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A PLUME BOOK

MISS ME WHEN I’M GONE

PHILIP STEPHENS’S poetry collection, The Determined Days, was a finalist for the PEN Center USA West Literary Award. His work has appeared in The Oxford American, Southwest Review, and Bomb, among other publications, as well as in Da Capo Best Music Writing 2004. He lives with his wife and sons in Kansas City, Missouri.

 

 

“Lost and living by their wits, Philip Stephens’s wise and foolish people drift along the hardscrabble edges of America, some trying to escape the past, some to reclaim it. Miss Me When I’m Gone mixes the barbed language of Denis Johnson with the eternal verities of roots music. This is a rich and beautiful debut.”

—Stewart O’Nan

“Philip Stephens is an uncommon writer: Lyrical, frank, gothic by turns, his prose draws us into uncharted worlds and minds. He transforms small-town Missouri into a mythical landscape peopled by lonely misfits of Faulknerian proportions. Miss Me When I’m Gone is a novel you will never forget.”

—Claire Messud

“Miss Me When I’m Gone is a lavishly written, vividly imagined, and wholly compelling work of fiction. Philip Stephens has an unfailing ear for the rhythms (and subtle treacheries) of human speech, which gives this book its unusual immediacy and power, as if the reader is eavesdropping on the life-or-death conversations of travelers on a train. I was spellbound. Often, in fact, I was in awe.”

—Tim O’Brien




Acclaim for The Determined Days: Poems

“Stephens has a realist fiction writer’s flair for scene, speech, and character, and the incidents in his poems are as all-too-humanly true as those in a good John O’Hara short story . . . An excellent first collection.”

—Booklist

 

“Read as a whole—as they should be—the cumulative effect of this truly accomplished collection is powerful, disturbing, and authoritative. I am filled with admiration for Mr. Stephens’s work.”

—Anthony Hecht

 

“A poet for the people, an accessible writer whose work fuses the beauty of Robert Frost with the conviction of Walt Whitman.”

—Kansas City Star
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Only what is entirely lost demands to be endlessly named:
 There is a mania to call the lost thing until it returns.

—Günter Grass

 

For there is hope of a tree, if it be cut down, that it will sprout again, and that the tender branch thereof will not cease. Though the root thereof wax old in the earth, and the stock thereof die in the ground; Yet through the scent of water it will bud, and bring forth boughs like a plant.

—Job 14:7-9

 

Sometimes parts of an old tune will suddenly come back to you many years after you heard it played. In those circumstances, you have no choice but to make up your own name.

—Art Galbraith, Missouri fiddler
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The hog-eyed man returned to her. He arrived months after Ruth Harper tried to drag a bale of straw to her garden, but the straw was rain soaked, the twine rotten, and when she stopped to catch her breath, what she took to be a passing cloud threw a shadow at her feet, and the day went black.

At dusk she came to—thirsty, sunburnt—and got to her feet. Her head throbbed. Beyond the clothesline, redbuds had broken into blossom. “ ‘For the fashion of this world,’ ” she said, “ ‘passeth away,’” a sentiment her late husband had held from the pulpit but one Ruth now twisted into a curse. She kicked twice at the bale and limped to the house. Headaches crippled her after that, but her senses grew so acute that by the time petals fled from dogwoods along the bluff, she heard on the wind the voices of the dead in Dooley Cemetery. They said they knew her long-suppressed desires, which Ruth admitted she herself could not recall. Grape leaves hissed on the arbors north of the house, vines her husband had planted to try to make his fortune, selling communion grape juice to dry denominations—Nazarene, Holy Roller, and Baptist. Come the first humid days of summer, samaras broke from silver-maple branches and skittered across the road, and she asked the trees why. They said the winged seeds were scared for her life on the edge of a  bluff overlooking a river whose current had been stifled for as long as they could remember. Ruth drew the shades in the back room and took to bed.

When at last the Dog Star rose before dawn, the hog-eyed man reappeared. Jorge, her hired hand, set two tomatoes from the garden on the kitchen counter, but when she turned to thank him, he was gone, and the hog-eyed man stood outside the wire gate facing the woods at the east edge of the yard. At first she took him for her youngest, Cyrus, returned from California. On the cabinet door beside the icebox, she’d taped a newspaper review of Cyrus’s only album, which had arrived at her doorstep one day via book-rate mail, and beside it a Polaroid of him and Saro together on a rack-lit stage. Cyrus had tucked the fiddle to his chin, the bow a blur. Saro had lifted the guitar to the side as if tugging it from a stranger. An Electro-Voice microphone rose between them, and they leaned toward it, so close together it looked as though one had come to still waters to drink, the other no more than a reflection destined to vanish.

But the man outside wore a brown wool suit, matching derby, and mourning-dove-colored spats. His cordovan St. Louis flats were run over at the heels. A drummer, maybe, peddling Bibles or pots or vacuum cleaners with mail-order attachments. The days of drummers were long past, though, and the back of his neck was pink, his shoulders thick enough to haul away cotton bales with ease.

Ruth knew him well. He’d first come years ago, but she had spurned him, so he turned to her daughter. As Ruth recalled, he threw Saro from the bluff. More than sixty feet through limbs and off ledges to the shore of that dammed-up river she fell, and the hog-eyed man, along with the other hog-eyed men hidden behind black walnut and oak, had snickered.

Ruth stepped over the dozing dogs on the porch and down the  walk until she was within arm’s reach of him. His flats were scuffed. Old-gold and royal blue thread had frayed at his jacket cuffs, and the fabric at the elbows was shiny. “What do you want with me?” she said.

With his cleft hand he tipped his derby. His face was covered with coarse hairs; an outcropping of skull shaded his blood-black eyes. He wiggled his snout and commenced a jig, singing:Sally’s in the garden, siftin’, siftin’, 
Sally’s in the garden, siftin’ sand. 
Sally’s in the garden, siftin’, siftin’, 
Sally’s upstairs with a hog-eyed man.





“You’ll not have me,” Ruth said.

The hog-eyed man sighed. “Nothing’s more tiresome than a reluctant woman.”

“I ain’t reluctant. I refuse you.”

“I see,” he said. “But remember? If you refuse me, Ruth, you refuse music. And if you refuse music, then you refuse the one last grace that, for now, might save you from your fate.”

“Spare me,” Ruth said.

“Precisely my point.”

“I know what you’re about.”

“Is that so. Perhaps we might discuss my nature over a glass of ice tea, then.”

“That’ll be the day.”

“That’ll be the day,” he mimicked. “Shall I finish that quaint little bromide for you, or just let it hang in the air between us?”

He plucked a honeysuckle blossom from the fence, popped it into his mouth, and swallowed. “So be it,” he said, staring Ruth back up the walk and into the house, where she locked the door.

That day, as he grazed the honeysuckle vines clean, she raised  the window shades and carted bedding to the pastry table in the middle of her kitchen; there, from its tin top, she kept her vigil.
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Fall came and Indian summer followed, but the hog-eyed man stayed put at the gate until, one night, as rain thrummed on the roof, he toed the gravel as if to demarcate a boundary, then plucked his watch from his vest pocket and pinched it by the chain, catching what light was cast from the porch.

Ruth lay curled on the pastry table, watching. “Go on,” she said. The gravel crunched as he shifted his weight. More and more hog-eyed men were crashing through the tall grass. She could not keep them back, and she could not keep on keeping watch.

Thumbtacked beneath the rotary phone on the wall was her elder son’s realty card, though what good would Isaac’s office number, or his mobile, as he called it, do her now? She pulled free the Polaroid of Cyrus and Saro—evidence of a reality she might have known—and carried it down the hall to the bathroom. They had given her the photo for Mother’s Day, along with a Panasonic tape deck and a cassette recording of that performance passed to them by a university musicologist attempting a study of Ozark song. Ruth had hidden the photograph and player from Ott in the back of her stocking drawer, but after he was dead, she listened to the songs so often that the coating of rust on the tape began to shed, the blended voices of her youngest children distorting until one day the tape snapped and fed itself into the machine.

The rain let up. Clouds began to break. “I’ll take care of you,” she said to the darkness. From the medicine cabinet she took down prescriptions doctors had given her for years and screwed open the bottles, lining them on the edge of the sink. Behind her, the shower curtain stirred, plastic rings clicking on the rod. The shade of the hog-eyed man appeared in the cabinet mirror. He stepped over the  lip of the tub and pressed his face to hers, resting one hand on her shoulder, the other on her hip. He smelled of mildew and fallen leaves. His blood-black eyes reflected what moonlight filtered through the window. He grinned, and his gums shone.

“Perhaps now it’s time to make us some tea,” he said.




“All I’ve Got Is Done and Gone”
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Cyrus Harper blamed unseasonable rain and rough winds for his foul disposition, his drinking binge, and his incessant ache for a girl, though his attitudes and appetites were pretty much the same as on any other evening. He was not in one of the North Beach bars where he sang regularly, however, but was seated at a new club south of Market Street in a city he had come to deplore in spite of its charming triumvirate of streetcars, streetpeople, and fog.

He could have placed blame elsewhere: three years without a new song; no paying work as a heavy equipment operator in the East Bay; news yesterday from his publicist informing him the independent label that had produced his album five years ago had gone belly-up; even the phone call late this afternoon from his brother, Isaac, who berated him for not owning an answering machine like the rest of the developed free world. Their mother was in intensive care. She was near to death. Isaac had been calling for days.

“I’ll leave tonight,” Cyrus had said.

So he had packed a nylon bag with the basics, locked his second-floor walk-up on the edge of the Western Addition, and hurried downstairs to abandon the dregs of his checking account and a forwarding address with his landlord, Mr. Viswanathan, who, being  better at bigotry than anyone Cyrus had ever known, began another rant about the new Vietnamese family next door. By the time Cyrus managed a graceless departure, arguing that everyone had to live somewhere, he was late to the club and allowed to play, as opener of the opener, just half his set. What did it matter? The sound was bad. A smattering of people sat at the tables; few applauded; none had come to see him.

Now the club was crowded. People shouted to the stage, nodding with the beat as if they agreed with nothing in particular. Three girls gyrated just below Brat Splat—as Cyrus had taken to calling the headliner—his D-45 slung so low he could hardly reach the strings, and rarely did, thank God for small favors. The band backing the Brat was responsible for the racket, which the music rags had referred to as folk/rock/hip-hop/fusion. If this was folk music, let the folk rot. Cyrus gestured to the waitress and she brought another bourbon.

He lifted his glass to a young woman four tables away, but she averted her eyes, so he drank alone and worried over the news from his brother. The last time Isaac had called, he’d asked Cyrus to photograph a plat of government property up for auction—an attempt to expand into West Coast development. Cyrus had mailed the film home but heard no more. Home. Where his father had philandered, his mother had lost sight of what was real, and his sister had vanished. Cyrus still searched the clubs where he sang, hoping Saro might show after spying a handbill or calendar of events, but tonight, as on many other nights, the faces grew indistinguishable, all glossy eyes and immaculate hair and mouths contorted in conversation. The man seated at his table might have been taken for a neophyte trucker back home, though, what with his long sideburns, windbreaker, and flannel shirt, but his pristine black work boots blocking the aisle gave him away.

“Nice boots,” Cyrus shouted over the noise.

The young man shifted in his chair.

“I said—” Cyrus’s cheeks were numb. He thought he might fall over. “Nice boots.”

“Thanks.” The young man kept his eyes on the stage.

“Buy those yourself?”

“Of course.”

“Thought maybe your mama bought them for you.”

The young man turned to Cyrus. “Funny.”

“Funny? I’ll tell you funny. Those boots are work boots. W-O-R-K. Folks do actual work in boots like those.”

“Didn’t I see you onstage?”

“I work.”

“And I’m just trying to watch the show.”

“Easier to watch than listen to, ain’t it?”

In the most recent issue of Spin, the Brat had called himself a poet, a voice of the folk. He said his music was what people in this great global climate desired.

“Know what that kid up there says? Says he’s never listened to Woody Guthrie.” Cyrus himself didn’t care much for Woody Guthrie. “Never,” he said.

“Woody Guthrie sucks.”

Cyrus lunged across the table, and the young man toppled, grabbing hold of Cyrus’s throat on the way down. People turned, clutching their drinks, as Cyrus swung, grazing maybe a jaw, then rose—but not of his own volition. He tried to fight off the bouncer behind him. Faces of onlookers blurred, and one man lifted his glass—a toast!—before Cyrus was tossed through the double doors and skidded face first outside. The concrete was damp. Feet stopped in consideration of him, then moved on.

He pushed back through the doors but the bouncer, grinning, grabbed him by the shirtfront. The club was quiet as the Brat twinked his strings—bink-bink, bomp-bomp. “Thanks. Thanks a  lot.” Flipping his hair off his shoulder, he mumbled something about the plight of people who ride the bus. “Like, sometimes, they have to stand in the rain.”

“I brought a guitar,” Cyrus said to the bouncer. “If you don’t mind.”

“I used to ride the bus,” the Brat told the crowd, his lip ring scratching against the mike. “I’d get wet. Well, like, I got wet only when it was, you know, raining.” The crowd cheered. Bink-bink, bomp-bomp.

Cyrus tensed for a roundhouse, but the bouncer simply poked him in the chest with his finger, spinning him enough off balance that he led with his chin into, then out of, the double doors, which opened and closed like hands brushing themselves clean.

“Cool,” the Brat said, and he began to rock.

Facedown again, Cyrus made it to one knee, but the street faded out and he drifted against someone. He could smell lilac perfume and cigarette smoke. A voice squawked—“I’m sure”—and Cyrus was shoved against the wheel of a car, where he sat cross-legged until a guitar case shot out the club doors and slid to the curb. Cyrus crawled to it, picked it up, and, with what dignity he could muster, staggered across the street.

He wandered a few blocks, stopping at a storefront window proffering wigs and lingerie. Locks and Lace, the place was called. Yellow block letters arced across the glass: WHAT YOU CONCEAL GIVES HIM A THRILL. Below that: ANY SHAPE. ANY SIZE. WE DO ALTERATIONS. Backlit and lined in tiers, heads of white styrofoam squatted like mushrooms, a few adorned with yellow, black, or aubergine tresses. Above the rows loomed a headless torso in a crotchless teddy. When Cyrus examined his bloodstained teeth, his eardrum crackled.

Winds off the Pacific bore the smell of cut earth and rotting fish, and he could not understand why the odor troubled his mind, until a memory from his boyhood along the lake came back to  him. His father, the Reverend Arthur “Ott” Harper, was preaching revivals or lost in his grapes or vanished up to the house beside County Road W, where a sheet printed with red and yellow giraffes sometimes flapped on a line, signaling to the Reverend Ott, noted philanderer and man of God, that Mrs. Delphi Reaves’s husband was away. Cyrus pushed a toy truck through mounds of dirt. Saro was scolding a tangle-haired doll against the silver maple in the yard. On winds shimmying the dogwoods along the bluff, the stink of something dead rose—a deer, maybe, run by dogs to crack open on the lakeshore below. A shadow passed. Another. When finally Saro told Cyrus to look, he saw buzzards—fifteen or more, swirling over the house. Some flew so low that if he had been older, taller, he could have touched their wings. He ran to the screened-in porch, where his mother lifted him into the swing beside her. The birds were after him, he said. Nonsense, she said, they ate dead things. She worked an arm around his chest, then, meaning to comfort him, sang a hymn of apocalyptic visions. A blue vein in her temple pulsed. Her eyes tracked the circling buzzards. Dancing across the yard, Saro tossed the doll skyward—an offering the birds did not accept. Cyrus called to her, but she did not seem to hear, and Ruth Harper kept wailing. She would not loosen her grip.

As he leaned his shoulder against the storefront glass, Cyrus felt her hold on him and heard the tune in his head, so he took the guitar from its case, wasting a few notes on the people hurrying by. He could not find the words. Finally, a couple too young for the bars stopped and stared, and Cyrus quit playing. The girl asked how come he was bleeding. He dabbed his temple with his palm and said a man had tried to steal his guitar.

“Wow,” the girl said. “That sucks.” The boy crossed his arms.

“Yeah,” Cyrus said.

“You gonna sing something?”

Cyrus hated busking—the random coming and going of strangers, the tiresome sucking up. Mostly he despised the songs people requested, Top-40 pop and country that had calcified in their minds. “Something you want to hear?” he said, but there was nothing in particular she could think of, so he sang “Lost Lover Blues,” tossing in loose-jointed yodels for kicks, then “Little Maggie with a Dram Glass in Her Hand,” scuffing his boots on the walk for percussion, then “Old Joe Clark,” barking guttural laughter on the chorus. His flatpicked riffs reverberated off the storefronts. Other people gathered. They looked like gawkers at a highway accident.

When Cyrus finished the songs he toed open the case. On the velveteen lining was a black cat’s likeness: white whiskers, sharp teeth, wide yellow eyes. “Folks,” he shouted, but when he raised his arm in greeting, the crowd seemed to tilt, and his pick hand throbbed. “Folks, my name’s Cyrus Harper and this here’s Kitty, and I’m sad to say poor Kitty’s starving tonight. But you all look like gentle enough folks and kind enough folks and generous enough folks to see to it Kitty don’t go hungry.”

A few watchers shifted from foot to foot.

“Now, Kitty does snack on silver, but what she craves is that lush green cabbage. Oh, it’s fine and foldable green leaf that keeps a cat healthy and wise, but let me tell you folks, it’s only gonna go bad sitting there in your steamy little pockets.”

A quarter whacked against the case lid and dropped in. The gawkers laughed. Two boys in back high-fived. “Easy now. Kitty ain’t got no dental insurance.” Cyrus strummed a couple of chords. “Dickheads,” he muttered.

He sang for two hours, shilling the few CDs and tapes from his jacket pocket and working the crowd with contrived folksy banter and old blue jokes that made the girls roll their eyes and the boys rock back on their heels. He did ancient hill stuff and country blues  and a few of his own, but he played loud, and sang in a voice both nasal and plaintive enough that he passed as a curious relic. Some people even threw down money. It wasn’t such a bad night.

When his voice cracked at the end of a song, a young woman asked if he needed a drink. He turned and found her leaning against the wig-shop window, wearing a polka-dot dress and a leather aviator jacket. She shook her long black hair off her shoulder and held out a pint bottle.

“Enjoying the view?”

“You wish.”

Cyrus took a pull of bourbon. “Maybe.”

“Maybe,” she said. “You gonna sing something we know?”

“You know ‘A Man at the Close of Day’?”

“Is that what you are right about then?”

Cyrus passed back the bottle. “Oh, I’m something right about then.”

“I bet,” she said.

They drank between songs. In the midst of conversation she turned his cheek to the storefront light to admire the swelling. She said she had been in the Army, stationed in Germany, but had friends in Los Angeles. She hailed from Oklahoma, was an eighth Osage, and did know some of the songs he sang. She did not necessarily like them, but she knew them. When the crowd dwindled, Cyrus packed the evening’s proceeds—a good fifty dollars—into the case compartment with his check from the club and stowed the guitar. She suggested a liquor store and a stretch of beach, where they ended up clinched atop the cold sand. After Cyrus worked his hand up her thigh, she recommended a motel.

She left the light off and flipped on the TV without sound: footage of a soldier mobbed in Somalia followed by the President holding forth from the Oval Office; then came a grim talking head and a teaser of a house crumbling down a slope. Hills in the East Bay  had broken apart. Cyrus set the guitar case on the dresser. “Why don’t you leave that in the car?” she said.

“It stays with me,” Cyrus said. “It’s my sister’s.”

She shook her head, then stepped out for ice. Cyrus opened a beer. When she returned, she dropped her jacket in a chair by the window, slipped off her shoes, and sat on the edge of the bed. “Fires in L.A.,” she said, scratching at her shin with her heel. “Santa Anas. I love this state, don’t you? It’s so wild. So unpredictable.”

It occurred to Cyrus she was talking too fast. He wondered if maybe she was crazy. “You’re a dancer,” he said.

“I don’t know if I’d call it that. How’d you know?”

“Your feet.”

“Oh. Yeah. They’re fucked. You know, singers love dancers. Puppeteers with puppets. It’s a control issue.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“Yeah?”

“Old girlfriend back home.”

“Where’s that?”

“Apogee Springs, it used to be called. Missouri. Utility company dammed the river, railroad come through to the north; place pulled up, renamed itself Apogee. We lived out where folks tried to take their cure. Soaking troughs, ruined cabins. Stairs going nowhere.”

“Ghosty,” the girl said. “You ever see a ghost?”

Cyrus glanced back at the TV. Two women in a gleaming white kitchen were demonstrating the grease-cutting merits of a dish soap. “My mother used to see a hog-eyed man.”

“A what?”

“Man chasing skirt’s one way to put it. Hog-eye’s what he goes for under the skirt.”

“Classy.”

“It’s in a song. Hog-eyed man’s a roustabout. My mother saw a guy with a pig’s face.”

Liquor was loosening his jaw, beer greasing his joints. He longed to rest his head against a cold window and shut up. “Music,” he said. “It’s just waves of sound. Disturbance through a medium. Given the proper medium, you can see the waves float on by.”

“So you ever see you a hog-eyed man?”

Television light spasmed over her girlish dress. Beach sand laced her ankles. He wondered how old she really was. Why she had picked him. “You see what things you’re ready to,” he said.

After Saro had disappeared, Ott had taken him and Isaac hunting. They were after turkey, he said. A lie. Snow had started in, angling hard and grainy against them as they climbed above Saline Creek into a limestone glade. Wind stirred the surrounding cedars, and out wandered a pointer—a pile of bones, an ancient dog. Its jaw hung loose, like it had been shot off, and the dog was bleeding. Ott whistled it up, but when it was a shadow’s length away, he raised his twelve-gauge and blew off its head. “Know what that was?” he said. Cyrus thought to say, That was a dog, but he looked to Isaac, who was chewing at his bottom lip, staring out beyond the mess Ott had made. “That was mercy,” Ott said, then he picked up the smoking shell and recited a psalm: “‘For as the heaven is high above the earth, so great is his mercy toward them that fear him.’” Often he spouted scripture that seemed apropos of nothing, though Cyrus came to find that most of the quotes claimed man had no control over his fate. If God was paying attention, He had control. If not, who knew? The longer Saro was gone, the more Cyrus would look for her, taking her guitar into the woods and playing it so that she might hear. Once, out by the falls, a dog stepped from a tangle of gooseberry. It didn’t have a head, yet it stood there as if listening. Then it turned back in the brush like it had never been there at all.

“Hog-eyed man?” Cyrus said to the girl. “No. No. Old-timers used to tell stories about headless animals. Things like that. They  made up scary stuff so the world didn’t seem so scary. You can hear it in their songs.”

“Hey, if you’re a singer, how come you ended up here?”

“It’s where I work.”

“Get work in L.A. Sing there. Don’t you want to be famous?”

“You don’t get famous singing like I sing.”

“You make much money?”

“Enough.”

“How much is that?” she said. “I don’t think enough is ever enough.” She vanished into the bathroom and came out working at her nose with her knuckles. “What’re you doing?” she said.

Cyrus fixed on the screen where, again, the house was falling. “Watching Berkeley collapse.”

“Not a bad way to spend a night.” Setting his beer on the TV, she dragged him by the arm to the mattress, then pushed her tongue into his mouth. A jagged pain ran the length of him. “Too rough?” she said, wriggling from her dress. “Poor baby.” Blue light flickered over her small breasts and her leopard-print underwear. A shiver of regret passed through him, and he pulled away. “C’mon,” she said. “Let’s go.”
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When he had toured to promote his album, the nightmares had started, and he’d come to dread the close of day. Nightmares, night sweats, sometimes a grating three-day-long insomnia that led back into nightmares. Alone in his motel room he would strain to recover scenes that might grant him some semblance of peace, fixing often on a favorite that came to him now, unbidden, as he lay with his back to the girl and listened to her slow breathing: himself and Saro making a second appearance in Springfield, Missouri, on a long-running television barn dance soon to be pulled from the air for a national game show. Wide eyed under flashing lights, Cyrus flinched  at the overtly enthusiastic fanfare induced by APPLAUSE signs. An aging ex-chart-topper called Rollie introduced them. He wore a rhinestone Nudie suit and hailed their music as “the old country fashion.” Cyrus could still call back the taste of shine powder, a waxed studio floor of mismatched checkered tiles, chin rest slipping on his slick neck, and red foam microphone covers as bulbous as a clown’s nose.

Afterward, an old gaffer in overalls stepped toward them past a crowd of music stands and broke-down staging. Cradling a boom like a rifle, he thumbed ambeer from his chin and thanked them, then stared at the still-lit stage and shook his head. “They go to fix what ain’t never got broke,” he said. “Pedal steel. Karo-syrup violins. I tell you, flying cowboys and flaming drum kits is next.” Over south of Eminence, though, he said, some young scholar sort from the university was gathering songs, Ozarkian remnants, to make a movie of it all. “I’d go if I could get away,” the gaffer said. “I’m just saying.”

The setting where this rumored gleaner of relics labored was itself an anachronism, a banked and long-gabled tobacco barn with a chert-stone foundation and silvery oak planks built on soil so poor it might yield just leaf-enough for a family. Cyrus and Saro stood by a general store down the hill from it, watching rusted trucks and squared-off sixties-model Chevies and Fords climb the knob and park helter-skelter as far up the slope as their retreads could find purchase.

Cases in hand, they slipped up scree to a gaping door and were greeted by a woman in a lawn chair, her immaculate beehive netted in place with a lilac polyester scarf. “Queer night,” she said, meaning most Thursday evenings folks picked and sawed in a round down in the store. But the scholar had hauled in equipment. She lit a Parliament with a blue-tip match, blowing smoke at the bronze light deepening over the hills. “Mind the cords now. They’re thick as stobs.”

The stage was a low loft illuminated by a rack of lights. Near the back of the barn, bearded graduate students manned a sixteen-millimeter camera with a zoom, two reel-to-reels, and mixing boards. Players and onlookers perched on rickety tiers, stable rails, tumped-over troughs, tractor fenders. A Depression-era microphone stood beneath a rafter where rows of abandoned tobacco leaves hung like stalactites.

As soon as Cyrus and Saro found seats on a bale near the recording equipment, a man knelt in front of them. His black beard failed to veil his youth. Ink stained the breast pocket of his shirt. Dust coated his high-tops. He took their names, address, phone number. Could they write him a set list? Depending on how much he could use he might follow up on what he called the provenance of their renderings. He handed them a photocopied page and a fountain pen—a release for them to sign.

Ancient locals, longtime couples, haggard autoharpists, thickfisted fiddlers, frailers, and flat-pickers took turns at the mike. Some sang unaccompanied. Saro scratched down titles and passed them to the man at the board. They just had the two speakers, he said, and the mike. “Stand to it so folks think you got stitched at the waist. It’ll pick up what all. I’ll mail you a tape.”

Their turn came. Chaff speckled the puncheon floors. Kernels crackled under their bootheels. As they took their place on the loft beneath the hanging tobacco, a fragrance of rose oil and sweet hay drifted down to Cyrus. The microphone glimmered, its finish distorting their visages, which wove and split in the front grille as they began to perform: “Seventeen Come Sunday,” “Oh, Who Will Shoe My Foot?” “Pig Ankle Blues,” “Two Crows,” “Future Blues,” “Old Bangum”—dilly-um-down-dilly-down-dilly. When the man at the mixing board called for one more they chose “When the Ransomed Get Home,” their voices melding until his voice was hers and her voice was his, and his voice was more than it had ever been, more  than it would ever be, the hewn planks of barn rolling the song back into them, filling him until he knew he was whole.

Or so he believed. He once could lull himself to sleep and stave off nightmares by rehashing that distant scene. Drinks could smother bad dreams too, or girls could, or drinks and girls, but sometimes now the nightmares came in spite of his best efforts, and even conscious recollection failed to deter his mind’s unconscious wanderings. He might float down dim halls lined with stacks of Broadman Hymnals. There would be a sound of water dripping and the reek of mildewed paper, and searching for a safe room, he would climb stairs, stepping into the galvanized sheet-metal baptistery of his father’s church, where green water lapped at the wine-colored robes of a faceless man. Music always drifted in and out of these pictures, and Cyrus would try to catch words from a blues progression or the weak signals of an AM station or a choir in a loft where the alto of one pendulous-bosomed Baptist wavered, singing The son in darkness hides, and shut his glories be. Light would shimmer off rising water, darkness flash-burn to an intensely white sky. Often in the dreams there were glintings. He could not tell if they were teeth, or knives.

Recently he’d begun to take these for the early manifestations of alcohol withdrawal that, according to books in the library on Green Street, were caused by fluctuations in serotonin levels and treatable with benzodiazepines. Cyrus didn’t suffer from all of the symptoms, though. No pink elephants, no rats on the rafters, no spiders crawling his arms.

Well. This time he woke to shrill voices from the other side of the wall. A sour reek of alcohol was leaching from his body, which embarrassed him, because, if he remembered right, a girl lay beside him. He could not recall her name. He was not certain he’d asked it. Reaching across the mattress he found the sheets were cold.

Someone knocked at the motel door, and Cyrus slid from bed,  wrapping the blanket around him as he went. Through the curtains he saw an old woman bent over a canvas cart of towels and spray bottles, and he gestured for her to come back later. At the edge of the lot, his rusted Oldsmobile took up two spaces. Beyond that, scraps of fog drifted over battleship-colored water.

Stepping around a pizza box, he turned off the muted television and steadied himself on a chairback. The guitar case lay open on the dresser. He closed his eyes and swallowed back a rising wave of nausea, then forced himself to look. The guitar was there, the cash still in the compartment, along with the club check, picks, strings, and a miniature replica of the instrument carved out of walnut by a deaf-mute boy back home. The girl had left a note in fat script on the motel stationery:You’re one crazy sleeper. I had to go to the floor. Who you fighting anyway? And who’s Kate? I took a ten. Hope it doesn’t put you out. Thanks.





Cyrus clamped a hand to his forehead. “Christ,” he said. One look at some gnarled feet and he was dreaming up lost innocence. The girl should have rolled him. He found a three-quarters-empty fifth atop the Yellow Pages on the nightstand, dropped a few watery cubes into a cup and poured a bourbon, then headed to the bathroom.

Beyond the sliding-glass window above the toilet was a hillside of ragged bungalows. He had no clear notion of where he was—the end of a continent, the start of an ocean. He had come west to look for Saro. She had completed his voice—a clear harmony to his reedy melody—and often he thought that if he could just find her, she might lead him back to a place where songs would come to him again.

Cyrus raised his cup to the mirror. Bloodshot eyes, abraded forehead,  swollen jaw. He’d seen worse. His brown hair was starting to gray, and his flesh had begun to sag on his bony frame. “‘He fleeth also as a shadow,’” Cyrus said, a Bible verse his father had been fond of. Then he retched into the basin. “‘And continueth not.’” A tic convulsed his right eyelid. He drank, concentrating on the burn in his throat and the ice drifting in the amber liquid.
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Margaret Bowman went by many names, or no name at all, but she did not flatter herself to think anyone cared. Though fine boned enough to be mistaken for pretty in a dim barroom, she had borne two children—one still alive—and had begun to lose her narrow waist, which she accented with a braided carnival whip. Her auburn hair had grown out black at the roots, her face was sun-wrinkled with dark circles under green eyes, and a ragged scar ran from her right earlobe to the flare of her nostril—a mistake, the slice made too high by a left-handed boyfriend. A steady rain had soaked her through, but she just kept moving into the darkness along a new strip of four-lane at the edge of the Ozark Plateau. Crossing a concrete bridge, she glanced back at a set of headlights, then hurried off the roadside down through thistle and foxtail, stooping to gather her begonia-print dress; it was her favorite. She shifted her duffel and turned toward the bridge. Underneath the northbound lanes, a faint light shone.

She wanted nothing of hitchhikers or hobos, their delusions and drunkenness, their clumsy advances. And if teenagers were camping there, fishing for bullheads or hidden out for a night of Swisher Sweets and Daddy’s beer, she wanted none of that either. She patted the holstered .38 in her duffel and crept toward the underbelly of bridge where it closed in on the broken earth. A wide shallow  trench had been dug there; red and gray chert stones as big as bread loaves surrounded it. At one end bulging garbage bags had been heaped, and at the other a human form in a gray hooded sweatshirt sat cross-legged, hunched over some small work. A Coleman lantern beside the figure’s knee cast greenish light. When Margaret slipped on loose gravel, the figure looked up at her.

“Why, you’re nothing but a boy,” she said.

He began to rock, worrying the objects in his hands.

Against the half wall of stones a purple bike leaned, its front basket overflowing with beer cans. Plastic dinosaurs and their precise wooden replicas dangled from the handlebars by lengths of orange yarn, and a miniature license plate—RANDY and MISSOURI: THE SHOW-ME STATE—was wired to the fender.

“I used to have a boy,” she said. “I won’t hurt you. If you’re worried. I ain’t here to hurt you.”

A semi passed overhead, then a car.

“What you fretting over?”

With his flattened nose, his goggle eyes, his skin stretched tight over fragile bones, he was himself a lizard pulled from limestone depths, but in one hand was a barlow knife, its blade curved like a scythe, and in the other a chunk of root that had begun to sprout the head of some prehistoric creature.

“That’s real good,” Margaret said. “Making something from nothing.” She climbed over the low wall and set her duffel beside the bike. “Randy,” she said, taking a seat beside him. “My name’s Rachel. Your dinosaurs look real good. Real professional. Wish I had a talent. You could sell them, if you found somebody likes dinosaurs like you do.”

The boy watched her askance. Dirt was crusted around his mouth.

“It’s OK,” she said, but he turned the knife over and kept watching. “What you got in these bags?” She poked one with her forefinger,  and he jumped up, hissing, his lips drawn back from his teeth. Watching the knife, she got to her feet. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to make you mad. That must be a lot of work. Must take days to gather that many cans. How much you get for a bag of one of these, anyway? C’mon. Nobody’s gonna hurt you.” She reached out, and he leaned toward her long enough to let her touch his chin, but when she grabbed for the knife, he scooted away, kicking the lantern over so hard it went out.

He shrieked, and his small feet stomped at the dirt. Margaret snatched a garbage bag and her duffel and clattered down along the creek bank, where she could hear only rain falling and water flowing, a sound she tracked until the gravel gave way underfoot. She cut through a stand of willows, climbing a wooded rise to a clearing where a white house stood. The rain stopped, and when the moon broke through the clouds, she made out a dirt lane and rows of grapevines ahead of her. To the north a window glowed in the tin-roofed addition to a barn. Margaret skulked to where the edge of its light lay across the grass.

At a table a dark-skinned man swabbed a plate clean with a scrap of tortilla, then he stood, unbuttoned his shirt, and folded it over the chair. From a washbasin on an oilstove he splashed his face, scrubbing his neck with a cloth. His hair was gray at the temples, his muscles sinewy. He lifted a towel from a rack and held it over his eyes.

Clutching the cans to quiet them, Margaret crept out between the vines. Most of the remaining bunches were slick and rotten, and when finally she found a firm one and tore it loose, the wires of the arbor caterwauled. Two dogs scrambled from the porch of the house and sprinted down the narrow road until Margaret loosed a high-pitched cry. One of them yowled as if to answer; the other sniffed the air. A barn door was flung open and the man peered at the darkness. Margaret wailed again. The man backed from the doorway and the dogs circled each other.

“No es nada,” he called. “Es un gato.” He slapped his knees. The dogs whined, but when he whistled, they went to him reluctantly. He glanced at the house. The windows were dark. “Un gato grande,” he said, and he shut the door.
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She made camp on dry needles in a cedar stand and dozed until morning when an engine sputtered nearby. White cattle grazed among the hardwoods, and a steer chomping a clump of goosegrass stared at her. “Git,” she said, and the creature stumbled into thick brush just as a rickety Case tractor passed not ten feet away, an old woman at the wheel, a gentleman’s straw hat shading her neck from the late-morning light.

When the tractor had disappeared over the next hill, Margaret checked a state map. The four-lane from last night was not on it, but a lake was, a dragon-shaped vestige of river that went on for miles. She gathered her things and angled northward, looking for a town called Apogee. There, she figured, she could trade the cans for a little cash, enough to get her down the road to Independence and retrieve her daughter from ex-in-laws, guardians unfit for custody. After all, the man they had raised had ditched Margaret in Florida only to turn up a month later in Missouri, where he overdosed in a truck stop shooting gallery. Madeline was in Independence now. She was seven years old. Timmy would have been nine. There was nothing left for her to do but take Madeline back.

Up from a low-water bridge, she crossed a gravel road and came to a limestone flat speckled with prickly pear. Springwater rushed from a crumbled escarpment into a tank linked by rusted pipes to concrete troughs, their brims overrun with roiling water.

Margaret wandered the flat, stooping to slice away fruit, which she peeled and ate. In a stand of sycamore uphill a patched boiler and more pipes were ringed by a ruin of chert stones—a pump house of sorts.

She undressed, scrounged a bar of soap from her duffel, and climbed into a trough, clenching her teeth to keep from howling at the cold. When she was clean, she lay naked on the warm limestone. Two buzzards circled overhead, and she spread her arms to them, dozing until she heard men’s voices below the ridge and the sound of wood clapping against wood. She dressed quickly. The sun had closed in on the horizon. She had wasted a day.

Bags on her back, she slid down to a lane overrun with sassafras and climbed to where oaks had been dozed in heaps and pine frames stood atop foundations. The beginnings, maybe, of match-stick condos. A crew of shirtless men unloaded particleboard from a truck, then milled about smoking and talking. When the light deepened they departed, leaving her to wander the lane until it dead-ended at a fire ring and a rusted Plymouth Fury on cinder blocks. Nearby, a hole had been dug as if someone had tried to bury something but thought better of it, and from over the lip of the flat where she had slept, falling water cut a slate-blue pool that narrowed as it flowed into the woods. The air was damp with mist, but a chill seemed to rise from the earth itself.

Margaret opened the driver-side door and recoiled from the stink of mold and rot just as a mouse scurried past her from under the bench seat. Yellow toadstools grew on floor mats, the dash slick with fungus. She wet a T-shirt in the spring and scrubbed at the gut of the car, ripping out carpet and abandoned nests. She found a snakeskin coiled on the steering column, a squirrel skull gnawed through at the crown, and an empty pack of Black Jack chewing gum in the glove box.

When the car was clean, the light gone, she stuffed her duffel in the backseat, the cans in front, and banking a low fire, stabbed her last potato and buried it in the coals. Wind filled the woods with night noises. If she was where she thought she was, she had a good two hundred miles to go. Maybe two weeks of walking back roads,  a half day by car, but Margaret did not steal cars, and she did not hitch. After serving four years of a ten-year sentence, she had skipped out on parole. It was better to lay low, better to go unnoticed.

The fire burned to an angry red eye. She plucked out the spud, eating it like an apple, but when something thrashed in the brush above the falls, she tossed it away and fetched her flashlight. Picking up a stone, she played the beam along the far side of the creek until the boy appeared. His silence was an accusation. “Git,” she said. He rubbed his sleeve at his nose. “I said,” she said, but she knew why he’d come. “No. They’re mine now.” She hurled the stone, striking him in the chest, but the boy did not flinch. Before she could fling another he vanished, as if the woods had inhaled him after a long exhalation.
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The Oldsmobile gave out east of Ogallala, Nebraska, the transmission hemorrhaging a spoor of oil down the interstate and onto the shoulder, so Cyrus hauled his guitar and bag to a neon-lit steak house, where he bought enough drinks to strike up a conversation with a trucker who took him as far as Omaha. From there he caught a reefer to a skating rink south of Jefferson City, and in the full flush of morning started walking. The air lay close, the leaves turning at this, the third week of October. The bag’s strap dug into his shoulder and the guitar was heavy. Why had he bothered with the old flog box anyway? A 1943 Martin D-28 worth more money than he’d ever had; it belonged to Saro, not Cyrus, and before her, their father, but now here he was, plunking his way toward the end of the century with it. Sometimes onstage he could hear the two of them judging his fretwork. Fine. Cyrus had wanted to play the fiddle.

Ever since he was five, he’d wanted this. The Wakoda County fair had sponsored an old-time fiddlers’ contest at the edge of the grounds. Rain dripped through rents in the canvas tent, spattering on aluminum bleachers and soaking straw bales stacked for the overflow, of which there was none. A few sullen teenagers played, pimple-cheeked boys with thick brows and baby fat bulging over chin rests, but the contest belonged to the old men. They pecked at the microphones and squawked out titles: “Sitting by the Yellow  Gal,” “The Unfortunate Dog,” “Jennie Put the Kettle On.” Some danced rickety jigs as they played, their white shirts and dark pants flapping, but it was the almost human squall of the fiddles that drew Cyrus. Ghosts were caught in the spruce and maple boxes. And they were calling.

He tugged his mother’s sleeve. “I want to do that,” he said.

Only hymns were allowed in the house. No TV. A radio for the weather. His mother sang while fixing supper, and sometimes his father listened as if he didn’t trust her to employ the sacred words.

“No, you don’t,” she said.

Saro had slipped away, and when Ruth realized it, she searched the muddy grounds and mildewed tents, with Cyrus and Isaac running to keep up. They found Saro in a lawn chair under a camper awning, where an obese woman was playing a Montgomery Ward guitar with a purple tassel swinging from its neck. Peering over the top of her wire-rimmed bifocals, she sang like a kettle whistle through her few teeth how there was one thing that grieved her and weighed on her mind, and that was leaving her darling, pretty Saro behind. Ruth dragged Saro away. The old woman called out, “Bye-bye, little Sary,” then cackled.

Two years passed. Cyrus and Saro hid in the attic, where they could barely hear their parents arguing. Their brother was always out somewhere, bucking bales, cutting wood, cleaning bricks—any task for pay, any place to escape, any job he could stack before him and say, This is mine, this is done. But Cyrus and Saro were too young to get anywhere, so they banished themselves among discard. Skeletons of D-conned mice lay scattered. There was a busted ladder-back rocker, a rabbit hutch, a Grafonola, a nine-tube Philco cabinet stereo with Bakelite dials, and, under bolts of dusty cloth, two cases—one fiddle, one guitar. They each took up an instrument. One rib of the fiddle had been weakly glued to the body. The Martin’s back bore scars from a belt buckle.

In the guitar case Saro found a folded playbill that fell in two when she opened it:Ott Harper and the Stomp Mountain Boys 
Tebo’s Skate Palace, Texarkana, Ark., 8 pm June 3 
Miss Ruthie Garland opens for the boys





A centered photograph showed their father standing before a group of other young men in matching Western-style suits, the guitar strapped to his shoulder. In a smaller, star-shaped photo their mother sang into a microphone, the fiddle cradled to her chest.

It took years to piece together the story. As a child, Ruthie Garland had heard her father sing and play fiddle. He gathered songs and 78s on jobless and drunken wanderings—Columbia label, Victor, Okeh, Edison, Bluebird, Bullet, Brunswick. When he died she took the fiddle and the records. He owed her. She had a knack for making up songs, so signed with the SoCo label, which harvested white singers from down to Texas up and over to southern Missouri and West Tennessee. She was their one girl. The label traveled the South and Southwest, playing records from a loudspeaker and peddling them to stores, radio stations, passersby. In trailers a few select musicians were carted along. Ott Harper was one; so was Ruth. They played roller rinks, bowling alleys, honky-tonks. Western swing and rockabilly, more billy than rock. Three years of the road and they married. Ott Harper was a lady charmer who’d gotten religion. It was better than taking to drink. But the music became forbidden, instruments latched in their cases, records stacked beside the stereo cabinet they had bought with money from the shows. Vanity. All of it.

Cyrus and Saro discovered the records, mostly 78s, and spread them across the floor. Weird titles. Weird names. Mumford Bean, Jasper Bisbee, Bascom Lunsford, Luke Highnight, Jug Blowers,  Corn Dodgers, Skillet Lickers, Grinnell Giggers, Georgia Crackers, Blind Joe Mangrum, Blind Sammie, Blind Blake, Blind this, Blind that.

There were newer records too: 33⅓s put out by Folkways, one album by Buddy Holly and the Crickets, and some red and green vinyl 45s—Ott Harper and the Stomp Mountain Boys and Ruthie Garland. Cyrus plugged the cabinet into the overhead fixture and Saro put on the discs. The speakers crackled, but out came their parents’ voices. Ott sang tunes called “Kicking the Bedpost,” “Hot Rocking Chair,” and “Waiting on the Tears.” The label said they were his, but they were Ruth’s. SoCo’s president thought it improper for a woman to take songwriting credits. Ruth did country covers—“Look What Thoughts Will Do” and “Faded Love”—but she sang them too high and too fast, and when she came to a verse that swore she still remembered her love, which had faded, a prankster in the background howled in mock grief.

Cyrus and Saro took the instruments down to the kitchen, where their mother was washing dishes. Ruth stared, toweling off her hands. Cyrus held out the fiddle. “I want to play this,” he said. Saro did the same with the guitar.

“No, you don’t,” Ruth said, but she tuned the strings. “If your father asks, I didn’t touch them. Now, take those to the barn. They’re not to make a sound in this house, you hear?”

That night Ott and Ruth fought. Next morning at breakfast Ott announced that if Cyrus and Saro could figure out how to play the instruments, they could keep them. Isaac shook his head, wiped his mouth, and excused himself. “Pretty cruel, Pop,” he said, pushing back from the table. Cyrus and Saro had no notion of what Isaac might mean until they tried to meet their father’s challenge. They listened to the records for clues, but the musicians seemed to beckon from dark rooms down long, narrow hallways, and when the two children wrapped their hands around the unwieldy necks they  choked out unpleasant sounds that echoed in the barn loft. Isaac wondered aloud at the worth of their efforts. He told them there were better ways to play their old man.

A pragmatist, Isaac appreciated the ease of 8-track tapes. He took pleasure from the chattel that mooed up the pop charts. When their father had him sing at church, Isaac ordered from Sunday school materials a cassette of syrupy instrumentals that he patched into the sanctuary’s sound system. He gripped the microphone like a telethon host. In college he majored in hotel management, and when he returned to Apogee with an MBA, he was rarely seen but often heard of, selling lake lots, dividing up rocky hills, and profiting in ways their father would not admit he envied.

But Cyrus kept at the fiddle. One afternoon on the flat where the ruined baths of Apogee Springs lay, he was scratching out what he could of “Dry and Dusty” when an old man stepped from the trees, a twenty-gauge under his arm, and demanded that Cyrus hand over the fiddle because he was scaring the squirrels. “Ah, give me the thing,” the old man said. “I ain’t a-gonna hurt you.” He traded Cyrus the fiddle for the gun and began to play.
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Throughout the night she startled at every rustle and branch creak, fearing he would return, but woke late and alone with the pistol clenched to her chest. Yellow hickory leaves overhead dimmed the late-morning sun. The day would pass before her work was complete. She couldn’t haul two bags into town, not with any haste, and not without drawing looks, so she stowed the duffel with the pistol under the dashboard, then threw the cans over her shoulder, lugging them up the lane to an empty highway. This she crossed, sidestepping up a berm of cedar to dead track, then headed westward into a slough of overpass quick stops and fast-food joints. She cut through a Wal-Mart parking lot and followed a business loop to a grocery store. The tile was waxed. The air smelled of apples. Two checkout clerks at their registers were jabbering—a girl with shoulder-length hair clipped back by a barrette and a woman trying to disguise her age behind thick base and pink cat glasses.

“Don’t you worry,” the old woman said, picking at a piece of tape on the register. “You’ll get you some boy. Boy’d be a fool not to ask you.”

“It’s this weekend,” the girl said. “I mean, this weekend.”

“You’ll get you one. I just know you will.”

Margaret rattled the cans on her shoulder. “I’d like to get the money for these,” she said.

The girl patted her barrette and frowned at the old woman.

“We don’t take cans,” the woman said. “Bottles neither.”

“Why not?”

“Just don’t.”

“That’s not much of an answer.”

“Well, it’s the one I got for you, honey.” The old woman adjusted her frames with both hands. “But I’ll tell you this one thing. They stink. And the bugs get in them. You can’t have bugs in a superstore, now, can you? Bugs’d get all in the food, and people wouldn’t come for groceries, would they?” She emphasized the word people, as if to exclude present company.

“They wouldn’t,” the girl said. “That’s right.”

“Another thing is—”

“Fine,” Margaret said. “I understand.”

“No. You asked, and I’m a-gonna tell you. Other thing is, just where do you think we’d keep a bunch of dirty old cans around here?”

“I don’t expect that’s my concern.”

“Well. I wouldn’t think so.” The old woman went back to picking tape and talking at the girl. Margaret stared, waiting them out.

“Besides,” the woman finally said, “only person I know collects cans is that old Randy Ellston. Bless his heart. You know that boy?” she said to the girl.

“I seen him around,” the girl said.

“Sure. Everybody sees him. He ain’t never been right. They say he burned his parents’ house down, and them in it.” The old woman shook her head as if he had shamed her personally.

Margaret set down the bag. “Where’s he sell them?”

“Down to Coffer’s Resort, out on the Graver. Tight as Dick’s hatband, old Coffer is. Got the first penny he ever made sewed up in his mattress.”

“Where’s this Coffer?” Margaret said.

“Graver Arm. Just like I told you.”

“Mind if I leave these here? I need to get me a few things.”

“You can set them outside. Like I said—”

“Right,” Margaret said, dragging the cans out the door. “The bugs get in them.”

When she came back and turned down the produce aisle, she could still hear the cashiers jabbering.

“How old you think she is?”

“Old enough to know better. That’s a doozy of a scar.”

From the bins Margaret grabbed two russets and a small white onion. She lifted her hem and slipped them into a pocket sewn inside her dress, then snatched a bag of hard rolls just as a young woman in a tie-dyed shirt and long skirt hurried past—a hippie wannabe, more than twenty years too late for all that peace and love. Her bangs were long and straight, her feet sandaled and dirty. She clutched federal-issue coupons but pocketed them to examine a spray can of cheese. A sign overhead said PLEASE. GOVERNMENT FOOD COUPONS CANNOT BE USED TO PURCHASE PROCESSED CHEESE FOOD, CHEEZ WHIZ, OR LIKE PRODUCTS.

“What’re you staring at?” she said to Margaret.

“They won’t let you get that.”

“So?”

“So I thought I’d save you the trouble. They ain’t the sweetest ladies up front.”

“They’re nice to me. I know them.”

“Good for you,” Margaret said.

The woman considered the canned cheese in her hand. “Not one decent job around here. Sell T-shirts. Work outlet malls off the dam.” She looked back at Margaret. “Just who do you think you are, telling me what’s what?”

“Billie,” Margaret said.

“What?”

“You asked who I think I am. I think I’m Billie.”

“That’s a man’s name.”

“I get by with it.”

The woman brandished the bright can like a stone. “Well, listen here, Billie. Mind your own beeswax.”

They were everywhere, idiots not smart enough or industrious enough or sly enough to make their way. Margaret had been one herself—too poor to keep up her looks, too frayed by time to note the wasted days. Now here was one threatening her with processed cheese food. It was enough to make you laugh to keep from crying. “I’ll keep that in mind,” she said, but the woman was already stomping her way down the aisle. Margaret tore open a box of butter and stuck a stick under the hem of her dress.

At the checkout, the old woman eyed the rolls from over the top of her glasses. “That all?”

One register away the hippie started shouting. “What do you mean?”

“That ain’t an approved purchase.”

“C’mon, Alice,” the old woman said. “We weren’t born yesterday.”

Margaret tucked the rolls under her arm. “How’d you say you get to this Coffer’s?”

The old woman pushed up her glasses and sniffed. “You follow the signs. Honey.”
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Queen Anne’s lace had grown thick in the ditches along County Road Z, but the blooms were gray and tight, like the nests of impossibly small birds. Following red and white arrows to Coffer’s Resort, she plucked the dry flowers and rubbed them between her palms, dumping loose seeds in the breast pocket of her dress. Though she was not one for flowers or other nonsense men gave women, she had gotten a few flowers in her day. Very few.

Taking in shade along a fencerow, she sprinkled seeds on four buttered rolls. The bread was warm, greasy; the seeds tasted of licorice. When she had eaten her fill, she moved on until she spotted a sign in the distance, its red and white paint peeling from the plywood: COFFER’S RESORT: CABINS, GUIDES, RENTALS, ICE, GAS, BAIT. She slipped into the woods to watch an old man ambling past a line of clapboard fishing cabins. He dumped conduit in a trench by a boathouse ramp, hitched up his britches, then stepped to a stone retaining wall at the edge of the lake. A catwalk led to a long dock, a length of which had sunk into green water.

The old man took a cigarette from his shirt pocket and lit it. Margaret headed down the slope toward him. When she said hello, he jumped, teetering on the lip of the wall.

“Sorry to scare you.”

He blew smoke so the breeze carried it. “I don’t scare easy.” Small waves lapped at the rocks. She heard him swallow. “You’re too easy on the eye to scare me.” He flicked away his cigarette and it hissed in the water.

“Nice place you got here,” Margaret said. “Quiet.”

“Going to hell is what it is. Got to put in this new septic system, order of the county. I can’t afford it. Used to be you pumped straight into the lake. Nowadays nobody needs a fishing guide, what with those electronic thingamajigs. Ain’t no fish anyway. Nothing but cigarette boats and jet skis tearing up water and knocking down docks. I sell them their gas when they get this far upchannel. I don’t complain.”

Margaret set down the bag. “I have some cans.”

“Reason it’s so damn quiet is my wife’s up to Barnett to play hearts with her sister. No one here but me. Naw, pretty little thing like you? You don’t scare me.”

“Someone in town said you buy cans.”

He toed the bag. “I’d buy what all you got to sell.”

A jay squawked in the trees behind her, and she flinched. Why  be nervous? Just another old coot. She squatted to untie the bag. Beggar-lice stuck in clumps to the hem of her dress.

“Let me help you with that,” he said, but Margaret pulled away, and he stepped back, grinning. “What’s your name anyway?”

“Call me Delilah.”

“Like Sampson and Delilah?” He lifted his cap. “I ain’t got no hair to speak of. Maybe I got nothing to worry about?”

“Your name Sampson?”

“Friends call me Coffey. You do the same.” He nodded to the bag. “This boy comes, sells me his cans. Where all’d you get these anyway?”

“Around.”

“You don’t really seem suited to that line of work.”

If looking was eating he’d have pushed back from the table by now. All the way from Florida she had met his kind: his eyes a faded blue; his face, arms, and neck as brown as a polished bar top; his round torso, bared, would be the milky gray of a colorless fish. With his kind, there was always a price.

The jay squawked again, swooping down to the lake before it rose against the blue. Margaret tried to follow it, but it was gone. “How much for the cans?” she said.

“Three dollars, I guess.”

“What?”

“That’s what I give that boy. He’s charity, though. He ain’t right in the head. But I’d be happy to give you three.”

Margaret wished she hadn’t left the gun in the duffel. “You got anything you need doing around here?”

“Well. Summers I hire the girls to wear bikinis and pump gas. Coffey’s Compadres, I call them. My wife don’t care for it. Brings in business, you ask me. But you look a little old for that sort of thing. Anyway, ain’t no boats out now.”

“You say your wife’s gone?”

He nodded, scanning the empty hills across the lake.

“You say you’ll buy what all I’m selling?”

“We got most everything we need. My wife does the shopping.”

“Maybe I’m too old,” Margaret said. “Maybe you miss my drift.”

He stepped back and examined her. He clicked his tongue. “I ain’t so slow,” he said.

The lobby he led her into smelled of fried fish and stale cigarette smoke. “You can leave the cans there,” Coffey said, pointing at the stoop. Two vinyl-covered chairs and a low table strewn with faded Field & Streamss sat beneath the window. On either side of a mounted largemouth bass were group photos of high-school-age girls in bikinis, sunglasses, and bare feet, all posed around the Coffer’s Resort sign. Compadres. More than fifteen summers of shrinking swimsuits and shifting hairstyles. Stuck in a few frames were Polaroids of anglers hefting stringers of dead fish, but one image drew a long look from Margaret. Among a cluster of framed portraits of blue-eyed children posed with teddy bears, blocks, and balls was a taped-up photo of men in camouflage, each clutching a rifle.

“What’s with these guys?” she said.

Coffey stepped behind the oaken counter that split the room. “Wakoda County militia. I’m a captain. We aim to set this country straight.” He took out his wallet and laid down three dollars. “Here’s for the cans.”

“I’ll need more than three for what you want, Coffey. Seventy-eight with the cans.”

“You say you what?”

“Seventy-eight,” Margaret said, quieter this time. There was nothing wrong with his hearing.

He ran his finger along his cheek. “Steep for someone just shows up on your doorstep.”

“You thinking you’ll get a better offer?” she said.

“I just ain’t got that kind of cash on my person.”

She nodded to the gray steel register on the counter. “What’s that doing there?”

He shook his head. “I used to drink some. My wife hides the key to keep me from the cash.”

“Oh? You don’t drink?”

“Well. I might keep a bottle hid out in the boathouse.”

“I bet you know all the good hiding places. I bet you know where she’d keep a key, and you’re not telling.” She watched the wallet in his trembling hand. Folding the ones into her breast pocket, she shrugged. “Those your grandchildren on the wall there?”

“Yeah, yeah, they are. My boy’s kids. Steve and Shirley. We call her Shirl-girl. She sure used to be a funny thing. They’re all grown now. I don’t know where the time goes.”

“You have to pay up front, Coffey.”

He scratched his neck, thinking over an explanation for the hearts-playing wife. Finally, he reached under the counter and came up with a silvery key pinched like a minnow between his thumb and forefinger. “It just come to me,” he said.

In back a curtained doorway divided a kitchen from the bedroom. Above the bedstead a gun rack was screwed to the wall, and from its felt-lined hooks hung a Franchi twenty-gauge, an over-and-under, a breakaway double-barrel, and some sort of automatic weapon. A real NRAer, this guy. Margaret bet a pistol lay in the nightstand drawer, but she couldn’t very well check with him standing there slack-jawed.

“You need to freshen up or something?” she said.

“Naw. If you do, bathroom’s just down the hall there.” He unlaced his muddy work boots, arranging them at the foot of the bed, then off came his hat, shirt, and britches; these he stacked on a low piano stool beside the boots. A thatch of white hair blazed from the center of his chest. Margaret pulled down the shade, but the room was still not dark enough to hide him. She thought on her best  move, then turned back the covers. As he crawled onto the sagging mattress, she nodded to his boxers. “We can’t do business that way, Coffey.”

“That sort of business is more your business, wouldn’t you say?”

Margaret sighed. She undid the whip around her waist.

“That sure is a funny-looking belt,” Coffey said.

“That’s because it ain’t a belt. It’s a whip.”

A fearful look crossed his face. “I ain’t into that sort of thing.”

Margaret pulled her dress over her head and laid it atop his tidied clothes. “You’re in luck. I ain’t either.”

“You got something stuck on your dogtooth,” he said. “Top right. Your right. Looks like a seed.”

She ran her thumbnail along the canine, then bared her teeth at him.

“Naw. Still there.”

“Maybe I had better freshen up.” She bent to gather her dress, concealing his clothes and boots beneath it, and draped it over her arms. “Down the hall?”

“Just there on the left. Don’t be too long now.”

Out of Coffey’s sight, she dressed, then turned on the bathroom faucet, shut the door, and headed for the lobby. The key glinted on the counter. She worked it into the register and took a handful of dead presidents—three Grants, six Jacksons, a few Lincolns and Washingtons—all there was. “Hey,” Coffey called. But with his britches and boots in hand, Margaret was sprinting past the cabins for the woods.
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She could splurge on a hot meal, rest up, get gone. At the town square, she steered clear of the courthouse and walked toward railroad tracks until she came across The Squeezebox, a two-story  brick building from which mustard-brown paint had begun to peel like shagbark. A George Jones tune and the smell of frying meat drifted out a door propped open with a cast-iron boot. The windows were painted black, the stoop a mosaic of white and burgundy tiles arranged to say FOSTER’S PHARM 1925.

In back, two men shot eight ball under a fluorescent lamp. A few patrons in booths at the edge of the room regarded her, but they went back to their conversations when Margaret took a stool at the bar. The jukebox began “There Goes My Everything.”

“When you gonna get some new country songs?” a pan-faced man at the end of the counter said.

“What do you mean ‘new country’?” the bartender said.

Another man tipped up the bill of his Dekalb feed cap. “He means the peppy stuff.”

“I’ll get some of that new country just as soon as I get the TV fixed.”

“Aw, Red,” Pan-Face said. “That TV ain’t ever worked. I mean, how many times can a man listen to ‘It Wasn’t God Who Made Honky Tonk Angels’?”

“That is a classic country tune.”

“Yeah, to you. You wasn’t even born yet. Know what those old tunes remind me of? Remind me I’m old.”

“You are old,” Red said. He toweled off his hands, then turned to Margaret. “What can I get you, darling?”

She ordered a beer, two cheeseburgers with everything, and fries.

Red set an open can on a napkin in front of her. “Big night, huh?”

In the mirror behind him, Margaret saw the dark circles under her eyes. She hung her head, sipped foam off the rim, then set the drink back onto its damp ring. Too often now when she sat still, Timmy’s face in death would come to her—she rarely remembered him any other way—so to distract herself she tried to compose letters  to Madeline in her head, straining to focus on what good things she wanted for the two of them. Each letter started the same, like a prayer, but unlike prayers to God, whom Margaret had witnessed neither hide nor hair of, these gave her some small hope: Dear Maddie, I will get to you and make good.

At the end of the bar the men were watching her. She stared them down until they went back to studying their beers. I have come to believe a mama makes things right for her daughter. For some I expect that is easy, but it is hard traveling now. I should have known. This is big country, and by the time you get to where you’re headed you are not the same. That is all for the good.

One thing people always tell you about miles is that good things come and bad things get left behind—like maybe you can shed the bad with your steps. If that’s so, then the reason is that now each step gets me closer to you.

A man straddled the stool beside Margaret. He set a straw cowboy hat, brim up, on the counter, and the bartender gave him a shot of tequila and a longneck beer. In the mirror, Margaret recognized him from the night before last—the laborer in the shed. His pressed work shirt was too big for his stick-whistle frame.

What can I say to you now? Lately I wonder how many teeth you’ve lost, and if the new ones come in straight. If they are straight and square, you have my teeth, which are not much trouble. Your father had rotten teeth. He had a sweet tooth and a tooth or two for other things that were no good. I got a touch of bad tooth myself, but I keep it filed down.

I think a lot on how I love you. Blood greed is what some of love is—the strong part. Greed, like hunger, is not bad. It just is. And the only way to get you back is—

“Hey there, Beano,” Pan-Face said. “You gonna put away some to-kill-ya tonight? Eh, señor? Put on a little fiesta?”

The laborer muttered something in Spanish about bedding the pan-faced man’s mother.

Margaret whispered to him, and he cupped his hand to his ear.

“I said, Creo que te deben molestar terriblemente.”

He shrugged. “Creen que no comprendo. Si supieran, temerían por sus vidas.” He lifted his foot from the bar rail and pulled from his bootleg a cheap hunting knife, a plastic compass embedded in the tip of the handle.

“You speak English, then.”

“A useless language,” he whispered. “It will be dead soon. Even you speak my language.”

“What do you mean even me?”

He threw back his tequila and backed it with beer, then gestured to the bartender: a round for him and Margaret. “You know what I mean. Little white flower.”

“You think I’m too stupid to know your language?”

The bartender brought her order in a plastic basket. “He bothering you? If he’s bothering you, we’ll get him out of here.”

“He’s fine,” she said, but the bartender had stepped down the catwalk to the other men, all three leaning toward each other as if making plans.

Hand over his mouth, the laborer whispered, “People here do not speak my language. You must be from somewhere else. Texas. California. Where the water tastes like wine.” He chuckled. “Yes. A California girl.”

“I’m gonna eat now.”

“It is, as so many people here are happy to remind you, a free country.”

The bartender returned with the drinks. “Let me warn you,” he said. “He gets drunk and goes bothering our women.”

“You own some of the women here, do you?”

“He gets in their faces. Talks shit nobody understands. That’s all I mean.”

The laborer grinned. One bicuspid was silver.

“I’m just trying to eat,” she said.

The bartender tapped his fists together. “Okeydokey.”

“Hey, Beano,” Pan-Face called. “When you headed back to Chee-hoo-ah-hoo-ah land? Got the crops all in?”

The laborer lifted his beer. “Chinga tu madre,” he said.

“You want me to tell him what that means ?” Margaret whispered. “Or would you just rather I say you speak pretty good English?”

“Please, no. It is best I play the fool.”

Margaret smiled to herself. “Where is it you got to get back to?”

“I send them money. They have no other use for me.”

“Where you send it?”

“You would not know the place.”

“Try me,” she said, and started in on her second beer.

He said he was a Mixe Indian. A pelagato. A nobody. Even he did not speak his own language. He told her the name of a village below empty mountains that gathered down lightning each night. A nearby river had washed away the fields. Nothing grew there.

“Never heard of it,” Margaret said.

“You are not as smart as you think.”

“And I don’t think I like your attitude.”

“That is because we have not made proper introductions. My name is Jorge. Your name is?”

“Eve. If it’s any of your business.”

“Tell me, Eve. How did you get that scar on your face?”

“You ask a lot of questions for someone I don’t know from Adam.”

“Adam. Eve. Hah. But I am only making conversation.”

Fatigue washed over her; she wanted to lie down. “All right. I had this crush on a boy in elementary school. Gilford Elementary. Out in California. You were right. A California girl. It was fourth grade, and this boy, this Jeremy Harrison—had a head shaped like Ireland, and a chin covered with red freckles—went down a slide  face first. He dared me to follow. There was a piece of metal or screw or something sticking out along the side. I caught my face. It never healed right.”

“That is not even a passable lie.”

“Ain’t a lie.”

“Those are the most words you give so far. When people lie they give too many words. They think the more they say the more they will be believed. My daughters told long stories when they were small. A child’s game. No. A knife did that to you.” He put his hand to her face. She flinched, but he shushed her, running his index finger from her nose to her ear. “A very sharp knife. Look.” He untucked his shirt. A curved ridge ran from his lowest rib to his belt. He took her hand and made her touch it. “See?” he said.

She pulled away. When she had spied him through his window, she hadn’t noticed the scar.

“With my own knife she would have had my heart. Men think of women as lambs. But they are wolves.”

“Men ain’t any better.”

Jorge tucked in his shirt. “But no one thinks of men as lambs.”

“Why’d she need to kill you?”

“Another woman, of course. What did you do so bad he needed to kill you?”

Margaret put her hand over the scar.

“Even in the dark I see you hide things. You have not told me how you learned to speak my language.”

Margaret was too weary to hold her liquor. Still covering the scar, she leaned against the bar to steady herself. “I took Spanish in school. My stepbrother used to sneak into my room at night. He took liberties, and to block him out I’d conjugate verbs in my head. I got an A in every Spanish class I took.” She flashed Jorge a smile. “Amo, amas, ama.”

“You read that somewhere,” Jorge said. “A tell-all book. Or a novel.”

“I used as few words as I could.”

“A scar tells a story. Like when you turn down the corner of a page. You know where you have been. Then you can go back to the story.”

“Who’d want to?” Margaret said.

“A fool forgets where he has been. When you forget the past, you fear what is to come.” Jorge tried tugging her hand from her face, but she pulled away. He tried again, but she shoved him to the floor.

People looked up from their drinks. “Goddammit,” the bartender said.

Margaret slapped down two fives and slipped out to the walk. Running south past empty storefronts, she crossed a side street and ended up at the railroad tracks. A boarded-up depot hulked in the west, its loading dock crumbling to the ballast. Off east a half-moon hung in darkness and, below it, along the edge of the streetlight’s reach, a man came stumbling toward her over the odd spacing of the ties. He carried a guitar case and a bag, and she took him for some tin-eared troubadour out of his gourd on weed or drink and filled to the gills with troubles. Without once looking back to see what might be gaining on her—the laborer, the troubadour, the past, the truth—she put her head down and cut through a stand of trash trees to the highway. Margaret came from California, Arkansas, Texas, Oklahoma, any place far from where she was at the time. She had cut her face on a slide. Thrown a rod in Morgan City. Grown up in a three-story, yellow-brick house in Illinois, where she had been a prodigy on piano until stricken with a rare degenerative disease. No one questioned her; no one cared.

When a truck crested the rise behind her, she stepped to the ditch to let it pass, but it stopped. The laborer leaned out the window. “Do you live around here?”

“I’m headed to my uncle’s.”

The truck bucked beside her, the bumper swaying from baling wire. “Oh?”

“I’m visiting. His wife left him. I’m just lending a hand. With his chicken farm.”

“Chicken farm. I can smell my way to a chicken farm, Eve. Let me take you.”

“I know how to walk.”

His silver tooth glinted. “You could get there sooner if you rode.”

Margaret slowed down, as if to prove she was in no hurry.

“You do not need to be afraid, Eve. Ride in back. Tap the roof when you want to stop.”

What choice did she have? The road was empty, with open fields on either side. She climbed over the tailgate, but when oak limbs canopied overhead and the road turned to gravel, she beat on the roof of the cab. Dust glowed red in the taillights’ glare, and the bed fishtailed. He was going too fast for her to jump.

Past the vineyards he steered into a driveway, the truck rattling over ruts, then braked hard as he pulled into the barn. She crouched in the bed, but he stayed put, whistling to a song on the radio. She smelled hay, burnt oil, manure. Back in the darkness were a tractor and a bulldozer. When the song finished, Jorge killed the engine. “Now, Eve,” he said, stepping from the cab. “Where is it you need to go? Tell me the truth.”

Margaret scrambled over the side, but her feet found a loose stack of lumber and sheet metal and she fell, turning her ankle. Pain shot through her hand.

“Be careful, Eve,” Jorge said. He reached, and Margaret saw the knife sticking from his boot.

She hobbled out the barn door into the vines, but there the dogs found her. “Come,” Jorge said. “She is frightened of me.” He laughed. “I am nothing to fear, yes?” And the barn doors clattered shut.

After a long, blind slog, she came limping past the falls down to the cul-de-sac. Greenish light shone in the car, and she asked who  was there. A bright globe rose, revealing blood on her dress and a gash across her palm, then bobbed along the stream as she fetched her own light and cut the beam low through the trees. Randy lifted his lantern toward the car, then back to her.

“That’s right,” Margaret said. “My things. My place. Now git.” She stooped as if to fetch a rock, but he bolted to the edge of the falls and vanished. Leaves fell on other leaves. Branches clacked. “You leave me be,” she said.

In the car she found a small dinosaur carved out of cedar. Her own boy dead, and here was this other trailing her like a spirit. She took the carving in her good hand and rubbed it against her cheek. A creature sanded smooth. The wood still warm.

[image: 014]

Nearing Apogee, Cyrus saw fence lines of Osage orange and combines stalled like schooners on distant ridges. He counted bottle caps in chert gravel. Kicked beer cans. Noted edible but vile-tasting flora in the ditches: henbit, dock, goatsbeard. It was the same as always. It was too close to home.

Ott Harper had moved his family to the edge of a bluff to keep them united and the world at bay. But there they disintegrated, and one early summer afternoon Ruth pushed Saro from the edge. Cyrus was the only witness, and though he had tried to stop his mother he still blamed himself. The authorities stayed out of it: a family matter. Ruth was not in her right mind. Ott could not stop grieving. Saro almost died, but she mended quickly, nursing a slight limp. She would hardly speak to her mother and began to fret over matters she would not mention. An offhand remark of hers one morning had stuck with Cyrus, if only because soon after, she vanished.

Their version of “There’ll Come a Time” had been playing on the tape deck one morning as Cyrus drove them to school, and she’d noted three of his clunkers, which irritated him. The sun was up, but hoarfrost was thick on milkweed pods in the ditches. Saro had the rearview mirror twisted toward her, lipstick at the ready. She’d been wearing heavy makeup at school, wiping it off before she got  home; the previous summer, she had worked at Coffer’s Resort, pumping gas for boats at the dock in a bikini. Men asked her out, and she sneaked over her bedroom sill at night to meet them. These shenanigans interfered with the music, and she picked at Cyrus—he was flat or sharp, he played too fast or too slow, the lyric was stupid, they should just chuck the whole song.

“Pull in,” she said, pointing with the tube at a cattle grate. “Pull in, pull in.”

“We’re late.”

“The Ottmobile,” she said. Half hidden in a stand of oaks was their father’s Plymouth Fury. Before leaving the house, he’d scraped a patch of frost from the back window.

Saro grabbed at the wheel, but Cyrus blocked her. “I don’t like to see that.”

“If he’s gonna make you miserable, you might as well have a little fun at his expense.”

She had a point; she always did. Cyrus drove over the grate into the oaks. The Reaves’s farmhouse stood back in a clearing. On the wash line in the side yard Delphi had pinned the sheet printed with red and yellow giraffes, the signal of her husband’s absence. Given the frost, and the time of day, it was a little conspicuous.

Saro stared at scrub cedars along the rim of the clearing. “I’m gonna get out of here,” she said. “I’m gonna go to San Francisco.”

“What?”

“Leave my heart there. Like the song says. Better there than here, you know?”

“City of free love,” Cyrus said.

“No such thing.” Saro unsheathed a knife from her purse. It was long and double edged.

“My God.”

“What?”

“Where in the hell did you get that?”

“Willie Gilmore.”

The Gilmores were longhairs populating rotting fishing cabins on Dead Horse Cove, more bog than cove. Five Gilmore boys, including Willie—Wally, Wexler, Wyler, and Wade Jr.—and the matriarch, Fanny, who’d lost her husband to prison after he’d shot off her ear, though the joke around town was that Wade had shot Fanny in the fanny. Willie was the youngest, and while the other boys had proven to be bar brawlers, petty thieves, and vandals of public and private property, in and out of county jails and emergency rooms, Willie seemed the exception. He kept his yellow locks groomed in a Prince Valiant cut, some precursor to the mullet. He pressed his oxfords and polished his loafers and had been admitted into the National Honor Society and Spanish Club, as well as the Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs, where he would be headed in the fall. He wanted out of Wakoda County as bad as any of them.

But a Gilmore was a Gilmore. Under his oxfords he wore sleeveless concert T-shirts. He got odd jobs doing masonry work, and with the money bought a Bondoed Trans Am and deer rifles with scopes he kept hidden in the trunk. He liked drinking, driving fast, weed, cocaine. When he liked a thing, he liked it good, and meant to have it for himself. Some girls said he could turn mean, but then who couldn’t?

“His idea of a gift?”

Saro was turning the knife in her hands. “He won’t miss it.”

“What do you need it for?”

“Willie’s all right.”

“Yeah. Most snakes are harmless.”

“You don’t know everything about people, Cyrus. Anyway, there’s more pretty boys than one.”

“Girls.”

“I know the song.”

“So what’s with the knife?”

“Let’s you and me let a little air out of the Ottmobile.”

Cyrus got the truck in gear.

“You’re the one hates him.”

“Put it away.”

She polished the blade on her skirt. “Give me Pop’s keys, then.”

“Why?”

“Hand them over, you old prude. And keep an eye on the house.”

Saro fetched the jack and tire iron from the Plymouth’s trunk, then set to work. Once she’d loaded the right rear tire and spare of the Fury into the bed, she got back into the cab.

“You’re crazy. You know that?”

“In this family? How could you ever tell?”

As Cyrus drove into town, Saro got quiet, watching frost-shrouded oaks pass by. She had changed the subject on him, and he feared her moods too much to press her.

“California’s a long way to go.”

“Ain’t far enough.”

Whatever she had meant, she was right. With one phone call, Cyrus was on his way back. But when he came to a point where the road should have narrowed to two lanes, new four-lane ran between meager reaches of corn, fresh cuts divided the old hills, and where a gray plank barn had stood off a side road was a beige warehouse with a candy-striped roof. OUTER REACHES RANCH, the sign said. WHERE DREAMS BECOME REALITY. Lights flashed along the eaves, illuminating a length of painted thigh, greenbacks tucked into a garter. Cyrus counted nine pickup trucks scattered across the gravel lot. Unless the place peddled in nightmares, Cyrus doubted he’d find his dreams there. Still, he could use a drink.

The narrow lobby was furnished with a pine bench and a Lions Club gum ball machine. Music pulsed from behind a metal door, and when he shouldered it open, a few men at round tables turned to consider him before deciding he lacked qualities as interesting as  what haunted the T-shaped runway and stage. At each tip a naked woman danced. Cyrus ordered a bourbon at the bar.

“We’re a juice bar,” the bartender said.

“What?”

“We got Cokes. We got club soda, tonic water, OJ, cranberry. We got V8, or something like it. We got grapefruit juice too.”

“OK. I’ll take a little bourbon if you can spare it.”

“Bud, it ain’t that hard to figure out. We don’t serve liquor.”

“That’s no way to run a bar,” Cyrus said.

“Hey, you order you a juice, you get you a good look.” The bartender pointed to the stage. Dark blue walls of corrugated steel were spattered with fluorescent red and yellow paint—a slovenly galaxy of stars. Purple light emanated from crevices in the floor. Pink neon spiraled on beams overhead. The women wore nothing but silver knee-high boots. The flat-chested ones were relegated to the sides, moving like their feet had been glued down, but the big-breasted one got to spin around a chrome pole at center stage. She had been poorly augmented, and her breasts rode high, as if they were trying to climb over her shoulders. She turned and shook her hind end at the men.

Cyrus looked back at the bartender.

“You get full frontal nudity here, bud. You can’t serve alcohol and have full frontal nudity. You come here, you get to see what all these girls got.”

“I know what girls got,” Cyrus said. “These ones different somehow?”

Hands on his hips, the bartender shook his head with theatrical disdain at the catwalk.

“Fine. How much for a cranberry juice?”

“Five dollars.”

“God in heaven.” Cyrus reached for his things, but a hand clamped onto his shoulder.

“Hey, hey, man. Problem?”

A stringy fellow grinned down at Cyrus. His teeth were the color of ashes, and a ragged yellow Fu Manchu drooped over his mouth. He had a lazy eye.

“I normally take juice with breakfast,” Cyrus said, and he headed for the door.

Outside beyond the lot lay a familiar vista, hills blue with haze and, up a distant rise, a farmhouse crumbling in on itself. He paused long enough to figure how many miles remained, then cleared the last row of pickup trucks just as the skinny man called for him to wait up.

“Look,” Cyrus said, turning around. A crude tattoo of a reptile serpentined from under the man’s sleeve. “Look. I ain’t hunting trouble.”

“Hey, I ain’t either. You passing through? You want you a little something? I can get you something if you want it.” His left eye gazed off to the edge of the lot.

Whatever the man had to offer, Cyrus didn’t think he wanted it.

“I can score for you.”

“I was just looking for a drink.”

“Man, I can get you some bud, some crank. No, wait.” He wiped his hands twice on the thighs of his jeans, which looked as though they had gone awhile without washing. “Well, I got something. My buddy Hiley and me started this business? We’ll make a ton of money. I got movies too. I got this barber’s chair? You can sit in that and get wasted and watch movies. I used to cut hair. There ain’t no money in it. Maybe I can get you one of those girls in there.” The man leaned against a pickup. Fidgeting his leg, he scanned the four-lane.

“I don’t have a lot of cash,” Cyrus said.

“I take credit. You can owe me. Hey, my name’s Gerald.” From behind the truck seat he rummaged up a fifth of Southern Comfort.  “I got a bottle,” he said. “We can take it inside. I can take it. I’m in the business of making people happy. That’s it. The happy-people business.”

“I thought you couldn’t drink in there.”

“You think anybody’d be in there if they couldn’t drink? You think guys’d go just for titties? Titties are nothing. You can see those when you got half a mind to. You sneak a bottle, buy mixer. That’s how it works.” Grinning, Gerald undid the top button of his jeans and forced the bottle down his pants. Up the hill the farmhouse had melded into shadows.

“OK. One drink.”

Gerald slapped his thigh. “Great. That’s great. Hey, hey, is that guitar yours?”

“No. Not really.”

“Why you carry it for, then?”

“Why? Hard to say.”

“You’re fucking with me, ain’t you? That’s OK. Everybody fucks with me.” Gerald walked backward toward the Ranch. “I used to play ‘Gimme Three Steps.’” Humming, he slapped his belly for accompaniment. “You know that song?”
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Cyrus sat at the bar, trying to shut out Gerald, who’d done nothing but chatter since they’d come back inside. One eye fixed on Cyrus, the other leering toward the stage, Gerald talked a litany of cop shows, which seemed to have given him an expertise in police procedure. He described X-rated movies in detail and outlined the demise of neighborhood barbers caused by quick-cut joints in malls. Now the subject was the manufacture of methamphetamine, a business Gerald had started with his buddy Hiley, whom Gerald characterized as the smartest man since Albert Einstein.

“You got to know chemistry,” Gerald said. “I didn’t even take  chemistry in high school, but Hiley? Hiley knows. What he says you got to do is knock off an oxygen molecule.”

Cyrus poked at the ice in his drink. He did not much care for Southern Comfort. “Knock it off what?”

“Oh, hey, I don’t know. Off pseudoephed, maybe.”

California papers described big operations overseen by bikers and Mexican cartels with a grip on ephedrine shipments, as well as mom-and-pop setups run—if you could call it that—by down-and-outs like Gerald who’d found cold medicine an easy resource. So this was the coming thing in Missouri. Cyrus had read that meth made people paranoid. Or made them think they were invincible. Or smart, even if they were stupid. He caught Gerald’s reflection in the bar mirror. He was flexing his biceps, his good eye watching the reptilian tattoo wriggle.

For Cyrus, alcohol had proven a sufficient vice. He appreciated how liquor punished him the next day for excesses the night before—a shot of carelessness followed by a dose of guilt-ridden pain. The Baptist in him needed that. “How do you get enough pseudoephed?” he said. “You buy in bulk?”

“Oh, hey, hey. You know about meth? We send out high school kids to buy at drugstores and Casey’s and things. They want it, they go get it. That was Hiley’s idea. He calls it ‘creating the market.’”

Onstage, an emcee touted a sister duo. Blue lights pulsing through a fog of cigarette smoke gave the women an unsettling pallor, as if they were made of marble, but they labored to entwine like mating snakes. They did not look at all like sisters.

A bristly geezer elbowed Cyrus. “They do get into it, huh?” he said.

“Sure,” Cyrus said.

“Good God almighty, they do.”

“We got a perfect place to cook it,” Gerald said. “Hiley found it.  Ain’t even a real road in or nothing. One of those old resort houses by the lake? It’s got a room off the kitchen for flammables. Hiley says that’s important. One wrong move and—boom—he says. We’re going to get stuff to cold-cook too. Ammonia, starter fluid. We got a ton of batteries. Hiley knows all about it. He’s smart.”

Only one resort house had remained inhabitable. “That’s Loman Kirby’s place,” Cyrus said.

Out on the limestone flats of Apogee Springs, the shotgun-toting fiddler had taught Cyrus by ear his first tune, “Ragtime Annie,” as the waters passed them by.

“Ain’t nobody’s place. Nobody’s lived there for years.”

A retired TWA mechanic, Loman had returned home from Long Beach with his wife, Pearl, to purchase the one intact house of Apogee Springs. As a boy he had envied the visitors to the resort houses until he came to despise them, even patrons sick with polio and TB—after all, they were still wealthy. His love for the meek and his longing to pass down the old music had drawn him to Cyrus, and Cyrus, in turn, had been drawn to Loman, and his place. His door was open come all hours. He gave Cyrus beer in Dixie cups and chain-smoked Pall Malls, letting the ash grow so long it seemed to defy gravity. He was leather faced, hangdog; Pearl had recently died.

The house was high ceilinged and two storied, meant for the wealthiest patrons of the springs. It commanded a view of the lake and, before that, the river, though cedars and jack oaks had encroached on the knob. An ornate player piano sat across from the fireplace, along with a pile of boxed and brittle rolls, holdovers from the resort days. The rest of the instruments were Loman’s—fiddles, guitars, tenor guitars, mandolins, banjos, ukuleles, and banjo ukes, and a nine-string Gibson of Loman’s own concoction—and he made Cyrus take up each in turn, “the better to larn a chune,” as he put it: “Rabbit in the Grass,” “Blackberry Blossom,” “Money Musk.”  From under his horn-rimmed glasses he’d peer at Cyrus, then say, “Nope,” and whistle the offending part. “Try ’er again.”

He taught Cyrus to harmonize to old standards, such as “The Coo-Coo Bird,” “Poor Ellen Smith,” “The Train That Carried the Girl from Town”—tales of stifled desire, tragic murder, supernatural forces, noble outlaws, and trains that carted one’s baby, or the dead, away. Sometimes Loman cried to hear the old songs; sometimes he slapped his knee, especially when Cyrus did bawdy tunes like “Long Peggin’ Awl,” “I Saw Her Snatch,” and “She Keeps Her Boody Clean.”

Once at supper, when his mother asked what he’d learned that day, Cyrus sang to the tune of “Turkey in the Straw”:I got a girl in Kansas City. 
She’s got a gum ball on her titty. 
She can sing, and she can dance, 
And she’s got a mustache in her pants.





Thus, at age seven, Cyrus learned the taste of Ivory soap, and was forbidden thereafter to visit Loman Kirby—a prohibition that, in time, drew Saro as well to what the old man had to teach.

Sometime after Cyrus went to California, Loman had to give up the house. A few years later, Ruth wrote to say he had died in a wheelchair in a rented room in Olean, Missouri. Cyrus regretted he’d never told the old man good-bye.

“There a piano in that house?” he said to Gerald.

“We couldn’t even move it. Hiley starts it up sometimes. Goes by itself. He runs it with the pornos. Freaks the kids out when they’re fucked up. Hiley gets a kick out of it.”

The first time Loman had run the rolls—“Ophelia Rag,” “American Beauty,” “The One I Love”—Cyrus had been frightened by the keys moving of their own accord.

“Sounds like a riot,” he said.

“Hey, hey, it’s weird. There was all kinds of things up in the house and out in this trailer? We pawned them. Got us start-up money that way. We even sold the trailer for scrap.”
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“Bring those,” Loman had said one afternoon, pointing a cigarette at Cyrus’s fiddle and Saro’s guitar. They followed him to the pad-locked trailer behind the house. Inside were funeral parlor chairs and microphones in stands. A snake’s nest of black cords covered the floor. There were two 4-tracks, reel-to-reels, and a TV in pieces. On the coffee table a bottle of Dickel accompanied a ceramic island castaway leaning against a palm tree, the surrounding ocean choked with cigarette butts. Saro stared at a large black guitar hung on the wall.

“L-5,” Loman said. “Like Miss Mama Maybelle used to play. I won it in a poker game. That Carter scratch I taught you? That’s what she played it on. A belly crack makes it buzz some. Happens in archtops. I’ll fix her one of these days. Go ahead, play it.”

Saro slung the strap over her shoulder and began to pick “Oh, Take Me Back.”

“Suits you,” Loman said. “That Mama Maybelle, she did not take no crap.”

Saro examined the guitar. “I like mine better.”

“Maybe when old Cyrus gets meat on his bones, he can play it. You two sit down there. I want you to run through a few so you can hear yourselves.”

The first song they recorded was “Fly Around My Pretty Little Miss,” one of Saro’s favorites, a romp of wandering verses. There were many titles, many versions. “How Old Are You My Pretty Little Miss,” “Fly Around My Blue-Eyed Gal,” “Seventeen Come Sunday.” You could not know which rendition came first because  the song was ever changing. Its nature suited Saro, her unpredictable moods and passing fancies.

Over the years they laid down tracks on the reel-to-reels and transferred them to cassettes. Sometimes Loman sang with them, his voice sanded down with age, liquor, and smoke. “Ain’t nothing sweeter than sibling harmonies,” he’d say. “They heal what ails you. Bolicks, Delmores, Monroes, Louvins, even those Everlys. They sang sweet, but most of them just couldn’t get along. You bear that in mind. Beauty’s got its price.”

Cyrus had kept a few tapes but lost them during one of his many moves in San Francisco. “You say there’s stuff in that house still?” he said to Gerald.

“Was. Old junk and electronics, tapes. Hiley said it was shit. We dumped most of it in the ditch out back.”

“Hiley a real connoisseur of music, is he?”

“Those tapes, man. Weird. Hiley thought they were hilarious.”

“I’ll be,” Cyrus said. “I didn’t know a little puckered asshole could have a sense of humor.”

“What?” Gerald said.

Cyrus slipped off the stool. “You heard me.”

Gerald was still flexing his biceps. “Hey, man. You can’t talk that way about Hiley.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Cyrus said, but he exited before Gerald could prove otherwise.

Along the shoulder of the four-lane, bagworms had spun their webs amid the dry moonlit leaves of oak branches. Cyrus took bar matches from his pocket and struck one, holding it to a web that went up in flames—an old chore to keep the trees from dying, but a futile gesture then, and now, for who would take note of it? He went along the fencerow, setting gauzy nests afire and watching the embers in the trees. Sparks arced, fading before they hit the ground.

Then lighted billboards appeared, advertisements for caverns, Nazarene churches, cabin rentals. One said ABORTION IS MURDER. Another, REVELATION 9:6. Some had been around in one form or another for as long as Cyrus could remember, but there were new signs for motels, marinas, and lakeside condos. Tourist traps had multiplied, development creeping to this arm of the lake. There were billboards of airbrushed girls with greased lips and teased hair too, silhouettes of women reclining in martini glasses, a goggle-eyed hillbilly ogling fishnet-stockinged legs: HILLBILLY HEAVEN, it said, WHERE YOU COME FIRST. Then came a realty sign, and Cyrus saw his brother’s grinning face: ISAAC HARPER IS SELLING WAKODA COUNTY. Isaac had put on weight.

Cyrus walked on. Ahead was a new overpass. APOGEE. The population had shrunk to a thousand—eight hundred less than he recalled. Fast-food restaurants glowed in concert with self-serve stations and mini-marts, lighting up the place like an accident. So confounding was the landscape he had to trace dead track into town—rusted rails, torn-up ties, Chinese elm and sarvis breaking through granite ballast—before he could find County Road W, its blacktop miles finally bleeding into gravel that petered out at the bluff. The house was dark. As Cyrus stood studying the chalky clapboards, a snagger down on the lake started his boat, the flatulent racket fading up the channel. Cyrus pushed open the gate and two dogs scrambled off the porch, one growling low, the other howling. “Hush,” he said, and they did. One stretched as if taking a long bow. He did not know what to call them. He had been gone longer than a dog’s life.

A lake breeze stirred the porch swing, setting the chains to squawking, while the dogs settled by the kitchen door. Through the panes Cyrus made out the pastry table, quilts tangled atop it, a dish-rag hanging from a drawer handle. He tried the knob, and the door opened, but the pump of a shotgun crunched in the yard behind him. “Who is there?”

He closed the door. “Cyrus Harper. Who’re you?”

An angular shadow shifted in the darkness. “Jorge,” it said.

“I’m Ruth Harper’s son, Jorge.”

The gun barrel glinted in moonlight. “Prove it. Please.”

“I’d feel more comfortable proving it if you’d put that thing away.”

“The safety is on.”

“It goes off easy too,” Cyrus said. “But OK. You work twenty-five acres of grapes. Another hundred or so’s mostly oak. There’s a seventy-three Ford pickup in the barn, I expect, a Case tractor, and a Cat bulldozer that’s a bitch to start. There used to be a garden where a smokehouse burned down. Maybe still is. Isaac pays five dollars an hour for you to work and keep up the place. He pays your bus fare from Mexico to Kansas City and back. Maybe he pays extra for you to be a security guard too.”

“I thought you were someone else,” Jorge said.

“You get much company this time of night?”

“Some woman. That is all.”

“What woman?” Cyrus said, but Jorge’s footfalls faded across the grass.

The past was never past. It was a song of wandering verses, each lyric hooked to the next until it made little sense, and the best way to end it was to cease singing before all meaning was lost. Sense might be made one verse at a time, though. His brother had called, expecting him not to show, but here he was, come home to his mother; here he was, hoping for his sister. And the slat-wood swing was stirring as if someone had been seated there only moments ago. Cyrus stood very still, watching it move of its own accord.
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Mama, you say if folk will take a thing from you, then they must need what they take more than you, but Mama? Gone. Gone Papa. Gone Roger, gone silver horn he blew into my ear so I could hear, he said, a lick or two, but all I heard I felt was like a shade-spring eddy stirred up cold, then gone. Gone up in smoke our eggshell house what topped the knob where we looked down on Dooley’s rows of headstones set for folks so deep in sleep if when they wake, the good book says, the stars fall gone. Gone cans. Gone bag of cans. But here, a can, and here, more and more cans to trade for coins I give for Wal-Marts dinosaurs. I know. The dinosaurs have gone to stone, but for the avians I try to catch before they’re lost in sky. Old Knobhead? Here. To pinch out coins for cans. And here the girl not now a girl but was. She keeps my coins safe down below the ground. I bring her flowers. I bring her wood I carve. What can she tell? I saw but cannot say what came of her. And now this other woman comes who must need cans more than I need. I’m sorry, but I watched her bathe down at the springs and rise in sun what made her skin persimmon-shine. She threw a rock to hurt where my heart kicks like it wants loose, but Mama? Gone. And I am here, and here my heart hurts kicking. Here.
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