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For Brett




Part One

Yes lady, that is what I said. Goat.

CORMAC MCCARTHY, Blood Meridian

But listen: here is the point. The boys thought to have

Their fun and be done with it. It was harder work than they

Had imagined, this silly sacrifice, but they finished the job,

Whistling as they washed their large hands in the dark.

What they didn’t know was that the goat’s head was already

Singing behind them in the tree. What they didn’t know

Was that the goat’s head would go on singing, just for them,

Long after the ropes were down, and that they would learn to listen,

Pail after pail, stroke after patient stroke. They would

Wake in the night thinking they heard the wind in the trees

Or a night bird, but their hearts beating harder. There

Would be a whistle, a hum, a high murmur, and, at last, a song,

The low song a lost boy sings remembering his mother’s call.

Not a cruel song, no no, not cruel at all. This song

Is sweet. It is sweet. The heart dies of this sweetness.

BRIGIT PEGEEN KELLY, “Song” 


1

THIS IS HOW IT GOES:

We’re getting floored at a beginning-of-the-semester party. Me, my younger brother Brett, these three people we came with. At this old fraternity house. Two stories with a big front porch and a backyard with a chain-link fence.

Brett’s on the porch standing next to me. People moving all over the place. Like cells. Everything pulsing. All sweat and smoke. The house is breathing.

These two girls come up. Just stand there looking us over. One of the girls looks at Brett like she loves him already. She’s short and has long hair pulled into a ponytail. Legs all muscled like a soccer player’s. She’s wearing a Zeppelin T-shirt with a hole beneath the neck cuff. The other girl’s standing beside her all bucktoothed and shaky. Got a tattoo on her left shoulder blade. Something swirled and tribal. Her arms crossed. I give her a smoke and she nods, cups one hand around the lighter I hold out and I can tell she’s drunk by the way her eyes wobble, the way she squints them against the porch lights. The other girl rubs the shaky one’s back, runs her hand down and pauses in the bare patch of skin between her jeans and top. The shaky girl looks her over and smiles. Brett tells them to kiss. They look at each other and laugh and then the shaky girl moves toward the other one, puts a hand around her waist and holds the cigarette out to the side. Her tongue’s out and inside the other’s mouth and they lock together, wet cheeks pulsing with the overhead light. The shaky one steps back and pulls on the smoke, exhales and looks at Brett. I’m staring at the two girls and the shaky girl asks if that was okay, and Brett says yeah that was cool, and I nod, say yeah good, and then Brett says do it again and they just laugh. The short girl says you don’t even know us and Brett says so and cocks back his beer. When he brings it down, she takes the beer from Brett and drinks. Hands it back. And now the shaky girl looks at me like she knows something about me with my skinny arms and black hair all matted from the hot air outside. Brett’s talking to the short girl and I don’t know what to say with this shaky one staring at me. The short one leans, whispers in her friend’s ear. They turn and walk away.

Brett tells me they want us to come over later.

I nod like it’s standard.

——

SCHOOL’S TWO DAYS away, and for both Brett and me, it’s the whole college-in-the-same-town-you-went-to-high-school-in thing. It’ll be my second year, Brett’s first, and right now I’m not too happy with this small liberal arts school because it’s backward and I went to high school with most everyone there, but for right now, just right now, it’s okay because my brother’s here.

I couldn’t hack school last year at another college because I was lonely and I failed most everything. I tell everyone it was from the drugs or the alcohol but the truth is I was just lonely and cried all the time and lived in an old house with lots of dust.

This is what they say:

Didn’t like it there man? That place is fucking cool, fucking badass town man, why’d you leave man, I mean why’d you come back here?

This is what I say:

Too much, just too much.

And then they say this:

Yeah man I understand that I mean that town does it to the best of them man, gets everybody all fucked up with all that shit they got there, there’s so much shit there man, you know I understand that shit really.

And Brett gave up a soccer scholarship upstate. He didn’t want to do the summer workout and couldn’t make up his mind about anything, and it’s lame to be here and we know it, but it’s cool and livable for a little while because just a few minutes ago Brett and I decided to leave here next semester. We got the idea a few days ago when we helped a friend move in at Clemson where everything’s huge and it’s where my grandfather went and where my dad went and after we decided Brett said fuck yeah and I said yeah fuck man.

Both of us.

Gone.

So this party in August is the beginning of the end of our time here.

We leave after Christmas.

   

THIS PARTY IS just a party with people from all over the town, which is not really a college town even though we have a college. Brett and I aren’t in a fraternity but it doesn’t matter even though it’s a frat party because if there’s a party, any party, anyone who sees it, or knows about it, or hears about it comes, because the town’s small and there’s not much else to do.

The town’s named Florence and it’s this crumbling place in South Carolina with steel mills and railroad tracks. There’s a country club made up of all the old families and the new ones who have money. And even though Brett and I have lived here for three years we don’t come from here and our dad’s a preacher but he’s strange (not like hellfire crazy strange, or standing on a sidewalk holding a Bible up in the air strange, but just strange, like once he melted down the gold caps from his teeth and made them into a cross) and he doesn’t have enough money to be in the club and neither does my mother (she’s a school nurse and when we get sick she’s always the one who tells us we’ll be better soon, tells us what pills to eat) but occasionally we get invited to their parties because we know the sons and the daughters, and it’s always us just standing there with our cigarettes and the free booze, but we know we aren’t like them and we couldn’t marry one of the daughters because we don’t come from where their future husbands are supposed to.

——

BRETT’S ONLY THIRTEEN months younger than me but bigger and everyone we meet thinks he’s older and I have to say nah it’s me thirteen months and two days.

Me.

Point at my chest.

   

THAT’S HOW IT always goes. Me measuring up to my brother. He’s good-looking and all the girls swoon when they see him. Six-one. Dark skin. Brown hair. Broad shoulders. This chiseled face. My mom and dad say I’m good-looking but it’s not the same as when a girl says it.

For example: My brother and me in our grandparents’ driveway playing basketball. I am fifteen. He is fourteen. I am tall for my age, the only growth spurt I really ever have, full of acne, awkward, he is shorter and still has that boy look to him. My first cousin (two years younger, a girl) comes over with one of her friends. They stand there and look us over, hands on their hips. My cousin looks over at her friend, says what do you think about Brett, like she’s trying to set her friend up and the friend says oh he’s fine. Gnaws her fingernail. My cousin asks about me. Weird, the friend says, he’s weird. Looks at the ground.

There you go.

And it isn’t just the looks. It’s everything. Brett is athletic. He makes all-state in soccer junior and senior years. I quit soccer when I am twelve. I quit tennis when I am fourteen. I am good at neither. But mostly it’s just the air about him. Like he can have anything he wants. He just needs to point.

Another example:

Me seventeen. Him sixteen. Me drunk and standing by a fire. Arms crossed. Brett inside the tent, the door zipped. The tent shifting. I’m facing this girl Kathleen across the fire, her face lit orange, and we don’t know what to say to each other. Breath fogged. Brett’s head from the tent door. Then he’s standing. Kathleen’s cousin Alice leaving the tent after Brett. Brett smoking. Alice shaking. Both back inside the tent. And I keep shaking, looking over at Kathleen with the words stuck. She tells me I’m boring. I tell her I know. I sleep in the dirt beside the fire. Kathleen goes in the tent with Brett and Alice.

But I know that Brett feels sort of the same way about me. Like he wants the things I’ve got. He thinks I am creative. I can play guitar and he wants to be able to do that. I start playing guitar after I quit the violin, then the piano, then the trumpet. And he thinks I’m smart. But I’m always thinking fuck smart and creative. I just feel weird. With Brett and me it’s like this dual-adoration thing but the truth is I’d give all the stuff he wants for all the stuff I want in a heartbeat.

And this is also Brett and me:

This band we have in high school. Me fifteen. Him fourteen. Brett singing. Me playing guitar. This kid Chris on the drums. This other kid John Michael on bass. The band’s name is Lethal Injection. We draw syringes on pieces of paper. Write Lethal on top. Injection on the bottom. Record this song in the room Brett and I share. Use this tape deck. The song is called “Fuck the School and the Administration” and the creative impetus for this song comes from a phrase written in green spray paint on a sidewalk at our high school. The song has three chords, G, C, D, over and over. The words:

(Verse)

Teachers suck.

School sucks.

Food sucks.

Everything sucks.

(Chorus)

Fuck the school (Brett singing this part).

And the administration (Me singing this part).

(Repeat)

We hate everybody then. All the country club fucks. All the football players. This is who we like: ourselves. And we both agree the word cool is used too lightly. There are these cool people out in the world, fictional or otherwise: Holden Caulfield. Axl Rose. Kurt Cobain. The Clash. And that’s about it. Who’s cool besides these people? we say. Who deserves the word? We look at each other. Nod. Us, we say. You and me. And we know it’s true.

   

AND THERE ON the porch Brett tells me this: we should fuck these two girls. The short one. The shaky one. Me and him. And I can see myself with the shaky one, all sweat and open mouths, and I’m there, right there, me and Brett with these two girls in some smoke-filled apartment.

But then I remember that I can’t because I don’t do these things. Because when these things happen there’s always this part of me that can’t talk, this part of me that knows I won’t be good at the sex, this part of me that stumbles and shakes around girls. But Brett doesn’t shake. He does these things. And right now my hands are shaking and I say I don’t know (look around) and I try and think of an excuse, I’m tired man, long day you know, and that’s what comes out, this excuse, this reason I know Brett has heard before. Brett nods yeah but I know he wants this for me more than he wants it for himself, like it’s a gift, but for some reason I can’t take it or be like him, and I’m nineteen years old and I weigh one hundred thirty-two pounds and my hands shake a lot and I’m always nervous and scared but I don’t know why.

   

WHEN THE GIRLS are gone and I know I’ll leave soon, Brett looks me over and says you sure about leaving? and I say yeah, I’m cool, turn eyes to the floor, drag the cigarette and he puts a hand flat on my back and without saying anything else he turns around and then he’s gone. Inside the house. All these bodies moving up around him. I stay leaned up against the porch railing alone. The street that runs in front of the house is dark both ways, shrouded by oaks leaning in. The sky is ash.

   

AND THE VOICE comes soft at my back. Over my shoulder. I am walking down the sidewalk away from the porch to my car. I turn my head and he’s there, this face I don’t know, all teeth and glowing eyes, one hand laid against the chain-link fence running along my right shoulder. One hand is shoved down into his left pocket. He cocks his head to the side.

So, he says, so man give me a ride right? and I look at him and my head drops, yes, sure, yeah, where you going, up the street, he says, just up the street, hand pointed now, the index finger hooked at the knuckle. And inside I’m shaking my head, telling him no, no ride, sorry gotta be somewhere, but I can’t stop myself from saying yes. My head also saying this is a stranger but I think I have seen him here, at this party strolling, sipping a beer, placing a hand on a girl’s back, throwing his lit smile into the dark. Or maybe this person is simply someone who needs a ride and I can’t say no because I’m afraid to tell people no.

And then the smile is turned around saying I’ll be back, let me get my boy, right back, and I’m standing there with my hands in my pockets sweating in the dark heat, pulling the bottom of my shirt up to my forehead, again thinking turn and go, just turn and go, but my feet won’t move and before I can breathe again the smile is back saying hey man this is my boy and I’m shaking hands with both of them and their skin is cool and rough and I’m nodding, pulling keys from my pocket. I unlock the door to my car, this maroon Oldsmobile with the streetlights gleaming off the hood. Drop down into the seat and pull the door shut. Fumble with the keys. They shake in my hand like a rattle. The smile is looking down into the car. I lean over across the passenger seat and pull up the silver lock.

   

INSIDE THE CAR the smile speaks of the school where he goes, says he’s leaving tomorrow to go back, and the pussy, he says, ah man the pussy, so much it’s everywhere, and I say yeah man I know, even though I don’t and we stop at a gas station where the smile gets out and goes inside and through the windows I can see him leaning over the front counter and he’s moving his head back and forth smiling. He takes a step back and points at the girl behind the register. Still smiling. She hands him a torn piece of paper. He looks it over and folds it once, shoves it down into his back pocket. I look at the rearview into the seat behind me and it’s a head turned sideways, this silent profile, forearm strung like concrete across the top of the backseat, and when he turns I look down at the radio. The car shifts when he leans toward the front seat, and for a moment, I can feel his breath from behind me. The passenger door opens and the smile’s back inside, he says got that number, points at the girl in the gas station. He’s throwing candy at the breath in the backseat. He sits down. More candy in his lap.

That way, he says. That way. And the car’s moving again. Inside the car the sound of wrappers tearing and being pulled apart.

   

WE ARE SPEEDING and I can’t stop smoking. I’m leaning all the way against my window blowing smoke over the edge trying to think of a way to be done with this ride and all that comes is this: drive and it will end. I’m telling myself this is nothing, no, nothing, but we drive a long way and the streetlights get farther apart.

   

AND THEN I know that they’re leading me nowhere. They want me somewhere dark. I can feel them looking at me, the smile in the passenger seat, his teeth bared in a snarl, the breath in the back, his frozen silence. These bodies around me. These bodies who keep telling me this: not much farther just up the road just up the road and me nodding my head yes yes.

We drive on back roads and the eyes of deer are caught in the headlights. They stand there staring, dark trees at their backs. The road bends sharply and around a curve I want the headlights to lock a deer in the road so I can’t stop, so it will crush the front end of my car.

But then I tell myself again that this is nothing. That it will be done soon, that I will stop the car and the smile and the breath will leave and it will all be over, this ride, this shaking, it will be done.

   

THE SMILE TUNES the radio. I speed and hope I’ll get pulled. When I take another cigarette the smile is looking at me and I see him but I don’t turn, he’s there smiling, the electronic dial on the radio bleeding blue onto his legs and stomach. Smoke? he says and I say yeah smoke, I smoke, hold the cigarette toward him, shake it a bit, want one? I say and he laughs, says nah I mean smoke, you know like real smoke? and it takes me a minute to get it and then I’m going nah I mean I do (want to sound cool) but I can’t right now I mean I shouldn’t my ma’s got the car in the morning and she doesn’t like that stuff wish I could you know but I can’t sorry sorry, the smile says you know ’cause we wanted to smoke some with you (points to the back) and again I’m saying wish I could wish we could (lying) I mean that would be cool I like to smoke I mean I do it often I mean all the time as much as I can yeah love to smoke. It’s cool the smile says and I take another pull from the cigarette, pinch it between my thumb and middle finger, flick it out the window, it flies, burns like a bottle rocket on the pavement behind us.

——

THE FACTS:

A dirt road.

Parked car.

Streetlights peeling back the dark.

My right hand on the drive stick.

Head turned to the smile.

His teeth like white coals.

So here, I say. Yeah. Take care.

Nod. Look to my right and the moon is the blade of an ax.

I take my eyes from it, turn toward the smile. I smile back.

And the forearm comes from behind me, fills the space between my chin and breastbone. I can feel my neck bend and cave, my Adam’s apple cracking and the light shrinks around me. The smile next to me. It’s motionless, still as the moon.

I blink once.

Twice and my mouth is sucking air that won’t come.

Breath wet on my cheek.

My head goes black.

   

MY MOUTH FULL of dirt. The air comes back as quickly as it left, fills me, pulses. I’m on the ground with feet beside my face, with feet landing on my ribs. Beneath my car I can see the field and the dry soybeans hunched like gimps. I put my arms and hands around my head and then I’m raised beneath the arms, lifted like a doll. I stagger and can’t stand up. The breath holds me around the chest. The smile is in front of me, teeth clenched, puts fists into my eyes, my mouth. Tears a chain from my neck. Dangles it in front of me. And then he’s in my back pockets. Pulls the wallet. Dumps everything he doesn’t want into the dirt. Next: the keys. Jammed into the smile’s pocket.

This is what I say:

Credit card. Code. Four. Four. Four. Four.

Please. Leave me here.

This is what the smile says:

Not enough.

We want it all.

I’m crying.

The smile: stop fucking crying.

The breath behind me: snap your neck.

The forearm around my neck tightening. I’m yanking down, digging nails into the skin. It doesn’t move. And the fists come again into my face. My mouth full of blood. Swallow it. I can feel my heart in my temples. The smile bobs, looks as if he loves me and there is no sound, the locusts have stopped, the street lamps have quit humming. But there is this: my ears ringing, air trying to enter me and the breath behind me, lips wet against my ear, he’s saying this over and over: go to sleep go to sleep.

   

AND THE TRUNK open, the light from inside falling onto the smile’s chest. Behind him the field black, the treeline black and shrouded with the faint white of the moon touching the heads of pine. The smile throwing a broken golf club into the field. Throwing my book bag. The books spill out, the pages flutter like wings. Everything dirt and dust. I’m watching from the ground, head straight down, eyes raised, my mouth open in the dirt, all blood and spit and clay, arms laid straight at my side, the breath his foot on my back grinding my spine down with his heel. He drags it gently up my back, lets it rest on my neck, mashes the toe into my skull, holds it there and I can feel my nose breaking. The breath takes his foot away, the smile down next to my face on his knees, palms laid flat in the dust. I don’t want to look at him but I turn my eyes up anyway. His eyes level with mine, he smiles and smiles.

   

THEN THE SMILE’S feet in my mouth. The breath beside me, his feet in my stomach. Picking me up beneath the arms again and I’m limp, my eyes clouded and the blood foaming on my lips, running down my chin. It’s falling down my chest and there’s so much blood I’m drinking it, the smile in front of me now, his warm breath on my cheek, he’s looking me square in the face. Wake up, he says, slaps my face with his rough cold hand, walk motherfucker, walk, he says, move your fucking legs and they’re moving. The breath is carrying me, legs all wobble and shake, I’m dragging my shoes leaving lines in the dust toward the trunk. It’s open for me. I crawl in and lay down, curled like a baby holding my legs up to my chest and my eyes move up, the light from inside the trunk on the smile’s chest, on the breath’s chest, they’re both standing there and the breath sees my eyes on them and says don’t fucking look keep your fucking eyes closed you want to breathe huh? you want to breathe? Then the trunk snaps shut and the light is gone.

——

INSIDE THE TRUNK of a car the fetal position is most comfortable.

Here is what you do:

Draw knees up against the chest.

Wrap bicep and forearm over the shins.

Adjust to the rise of wheel over stone.

Lie silent.

Breathe deliberately.

Know this:

All that is real is the shrunken dark.

Smell of blood and sweat.

Of dirt and smoke.

Sound of bass and blunt laugh.

Open my eyes and it is all dark and I squint to make them work to make them see but they will not. I’m lying on my side with my knees pulled up against my chest. I push one hand into the dark. I trace the steel ribs of the trunk’s frame behind me and I know that if I’m left in the trunk I can push the backseat’s cushions, wedge myself through the ribs. I learned this once when I locked the keys in my trunk. A friend said you know you can pull the cushions out right? crawl through the frame? and I shook my head no I did not know that, but now I do, here in all this dark I know. I run my hands through the space around my legs, my chest, try to find something to hold, something to use. There’s a plastic pen near my face and I take it, trembling, and I love the smile for leaving it for me and for a moment I see myself rising from the trunk when the door is opened, rising like mist, this pen held like a knife, I’m tearing the smile’s throat, I’m jamming the pen into the breath’s neck, we’re covered in blood and blue ink, me holding a foot above the breath’s neck and then I’m stomping the pen down, nailing him to the dirt and the smile is holding his throat, gasping, fingers painted red and blue. But then I know that I will suffocate here, that I will be left to bake. I pull the ink shaft from the top of the pen and what’s left is a hollow plastic tube and I’m thinking that this hollowed-out pen is the only thing that will let me breathe, and then I have the pen clutched between my lips, jamming it into a space where I think there might be air and I’m sucking and the pen drops to the floor and rolls away and I put my whole mouth over the space like it’s a nipple.

   

I FEEL THE road beneath me change from gravel to asphalt. The tires smooth. I find the hollowed pen and hold it with a baby’s grip, pull knees tight to my chest and let my eyes close.

The tires stop. A car door opens then shuts. The car moves again.

   

THE MOON HANGING over the smile’s shoulder. He is shrouded in dark, holding the trunk open. The breath beside him, dark arms at his side. They are shadow. The light inside the trunk burns my eyes. I hold my hand above them and blink hard. Squint. The breath’s fist in my head, told you not to look boy he says, put your fucking eyes down, and I drop my eyes, cover my head with forearms. The smile says get up don’t look get up and don’t fucking look and I’ve got my head down, moving my legs over the edge of the trunk, the breath pulling me out. And then I’m on my knees in the dust looking up again. Don’t look the breath says, his foot in my ribs and I want to say I can’t see you I can’t you are nothing. I want to say leave me here just leave me, take the car, just leave, I won’t tell. And then my lips are stuttering the words, I won’t tell swear to God I can’t see you I can’t just leave me here. The smile says nah too late, tells me to get up and I can’t, my legs won’t move, the breath drags me by the back of my shirt, my knees against the dirt and stone. Pushes me down in front of the car. Headlights against my back. Presses my face into stones on the road. They cut into my cheek and forehead. He leaves his hand on the back of my head for a moment, holds me there, says put your hands behind your head don’t look up don’t look up you want to breathe huh? yeah you do don’t move your fucking head and his hand is gone and I leave my head there pressed into the rocks as stiffly as when the breath’s hand held it and my eyes are open not looking back into the light but sideways across the stones, over a ditch into the tangled woods, and I want to run, I want to stand up and leave but I am locked here and I know that I will die soon.

But then I am calm. It spreads over me like rain. I concentrate on the outline of tree pressing against tree, dust moving through the headlights that fall over me and I am waiting for a gun’s steel to press against the back of my skull, I am waiting for the click of the trigger, I am waiting for the soft kiss, I am waiting for my eyes to go black.

And when the car starts I am waiting for the tires to break my skull, to crush my ribs. I brace and tense my muscles. Eyes closed. The car whines backward. The sound gets smaller until it is nothing, until nothing is left but the moan of insects.

——

I RUN UNTIL my heart explodes and my legs crumble and I fall into tall grass to my right, fall into a ditch. The grass swallows me whole. I sink, dig my hands into the mud, curl myself like a fist, wait for the sound of one engine to return, the sound of car doors opening, clicking shut, the smile and the breath panting, snapping tree limbs, parting the grass inside the ditch, dropping their hot eyes down onto me. And inside the grass and mud my head goes black.

   

WATER IN MY mouth wakes me. I rise to my knees and cough there in the grass and the blood from my mouth mixes with the mud and standing water. Painted red and brown I am a ghost. My face, my arms, my clothes are covered. Inside the ditch tall grass wraps my shoulders, my arms, my neck. I am standing in water up to my ankles. My feet sink into mud. Over the edge, through grass, I can see the road strewn with granite. The moon lights the granite’s sharp faces and they shine, sparkle like a long bed of jewels reaching out in both directions into black. Behind me the woods are thick and moving.

   

I WILL NOT take the road. I crawl out of the ditch and run to the woods at my back, hunch down beneath the pines. I can hear every movement, every branch snapping, every break of dried leaves and for the first time I think of my brother sleeping beside the girl with the torn shirt and muscled legs, her breath on his chest, his mouth open toward the ceiling, and for the first time I know that I have to move through these woods, that I have to move toward him and I see my mother and father sleeping and my bed lying empty and still. But my legs won’t move so I stay bent over staring out into the dark.

I move away from the road, into the woods. I push branches aside, my feet tangled in thorns and the teeth tear into my shins and calves when I pull each leg up and the roots hold firm and the teeth tear deeper and the pain is hot and the blood is filling my shoes again but I raise each leg and jerk until the teeth are lodged in my shins and calves but the roots give and I’m trailing them behind me.

The woods open into a field, and in the black I see a set of eyes cast silver from the moon. I’m taking steps, walking toward the burning eyes. I drop to my knees and stare, the eyes shake, trail silver streaks in the dark. When I’m still, I can hear my heart pulsing. Behind and below the eyes there’s burnt dull red, a muzzle white and dark gray. It’s this fox stepping toward me, placing its feet cautiously into the dirt. And we’re both bent down staring at each other and the fox just looks straight at me with the white eyes and the neck bent to smell the soil and for a long time I just stare and the fox just stares. The fox turns the dirt with his front feet. Lies down and breathes and I can see the outline of rib. I am stomach down. Forearms beneath my chin.

And then I know that I can talk to this fox.

I ask the fox for a name.

No name, the fox says, just fox or red fox or red, whatever, nothing like you’d think, you know?

The mouth never moves, the voice comes through the eyes.

Boy or girl? I say.

That doesn’t matter now does it? the fox says. I’m a fox and you’re talking to a fox here in this field. Does it really matter if I’m a boy or a girl?

No, you’re right, I say, I was just curious and then I think about asking the fox how to leave, how to get out, and then I do.

Leave? the fox says. Why would you want to leave? This is a great field. You know how fast I am, right?

No, I don’t know how fast you are.

Yeah, very fast, I’m very fast. You should see it, these dogs, they think they can get me with their noses and yelps, those yelps like something dying, but they’re dumb, I mean come on, what do they think, they can come in here where I live, on my place, my dirt, this is mine, you know I own it?

I nod.

They run around yelping and think I’ll be scared. You wanna see my teeth?

Yeah. The fox turns the black lips up, these small sharp white teeth lining the dark gums, drops the lips back down.

Nice huh? the fox says.

Yeah.

Go on, the fox says, let me see your teeth and I pull my gums up. Those aren’t too bad, the fox says. Wanna hear my growl?

Yeah, I say. The fox growls this low grumbling sound that comes deep from the throat. Yeah, I say, that’s nice a good growl and the teeth, those are quite impressive.

I know, the fox says, I come from a long line of good teeth and growls. You got a good growl, I mean one you use for special occasions?

No, I say, I don’t really have a growl at all.

Of course you do, the fox says, try.

Okay, I say. I start to bring the growl from deep inside my chest.

Not bad, not bad, the fox says. That’s not a bad growl you’ve got there, keep practicing, you don’t just get a great growl overnight. Some of us are born with them and it doesn’t take much but even when you’re born with one you can always push it further, you can always make it better.

This place, I say, I need to leave and the fox just looks at me.

Really? the fox says.

I have to, I say, and then I push up with my hands and settle on my knees. I raise one leg, place a foot out in front and the fox rises, tenses, jerks and is gone.

   

AT THE BACK of the field, I duck into woods again, and inside a clearing where the trees part, pine straw like dark hair on the ground, there’s a bulldozer, there alone, trees standing like columns at its back. Yellow. Black script. Says Caterpillar along the sides. Treads filled with dirt. Long arm raised, bent toward the front glass of the driver’s seat. The shovel at the end of the arm curled, soil spilling through its fingers. I stare for a long time at the machine and then I climb the sides and open the glass door. Drop into the seat. Run my hands beneath the steering wheel looking for keys. I find them in the ignition. A hat that says Peterbilt beside the gearshift. I bend down and take the hat. Torn. Sweat-stained. Pull it down onto my head. A red cigarette pack on the floorboard. Pall Mall. I bend to get the crumpled pack, bring it close to my face but it’s empty. I throw it back onto the floorboard and look straight ahead at the fogged glass, the woods tangled and thick, the moon pale white over everything and now I know that I will drive the bulldozer from the woods, that I will plow trees and shacks aside, that I will drop the long arm down and pull trees, roots dripping with dirt, I will lay them down and carve a path with the engine rattling and the exhaust rising in tufts behind me and I will fall out with the blood and the dirt caked and the thorns choking my legs and there will be a crowd gathered and they will stare like I am a ghost, like I have risen from the soil, like I am Lazarus stumbling from the grave with the dirt falling from his mouth. I will ride out and the crowd gathered will shake their heads, he was dead, they’ll say, he was dead, and I will look them over and not say anything, I will show them my face, I will show them my torn body, I will leave them with the memory of my blood.

But the engine will not start. I turn the keys, fumble with the gears and then I’m beating the glass in front of me, slamming my fists against the fogged pane, I’m screaming against these woods and this darkness that will not let me go.

   

WHEN I COME out of the woods, it’s the same as when I went into them. Just after the trees end, there’s a ditch beside a road. I drop into the tall grass. Look out over the edge. The same stones laid bare and knotted close. I know it’s part of the same road, that it’s the same stones that tore my face, that it’s the only road that I’ll find because covered in dirt and blood and stumbling through field and woods I found nothing.

——

I CHOOSE A direction. Move to my right.

I stay in the ditch beside the road and when headlights appear behind me I fall back down into the grass.

But the car is white. It moves by slowly, swerves a bit farther down the road. And my body will not move. I push hair away from my face and wait until everything is quiet.

   

ON THE WINDOWPANE the image of the television colored blue and red and white and green and black and pink in bars from when the station went quiet. I press my face against the glass. Inside the television lights a pale face and bare stomach, a gleaming scalp, one hand dropped over the side of a chair, a cigarette smoldering in an ashtray that sits on the lap, a bottle and glass on the table beside the chair. The bald man does not stir when I put my fist against the window. I begin softly but then I’m pounding the glass. He does not move, he only breathes and lets the color light his face.

I open the driver’s side door of a car in the yard and grasp for keys in the ignition. Beneath seats, under sun visors. I blow the horn. I wait and when nothing happens I get out of the car because I know I can’t stay in one place for too long.

I move along the road, stay near the woods, and when I see a light from a house ahead of me, I run toward it.

   

I FALL DOWN in the front yard of a small house. One light burning on the porch. Insects like sparks around the light. I take the steps and lay my fists against the red wooden door and I hear nothing, and I bring my fists down again, say please this is my last chance please, press my face against the cold wood and then there is the shuffling of feet across a floor and the door pulling open, the chain attached, the light overhead burning a woman’s eyes all bleary and cracked around the edges.

What? she says. Who are you? And then she sees my blood, looks me up and down and then I’m mumbling please.

Hold on, she says, just wait. The door shutting, lock clicking, feet shuffling over the floor again and then a man with the same red cracked eyes.

What do you want? he says.

Please, I say, hold a hand to my face and for the first time I see my hands clearly, dried red and brown, soil beneath my fingernails and the cuts standing open like smiles. Please, I say and the man opens the door a bit more. He’s standing there in blue boxer shorts, a white T-shirt, his hair standing up on top, pressed down on the sides, he puts a hand softly against his wife’s chest, he’s still looking at me, he nudges her back and she’s there in her nightgown with the arms crossed and he comes out onto the porch, shuts the screen door behind him.

Son, he says, what is this, son?

Stole my car, I say, it was them. Point down the road from where I came.

Who? he says.

Them, I say, I don’t know, it was them. He looks me over and his eyes squint and he sits me down on a porch swing and then I’m crying. Thank you, I say, and he puts a hand on my shoulder.

I’ll get a phone, he says and then he’s back in the house letting the door fall quietly shut behind him and I’m sitting there in the swing with my arms drawn across my chest and my face turned down to the porch and the light at my feet.

   

THE WOMAN SITS beside me on the porch swing. The chains whine.

Police are on the way, son, she says. Your dad.

I nod. She’s smoking a cigarette and I want one.

Can I have a cigarette? I say.

It’ll hurt, she says. I nod, she shakes one from the pack (Winstons), I raise my hand but she pushes it back down, takes the cigarette between her teeth, brings the lighter up, the flame red against her face. She pulls, lets the smoke bleed from her mouth, takes the cigarette, turns it around and presses the filter softly against my lips.

The smoke traces my cheeks, runs into my eyes. The smoke rises up into the porch lights, hovers there and is gone.

   

MY FATHER’S HAND on my shoulder. Standing above me. His face clenched. I look up at him, all right, I say, I’m fine, and then I laugh to show him I’m fine but he knows I’m not. He knows I won’t be fine and then Brett sits beside me on the porch swing, his hair all mashed flat and his mouth tightens and he is sobbing and touching my face, his hands against my cheeks, on my neck. It’s all right, I say, I’m okay, fine really, but he shakes his head back and forth and he keeps crying and he says no no over and over.

——

TWO POLICEMEN ASK me questions.

How many men?

Two, I say.

What did they look like?

Shadows, I say.

Did you know the men?

No, I say.

Why did you give them a ride?

Don’t know, I say.

Where is your car?

They took it, I say, and then I tell them about the bulldozer and I tell them it was the smile, it was the breath but they are ghosts, you won’t catch them I say, they’re shadows I say, poof I say, fucking gone man, you can’t even see them I say, and they nod their heads yes oh yes and then I’m laughing and then I say fuck man you guys don’t even know you can’t fucking know you can’t fucking know and I laugh I laugh and Brett is leaning against the porch railing with his arms crossed over his chest and he doesn’t say anything and my father is sitting beside me and he doesn’t say anything.

   

I LEAVE WITH my father and brother and inside the car my father is staring straight ahead. Brett’s in the passenger seat watching fields pass. I’m also watching fields pass. Behind those fields, over the treeline, the sun rising bloodred.

——

INSIDE THE EMERGENCY room I’m the only patient. The walls yellow. The floor polished and white.

The doctor makes me open my mouth. Shines a light into my throat. Takes his fingertips and touches my throat.

This hurt? he says. I nod.

It all hurts, I say and then he’s shining a light into my eyes and after he’s done he says nothing’s broken, that’s good, no concussion, just some cuts and bruises and then he’s swabbing my face with a cotton ball and I wince. He touches my lips with the cotton ball and then he’s at my arm drawing blood and I’m clenching a fist and watching my blood fill a glass tube dark like a bruise.

Carbon monoxide, he says, we have to check to see if you were poisoned and I nod my head and he seals the blood, wipes my forearm, stands and turns on his heels to go.

No poisoning, the doctor says, after he’s been gone awhile. Beats his thumbs against the clipboard he’s holding. You’re good as far as that goes but keep those cuts clean, that one on your face, watch it close, it was really dirty when you came in.

I nod.

Okay, I say. I will.

   

BRETT SITTING IN the waiting room. Chin against his fist. A poster that says Get Your Flu Shot at his back. He stands when he sees my father and me coming toward him. My father tells him I’m not poisoned and he nods, yeah, good, he says and when we go outside the air is damp and hot and it’s early but the world is already burning.

——

WHEN I GET home my mother is waiting on our couch. My youngest brother Matthew is asleep in his room. She stands up and her face tightens when she sees me and she doesn’t say anything, she leans close against me and puts her hands on the back of my head. Keeps them there for a long time.

It’s okay, Mom, I say and she swallows, doesn’t say anything, holds her hands on the back of my head and then she leads me back to my room. She sits me down on the bed. She leans down to my feet, unties my shoes and pulls them off. The bloody socks. My mother gives me a clean T-shirt and sweatpants. I take off my shirt and jeans and put them on. I lay down and my mother hands me a glass of water. A pink pill. She’s a nurse so I don’t ask what it is. I swallow the pill and my mother draws the sheets up. Looks at my neck, runs her hands along the bruises there. Sleep, she says, it’s all right. You’ll be fine. You’ll feel better. Closes my eyes with the tips of her fingers.

   

I WAKE AND go into the bathroom. Lay hands flat on the sides of the sink. I look in the mirror.

Around my neck the handprints wrapped like barbed wire.

Face swollen bloodred.

The dried blood, the dirt.

Near my eye a tear like a birthmark.

Eyes blank.

In the glass behind me I see my mother’s face. Arms crossed over her chest. I come out. She hands me another pink pill. I swallow it.

——

BRETT’S FACE OVER my bed. He cries. I hold my hand up and take his and then I can’t hold my eyes open anymore, it’s okay, he says, it’s okay, close your eyes.

   

MY FATHER COMES in and sits down at the foot of my bed. Tells me that he got a knife and rode around for three hours.

Looking for them, he says. Cut their throats. I tell him that was stupid.

Wanted to kill them, he says. Was going to kill them.

I nod.

You won’t find them, I say. You can’t.

My father tells me my mother is asleep. She doesn’t understand, he says. It’s hard for her to figure it out. I nod. He puts a hand on top of my right shin and leaves it there for a moment.

And even now I know she can’t ever know this thing, that it’s something she simply can’t do. She can’t even watch movies because they stay in her head so long.

   

BRETT COMES IN after my father leaves. Sits at the foot. Tells me my friend Tom got his gun and went looking for them too, said he was going to kill those fuckers. I tell Brett that was stupid. He nods.

I know, he says.

You can’t find them, I say. Tom can’t. Guns won’t work. Nothing would work. They’re not even real, they’re shadows. He nods yeah, like he understands but I know he doesn’t, he doesn’t know, he can’t know. They’re not men, I say, they’re ghosts and he’s nodding again.

I know, he says, I know. I shake my head.

No, you don’t, I say, no, you don’t.
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