Why, it could hold the weight of a grown man. Easy.”


Lyla’s face pinched; she crossed her arms. She hated it when her father made her feel so dumb. Sometimes she even wished he wouldn’t joke around at all, that he could just be a normal dad, like her uncle David. Someone serious. The next time her father blew one of her lashes away, Lyla swore she’d wish for him to stop making her feel stupid.


“Oh, come here, silly goose.” Lyla’s father got down on his good knee and opened his arms. “Give your old man a hug, will ya?” When Lyla refused, he pulled her toward him, holding Lyla’s face close to his. They remained still for a few quiet seconds—their matching blue eyes a mere inch from one another. Her father rubbed the tip of his nose to hers. Lyla couldn’t help but let a smile slip out when her father made her stand so close to him like that. His hot breath felt funny on her cheeks.


“I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you, Lyla. You know that, don’t you?”


“I do, but . . .”


“But what?” He slipped the rope off his shoulder and arranged it around Lyla’s neck. “You think I’d let you fall?” He began squaring the line, so it lay over Lyla’s shoulders in just the same way he’d straightened the epaulets on Uncle David’s winter uniform before he walked down the aisle at his wedding to Aunt Dianna.


Lyla’s father liked order; he liked things just so.


“Is that what you think?” he asked.


Lyla didn’t answer.


“Well, for the record, I’d never let that happen. Not in a million years.” He lifted her chin. “And even if you did fall, I’d be right here to catch you. Pinky promise.” Her father held out his pinky finger, but Lyla didn’t hook her finger to his.


She did trust her father, but still, he had turned his back when she’d thought he was going to catch her from the couch, leaving her to lie on the floor and watch him sip his drink instead.


“Can’t we just put it up on that one?” Lyla pointed to the lower branch, the one her father had to duck under.


“We could, but that pretty skirt of yours will be dragging in the dirt if we do.” Her father propped his hands on his thigh and puffed out a horse’s snort as he pushed back to his feet. “Plus, if we use that one”—he pointed to the higher branch—“I can really send you flying. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”


“Sure, but—” Lyla paused.


“But what? Jesus, Lyla, do you want a baby swing? Is that it?” The way her father squished his face when he said the word baby made it sound like a bad word, like Kraut or Wop.


“I’m not a baby!” Lyla snipped, feeling the red flush in her cheeks.


Lyla’s father bent over and laid his hands on her shoulders. She watched his Adam’s apple bob up and down before he spoke again. “I didn’t say you were a baby. I just asked if you wanted a baby-girl swing. That’s all. Geez.” He then walked around the base of the tree, kicking the kinks out of his bad knee, and when he came around the other side, he was smiling again. “But I’m happy to hang it on that branch, if it’s what you really want?” He gave another quick punt to his knee. “Your choice, sweetheart.”


Lyla could feel her father losing patience. He might even call it quits if she didn’t hurry up and do what he asked.


“It’s just—” Lyla’s shoulders buckled under the heft of the rope that now felt like it weighed a hundred pounds.


Before she could finish her thought, her father got back down on his good knee. He was smiling his nice smile again, the one he wore when he bent over her bed and gave her butterfly kisses on the cheek in the morning before school. “Listen, Lyla. I know you’re scared. I can see it clear as day. But you’re going to be fine. Here,” he said, wrapping her arms around his chest. “Pretend I’m that branch and give me a great big squeeze.”


Lyla hugged her father close and tight. He always smelled of wind and vanilla on Sundays after they had gone to church.


“Come on! Is that all you got?” he teased, sputtering out a small breath.


Lyla tightened her grip and squeezed harder.


“That’s my girl. Now, when you climb out along the branch, just pretend you are hugging me, and you’ll be just fine.”


“You won’t move?”


“Not a single, solitary inch.”


Lyla held out her little finger first this time. “Pinky promise?”


Her father smiled and hooked his little finger around hers.


Together they counted, “One, two, three,” before letting their hands fly apart like birds. No one in the Hawkinses’ house ever broke a pinky promise. Never ever.


Lyla turned to face the thick trunk. “Okay, Daddy. Lift me up.”


Lyla’s father grabbed hold of her under the armpits and raised her into the neck of the tree. She took a moment to hold on and catch her breath. Out in the distance, the dry golden grasses ran along the backs of the rounded hills, making soft rustling sounds like an animal sneaking around. Lyla’s stomach tightened; her right leg began to jackhammer.


Below, her father circled the base of the tree, whistling as he fingered the loose change in his front pockets like worry beads.


You said you wouldn’t move an inch, Lyla wanted to remind him.


The branch seemed to stretch out for eternity.


“It’s too far, Daddy. I want to come down.”


Her father stopped whistling and looked up at her as though Lyla had asked for something ridiculous, like a monkey for a pet. He didn’t say a word, but just went around the tree again. This time, he had folded his hands into his armpits and started clucking like a chicken.


“Bwaaaack, bwaaaack!” he clucked with the high, throaty cackle of a hen celebrating the laying of an egg.


“Daddy!” Lyla’s face reddened.


“Oh, come on, Lyla. I was just having a little fun. You know that.” He flashed that easy smile of his, the one Grandmother Caroline insisted was the Smile of God.


Lyla’s leg jackhammered harder on the branch. She was pretty sure God wouldn’t be clucking around in the dirt like a chicken. But still, she couldn’t back down now. She glanced over at Pops who was playing peek-a-boo with her baby brother. A heat surged through her, watching how her grandfather was doting on Daniel. She took a breath and finally found the courage to lower herself onto the branch, bellying her way out, inch by slow inch, scraping the insides of her knees along the rough bark.


If earthworms could climb this high, Lyla thought—refusing to look at the ground or her father—they’d certainly make faster progress. She had the end of the rope clenched tight in her teeth. She could even taste the salt and iron trapped in the fibers of Pops’s old boat line. It tasted like blood.


“Okay, birdpie, that’s far enough,” her father instructed. “Stop right there and tie her off.”


Lyla drew in a long breath; she tightened her thighs around the branch and sat up, straddling the thick limb like she was riding a horse. She slid the rope off her neck and rested the coil over the broad back of the woody limb. Feeling steadier, she uncoiled the end of the line and marveled at how small her father looked as he stood on the ground below. Why, he looked like an ordinary man, instead of a giraffe!


“Okay, shorty, now what?” Lyla teased.


“Shorty?” Her father reached up and took a light swat at her feet. He missed. “Who are you calling shorty?” He took a few steps back and attempted a running layup, trying again to tap her shoe. “Heck, I wasn’t the center of our basketball team because of my good looks, I’ll have you know.”


Lyla scrunched up her legs each time her father jumped and then dangled them back down in a teasing way when he missed. “Can’t get me, short stuff.”


“Oh, is that so?” Again, her father jumped. But this time when Lyla drew her legs up, she bobbled over to one side of the branch.


“Careful now.” Her father threw his hands out to catch her. “I can’t have you falling before we’ve even hung our swing. Not with your mother watching.”


But Lyla’s mother wasn’t watching; she never had time to watch her now that Baby Daniel was born. Her mother was resting on the lounge chair with her big black sunglasses covering her eyes. Her skirt was folded up over her knees, and she held the insides of her arms out to the sun as though she were asleep at the beach, tanning herself. Pops was oohing and aahing over her baby brother just like he used to do when he clowned around with Lyla. Once Baby Daniel came into the world, Pops no longer bounced Lyla on his knees, singing, “This is how the horsey goes.” Now that she was older, he liked to play catch with her instead, insisting one day she’d pitch for the Giants. “You’ll be the first female to pitch in the majors. Mark my word,” he’d say every time Lyla stood on the mound that Pops had fashioned at the edge of the lawn.


Sometimes Lyla wished she was still small enough for Pops to bounce her on his knee.


Sometimes she even wished Daniel was never born.





“Earth to Lyla. Come in Lyla.” Her father was again talking into his pretend radio.


Lyla steadied her eyes and held the end of the line out in front of her like reins. “What now, Daddy?”


“You know what to do. Go ahead and wrap the end in your right hand around the branch a couple of times, then tie your bowline, just like we practiced.”


Lyla payed out several feet of the rope and wrapped the end around the branch. But when it came time to tie a bowline, her mind went blank. The knot she’d tied hundreds of times before on Pops’s sailboat became a mystery now that she was fifteen feet above the ground.


She made a small loop in the line but forgot what she was supposed to do with the other end. No sooner could she tie her own shoe up there than tie a stupid bowline. She shimmied more line around the branch. But because her hands were trembling, she accidentally knocked off the bulk of rope, where it dropped to the ground like a fat python, missing her father’s head by inches.


“For Christ’s sake, Lyla!” Her father threw his hands up over his head.


Lyla’s face grew hotter. Tears began to well up. She tried to choke them down, certain her father would get after her for crying like a little girl, but she couldn’t make them stop. The tears dribbled down her cheeks as she looked out to the dry grasses that minutes ago had rustled in the wind but now stood in a watery pool of gold.


“I want to get down!” She spoke more firmly this time, wiping the tears out of her eyes. “I don’t want to do this anymore.”


“Come on, Lyla.” He snorted. His eyes flared. “You can’t quit now. Just pull the damn rope back up and start over. Jesus, it’s not the end of the world.”


“No, Daddy. I can’t. I won’t.”


“Yes, Lyla. You can. You will.” Her father jabbed a finger at her. “Don’t be a quitter. Hawkins men don’t quit. You hear me?”


Hawkins men? I’m not even a boy, Lyla wanted to bark at her father, just like her mother did when she had to remind him that Lyla wasn’t their son. Daniel was. Don’t push her so hard, Charles, Lyla once heard her mother say while they were getting ready for a dinner party before Daniel was born. I’ll give you a son, I promise. Fourteen months later, she did.





“It’s okay, sweetheart,” her father said, his voice once again calm. “Everything feels different when you’re up there. Believe me, I know. Remember, the rabbit just goes around the tree and back into its hole. You can do this, Lyla. I know you can.”


Lyla tightened her thighs into the saddle of the branch, the rough bark leaving tiny impressions on her pale skin like a cow brand. Hand over hand, she hauled the rope back up and listened to her father as he talked her through the knot—in and out and around and through, until she successfully tightened the bowline to the tree. She even tied two half hitches before lowering the other end back down.


“That’s my girl.” Her father stood on his tippy toes and grabbed hold of the rope, pulling the other end to the ground. “I knew you could do it, Ace!”


Lyla scooted backward along the branch, faster and more confident now. This time, when she stood in the neck of the tree, she wasn’t even hanging on. “Look, Daddy. No hands.” She waved her arms around.


“Lyla! Be careful up there, or I’ll have to sleep on the couch for a week.”


“You got that right, mister.” Lyla’s mother was no longer asleep on the lounge chair; she had magically appeared out of nowhere and was leaning up against the back fence with the movie camera in her hands. Lyla had no idea how long she had been standing there, filming the two of them.


“Lunch is ready, by the way,” she announced. The lens was pointed directly at Lyla, but she was clearly talking to Charles. “And you’d better hurry or you won’t hear the end of it. Your mother is in quite a dither this morning.”


“Wait, Mama! Watch this.” Lyla blew a long black strand of hair—black like her father’s—out of her eyes. “Ready, Daddy?” she asked, preparing to jump.


“Not yet, Lyla. Give me a second.” Her father was tugging on the line, making sure the knot was secure.


But Lyla had already started counting. “One, two—”


On three, her father rushed over with outstretched arms as Lyla leapt into the air like a flying squirrel, weightless in her success. He caught Lyla tight around the rib cage and, for a moment, her breath was blown clean out of her chest. Her father hugged her tight and kissed her good and hard on the cheek. And because it was Sunday, the tight little bristles of his beard didn’t scratch her like they did on Saturday nights.


“I did it, Mama! I climbed up there and tied the bowline! Just like Daddy showed me. Right, Daddy?”


“You got that right.” Lyla’s father turned to the camera as he carried Lyla step-by-giant-step toward Lyla’s mother. “You should have seen her, Louise. She climbed up there like an old pro. Not a lick of hesitation. Right, sweetheart?”


Hugging her father tight around his neck, Lyla could feel the wild heartbeat swallowed up in his chest.


She didn’t bother to correct him.


But she didn’t deny what he said either.


She just let his slippery words drift off into the dry golden hills, carried by the wind like one of her eyelashes, because she knew she’d done right by her father, the only thing that mattered on that cloudless June day.















Chapter Two

THE THINGS WE IMAGINE—SEPTEMBER 1931







“Stop!” Mother barked underneath the tree one September day. “You’re squeezing too tight!”


My arms, thin as cattails, stretched around the trunk of Mother’s unforgiving waist. But I did not stop. I would not let go.


Stop did not mean no.


Stop did not mean let go.


Stop meant hold on tighter than ever before.


“Charles Dean Hawkins, that is enough! You are hurting me,” Mother said with a slap. “I said no and that is that.”


My cheek stung, pink with her handprint, and I fell to the ground amongst the scattered acorns and waxy oak leaves recently rinsed from the great tree.


Her tree.


The tree that begged for a swing.


But I refused to get up.


You see, I rather liked it down there; earth to back, back to earth.


But Mother didn’t care for it one bit. I could see it in her eyes, those cold wolf-blue eyes. She hovered over me, tight-faced, red-lipped, and told me in no uncertain terms to get up, to stop acting the fool.


“You should be ashamed of yourself,” she snapped. Tiny bits of spittle flew from her tight, dry lips. “Now, get up before your father sees you acting like this.”


“This?” I asked. I wasn’t trying to annoy her.


“Yes, like a pill.”


But she said so much more with those eyes. I’ve always heard Mother’s eyes loud and clear, like thunder two clicks away. Such a stupid, selfish boy, she said with those cold blue eyes before she turned and marched back to the house, her long white hair, down for once, loose and flapping in the wind. Just you wait.


And I did.


Wait.


With Mother gone, I fell asleep under the enormous tree, only to wake hours later with the sun nearly finished for the day.


The disappearing light turned purple with cold; my mouth flamed orange with hot hurt.


“Mama,” I called out.


But of course, she couldn’t hear me. I hardly ever called her Mama. She hated such casual addresses, preferring Mother instead. Mama, she claimed, was for hayseeds.





There, in the new night sky, Venus was the first to shine.


Then Jupiter.


The slivered moon had already begun to chase the sun to the other side of the globe, to the shores of Japan. And back at the house, I could see Mother float from room to room, popping lights on one at a time. She glided and soared through the house, as though her feet never touched the ground. As if the wind was always at her back.


She eventually made her way to the kitchen where she stood at the sink, probably stone-faced and peeling potatoes.


I fought the urge to wave. I knew she couldn’t see me. Or didn’t want to. I started to push myself up, but something inside my ear began to wrestle around, tickling down the length of the canal. Whatever it was must have nestled deep inside while I had fallen asleep and then burrowed into the darkness of Mother’s words.


Stop. You’re hurting me. Let go, you stupid, foolish child.


I tried to tease the tickling thing out of my ear with my fingertip, but it was buried too deep inside.


“Come on out, you silly ol’ thing. You don’t belong in there.” I tilted my head and yanked at my earlobe like when I tried to get pool water out of my ears. A little gray pill bug—curled in a tight ball—fell out and rolled across the dirt like a BB on the loose. When it came to a stop, the roly-poly didn’t move. It just lay there in its protective ball, refusing to unfold, unwilling to open up and crawl back home to where it belonged.


I poked at the little guy with a small stick, jabbing at its shell. “Open up!” I ordered.


Seconds later, it did.


Plate by armored plate, the bug stretched to life. Fourteen squirming legs broke free. Its antennae skimmed the dirt as it trundled away. Who knew where it was going? But I too wished I could curl up tight in a ball, then roll away from Mother’s disappointed eyes.


Her unforgiving words.


And all the rest.


I snuck a peek back to the kitchen. My chest grew cold as I watched Mother still standing at the sink, waiting for me. I wasn’t ready to go back in. I wasn’t ready to face her and those awful cold eyes. So I lay back down and imagined my flattened body had been fossilized to shale like the trilobite I’d recently found out in the hillsides, the fossil that Pops told me had been caught and frozen in the simple act of crawling along the ocean floor, the fossil that now sat on my bedside table next to my magnifying glass.


Above me, the great tree, her tree, towered. Moonlight gushed through her oval leaves. I lay there, patient, envisioning my very own fossilization process taking permanent hold.


I knew I was being ridiculous. Mother had said so. Many times, with those icy eyes.


I turned over and spied the roly-poly inching farther away.


“Hey!” I called. “Come back.” I held out my hand, inviting him to crawl aboard. But he simply climbed up and over my finger before scuttling down a small hole in the earth. I crawled over and poked my twig into the hole, fishing around, and pulled it back out, examining the end like my father would when he’d check the oil levels in Mother’s Buick.


My stick came up empty and dry.


“Fine,” I said. “Have it your way, stupid.” I threw the twig far out into the grass, wishing I’d brought my magnifying glass with me instead. I’d have held the glass inches over its body, letting the blue-cold rays of moonlight zap it to death.


We did that sometimes, my brother and me. We burned all sorts of things with our magnifying glasses—ants, bugs, leaves, our homework—but only when Mother wasn’t looking, and only in the daytime under the hot eye of the sun.


I thought about sneaking into the house and grabbing the magnifying glass.


But then I’d have to walk past her.


I’d have to say I am sorry.


I’d have to stand by the sink and wash my mouth out with the soap she saved for punishment, that awful green dried cake of soap she kept under the sink and mixed with just a little bit of water.


Mother used to only wash my mouth out when I said something wrong, like bugger or twit. Then she started doing it all the time, like when I’d forget to pick up the burned-out caps from my toy gun off the back porch. Or when I left my dirty socks on the bedroom floor. Or when I’d leave the toilet seat up.


But seeing Mother in the window—her jaw tight in dinner preparation—I knew better than to go inside, so I stared up into the wild hair of her tree, ready for her arms to reach out and pluck me off the ground by my shirt collar and march me inside.


But everything remained still.


I looked up into the night sky. There was not a single whistle of a bird. Not a rush of wind.


No moonlit clouds covered the sky, or I would have searched for animals—an elephant, a rabbit, a crocodile eating a pig. But the night was clear and dotted with a mash of stars.


I blurred my eyes and searched through the patterns of foliage against the purple sky, looking for connected configurations like the inkblots Mother’s doctor made me stare at for hours on end. I had given Mother a scare, once, by charging out of her bedroom with her red lipstick painted across my face and chest, hollering like a warrior going into battle. I even grabbed a kitchen knife and held it to my temple, as though I’d scalp myself alive. I was just playing a game—cowboys and Indians—but Mother didn’t see it that way.


She said I was mad as a hatter.


She said I needed to see someone.


I see people all the time now.





In the tiny stream of stilled moonlight, I felt something else, not in my ear but stuck to my skin, hidden in the small space between my turtleneck and hairline. I ran my finger over a small oval leaf, wet with sweat and stuck to my neck like a bandage.


Underneath was a thick, hardened mass.


I gnashed my teeth, pretending I had been in battle, a soldier hit by enemy fire.


“Man down! Man down!” I could barely get the words out. But nobody came to my rescue—David was at baseball practice, Pops was at work, and Mother was still doing her thing, floating around the dining table, setting out the place mats, polishing smudges on the utensils with her hot breath.


I peeled the leaf off my neck and fiddled for an imaginary bullet shell with my fingernail. I bit my lip and fixed myself for the pain, bracing for emergency field surgery. I reached over and stuck a couple of acorns between my molars. I bit down hard and dug my dirty fingernail deeper into the wound.


And what should I find?


I had not been hit by enemy fire.


I was not at war.


While I had been asleep, dreaming of burning life, a caterpillar had crawled onto my neck and taken up quiet residence where it formed a hard-shelled chrysalis.


I had become a garden! A strange and wonderful garth.


I spat the acorns out like shrapnel. My teeth had left deep marks in their woody shells. I coughed hard, so hard, nausea washed over me.


I did that sometimes at the pool too—coughed until I threw up. I never meant to do it; it just happened.


But Mother never believed me. She’d grab my towel and tell me it was time to go. She’d say I was a faker.


And when we’d get home, she’d grab that awful green cake of soap and run it under the sink until I was cleaned of my sassafras.





But out here, I could cough to my heart’s content.


Cough, cough, cough.


Cough, cough, cough.


Again and again I’d hack, until a painted lady flew out of my mouth, because I could do that sometimes too—make something from nothing. I was practiced in the art of imaginary play, much to Mother’s disliking, even though Dr. West assured her I’d grow out of it one day.


The lady fluttered around in the wibbly-wobbly way they do when butterflies first put wings to flight. Up and down and around amongst the belief patterns I had made in the leaves against the sky.


It was a thing of beauty, really.


It was magic.


And just before she flew away, the orange-and-black flutterby with her pure white eyes hovered over me. She told me in the nicest way possible—in the same sing-songy voice of my first-grade teacher—to get up.


“It’s time to go home, Charles,” she said in a fluted voice. “You can’t stay out here forever. Your mother is waiting.”


And so I did.


I got up and brushed the dirt off my jeans, and I walked to the house with my mouth open, ready for Mother’s brittle green bar of soap to be warmed under the tap.















Chapter Three

MAYDAY, MAYDAY—JUNE 1953







After lunch, Lyla’s father rolled one of Pops’s old truck tires out of his parents’ garage, promising he’d take Lyla on one of his fantastic tire rides down the driveway before they rolled it out back to the tree to be hung on the rope.


He stood in the hot sun with his white undershirt untucked. A fresh cigarette dangled from his lips. “You ready for the ride of your life, birdpie?”


Lyla was ready, but before she hopped inside the tire well, she watched her father study the trajectory of how he would send her down the driveway. It wasn’t steep; in fact, the driveway was nearly flat. But once the tire got going, her father claimed, “Why, it could go on forever and ever.”


He eyed the street in a dreamy sort of way, then chuckled.


“You should have seen how I used to launch your uncle David back when he was your age.” He shielded his eyes from the sun and stared down the street, and possibly, Lyla thought, all the way into his childhood. Lyla loved when her father told tales of back when he and Uncle David were kids, especially when they did things against their mother’s approval.


“Once, I got him going so fast, my brother cruised all the way down to the stop sign and kept on going. I had to run fast as hell to catch him before he hooked left and rolled down into town.” Lyla’s father paused for a bit. “It was a total hoot, but that didn’t stop Mother from giving us the belt after Mrs. Marshall ratted us out. We were grounded for two whole weeks.”


Lyla’s father wagged his hands at the side of his head like donkey ears at the old Marshall house on the corner, as though Mrs. Marshall was still in there spying on them, even though she had been moved into an old folks’ home years ago. Now, a plastic pink flamingo stood on the lawn, something Lyla’s grandmother found cheap, claiming it was yet another sign the neighborhood was going to pot.


“Anyhow.” Lyla’s father slapped the worn treads of the tire. “Hop in and I’ll take you for the ride of your life, sweetheart.” He took a drag on his cigarette and blew the smoke out from both sides of his mouth.


Lyla turned back to the house where the front curtains were drawn to keep the afternoon sun off her grandmother’s furniture. “What if Mom sees us?” The last time Lyla’s father was itching to take Lyla and her cousins for a ride in one of Pops’s truck tires, her mother waddled out of the house eight months pregnant and stopped them dead in their tracks.


“Charles? What in the world are you thinking? They could get hurt,” she’d said.


Later, her cousins Steven and Robert taunted Lyla, mimicking the way her mother held her bulging stomach and chastised Lyla’s father. Charles, that’s dangerous. Charles, they could get hurt. Lyla told her cousins to shut their traps, even though she also hated how her mother sometimes wrecked their fun just like Grandmother Caroline.





Holding the tire upright, Lyla’s father leaned over and said, “Well, what your mother doesn’t know won’t hurt her, now will it? Plus”—her father removed his cigarette from his mouth and kissed Lyla on top of her sunburnt nose—“I’m your father, and I get a say in what we do sometimes, don’t I?”


“Sure you do, but—” Lyla didn’t always like it when her father stuck her in positions like this. She felt pulled upon like a Thanksgiving turkey wishbone.


“Never mind,” Lyla said, seeing the impatience blooming in her father’s eyes—like when she’d pump him full of questions just as he got home from work, when all he wanted to do was sit down on the couch and watch a baseball game and relax for Pete’s sake.


Lyla slid herself inside the tire and braced her hands against the rubber well as her father wrangled it into position.


Lyla leaned her head out. “Don’t push me too fast, though. Okay, Daddy?”


But her father didn’t seem to hear her. He took one more drag on his cigarette and told her to hold on.


He jogged the tire out a bit. The world rolled slowly end over end.


“Daddy?” Lyla shouted louder this time from inside the dark wheel well. “Did you hear me? Not too fast. Stay right next to me.”


The tire stopped with a jerk, making Lyla bump her head in the rubber well. Her father tossed his cigarette onto the driveway and snubbed it out with the toe of his shoe. He leaned over the rim so his big bright smile loomed mere inches from her face. “I’m going to stay right next to you, Lyla. But you’re going to need a little speed or you’ll just flop over. And that, my friend, is a one-way ticket for you to get scraped up and for me to get a good old-fashioned tongue-lashing.” He rolled the tire back to the top of the driveway. “Okay?”


Lyla pushed her hands harder into the tire well and clenched her teeth. She was excited. But she had the same butterflies flying around in her stomach like when she and her father rode the Big Dipper at the Santa Cruz Boardwalk. It all felt terribly thrilling, if a bit terrifying. “Okay, but don’t let me go through the stop sign like Uncle David. Promise?”


“Scout’s honor.” Her father righted the tire into position. “Now hold on.”


And she did. Lyla braced as her father ran the tire down the length of the driveway.


The sky and ground began to rotate in quick succession, gaining speed, spinning faster and faster until everything became a wild blur.


Lyla heard the slap of her father’s footsteps on the concrete as he chased after her. He let out a bunch of loud hoots. Lyla whooped back. Not her pleaser whoop, but a real honest-to-goodness whoop-a-doo! The two of them hooted and yawped like a couple of starlings calling out to one another across a river valley.


As she gained speed, Lyla squeezed her eyes shut. Her father was right, this was the most thrilling ride in the world and worth the tug of disappointment should her mother catch them. Around and around she twirled, until the tire swerved too far to the left and hit her grandmother’s rosebushes.


“Daddy!” Lyla half hooted, half screamed as the tire took a wobbly turn to the right, rolling clear across the driveway and colliding into the side of her grandmother’s royal-blue Buick. The tire flung back and flopped on its side with a hard thump. Lyla’s knees and elbows stung as they scraped against the concrete driveway.


The butterflies had vanished and Lyla wanted to cry as she shimmied out of the tire, waiting for her father to pick her up.


One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi, she counted.


But he didn’t come over, not even after a full ten Mississippis. He just stood up the driveway in the hot, bright sun with that stupid, apologetic smile on his face. A pair of wide wet stains of sweat soaked through the armpits of his undershirt. He lit another cigarette and shrugged his shoulders. “Whoopsie poopsie!”


“Daddy?” Lyla yelled at her father. But it was not a question. It was an accusation. The how could you part had yet to make its way past her lips and perhaps never would. She knew better. Her father wore criticism like a too-tight collared shirt. Just last week when Grandmother Caroline accused him of not spending enough time at their house ever since Baby Daniel was born, he slammed the phone down in the cradle and immediately fixed himself a drink, shaking the ice in his empty glass before he fixed another.





Eventually, her father walked down the driveway toward her, wearing that dumb Who, me? smile of his and smoking his cigarette, not bothering to ask if she were hurt, which she was. But it wasn’t the tiny pebbles of asphalt stuck in the red scrapes on her knees that stung, or the awful ache in her wrist. It was a different kind of hurt. It was the kind of hurt that got trapped sometimes in her chest and burned.


She wanted to scream at him for letting the tire get away like that. For not staying right by her side like he promised. Yet words of blame or betrayal hadn’t the courage to spill out of her seven-year-old mouth.


So Lyla just sat where she was, picking the bits of grit and gravel out of her knees. From behind, she could hear her father tiptoe up before he kissed her on the top of her head. And when she refused to respond, he tickled her under the armpits.


“Stop it.” Lyla stiffened her shoulders. “It’s not funny.”


“Oh, come on, Lyla. I didn’t mean for you to get hurt. You know that? The tire just took an unexpected turn, that’s all. Not my fault.”


“Go away.” She clenched her jaw, forcing back the tears. “Leave me alone.” But even as she said it, she knew her father could never do such a thing. Asking him to leave her alone was like telling a bird to stop flying—to give up its wings for legs.


“Leave you alone? Ha!” He grabbed Lyla under the armpits and lifted her high above his head and began running around the front yard, making out-of-control airplane sounds. “Mayday, mayday,” he cried, dodging the objects blocking his way—the fallen tire, the rosebushes lining the driveway, her grandmother’s big blue Buick. Lyla tried her darnedest to stuff her growing smile inside, but she couldn’t. And by the time he had put her down again, she was laughing so hard, she’d forgotten she was ever hurt at all.


“Again, again,” Lyla begged her father in the same way he’d pleaded with his own mother for permission earlier that morning to hang their tire swing.


But this time it was his turn not to respond.


He spat into the palm of his hand and tried to rub the scuff mark off the door of his mother’s new car. When the blemish just became more pronounced in the polish of his spit, her father snuck a peek back at the front window of the house to where the curtains remained drawn.


“Come on, birdpie,” he said as he pulled his handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped the rivulets of sweat running down his neck. He heaved the tire back onto its worn threads. “Help me push this thing around back, so we can hang it up before it gets too late.”


“Okay, Daddy.” Lyla brushed off her knees and positioned herself between her father and the tire and helped him push it up and around the side of her grandparents’ house. They marched in unison, step-by-sturdy-step. Lyla’s father broke into one of his old military songs, the one he sang whenever they went hiking in Point Reyes, whenever he tried to keep Lyla from falling too far behind.






Left my wife and forty-nine kids


On the verge of starvation


Without any bread


Did I do right? Right. Right. Left. Right.


Right by my country


I had a good job.


And I left. Left. Left. Right. Left.





Synchronizing her steps, Lyla stomped hard to the left when the song called for it, then hard to the right. They marched past Lyla’s mother who stood at the back fence, once again filming, as if she’d been waiting for the two of them all along.
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