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Rafael



It had been three weeks since the last time Rafael had seen his father, and when he finally came home, it was late at night on a Saturday and he was drunk. It was Rafael’s sister, Teresa, who heard him first. When the noise of the key rattling in the gate outside finally woke Rafael, she was already sitting straight up in bed, her face scrunched into an unreadable expression. 
	“Who is it?” he asked her, though he had a good idea. 
	“Stay here,” she said, climbing out of bed. 
	She hesitated at the door, then poked her head out. She glanced once up into the darkness of the staircase, listening not for the obnoxious noise of the rattling gate, but clearly for something else. Hearing nothing she disappeared into the hallway and closed the door behind her. 
Their father, Carlos, was a writer for a political magazine, though he spoke sometimes of writing his own books. He was often away, traveling around the country for his job, or so he always said, the few times Rafael or Teresa worked up the courage to ask him. For him to have been gone so long at once, though, was new.  
When Rafael pictured his father, he pictured him sitting on the roof, throwing back a glass of pisco as he stared at the journal open on his lap, moonlight splattered across the white page, a negative of image of the ink that had yet to spill. For as long as Rafael could remember, that journal had been open to the first page and not a word had ever been written upon it.
Rafael lay rigid as a petrified moth beneath his covers, listening with all his might. He wanted to get up and follow his sister into the nighttime shadows of their house, to confront the looming bulk of their father with her. But he couldn’t move. He heard Carlos slur loudly, “It’s my house Teresa,” and then later, quieter, “Perdon, niña.” Finally he heard the sound of the gate click closed and his sister slipped silently back into the room. 
	“Was it Papa?” he asked. 
	“No,” she said. 
	He lay awake in his bed listening to her breathing until he was sure she was asleep. Then, on the balls of his feet, he crept from the room. The bottoms of his feet stuck to the wood as he climbed the stairs, leaving a soft fsk sound in his wake. He passed his mother’s room on the second floor and kept going until he reached the roof. 
	Sitting there on his bench was Carlos. His back was turned to Rafael and he was singing something under his breath. He had a good voice, deep and resonating. He was looking down at something intently and Rafael wondered if it was the journal again. Whatever bravery had propelled him up the stairs deserted him and he was about to turn and go when Carlos said, “Who’s there?” 
	Rafael ducked back into the shadows of the doorway but already it was too late. His father crossed the roof in a second and flung open the door. Seeing his son, he leaned lethargically against the side of the doorframe and brushed a hand through his hair. 
	“Spying on your papa?” he said. 
	Rafael said nothing, and his father turned away and went to sit back down on his bench. The night was not quiet. Bobcats mewled for their mates on neighboring rooftops, and someone down the block was having a party. On the street a woman was having an argument with a cab driver, and a baby wailed in her arms. Finally Carlos spoke, and Rafael wondered how he knew he was still there. 
	“Rafael,” he said. “Ven aqui.”
	He came, feeling timid and small, confused by and all-too aware of the intimidating power of this man who was his father. He stopped a few feet from him and Carlos beckoned him closer with two fingers. 
	“Ven hijo.”
	Wishing that Teresa were with him, Rafael took three more steps and stood right before his father. Carlos placed a heavy hand on his son’s shoulder and positioned him under the moonlight to look at his face. After a moment he sighed and looked away over the edge of the roof, the hand he left in place pressing uncomfortably into Rafael’s collarbone. 
	“You look like your mother,” said Carlos. 
	Rafael felt a wave of disappointment. 
	“She says I look like you,” he blurted. 
	His father laughed a little and dropped his hand. 
	“No, no creo.” 
	They said nothing for a while and then Carlos reached into his pocket and pulled out his journal and a pen. He held them out to his son and watched him intently. Rafael took them and held them limply in each hand, unsure what was wanted of him. 
	“You know how to write, yes?” said his father. 
	Rafael nodded, too embarrassed to admit that grammar was his worst subject — if he had to have a worst subject, because in truth he did not excel in any of them. 
	“Write something down then,” he said.
	“What do I write?” Rafael asked. 
	Carlos shrugged. 
	“Something that you are thinking.” 
	In that moment Rafael wanted very much to please his father, but he honestly had no idea what Carlos wanted him to put on the paper. Soy hijo de Carlos y Elena Deltorres, he wanted to write, but he felt that maybe it was not the right thing. His father watched him hesitate and chuckled. 
	“One moment,” he said. “This will help.” 
	He took the bottle of pisco from underneath the bench and poured a little bit into the cap and handed it to his son. Rafael put down the pen and journal and took the little shot in his hand. He sniffed it and recoiled as its sharp smell stung his sensitive nose. He didn’t want it, but his father was watching him so intently that Rafael felt he had no choice. He tipped the cap to his lips and threw his head back like he had seen his father do before. The burning liquid sloshed against the back of his tender throat, and his stomach jerked at its violent taste, but he forced it down, forced it down so hard tears came into his eyes. 
	When it was done he stood still for his father to assess him, but the look of satisfaction that he expected was not upon Carlos’ face. Instead his brow was slightly furrowed, and he was looking down at his hands. When he finally looked up at Rafael, he frowned.  
	“Oy,” he said. “Get out of here Rafael. Go to bed.” 
	Rafael stepped back in surprise.
	“Go on before I tell your mother. Take this,” he said, handing his son the journal and pen again. 
	Rafael shook his head, but Carlos took his hands roughly and placed the journal in them, squeezing them closed around the book as if he could cement the child’s hands to it. 
	“Vete,” he said again. 
	“Don’t you need this?” Rafael asked. 
	“No,” he said, and turned away.
	Rafael turned and fled across the roof and down the stairs, not caring for a moment if he woke up Sipriana or his mother. When he was back in his room, he stashed the journal underneath his mattress and then flung himself on his bed. After a moment of silence his sister said: 
	“You stink.” 
	“I know,” he muttered into his pillow.

	They lived in a district of Lima called Lince. It was a lower-middle class neighborhood, where the children were allowed to walk a few blocks on their own, to the supermarket and such, but never after dark. There was never quite enough money —when Carlos’ paychecks came from the magazine, they were considerable, but they did not find the family regularly. Instead, their steadiest source of income came from their mother, Elena’s brother, whom the children called Tio and knew no other name for. He was a doctor and worked at a fancy practice in Miraflores. Elena’s favorite thing to say about him was:
	“He might have been great if he’d gone to America. He had a scholarship, sabes.”
	But Tio also had four other siblings besides Elena, none of whom had made much of their lives and all of whom waited eagerly for the monthly subsidies he sent them in the mail, and so even though they had a maid and were not in danger of being turned out on the street, there was not much extra for luxuries. 
	Still, Tio gave the children a little allowance every month. Rafael spent his almost immediately upon receiving it, but Teresa liked to save hers in a tin box she kept hidden underneath her bed and almost never spent it. But one day, just before their father’s reappearance, Teresa came with something new.  
She had bought the ring for 10 céntimos at the market because she thought it looked like their mother’s wedding ring. It was not long ago that the wedding ring had disappeared, and the loss of it had hit Teresa hard. She was in the practice of slipping the gold band from her mother’s finger and placing it around her own, holding it away from her to admire it upon her hand. 
	“Careful niña,” Elena would say to her daughter whenever she did this, flicking her eyes around their surroundings to ensure the band was not in any imminent danger. 
	For Rafael, too, the wedding ring contained a certain allure. He understood that it was symbolic of love and devotion, and when he looked at it—though he never touched it—he thought of his father, wondering what power the tiny piece of gold had over that man. 
Now it had been almost a month since the wedding ring had gone quietly away, and one week since Teresa had come home, late from school, cupping her gumball-machine treasure between her two small hands as if it were a living thing. She’d only showed it to Rafael after much cajoling and bargaining and solemn swearing that not a word about it would be said to Elena. 
	Rafael thought the imitation ring was unspectacular. To him it looked as if the diamond was made from a drop of glue and the band — which was really two pieces that extended from the gem and didn’t connect so it could be adjusted to size — was more copper-colored than gold. But still, Teresa nourished the ring, bringing it out to look at under the lamplight, the sunlight, fingering it under the pillow in the dark as she drifted off to sleep. 
	By the virtue of Teresa’s adoration, the imitation ring grew more beautiful to Rafael. The more she treasured it, the more he wished he might hold it, might grow to love it like she did. He was capable, he was sure, of the depthless love of Teresa Deltorres for an aluminum ring from the grocery store. He wanted nothing more than the opportunity to prove it and he thought himself rather noble for wanting such a thing. Yet as the weeks passed, she still would not allow him to touch it, and he became angry. He was ten years old; it was not his first venture into unreasonable, unbridled anger. 
	Yet it was not Teresa who felt the bulk of his unhappiness. She was away for long parts of the day, at the all-girl’s private school their aunt ran in Magdalena del Mar. Teresa hated it, hated the long, early-morning journey and most of all, the aunt that seemed to find a special pleasure in terrorizing her. Rafael, not being a girl, had to go to the neighborhood school. He often teased his sister about having to take the bus all the way to Magdalena del Mar to go to school every morning, only to be haunted by their headmaster aunt. But secretly, Rafael was jealous of Teresa, of her pale-skinned, wealthy girlfriends, the clumsy English she learned in class, the blue uniform their mother neatly pressed every night, and most of all, the long bus trip through the bloodstream of Lima streets, its indignant, blaring traffic, and the dart and leap of the city’s people in the wild flush of early morning. 
So it was Elena, his mother, who bore the brunt of his bad moods, his mother who had almuerzo ready for him when he came home to eat in the middle of the day and listened to him complain about his sister’s fancy school as he spooned in mouthful after mouthful of bistec a lo pobre, skinny grains of white rice spilling from the side of his mouth, fried plantain accumulating on his chin. Elena who tucked him into bed, who listened to him pray loudly for a gift from his father for his birthday, who made the sign of the cross over his face and chest, laying her thumb against his lips for him to kiss as she finished. Elena who said the Ave Maria as she whipped him hard for attempting to filch a sol from Tio’s wallet. 
	That day he cried loud and unabashed as he felt the sting of his father’s old belt against the soft flesh of his calves and thighs. He turned the full weight of his weepy eyes on his mother when she was done. She crossed her arms and murmured, “Que barbaridad,” and did not say another word to him for the rest of the afternoon. 
	Two days later when Rafael came home he found a brand new bicycle on the patio. He did not dare believe it was for him, but he ran through the house and nearly toppled Sipriana, the maid, searching for his mother. He found her on the roof, her brown hair loose, her splayed hand pressed into the small of her back as if there was an ache there she was trying to contain. She did not turn to look at him as he halted behind her, and only said, “From your father.” 
	Rafael was riding the bike round and round the patio when Teresa came home from school. He could tell from her face that she had been crying, no doubt because of some evil Tia Lorena had brought down on her. But he could muster little compassion. Instead, he felt somewhat vindicated. He had something of his own to treasure now, and he would not allow his sister to put a finger on it. 
	“Look Tere!” he called. “From Papa!” 
	But if his sister was interested, she did not show it. Instead she scowled and fled up the stairs. Rafael stopped riding and looked down at the bicycle, wondering what on earth he had missed. 

The morning after Rafael’s meeting with his father, he woke, puffy-eyed and groggy, to the sound of Teresa’s enraged shriek. For Carlos was gone and so was Teresa’s money. 
	“He took it!” she cried, flinging the tin box at Rafael as if he had something to do with it. 
	“He didn’t know where it was Tere,” he said, but she only turned a look of pure fury on him. 
	“Bastardo!” she screamed, drawing out the r’s, caressing the newly-used curse word with her tongue like a professional. “Patan, hijo de miercoles!” 
	Rafael had never seen his sister so worked up. Teresa loved to pray, to forgive, to play at self-sacrifice. But this morning she flew from the room so fast she skidded into the opposite wall of the hallway. Recovering quickly, she dashed up the stairs and Rafael, unwilling to miss the drama, followed close behind.
	“Ma-MA!” 
	“What? What?” said Elena, coming out of her room and drawing her bathrobe close. “Por dios, Teresa, hush.”  
	“He took everything!” she wailed.
	“A ver, who took what?” 
	“Papa! My money. He took all of it.” 
	She was beginning to cry in earnest now and Rafael couldn’t help but feel exasperated by her dramatics. He was sure that his father had not stolen her money. After all, his father had a job. He was a famous writer. He had bought his son a bike. He remembered the journal and the shot and felt suddenly uncomfortable. 
	Elena sighed and drew her hand down her face, dragging down the skin. She turned away from her weeping daughter, took two steps, turned back around, and said:
	“Your father did not take your money Teresa.” 
	“Yes he did. He was—”
	“No. I took it.” 
	Teresa stopped crying and looked up at her mother, confused. 
	“You?” 
	This took Rafael off-guard too, and then he scowled because he remembered the whipping he got for trying to stealing Tio’s money. 
	“Why?” asked Teresa.
	“For your brother’s bicycle.”
	Teresa’s face went slack with disbelief and Rafael felt like he had been dunked in a very cold pool. He stared at his mother as if she had transformed into something ugly and unfamiliar. She had lied to him, this woman who made him kneel on his bed and say his prayers every night, who dragged him to an excruciating two-hour mass every Sunday, who was planning on dragging him there in a few hours. 
	“Every boy needs a bike,” was all she said.
	She did not sound sorry, only tired. 
	“But it was mine,” whined Teresa, her voice high-pitched, pathetic. 
	“No,” said Elena sharply. “What is under this roof is mine.”
	Teresa was very quiet for a moment and then she said bitterly, “You could have sold your ring if you wanted to by Rafa a bike.” 
	Elena looked at her daughter and frowned. 
	“I know the divorce went through,” said Teresa, her voice wavering as she struggled hold back her angry tears. “I saw the papers Papa brought you before he went away.”
	Their mother made a move towards Teresa, reached out her hand to touch her, then stopped. 
	“You have to help now, Teresa. You have to help take care of your brother.” 
	“I hate this,” shouted Teresa, anguished, her face turning very red. “Why couldn’t you just be normal like everyone else’s parents?”
	 With a wail she turned and ran, but Rafael did not see where she went. He felt like his blood was boiling, and his head was spinning from trying to understand everything Teresa had said. He seized on the thing that felt the most like a betrayal.
	“You said it was from Papa,” he said, working hard to keep his face from trembling, the tears from falling. “That’s what you said.” 
	“Don’t bother me, Rafael,” she said, turning away from him. “What does it matter who it is from?” 
	“Mentirosa!” he shouted, and then began to cry, and then began to cry harder for having started to cry at all. 
	He fled down the stairs and out to the patio where the bike was propped securely under an eave, safe from rain. He grabbed it roughly by the handles, kicking up the stand and wheeling it wildly through the house towards the front door. Only to find his way blocked by Tio with one hand already securely wrapped around Teresa’s arm. 
	There was a look of such strained fury on his face that Rafael forgot to breath. In one swift moment Tio lunged out and grabbed the child’s arm with his free hand, and hauling both of them as if they weighed little more than a sack of flour each, he steered them out to the patio. 

	The next morning Rafael awoke before Teresa, which was unusual because she had to catch the bus so much earlier than he. He had heard her crying long into the night, and then praying her rosary. He knew she was embarrassed that Tio had punished her, and was hurting much less because of the whipping than because of what he had said to them. Rafael could hear him clearly too, the normally quiet voice firm and unforgiving. Never in my life have I been so ashamed of two people. Especially you Teresa. 
	Rafael did not want to admit how much he had been stung by that last part. What sort of person did his uncle think he was? 
Well perhaps Tio had good reason for thinking it. After all, Rafael was not ashamed of any of it. He was still angry with his mother for lying to him, and now angry with his uncle for whipping him, and he couldn’t help but think that his father had never done either. He rather thought his father was the best person he knew.  
	He was suddenly appalled by the thought of seeing his mother or Tio or even Teresa, appalled by the idea of going to school, sitting through the same lessons, talking to the same people. Tired of the city, of Peru, of every sickening detail that made up the life of Rafael Ricardo Deltorres. 
	Not allowing himself to hesitate, he got up and dressed and took Teresa’s bus pass from the dresser. He wasn’t sure where he intended to go, though he had a vague idea of finding his father’s office in the Centro Historico.
	As he was leaving the room, something glinted in the corner of his eye and he saw on the floor, lying where Teresa had flung it in her irrational anger yesterday, the beloved imitation ring. He picked it up, touching it for the first time, and placed it around his finger. He held up his hand and admired it the way he had seen Teresa do a million times. He was unmoved by the sight of the ring, but he liked the feel of it around his finger. He squeezed it to tighten its flimsy band, then clenched and unclenched his fist to feel the skin bulge and relax around it. Pleased with his new acquisition, Rafael snuck from the house, careful to make as little noise as possible. 
Outside it was still barely dawn, and the streets glowed an unearthly orange in the mix of the yellow streetlights and the pink blush of the rising sun. As he walked he kicked rocks and whistled at cats and thought with relish about how sorry his mother would be once she found out he was gone. 
The entire bus ride to the Centro Historico, he watched the city pass through the window. It was not that he never saw the greater part of Lima; after all, he went to Miraflores every Sunday with Tio and occasionally to other neighborhoods with his mother to visit friends. But to see the city for the first time on his own was an entirely new experience. There seemed to be an endless number of turns, and as they drove and the morning wore on, the streets became cacophonous with blaring horns, screeching tires, the angry shouts of cab drivers. People on bicycles weaved through the stalled cars, sometimes selling bread or sweets, sometimes simply going on their way. Rafael could make no sense of it and he felt dizzy from the sway of the big bus, the constant start and stop as they made their way through traffic. Far ahead he could see the hills on the outskirts of the city where millions of poor serranos, the poor who came down from the mountains to find work, had built a colorful shantytown that dominated the cityscape.
The traffic made the bus ride slow, and it was mid-morning by the time the bus stopped in front of a park, a block away from the Plaza de Armas. Children were crawling on the play sets, screeching and giggling. Mothers and nannies watched from benches, occasionally dashing in to soothe a wounded knee or scold a misbehaving child. 
As Rafael watched them, he realized he had no idea how to find his father. He knew only that his father’s magazine had an office close to the government palace and that it was by a church, but already he could see the spires of at least six iglesias, and he realized it would not be so easy to find as that. It also dawned on him that as his father was sometimes out of the country, he might not even be in the office when he found him. He decided tried not to let that thought bother him; he told himself that he was on an adventure regardless of whether or not he found Carlos. Finding his father was not the goal of the outing, he told himself. And But he could not deny the uncomfortable clenching of anxiety in his belly at the thought of having come so far to not see him at all. 
Rafael rather thought he had passed the age for playgrounds, but at the realization that he might be impossible for him to find his father, he was quick to find a means for distraction. Before long he was flying down the slide, arms flung out to either side, whooping and laughing. Two other boys, younger than him, but not so young, kicked a futbol towards him, forming an instant friendship with Rafael in the way boys on the playground do. He liked futbol and was good at it. He kicked the ball around with the two boys and showed them how to juggle it between their ankles and knees. He liked their company and when their mother came to fetch them and their ball he was disappointed. Involuntarily he wished Teresa were with him. She wasn’t one for sports, but she’d play tag with him and race him across the monkey bars. 
	I don’t need Tere for that, he thought, running towards the monkey bars and scaling the ladder. Gripping the bars until his knuckles were white, he felt the tightness of the ring around his finger again. He imagined that it gave him special powers, that he was crossing the monkey bars at inhuman speeds. He imagined Teresa watching him, gaping with jealousy, and Elena, weeping with pride. He imagined Carlos too. He imagined Carlos nodding as he watched him, and then bending over to scribble the moment in his journal. 
	It was his third time making his way across the monkey bars that he slipped. Thinking more about his imaginary audience than what he was doing, he misjudged the distance between bars, and even as he propelled his body forward, he missed the one he was aiming for. He tried to save it by squeezing with his other hand, but the motion of his body would not be stopped. There was a sharp pinch in his left hand, and then Rafael was on his bottom among the woodchips strewn underneath in anticipation of just such a moment. 
	Jesuchristo, he thought, secretly pleased to have found an appropriate moment to use the term. Then he saw his hand and he thought, Jesuchristo, again, with real feeling this time. 
	Something had happened to his left hand, one of his fingers precisely, something that he couldn’t make sense of. The imitation ring was no longer around it, or so it seemed, until he realized it was embedded in a pile of skin that had gathered around the first joint of his finger. Everything below that was red and ragged and throbbed so incredibly that for a moment he had to lie down on the woodchips, the injured hand stretched out rigidly to his side. 
	His thoughts began to race in uncertain panic. His hand hurt too much to ignore, but there was no one to help him, to take over the situation for him. One thought pushed its way to the surface of his churning mind: Mama. 
	Moving as though he were underwater, he stood and stumbled across the playground, holding the wrist of his injured hand with the other and pulling it close. As he walked, every sensation that hit his body was distilled by the pain and dismay surrounding his mangled finger. Maybe people asked him if he needed help, maybe he tripped once, maybe he was dripping blood on his pants, maybe he was going the wrong way and it took him twice as long to find the bus stop, maybe all these things happened but Rafael didn’t notice them if they did. Luckily he staggered onto the right bus with a driver who looked at him with genuine concern, even if he was repulsed by the injury. 
	It was afternoon when he finally stumbled through the front gate of his house, across the front courtyard, and in through the kitchen door. It was not so much later than when he got home from school, but someone must have called to tell Elena of his absence, for she was sitting at the kitchen table with her hands wrapped around an empty cup of tea. No one had cooked.
	She looked up when she heard him come in and stood sharply. Her mouth puckered, her eyebrows came together, she started to say something then stopped when she noticed the way he was holding out his hand to her.
	“Tio!” she called as she reached out to Rafael with her long, motherly arms. 
	She pushed him into a chair; she cupped his chin with one hand as she poured water into a bowl with another. She didn’t ask him what happened, but she told him, lovingly, that he was a stupid boy. 
	Tio was running when he came into the room and once he saw Rafael, he nearly fell over himself so quickly did he rush to the boy’s side. 
	“Let me see it mi hijo,” he said, and deftly took Rafael’s injured hand in his own. 
	A moment later Teresa came tearing into the room.
	“Rafa!” she said and at the sound of her voice Rafael began to cry.
	“Mi mano,” he wailed. “Look at what I did to it.”
	She looked at it over Tio’s shoulder and shuddered. 
	“Was it the ring?” she said.
	He nodded, embarrassed. 
	“I saw you took it from the floor,” she said. “It’s ok. Espera.”
	She dashed away and came back a moment later with a little vial from her room. It was the holy water she kept on her bedside table. She unscrewed the top and poured a little bit into her carefully cupped hand. 
	“Is it ok Tio?” she asked, gesturing her hand towards him.
	“One moment,” he said. “My bag Elena, por favor.”
	He pulled out a set of tweezers, and very slowly maneuvered them underneath the bunched-up skin around Rafael’s knuckle and grasped the golden band. Rafael hissed. 
	“Put your other hand on my shoulder Rafael,” said Tio. “Go on and squeeze.” 
	Rafael squeezed with all his might — until the veins stood out on the back of his hand and his whole body trembled — as his uncle dislodged the ring. He dropped it on the table with a little clink and turned instantly back to Rafael’s hand. Very tenderly he smoothed the torn flesh back into position. 
	“All right Teresa,” he said, and she dripped the holy water over the finger.
	Tio covered it in an ointment and wrapped it up tightly in gauze. 
	“No more crazy adventures, si?” he said and tousled the boy’s hair. 
	Rafael shook his head, and looked up at his uncle, for the first time in his life really, honestly noticing the man. There was such quiet kindness in the lines of his face, such steadiness even as his tall shoulders slumped slightly and his head hung habitually to one side. Tio smiled at him before turning to put away the instruments, and Rafael felt overwhelmingly glad, all of a sudden, to be related to this timid man, with his gentle hands and soft words.
	Elena bent over the ring, now twisted beyond recognition. She looked over the table at Teresa, understanding immediately where it had come from. Teresa blushed, and picking the ring up with two fingers, threw it into the trash. 
“Cochinadas,” she said, imitating one of her mother’s favorite sayings. 
	Elena smiled and reached out to squeeze her daughter’s hand. Then she dropped a rare kiss on the top of Rafael’s head. 
	“Sipriana!” she called and began to pull out the pots to make them something for dinner. 

	Later, after everyone had gone to sleep, Rafael remembered the journal stashed under his mattress. He fished it out and went to sit under the light spilling in through the window. He stared at the first page for a while, thinking about what he wanted to write, and realized it was not as unmarked as he thought. It was badly wrinkled in some places, faded in others. He imagined Carlos holding the page between his liquor-damp fingers, thinking about what was worth writing down on it. 
Sitting under the moonlight, staring down at the page, Rafael didn’t understand why it had been so hard for his father to write something. It came easily to him, as natural to him as the impulse to hug his mother or poke his sister. What he thought about was his family, as they were in that moment and who he was because of them. Squinting in the dim light Rafael wrote: Me llamo Rafael Ricardo Deltorres. Soy hijo de Carlos y Elena Deltorres. Tengo un Tio bueno. Amo a mi hermana Tere, pero casi siempre me hace loco. 




















The Steel Worker’s Fall

They said Henry fell, but I think he jumped. I saw the body, sprawled on the concrete with the arms and legs twisted this way and that, and the part that really gets to me is that I could still see the expression in his eyes. Like it was left over from when he was alive. And the thing was, there wasn’t any kind of pain there. There wasn’t any surprise. Not to say he looked peaceful. Just sort of like he was expecting it, and like he wasn’t particularly sad to go. 
	I told the boys what I thought about it. We were sitting way up, maybe thirty stories. We liked to sit on the beams at the end of the day. Most people don’t know it, but New York City is best right before it gets dark. The lights come on in the high-rises and the sky gets dark right up at the top, but all around the city there’s this bright pink and orange glow. When you’re sitting up on a five-foot naked beam and looking out on Manhattan like that, it’s like you’ve stumbled across some city hidden in the clouds.
We had all liked Henry, but I’m not going to lie, we weren’t particularly broken up about it. You’ve got to understand that people fall. It’s part of the job. It’s expected. The steel climbs, we climb the steel, and if we fall, well then that’s the end of that. The steel stays though, and sometimes it feels like we cling onto it like it’s all that’s all there is in the whole damn world.  
	It doesn’t happen too often though, that someone jumps. The boys and I were sitting, like I said, about thirty stories up. They were silent when I told them what I thought. Finally Kurt, a big blonde German who’d been around for about ten years, he sighed and tossed his sandwich crust into the air. Kurt was always eating. He brought two massive sandwiches for lunch everyday. He ate one at lunchtime and kept the other in his pocket for whenever he could get a chance to snatch a bite. The crust fell between his feet and continued to drop until it was too small to track anymore. We watched the space where it had been for a minute. 
	“It must’ve been fast, right?” said Kurt. 
	Felix, a small man whose family came from Puerto Rico but who always specified that he was from Brooklyn, shook his head. 
“He didn’t do things fast. He would have taken his time.” 
	“God,” said Marty, the oldest one, who had worked in high steel all over the country, from Chicago to San Francisco. “Didya see all those reporters snapping pictures like they don’t know the wrath of God. Fucking embarrassing, man, just fucking embarrassing.”  
	Kurt agreed. “They should’ve said he jumped. I wouldn’t want anyone to think I had fallen.” 
	We didn’t know what to say about it, really. We just sat there, not really wanting to go home for the night. Our feet hung over the beam, swinging in all that emptiness below us. The sun was sagging, real heavy and open in the hazy dusk. It lowered itself, slow-like, over the city, and from where we were sitting, it looked like it was impaling itself right on the building in front of us. We had put that one up too, about eight years ago. That’s when we met Henry.
	The man was hired on just as we were finishing it up. We’d never met such a crazy, obsessive son of a bitch. He walked the steel like it was the road home, hammering in rivets with a force that came from somewhere deep within him. It was kind of like a man making love to a woman; only he was always rushing to get it done. But working on the building we were now had been different with him. He worked the same way, with that incessant rhythm, but there had been something angry about it, more like he was killing something than loving it. 
	I had been thinking a lot about Henry’s wife Wenda since his fall. I’d met her a few times, right at the beginning. There was a bar we used to like to go to all those years ago, The House of Spirits. In those days it was just me and Kurt — Felix was just a tyke and Marty was off who knows where — and a couple of other guys who are gone now. Most of us weren’t married and we liked to hit the House hard after work on Fridays. You don’t realize it when you’re working, but it takes a toll out of you, walking the steel. You’ve got to always think about every single damn step you take and most days you wear your mind out like that. So it felt good to knock back a glass of whiskey, then two or three, until you forgot that you had gambled with your life a million times that day and you had to do it again come Monday.  
	Anyways, after Henry was with us for a few weeks and we decided that, even though he was a little on the strange side, he wasn’t a wacko, we invited him to come with us. And that’s when we met the girl, his girl, Wenda. 
I remembered her as being pretty, with fierce red curls, and maybe a little too freckled for my taste, but with these bright blue eyes, sparking and flickering like there was a broken wire somewhere in her head. I’d never seen anything like her before, and I learned real quick not to try anything either. 
They came into the House with Wenda tucked sort of shy behind Henry. She was a little taller than him but she slouched to make up for it. She must’ve come to meet him because we’d come to the bar right after the foreman let us go. They came right up to the bar and Henry ordered for them — a beer for him and a cola for her. Then he nodded at us and didn’t say anything more. It was like there wasn’t anything remotely strange about him having brought his girl to the bar with his work folk.
After a moment it got very awkward and finally Wenda stood up and looked at Henry and he looked right back at her and they had some sort of very silent, very intense conversation. Then she got right up on top of the bar and said, in a very thick, swinging Southern accent: 
“Hello everybody. I’m Wenda, Henry’s wife. And I would appreciate it if someone bought me a real drink.” 
Everyone was silent and then Rick Flowers said, “Well hell, if that man of yours can’t make you happy, I sure as hell will.” 
I could tell that made Henry angry, but he didn’t say anything. He just kept drinking his beer, staring at something behind the bar. Rick Flowers held out his hand and helped Wenda down off the bar. She smiled at him, very sweet and pretty. She had a lot of freckles, especially across the bridge of her nose and they wrinkled right up together when she smiled. 
“Thank you honey,” she said. “You could teach Henry a thing or two, I can tell.” 
The night went on kind of like that, with Wenda batting her pretty eyes and Rick Flowers making advances however he could. Rick was like that. He didn’t mean anything, he just thought they were having a good time and he’d had so many whiskeys at that point I don’t think he even remembered Wenda belonged to somebody else. The whole time Henry just sat and drank his beer and looked at the wall. I tried to talk to him once or twice but I never got more than a grunt out of him. 
Then all of a sudden I heard Wenda say, real shrill, “Hey, stop that!” 
And then out of nowhere, Henry was flying across the room. I’ve never seen anything living move so fast. He hit Rick like a jackhammer, with the full weight of his body behind his fist. It took all five us, and Wenda, to get him off. He had blood on his white shirt, from Rick’s nose, and he looked wild, like his brain had fled right out of his head. He kept saying, “Don’t you fucking look at her, don’t you even fucking do it.” 
“Sweetheart, let’s go,” Wenda said, smoothing back his hair from his face over and over again, a little frantically. “Let’s go, darling. I don’t want to be here anymore.” 
I remember staring at her, a little horrified, a little fascinated. She must’ve known all along what she was doing, and even as she fussed over Henry, a little smile played across her pale lips. Her touch and cooing voice seemed to calm him down a bit, and, without ever taking his eyes off of Rick Flowers, sprawled across the floor with blood pouring out of his nose, he grabbed Wenda around the shoulders and left. 
That was the first time we realized Henry had a problem. We didn’t know what Rick Flowers had tried to pull on Wenda — he didn’t like to talk about it — and we knew that whatever he had tried probably was worth a good smack or two, but the way Henry had gone at him…he was out of his mind for that woman, and it never calmed down.
Sometimes he’d take the lift all the way down the steel during his lunch break just to meet her in the building across the street for a quickie. I would see them go in together and when they came out they were always still adjusting their clothing and I knew, by that and by the flush that was still on Henry’s face when he got back, that they had taken the time to get completely naked in one of those tiny bathroom stalls. I knew that they had watched each other eagerly and I could tell that they had been noisy and obscene about it. 
	Thinking about it sometimes made it hard to concentrate on my work. It wasn’t that I was particularly excited by the thought of it, but something really twisted into a knot over it. It was more than curiosity. I wanted to know what Wenda looked like naked, and not because I wanted her, but because I wanted to learn something about the way she moved, something that was at the very center of her nature that made Henry look at her the way he did. 
I got married, a year or so after that, to Maria Tanner, who had lived down the street from me on Long Island when we were kids. She was a good girl and I liked her snub nose and easy laugh. But in all the years we’ve been married, almost ten years, all the nights I’ve watched her get undressed for bed, well it was never like that for me, like it was for Henry and Wenda.
	I asked Kurt, whose wife was friends with her, what happened to Wenda after Henry jumped. He shook his head.
	“She went nuts, wailing about like a banshee. Grace said she was tearing out her hair and that she locked herself in the bathroom and tried to electrocute herself or something. Grace had the landlord bust the door down and there she was, fully dressed in the bathtub, about to pull the radio into the water with her. They’ve got her sedated somewhere now.” 
	I imagined what she must have looked like, the red curls all over the floor, and those blue eyes rolling about madly in her head. 
	Felix spit out a wad of tobacco over the edge and began to stand up. “Don’t know what she’s fussing about. It’s her fault he jumped.”
	I didn’t ask him what he meant by that. 
Everyone was standing up, grabbing his gear, but I stayed where I was, watching the sun. It was low, drowning in all that concrete and I knew it would be gone in a minute, slipping to some unreachable place.
	I was feeling kind of sick at that point and I needed a minute to gather myself together. I felt like I did whenever Henry used to lead Wenda out of the building across the street and kiss her like he wasn’t quite done with her yet before heading back to work. There was a twisting in my gut, a deep deep desire I had to know what it was they were a part of. 
	I stood up slowly, finding my balance and feeling my joints ache as they stretched. It was an ache that I was used to, an ache that came from being in the same position for too long. I leaned against a vertical beam, watching the others. It would be dark soon and everyone was cast in shadow. The city was starting to get that glow around it from the sinking sun and it felt like the whole island might start rising up around us any minute.   
When we tell people what we do, they think it must be the most thrilling thing in the world, working up here in the heavens, but they don’t know what its like, hammering at that cold steel everyday. It stops being thrilling when the first person falls. It becomes real, too real, and then it just becomes mundane, like everything else.
	I didn’t want to go home yet. It can be dangerous to go down in the dark, but I’ve never really minded it. I couldn’t get the image of Henry out of my head, twisted on the ground. His body was all messed up, but there was something beautiful about the way he laid. There he was, with not a thing in the world, even his blood and brains splattered about, but he lay there like he’d finally found some kind of peace. 
	It was, like Felix had said, because of Wenda. Henry hadn’t climbed down during his lunch break for months now. He just hammered the rivets instead of his wife. There was a part of him that grew closer to the work during those weeks, a part of him that sort of bonded with the steel. I asked him, once, if something was going on between him and Wenda. He’d been working on the same beam for hours, hammering, cursing, pulling out the rivet, going at it again. I said:
	“Hey, you all right there?” 
	He grunted. “Fine.” 
	“Henry,” I said, “Is everything all right? You know, with the wife and all that? Because I know—”
	“Mind your fucking business,” he said. 
	I didn’t try to talk about it anymore, but after a few seconds he said, “I’m losing her.” 
	His voice was a little higher-pitched than normal and he wouldn’t look at me. I didn’t know what to say so he went back to hammering his rivets and I went back to hammering mine. The thing was, I had not idea what he meant by losing her. I mean, things change when you’re with someone for a long time. You grow comfortable and you stop wanting things out of each other. It didn’t feel like loss, it just felt like life. But I tried to imagine for a minute Wenda, the red curls pulled back into a neat bun and the blue eyes quiet, and Henry, shirt tucked in and relaxed, eating a bowl of cereal together with the news playing in the background and a couple of children wrestling on the floor. It wasn’t the ordinariness of it that made me queasy, it was the thought of them, all that wild, beautiful rage of feeling between them, pushed down and packed away into docile domesticity. 
	None of us saw him fall — it was after the rest of us had gone down — but I would guess that he had leaned against the vertical beam, sort of like I was doing, and that he had watched the sun go down and that he had felt the sudden, heavy chill in the air that comes with the evening, and that he had just leaned forward. That’s all it would have taken. I think he would have spread his arms out as he fell, not like he was trying to fly, but like he was getting ready to embrace something. And he would have tumbled in the air some, twisting and looking at everything but probably only seeing Wenda. And then he would have hit the ground like a wad of tobacco spit from the mouth of God. 
	I craned my neck to look over the side of the beam, careful to keep one hand on the steel for balance. I wondered why exactly he jumped. I mean, I knew why. But the exact reason. Who had he wanted to punish? For the first time I thought of Wenda, as she must be now, doped up and alone. Somehow there seemed to be less of her now, without Henry. 
	I imagined what I would look like, if I took my hand off the steel and pitched myself forward a bit. I tried to put my face on Henry’s broken body, and I tried to think about Maria pulling out her hair and trying to electrocute herself by pulling a radio into the bathtub with her. But I really just couldn’t imagine her troubling herself. I’m not even sure a current would bother to flow through her. She’d just sit there, in our living room, and mutter “Oh dear.”
	I shook my head, trying to free the image of Henry’s body from my thoughts, and I stepped into the lift and began the slow, lonesome descent. 
	There weren’t too many of us who thought much about falling. If it happened, it happened. It wouldn’t be much of a surprise and hitting the concrete would feel a bit like fate. We were married to this rigid structure of steel and would probably die beside it. It hadn’t been like that for Henry though. He had held the sun, held on to it with his soul, and when it faded, the way it always does, he tried to follow it beneath the horizon. I can’t blame him for that. I don’t think that any of us do. 












Mountain Country

Sunday, February 19, 2013
6:44 am
Finn was dead asleep on the leather couch in the den when a loud rap on the back door intruded on the dark haze of his slumber. Upstairs the dog was going crazy and the sudden cacophony made his head spin. That and all the Jameson he’d had at his father’s retirement party the night before. 
	At the thought of the retirement party his stomach sank, the party’s implication coating his thoughts like the bad aftertaste of bile. Starting Monday morning he’d be the new sheriff of Jackson County, a job he was not sure he was capable of doing, a job he was not entirely sure he wanted.   
	“Alright, alright,” said Finn, as the knocking became more insistent.  
	He stood and the room spun; his stomach lurched. When he opened the door, standing on the other side of the screen was a man named Brett Huran, the sheriff from Graham, a few counties over, and the one-time best friend of Finn’s father. Behind him a swirl of grey mist stewed in the valley beneath the rise of the mountain. The landscape behind Finn’s house was startling — a sharp drop from the back porch and then up climbed the land, disappearing into low-hanging clouds.  
	“Sheriff Huran,” said Finn, knowing if Huran was all the way in Jackson so early in the morning, it couldn’t be good. 
	The man was nervous. Naturally large, he somehow managed to look half his size, slouching his shoulders as if he was anticipating a blow from some giant, vindictive fist. 
	“Sorry to bother you son,” he said. “I was looking for your father but no one answered at the house.” 
	“Uh, no they wouldn’t be there,” said Finn. “Dad and Sue left after the party last night. They’re going to Edisto to celebrate.” 
	“Right. Listen, I think you ought to know I got a call real early this morning. When’s the last time you heard from your brother?”
The mention of Avrett put Finn on edge. 
	“Uh, he’s on a trip. Nashville I think.” 
	Huran looked away from Finn, over his shoulders at the mountains that were dark still with morning shadows, otherworldly almost in the mist and purple dawn. 
	“It doesn’t look that way, son.” 

Friday, February 17, 2013
5:02 pm
	Finn’s desk faced the sheriff’s door, and he studied over and over again the printed white letters that spelled his father’s name across it. He wondered if anyone would feel the need to change the first name come Monday, or if, when he moved into his father’s position, it would be such a liquid transition that the deputies and all of Jackson County would go on calling him “Sheriff McConnell” and not care at all that his first name was different from his father’s.
	Behind that door sat the sheriff drinking a bottle of fifty-year-old Macallan he’d bought years ago in Scotland for just this moment. Arnold, the sheriff’s deputy, was in there too, and Jack Princely, the magistrate. They were going out of office together and were sharing their last drink as Men of the Peace. It was the swansong of their youth. When they went home tonight they would be old men. 
	Finn was unmoved. Lying slumped over the desk, he was picturing exactly where on his old man’s shelf the bottle had sat, every day until this one. He wished he’d gone in there days ago and pulled the bottle from its little wooden box. He could imagine the delicious burn of the whiskey in the back of his throat, its rough intensity. It was thrilling to think of the look on the sheriff’s face if he came into the office on the morning of his last day only to find that his younger son, who had no right to his prize whiskey at all, had indulged himself and passed out drunk. 
	The three men came out of the office, laughing, throwing themselves into the freedom of their retirement, seeking joy in a hallmark of parting. 
	“Finn, my boy,” said Arnie, catching sight of the younger man and coming to lean against his desk. He gave Finn a cheery smile. “It’s your reign now.” 
	“You’ve got big shoes to fill, don’t you kiddo,” said Jack Princely. 
	“Yessir,” said Finn, nodding, feeling as if his head was moving on its own. 
	Tift, his father, was looking at him, not much expression on his face, a grim little set to his mouth and eyes veiled by his heavy-set brow. 
	“Now leave that boy alone Jack,” he said. 
	He turned to go.
	“See you at the party.” 
But before he could leave, the glass door of the office swung open. It was Avrett, the elder McConnell. Avrett was a tall man, and handsome, though not so young anymore. He had the palest green eyes — he was the only one who had inherited the delicate look of their mother, dead for 23 years now from cancer of the liver. He had a nice face, round, with prominent cheekbones and an even smile, but those green eyes — they always stared a little too long. 
	“Just in time for the big farewell I see,” said Avrett. “Fan-fucking-tastic.”
	“Avrett,” said Tift by way of greeting. He watched his eldest child with a mixed gaze of pride and wariness. “What brings you by?”
	“I’m headed out for Nashville.” 
	“What? Now?” said Tift, his face creasing into its natural frown. 
	“Didn’t you know?” said Finn. “It’s Dad’s retirement party tonight. You’re the guest of honor.”
	The older brother looked at the younger brother and it was as if a cloud passed over their faces, a shadow cast by long years of relentless jealousy and anger. 
“Big day for you too, isn’t it?” said Avrett.
“I suppose.”
“You’re sure excited aren’t you.” 
“It’s the best goddamn day of my life.” 
“Sounds about right.” 
They watched each other for a moment. Avrett had just come back to Sylva a few weeks ago for the first time in two years. Usually he stayed far away, keeping to the coast where he did god only knew what. But he had come back, unannounced, and the tense, volatile peace that had formed between Finn and his father over the years had suddenly ruptured.  
Just then the bell on the door clinked suddenly, and through it came a tall woman in a pretty dress the color of cream soda with long, dark brown hair that streamed over her shoulders and down her back. 
	“Avrett?” she said, hesitant in her speech and in her walk. “Are you ready? 
	“Baby I told you to wait in the car,” he said, going over to her and turning her by the shoulder away from his father and brother. 
	“Well you were taking so long, I thought I had to come check on you.” 
	She looked over her shoulder at Finn and the sheriff and smiled. She was very pretty, part Native American, and Finn recognized her from high school. Her name was Allison Moss, but Finn remembered little else about her other than she spent her summers with her rich father in New York City. 
	“You look so familiar,” she said to Finn. 
	“High school,” he said. “I was a grade or too under. I’m surprised you remember.”
	“Of course I remember! I remember you won that poetry contest, with the poem about your mother. You went to the state championships.” 
	“Right.” 
	“Well now that we’re all caught up,” said Avrett. “Baby please go wait in the car.”
	“Alright, alright,” she said. “It was nice to see you again Finn. I hear you’re gonna be the new sheriff. I can picture it already.”
	She winked at him as she left, and Finn was disconcerted that he liked her and yet the thought that she would willingly be with his brother was extremely distasteful to him.  
	“Anyways,” said Avrett, “I thought I’d come say congrats Dad. We all know how hard you’ve worked.”
	The words were said sharply and Finn knew they came from a place of darkness, knew that Avrett appreciated their father’s devotion to his work no more than Finn did. Their shared childhood was a string of memories held together by the image of their mother, a kind and sad woman, and punctuated occasionally by the rage of their tired and tortured father. Then had come the cancer, and those days had been bad for all of them. The sheriff knew how to deal with many things, but he did not know how to deal with guilt, and so very often he was not present. 
	“Everything I’ve done, I’ve done for you Avrett,” said the sheriff. “Whether you care to recognize it or not.” 	
	 He tipped his hat, his gesture of silencing, give-no-shits, authority, and left. Avrett watched him over his shoulder and then turned once more towards Finn. 
	“I don’t know how you’ve done it for so long, stuck in here with him all day. Way up in these mountains.”
	Finn shrugged. 
	“Where else would I go?” 
	“Anywhere.” 
	Finn shook his head. “I couldn’t do that. This is home.” 
	“No, man, this place is...sick. Whack. Like when you put a magnet next to compass. It makes my head go wild.” 
	“Why are you here again, then Avrett? Why the hell did you come back?” 
	“Boredom, I guess.” 
Finn glanced at his brother and looked away again quickly. He didn’t like the change that had come over Avrett’s face when he came back to Sylva, like he was remembering something terribly grim and strange, something he couldn’t get away from. It was more than the death of their mother. After her death they had been close. They played Frisbee in the back yard and tried to teach each other how to play the guitar. 
And then Avrett had gone to high school and a change had started to come over him. He grew more distant as his moods got wilder. He was always running around, in those days, with a group of guys, some of who Finn would later jail for running crank labs down 23 towards Franklin. Frightening fellas, smart guys mostly, but a little gone in the eyes. Big ideas but no conviction. Finn was never welcome among them, even when he was young and eager to run with tough crowds. They were always afraid he would snitch. 
	“You better get going,” said Finn. “Allison’s waiting.”
	“Yeah. Take care kiddo,” he said, and then he was gone.

Sunday, February 19, 2013
10:17 am
Sheriff Huran said they had found the car stuck in the mud on an off-road trail up near the border. It was a couple of men out hunting, taking advantage of the new snow to find fresh boar tracks, who had come across the silver sedan, empty, and half-buried in a snow pile. They’d laughed, at first, at the bizarre find, but they’d reported it to the police station when they’d gotten back late Saturday night. When Huran had gotten wind the abandoned car belonged to the son of his old partner, he thought he’d better go break the news himself.
Finn was headed to Graham County, about a 30-minute drive from Jackson, riding slumped in the passenger’s seat of Huran’s cop car. He was watching the trees rise up and fall away through the window. The mist had cleared, but the sky was still gray. It would snow later. Finn always had a sense about these things, and anyways, it had been snowing off-and-on all month. The roadside was littered with smashed boulders, pulled down by the mud and ice.  
	A truck passed them, a faded-green Nissan with some sort of dead animal in the back. Finn sat up and tried to make out what it was. 
	“Holy hell,” he said. “Is that a boar?” 
	Huran glanced at the bed of the truck that had moved in front of them. 
	“Yep,” he said. “Looks like it.”
	“It’s massive. What would you say? Four hundred? Five hundred?” 
	He nodded. 
	“Thereabouts. We’ve seen a spurt of them up this way lately, huge just like that one.” 
	“I’ve never seen one like that before. Dad would have a fit if he knew there was game like that up here.” 
	Huran paused. Then he said:
	“Finn, I have to ask you something. Do you have any idea, any at all, about why Avrett would have turned off the main road?” 
	Finn said nothing. The truth was, there was something familiar about that road. Years ago Avrett and his buddies had had a place down there, an old hiking shelter, where they spent most of their time, smoking pot and who knew what else. But there wasn’t any reason for him to have gone down there so many years later.  
	“I have no idea.”
	“It’s just strange, you know?” said Huran. “Your brother never struck me as the sort to go wandering off in the woods. And he’d know not to try to take a little car like that down the trails. Especially this time of year with the ground still so soft from the snows.” 
	Finn had nothing to say.  
	“The only folks that go down that way,” Huran continued, “are the rangers, and they ought to’ve closed it off until the spring. But the gate was already open, then that’s another issue on its own. Who opened the gate?” 

2:20 pm
By the early afternoon the search had begun. The National Guard helicopters were circling the area around the northern part of Lake Santeetlah. The Graham County Forest Service was organizing the ground search and they had amassed a group of volunteers whom they armed with flares, flashlights and first aid equipment. The lady’s choir from the Santeetlah Church gave out tea and hot coco and led a prayer before the group disbanded to search. 
The old Sheriff McConnell and his wife arrived in Brett Huran’s office in Robbinsville just after the search took off. They had rushed the whole way back from Edisto Island, off the coast of South Carolina, when they heard the news from Finn. Huran and Finn were bent over a map sprawled across the desk, and McConnell leaned against the windowsill, staring out at the parking lot and the mountain ridge beyond.
	“What I’m asking,” Finn said, “is why the search perimeter is so small.” 
	“We want to search the area thoroughly,” said Huran. “If we don’t find him, we can mark it off here and move on and be sure that we didn’t miss him.” 
	From his spot by the window, McConnell grunted. 
	“That boy’ll be back all on his own,” he said. “And he’ll be laughing at all of us for making a fuss.” 
	“It’s not just him, Dad,” said Finn. “Allison too.”  
	“What the hell are you talking about,” said Huran to his old partner with a visceral anger, hurling with his words like daggers. “It’s your goddamn duty. All of our duties.”
	“Jesus Christ Huran,” said Tift. “Stop thinking so high and mighty of yourself. This is not the Abigail Carmichael case. You’ve got to let it go.” 
	Huran stood very still and very quiet. Then he said, “I want to help you find your family McConnell, even if you don’t think it’s necessary, but don’t you bring up the Carmichael girl to me ever again.” 
	An uncomfortable silence passed across the room. Finn knew a little about the Carmichael girl from twenty years back. She had disappeared after she’d wandered away from her friends on a camping trip. They had spent weeks looking for her before they finally found her. She had stumbled into a boar’s shelter and, with unforgiving tusks and teeth, the creature had ripped the small body beyond any hope of recovery.
The case had been the reason for the vast rift between Sheriff Huran and Finn’s father. They’d been partners, back when they were both detectives, but a vicious disagreement over that case had driven Tift McConnell into the sheriff’s seat of Jackson county and Brett Huran into exile in Graham. 
	As Finn watched the tense moment between the two men, he studied the lines that cut across their faces, the signs of age and experience, of the series of difficult relationships that had colored their lives. They were men of the people, the old Sheriff McConnell and Sheriff Huran. They had lived their whole lives with the intention of protecting the community they cared about, and went something got the better of them, like the Carmichael girl’s disappearance, it tore at them. And now it was Finn’s role, to do what his father had spent so many years doing. 
	With a surge of determination he left the office, not caring if his father and Huran noticed or not. He had Huran’s words stuck in his head. It’s your goddamn duty. Finn had spent so long waiting to feel that sense of duty, but all he felt was anger at his brother. He felt that he had been cheated, nearly his entire life, out of the brother he had always needed. It had never occurred to him that he might be the brother Avrett needed, that he might be the one to save Avrett. 

Thursday, August 28, 1993
3:43 pm
It was the day of the third anniversary of their mother’s death when Tift McConnell came home half-drunk with rage. 
Finn was sitting alone on the roof of the gutted old Ford pick-up rusting in their backyard when he heard his old man slam the door of his cop car and shout something he couldn’t make out. Tift usually worked late on this day anyways, but since the disappearance of Abigail Carmichael almost a month ago, he hadn’t been coming home until ten or eleven at night. 
Finn was seventeen and had just started his senior year at Smoky Mountain High. He hadn’t gone to class today though, and had spent the day drinking beer and hiking. It was something he had done with his mother — hiking anyways — even after she had gotten sick, for a while. They liked the woods, the cheery trill of the kinglets and the scamper and dash of the squirrels. And they liked the time away from Tift, from his overbearing intensity and pent-up emotions, the product of belonging so fully to a job that promised to make so much out of you, but really only brought you face-to-face, again and again, with the underbelly of humanity.
	He got down off the truck and went into the house. 
	“Where’s your brother?” said Tift, glancing Finn’s way before stomping down the hallway towards Avrett’s room. 
	Finn shrugged, then realizing his father couldn’t hear him, said, “I haven’t seen him since Tuesday at least. But you know how he is.” 
	Tift came out from the back of the house, his face strained. 
	“Are you alright, Dad? Why are you home so early?” 
	“You’re going to help me find him,” said Tift, ignoring the question. “Right now.” 
	“Alright,” said Finn. “But what’s wrong? Shouldn’t you be canvassing or something?” 
	“They found the girl,” Tift said, breathless and distracted.  
	“What happened?”
	“A boar got to her.”
“Woah,” said Finn. “Wait, Dad, are you alright?” 
“Son,” said Tift, stopping suddenly and turning around, his thick frame looming over his son. “I want you to stop asking me questions and help me find Avrett.”
	 They didn’t track him down until long after night had fallen. He was up in the fire tower, off the Blue Ridge Parkway on the Cherokee reservation. Tift called and threatened, but he wouldn’t come down, and finally, Finn climbed up there himself. 
	He saw immediately that his brother was high, on some kind of pill probably. He was slow to look at Finn, and his eyes were droopy and faraway. He smiled, sluggish and with only half his mouth. 	
	“So you found me,” he said, his words a little slurred and flat. 
	“What are you doing? Dad’s looking for you. He’s angry about something.”
	“Oh fuck him,” said Avrett. “He’s always angry about something, but there ain’t nothing to him. Nothing to be afraid of.”
	Finn sat down beside him and stretched his legs out. 
	“Do you know what he wants with you?” 
	“Nah. It don’t matter. Stop talking for a second. Do you hear that?”
	Finn listened, but the night was drearily quiet, the usual discord of a summer’s night muted and tame for once. It was humid, the brown clouds of the night hanging low overhead, and the moonless dark closing in tight around them. 
	“I hate this place at night,” said Avrett. “It’s not much to talk about in the day either, but when it gets like this, it makes you feel like you’re losing your shit. Too much happens in this place that doesn’t make any sense at all.” 
	“It isn’t too nice of a night,” said Finn, without much conviction. 
	“Don’t you ever feel ashamed of being from here? Of the person this place makes of you?” 
	Finn shrugged. 
	“I don’t know, man. Aren’t you the same no matter where you are?” 
	“I hope not,” said Avrett. 
	They sat that way, under the dome of the night sky for what might have been hours. The silence of the night made time seem to stretch on forever. Finally Finn said: 
	“They found the Carmichael girl today.” 
	Avrett sat up suddenly. 
	“Shit,” he said loudly. “Where?” 
	Finn shrugged. 
	“I dunno. It was bad though. A boar got to her.” 
	Avrett slumped against the back wall of the box. 
	“A boar.” 
	“Yeah. I don’t think Dad’s doing so good.” 
	“We better go down,” he said, moving swiftly over the edge and dropping quickly out of sight, into the darkness below. Their father still waited in his car, the lights inside radiating a pathetic halo into the night.

	They were silent all the way home, and when they got to the house Tift took Avrett by his arm and they disappeared into their father’s office, the room at the far end. Finn sat in the living room, finishing the beer he’d been forced to abandon earlier. He would take a drink, stand up, pace the room, sit down, drink. He was dying to know what his father was saying to Avrett. It was strange that he couldn’t hear a word coming from the room. Tift was not a quiet man, and when he was angry, the whole street knew it. 
	Finally he couldn’t stand it anymore. If the sheriff caught him eavesdropping he’d be dead, but he drained the last of his beer and crept down the hall. The door was cracked just enough that Finn could see the forms of his father and brother inside, speaking in hushed, furious voices. The light from the streetlamp outside the window streamed in through the blinds and cut bright yellow bars across the drawn face of his brother.
	“—goddamn well as I do that no wild animal did it,” Tift was saying. “Do you have any idea what this is going to cost me? What it’s going to cost you for Christ’s sake!”
	“Dad—”
	“You know what, I don’t even want to hear it. I don’t want to know how involved you are. But you’re getting out of here Avrett, until this blows over at least. I will do what I have to. But don’t you ever, ever talk to any of those good-for-nothing shitheads again.” 
	“You can’t make me leave—”
	“Haven’t you always wanted to get out of here anyways? Goddammit Avrett. I thought I raised you better than this.” 
	“Oh fuck you, you didn’t raise me at all.”
	“You don’t appreciate a thing, not you or your brother.”
	“Fucking hell,” said Avrett. 
He threw his hands up in a gesture of surrender. 
“Why am I fighting this,” he said. “You’re right. I’ve been trying to leave you, and this, my whole fucking life. I’ll be gone tomorrow.” 
	He strode towards the door and Finn backed away quickly, ducking into the bathroom a few doors down. 
	
	In the morning, Avrett left, without waking Finn or saying goodbye. Finn heard the door slam and car start, but he didn’t get up. If this was Avrett’s choice, he didn’t want to make it harder for him. But as he heard the roar of the car fade off down the street, he closed his eyes tight as he could and tried to push the world far far away. 

Sunday, February 19, 2013
4:50 pm
It was starting to get dark and it had begun to snow. Finn had been searching for nearly three hours in the area between Tapoco Road and the dam. There were others combing the same area but he hadn’t seen anyone in a long time and the sound of their human movements through the brush had faded. Instead he was surrounded by the intense buzz of the quiet woods. He stood on the bridge of the dam, overlooking Santeetlah Lake. The water was glossy and gray beneath the winter sky, the trees and hills reflected in its surface, blurry through the thin film of ice. The mist was coming in again, down from the mountaintops. He felt dazed as he watched it moving in, dreamlike as it hovered, silent and unassuming, over the water. 
	It occurred to him that even if someone found Avrett, he’d have no way of knowing until he made his way back to the station. Cell service was bad so far from Robbinsville and he’d neglected to bring a radio. He knew he should turn back and regroup. They would be calling off the search soon, as the storm picked up and the day came to end. But he decided to keep going for a little while, along the edge of the lake. If worse came to worst he’d hunker down at the campgrounds on the other side of the lake. He knew how to manage for a night, even in the snow. 
	Behind the thick blanket of clouds, the sun was just a faraway pinprick of sallow light, drowning fast beyond the crest of the mountain. In the eerie gray light of the snowy dusk, the trees and the brush had a quality of impermanence, an unfamiliar other-world laid overtop the landscape that had once brought him peace. He couldn’t shake the impression that it all felt like some sort of warning, like the world had turned inside out and was waiting for him to notice what it was that was wrong. 
	 He was almost to the campground when he saw them, the footprints starkly red against the falling snow. They were boar tracks, fresh ones, headed around the mountain, away from the Avery Creek area. A sickening feeling came over him as his mind was hurled back twenty years and he remembered little Abigail Carmichael and the brutal death she had met.  
He followed the tracks towards the creek, moving as fast as he could. He scanned the landscape, looking for any colors that popped out from the blanket of white. There were clots of green and brown here and there but nothing resembling a person. It was getting harder to see as the snow picked up. The cold was invading more than his skin; in his mind already the blood belonged to Avrett or Allison, and he felt a surprising, overwhelming sense of loss, rolling in like the fog over the lake.
He crested the hill and there, at the end of the trail, was the dying thing. It was a wolf, skinny and gray, her tender groin gauged open by the boar’s tusk. She was dying still, a confused look in her unfocused eyes, like she wasn’t quite sure what had happened to her. The unexpected gruesomeness made his stomach turn and he felt like he had stumbled across something tumorous and obscene.
“Oh Jesus,” he said turning drunkenly away. 
He had never seen something that had been injured like that by a boar. She breathed heavily, laboring to die. He was reminded of his mother, ravaged by sickness. Humans, animals, we all die the same, he thought. All with that helpless, faraway look in the eye. He thought too of Abigail Carmichael…
And suddenly a thought came into his head, something random and terrible, a hunch too horrifying to articulate, even within his own mind. He turned away from the sight of the deer and stumbled back the way he had come. The snow had indeed picked up by that time. The snow had indeed picked up by that time. The gentleness of the earlier snowfall was gone and it seemed now as if the white sky was crumbling around him. The white sky, white trees, white ground, everything shadowless and white, two-dimensional. Finn wondered if going blind was like this, everything fading into everything else until there was only one color left and a reverberating sense of aloneness.

Monday, February 20, 2013
7:35 am
He stayed the night in the cabin at the campground and in the morning he went on a hike. He knew the trails up the mountain better than he knew anything else. He climbed with a purpose, he was seeking a revelation. He felt the wolf’s blood on him as if he had killed her. Finally it was coming to him, that creeping sense of duty, and oh how awful a feeling when you knew the ending would be terrible. 
For he had seen the pictures of Abigail Carmichael’s body. Driven out of curiosity to know about the details of the thing that haunted his father so badly, Finn had dug out the files they had at the station in Sylva, had glanced in horror over the Polaroids. The boars had indeed gotten to her, but Finn knew now there was a difference between the scavenged body of that young girl and the savage death of the wolf. He heard the voice of his father say, all those years ago: No wild animal did that. He realized now his father had been speaking of Abigail, and what his father knew but would not say frightened him.   
As he climbed he came into a clearing, a place both familiar and unsettling. It was the old shelter that Avrett and his friends had once used as a hangout. It was a gray wooden building, half over-grown with a tangle of weeds and vines. He ducked inside and he was assaulted by the hut’s rank smell, the wood so deeply rotted that the only thing holding the building upright was the vines entwined through the boards. 
Slowly he paced the small room, running his fingers through his coarse brown hair and for a moment he let his mind wander down the paths of memory to when he had followed his brother here one day, when Finn was in junior high.
There had been six boys, including Avrett. They smoked a lot, and Finn remembered that for a while, at the beginning, the acrid smell of cigarettes that clung to Avrett had made him feel sick. They were smoking, the day Finn followed his brother, and passing around a bottle of something. They joked and laughed with each other and they seemed almost like a normal set of teenagers. But Finn never could shake the feeling that something was off. They had a wildness to them, an abandon that bordered on violent. The things they got in trouble for were not the things of normal teenagers, never anything bad enough to get them locked away, but enough to make you scratch your head and wonder. 
He remembered the time he spotted them in the woods, they had a box open on the ground before them and they were throwing things into it, small objects and scraps of paper. There was something private and ritualistic about what they were doing, and Finn had understood that this was some sort of shrine to memories they shared between them. It might have been an endearing gesture of brotherhood if there wasn’t always such a play of malice slashing across their faces. 
Finn had been obsessed for a few days after spying on them with figuring out what was in the box. He had tried to sneak back, but that’s when one Thomas Anderson had caught him and told him he’d kill him if he ever caught him snooping in these parts again. Finn had not hesitated in believing him. 
It was the memory of this box that had brought him back here once again. If there were answers to the horrible question that had sprouted in his mind, it had to be in that box. He kicked around the layers of murky leaves with his feet, not really expecting to find something, but not quite believing he wouldn’t… 
Then his foot collided with something hollow and tin, the vulgar clash of the boot and the object shattering the morning silence. The box soared across the room and papers flew everywhere. He bent to pick them up. They were yellowing and brittle between his fingers. 
The papers were full of strange writings and manifestos, and shadowy, mostly abstract photographs. He passed through them quickly, looking for anything that might be connected to Avrett. 
And then he saw the photograph. 
It was a Polaroid, dimmed by old age and damp, but Finn could clearly see the image of a young girl, sitting against the wall in the same cabin he was in now. Her hands and ankles were bound and her long brown hair fell over her face. She looked different than he remembered, but there was no mistaking the thin face and pale eyes of Abigail Carmichael. 
Finn dropped the photograph as if it were a hot coal. It was as good as a confirmation. The reason why Avrett had left. And maybe the reason why he had come back. He put the papers back in the box, and stood, holding it tightly between his hands. He felt the box had been delivered to him as a commandment: Go forth and desecrate your family. A family already wasted by sin and darkness and too many things left unsaid. 
 
12:50 pm 
	The first thing Finn did when he made it back to Robbinsville where it sat at the southern tip of the lake was go to find Sheriff Huran. He was in his office and he stood quickly when he saw Finn coming in. 
	“Where the hell have you been?” he said, and then, before Finn could answer, “They’ve found your brother.” 
	“Alive?”
	“Yes. They’re at the hospital now.”
	Finn paused, afraid to ask the next question.  
	“What about Allison?” 
	Huran said nothing, then finally: “No sign of her yet.” 
	“What did Avrett say?” 
	Huran looked away and shrugged. 
	“Not much of anything. He’s been really out of it, I think, since they found him.” 
	Finn nodded, weariness gripping him bone-deep. It was Monday at last, the first day that he was the Sheriff of Jackson County. 
	“I’ll be on my way then,” he said. 
Then right before he went out the door, he said, “Sheriff Huran, I want to see the files you have on Abigail Carmichael when I get back.” 

When he arrived at Swain County hospital and saw Avrett lying on the white bed staring blankly at the wall, he almost walked away. Almost got back in his truck and drove until he couldn’t see a shadow of mountain country anymore. Until the sun shone bright on open fields and he was free. 
Instead he made himself push open the door. 
“Hey,” he said quietly. 
Avrett turned his head towards him.
“Hey,” he said, smiling a little. “You’re ok.” 
“Yeah I’m ok. You’re ok?”
“Yeah. Just, I’m sick with worrying, you know?” 
Finn said nothing. 
“So what happened out there?” 
Avrett shook his head, in disbelief. 
“I thought it was a shortcut,” he said. “I would have sworn it was. We were driving and it had started to snow. I didn’t want to make the drive through the mountains in that, so I convinced Allison to stay the night in Robbinsville. We turned around, but there was an accident behind us and the traffic was bad, so when we passed the road…well I swore it was a shortcut.”
“So why did you leave the car?”
“We got stuck. The snow picked up and that little Accord isn’t made for off road trails like that. As soon as I realized I had made a mistake, I tried to turn around, but the tires were already stuck. We waited out the night, but in the morning we’d run out of gas from keeping the heater on all night. We had to get out and try to find our way back.”
“Obviously you didn’t just follow the trail back to the road.” 
“We couldn’t see it,” said Avrett. “Honest to God. And then when we stopped to rest, I left her for a second, just to pee, and when I got back, she was gone. She’d just disappeared.”
Finn said nothing, only stared at his brother, seeking out evidence of the blatant lie in Avrett’s pale face. 
“Avrett,” he said at last. “Why did you leave, all those years ago? Why did you really?” 
His brother looked him straight in the eye and Finn saw realization bloom there. Avrett looked away, out the window at the silhouette of dark mountains against the pale gray of the morning sky.  	
“Who ever put the idea into your head to be a sheriff.” he said. “You’re not cut out for it little brother.”
“Avrett. Avrett look at me. You’ve got to give me something. Were you going to meet someone down that trail Friday night?” 
“Leave it alone.”
“Was it one of those guys, from years ago? Thomas Anderson?” 
He said nothing.
“Another one then, Phipp Richards? David Oskawa? Roger—”
“Finn,” said Avrett, grabbing a hold of his collar and pulling him close. “I already told you what happened. What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”
Finn pulled away and sighed, running his hand over his face. 
“You know,” he said, his voice strained and shaking. “When we were boys, you never acted like my big brother. Never looked out for me. And then when they told me you were missing yesterday morning, I realized that I never needed you to look out for me, that I could look out for you.” 
Avrett said nothing, only kept looking out of the window. 
 “I’m not the old man,” said Finn, standing. “I don’t think you owe me anything and I don’t think you’re the goddamn sun. I hardly know you at all.”

2:13 pm
When Finn walked back into the sheriff’s office, Huran was sitting in his chair waiting for him, with a file lying neatly on the desk in front of him. 
“Son,” he said, before Finn could say a word. “This is a closed case.”  
	Huran looked him over, his eyes serious and his mouth grim. 
	“So it is,” he said. “But I’m reopening it.”  
	“Listen, Sheriff Huran,” said Finn. “I don’t care what relationship you had or have with my dad. But I’m sheriff now, not him, and if I want to see those files, then I have every right to.”
	“This isn’t your county.”
	“It was, once,” he said. “This is about my brother. And it’s about Allison Moss, who deserves a chance to live. Do I have to spell it out more?” 
	Huran studied him for a moment. 
	“Let me ask you a question, Finn,” he said. “I don’t know you too well but I want to know something. Why did you want to be sheriff?” 
	Finn paused. It was a question he asked himself everyday. After he’d seen what the career had made of his father, why did he want to follow in those footsteps? He was a good police officer, proactive and decisive, but all through the election season, he hadn’t been sure he’d make a good sheriff. He’d run because he knew his father wanted him to, and Jackson County had voted him into the seat because of his name, because they had an overflow of love for Tift and weren’t ready to let his legacy go yet. 
	He was facing a choice now, about what sort of sheriff he wanted to be. And what sort of man. The profession had destroyed the kindness and youth in Tift McConnell, had made him a hard shell of a man. But here Finn was, in possession of a revelation that was changing everything he knew about his father. He could choose to ignore it or face it head-on. 
	“I’ve got an obligation,” said Finn, slowly. “I’ve got an obligation because I think I can be better than my dad was. And I think there’s people out here who need that kind of leadership.” 
	“It’s harder than it sounds,” said Huran, but he picked up the file from the desk and held it out. “Sometimes it’s easier to leave the past alone.”
	Finn didn’t hesitate. He’d made a decision, and he was far past what was easy. He was on a hard road now, on the path through the Red Sea, and all that mattered was that he deliver as many people as possible before the rancorous waves crashed down on top of them all. 
He opened the file and held his breath. Inside was page after page on the people they had suspected were connected to the Carmichael girl’s disappearance. He recognized some of them and it made his stomach drop. They were the boys from high school, the ones Avrett used to hang out with before he quit town. Thomas Anderson was there, and so many others. And on the last page, his green eyes, cold and defiant, looking up from the flat piece of paper, was Avrett McConnell.  		
Finn stared at the page for a long time. He felt sick, but he also felt sure. 
“Huran,” he said. “Start a file on Allison Moss. Copy these pages into it.” 
 A sudden peace come over him, a sureness that was almost holy in the way it soothed his troubled thoughts. He thought about Avrett, and Tift, two men who were so affected by the sway of life, they couldn’t keep ahold of themselves in the tide. He was a different man, he realized, a better man. 
He left, then, to confront his father and the secrets he’d been keeping, to follow a calling, a lead down into the dark of the mountain country, where things terrible and anarchic waited for him to bring the light. 

A Dark Encroachment

This was the South Carolina dead country, the borderland lowcountry. This was the lowcountry in the summer. You might could drown in the humidity. This was impoverished land in late summer. People stagnated in their homes; there was no work, nothing to do but sweat and fan and sweat and fan. Heat like that invades, takes possession, makes animals of us. 
	A short meander off the highway, down the cracked drive of Broader Road, there was a white house — not white, once white, now gray. There were signs of life here. A pile of leaves smoldered by the road, a thin curl of black smoke streaming steadily up from the charred mass of foliage quivering in the ditch. Beyond the ditch and the burning leaves stretched a wide berth of unkempt lawn, the early September grasses oiled with dew unfurling their spines underneath an alabaster sky. The ash trees and the oaks grew in a wide crown around the edge of the lawn, the intention behind their planting lost in the overgrown branches, tangled up in kudzu vines and curling like claws over a rectangular the house set in the center of the property. The house was old, with three upper windows and a tall gable roof. 
	The house belonged to Hal Defranco, the man who dragged the leaves to the side of the road early in the morning, early, early, especially for a Saturday. Hal was a man atoning. In his youth, even in the days when the family had money, he dreamed of leaving. Good fortune had made him handsome, had set him on a path through life that might have been easy — but it had done him no favors in terms of grace or humility, and Hal had had no gravity of feeling for the small town that had given him a place. Yet here he was still, during the week driving two hours each way to Hilton Head to clean pools, and on Saturdays mowing the lawn at the high school for an extra $200 in his pocket. This is why Hal Defranco was not at home when his cousin arrived. 
	She stood, half hidden by the untamed weeds that grew by the road, across from the house, watching. Claudia Harlow was tall and thin, her body shooting upward like the trunk of a poplar. She had a plain face; wide-set, narrow eyes, cheekbones that arched like bridges between the ears and the sharp nose, and a puckered, excessive mouth set beneath the nose like a gaudy gemstone. Her brown hair was cut short, just beneath her chin. What was she doing there? Standing like a strange bird blinking at nothingness. Her purpose was unclear, maybe even to her. Very soon she would enter this house, uninvited, unannounced. 
Earlier she had seen her cousin hauling the tarp full of leaves to the road, striking the match, setting it aflame, and leaving it to burn as he climbed into his truck and drove away. What if she had simply gone to speak with him? She couldn’t, she was in pain. Everything about her spoke of pain, the indecision with which she moved, towards the house, back to the woods, crouch, stand, repeat, the manic checking and rechecking and checking again of the handgun in her belt, the little bullet loaded. She was out for something. 
	It was now just around nine o’clock, though the low clouds concealed the position of the sun and the dank earth was paralyzed already in the haze of smoke and heat and buzzing gnats. Claudia made her way across the road and down the gravel driveway. She climbed the steps of the front porch, the stairs creaking under her boots. The front door was splintered and old, but it was locked and wouldn’t give when she pushed against it with her shoulder. The windows, too, were immoveable, pinned down as much by rust and dirt in their crevices than by their locks.
	She went around to the back of the house. An aluminum awning stretched over the back porch and out over the lawn, creating a sort of covered workshop. There were piles of plywood lying against the house, boxes and paint cans stacked as high as the awning, various tools hung from the wall, a machete, a hatchet, three rakes, a hammer and drill. An old truck, gutted and overcome with rust was parked underneath the overhang. A child’s plastic playhouse was there too, the once bright yellow faded to a sickly lime by the wind and the wet. The backyard was cut short but the encroaching kudzu, spilling out of the woods, the oaks and the ashes swallowed, the pythonic vines pulling themselves along the grass. 
	The screen door against the back of the house was open and the woman stepped inside. She didn’t try to be quiet — the house could be seen only from the road. The inside of the house was in a less severe condition of ruin than the outside. The screen door opened into the kitchen, the floor laid with an ugly brown linoleum that curled up under the cabinets, but otherwise the room was neat, the counters clean. 
	Claudia went into the hall, poking her head into rooms as she passed. It was a bare house, the signs of living occurring there subtle. She climbed the unpolished wood of the stair to the upstairs hall. She turned the corner and slipped inside the big bedroom at the back of the house, but stopped just past the threshold. Lying across the bed, in a nightgown covered with pink and yellow stars, was a girl. She lay with one arm curved around her head, the other thrown across the pillows, the easy abandon of a young child home from school on a Saturday morning. She breathed audibly, wetly, through her open mouth and her small nose. This child was an unexpected find.
	Claudia went around the side of the bed and nudged the sleeping girl. She stirred, wiped her nose against the bedspread, then relaxed back into sleep. Claudia nudged her again, felt the stark bones of her shoulder blade through the cotton nightgown. The girl opened her eyes, looked at Claudia with wide amber eyes clouded with sleep. She stretched and sat up. 
	“Who’re you?” she said, sleep still pulling at her, words slurred, head lolling. 
	Claudia reached towards her, placed her hand under the girl’s chin. 
	“What’s your name?” she said.
	“Esther,” said the girl, pulling away from the woman. “I don’t like that.” 
	“Esther. When is your father coming home?” 
	The girl shrugged and rolled off the far side of the bed, away from the strange woman. She watched Claudia warily now through the thin curtain of her brown hair, chewing on a knuckle. 
	“Who’re you?” she asked again.
	“Your aunt,” she said. “Aunt Claudia. Does your father usually go out on Saturdays?” 
	The girl frowned. 
	“He goes out every day. Did he say you could be in here?”
	“I’m your aunt,” said Claudia again. She moved over to the window, peering through the blinds at the gravel driveway that wrapped around the side of the house beneath the bedroom window and around to the overhang in the back. 
	“Esther, I can’t stay long. I’ve brought something for your daddy and I need you to show me his room okay?” 
	The girl was visibly confused. She chewed on her knuckle and brushed her hair out of her face. She looked away from Claudia, down at her feet, then up at the woman again. She shrugged her thin shoulders, brought them high, all the way to her ears, tucked herself into herself, then let them fall again. 
	Claudia left her. She pushed open the last couple of doors she hadn’t checked; found a bathroom, a closet, and finally another bedroom that had to be Hal’s. It was barely furnished, like most of the house, but there was a desk in the corner. She pulled out the drawers, rummaging through the papers, spare receipts, unpaid bills, notices, drawings made by a child. Her eyes flew over the pages, seeking some clue, some trace of wealth. Something to take, something to make things even.  
	She turned and saw Esther watching her from the doorway. The woman and the child, blood relatives and strangers. The angled, dark eyes of a bobcat and the amber kid-gaze. The girl might have been Claudia from another life. 
	Floating in through the window came the rumble of a truck with a bad engine, the crunch of gravel under its tiles. Claudia tensed, her eyes never leaving the child’s, watching for a decision. But there was none, no moment where a plan formed. She just took off down the hall, her light feet thudding down the stairs. Claudia followed after, heavy boots thundering over the unpolished planks of the cedar wood floor. She overtook Esther on the last step, closed one arm around her waist, the other over her mouth. The girl began to scream then, but no sound escaped the hand suctioned around her mouth. 
But wait. Pause. There’s a part of the story we are missing. We should know that once this house had once been the Harlow’s house, when Claudia had been a little girl. Then tragedy had swept over her family like a fetid wind off the marshes. The father had a bad automobile accident, the mother, lung cancer. At the very end, their cousins, the Defrancos, came up from the coast with their three sons, of which Hal was the youngest. Within the span of six months the white house on Broader Road belonged to Uncle Max and Aunt Ginny. Those tall, skinny figures would hover like ghouls over the lives of the children they bore and touched, long after they had passed. 
The Harlow money possessed the Defrancos. It gave them airs. Claudia Harlow was like a peculiar little burr imbedded in their flesh. She was given to odd fits, rash actions, magnified by the loss of her parents. She did not get on with the Defranco boys. If one pulled her hair, she might ignore them — or she might throw a stone at them. In one terrible memory, the boys set a rat loose in Claudia’s room. It was returned to them in three parts, one under each of their pillows. She was a creature of hyperbole, the sort that keeps beating at the dead thing, long after it has stopped moving. She was bad for the Defrancos. They sent her away to live with her father’s mother in the North, a woman she’d never had anything to with before, while the Defrancos squandered her home and her mother’s money. 
Why the return, then, to a home that was no home any longer? Perhaps Claudia did not expect the economic devastation she had found. Perhaps it didn’t matter. The grandmother had died, badly. There had been an infection in her knee after a plate was put in, then pneumonia. Her body had begun to fester before she was dead. She had cared kindly for her granddaughter and Claudia had tried to provide for her in the end, in the best way her frazzled mind could fathom, but there was no money for good care. The doctors in the rural New England hospital were clumsy; they prolonged the suffering. She watched all this happen and she must have thought of the white house down South, all the money that should have been her inheritance, that could have paid for a simpler life. She picked up the phone and dialed a number engraved into her memory.
	“Hello?”
	A pause.
	“Uncle Max?”
	“Who?”
	“Is this Max Defranco?”
	“No it’s Hal. Max was my father. Who’s this?”
	Another pause.
	“I remember you. Your greedy, dirty hands. When we were young you took everything from me.”
	He hung up. The voice on the phone was not familiar, the ache in it was disrupting. Hal was tired. When he was eighteen he thought he was going to leave, and he might have, if the interstate had not come into being 30 miles west of them, 30 miles too far west of them, and severed a vein. It diverted all Florida-bound traffic away from their town that made its money on motels, diners and gas stations catered towards the snot-nosed Northern families looking for a “real Southern” experience on their way to Disney World. Almost overnight their social world, already not enough for Hal, began to collapse. Around them the affluent were leaking out of town like the drip of a blood transfusion, their money gone to feed the bloodlines of Columbia or Charleston, leaving the town sucked dry.  
	The elder Defrancos were used to a sort of a classless, trashy poverty. It was generational. They came from the outskirts of a beach town, never kept jobs long, and sustained their innumerable bad habits with small-time drug dealing. Even at that they did not excel. The fact that they were inevitably returning to that life bothered only Hal. Seized by a panic, Hal tried to mobilize his family after it became clear the Harlow’s money would not last forever, tried to set them on a foundation so he could leave guilt-free. He did his best with his bottom-tier high school education, but instead he entangled himself in debts he couldn’t hope to pay off. Sensing an apocalypse, the older sons took what they could get and fled. How many times Hal wished he had followed them. But by then he had become involved with the woman who would be Esther’s mother. She had been beautiful, but careless. When Esther came she had left the child at the hospital with a note that she could be given to Hal. And as if frightened away by the new life in their midst, Max and Ginny slunk back to their hovel on the coast where they could at least find good drugs to ease them through their older years.
	On this Saturday, this advent of sudden and striking violence, Hal was mowing around the 20-yard line when the mower broke down. He walked to the football coach’s office to use the phone and waited for a bit for the tow truck to come to take the big mower to the garage, but after a while he became restless, thinking of Esther surely awake by then, hungry and scavenging their kitchen for a spare pop tart. Saturdays and Sundays were the only days he had to spend time with her and he tried to fill every minute of their time together, even if it was sometimes strained, even if he was sometimes so tired. In some ways it was out of an impulse to be a good father, but filling every aspect of his life with his responsibilities also kept the “what might have beens” at bay.   
	He left the mower alone and drove the mile to the house out on Broader Road. The leaves he had raked that morning and pulled to the side of the road were still burning, clotted now into a dense pile of organic mush. The air was fragrant with the smell of the burning, and also, the smell of rot, as the heat reached the rank leaves at the bottom of the pile, coated in fungus and mold. 
	Hal drove around the side of the house and parked beneath the covered driveway. Everywhere he looked he saw a hundred things that needed to be done and no time to do them. The house was a lot for him alone to maintain, but he felt compelled to stay, felt caught up in the house’s fate. Like a captain on his ship. It was all there was that was his, the only thing that could be Esther’s when he was gone. 
	He parked and went inside the house, through the back porch and into the kitchen.
	“Esther,” he called. “You awake?” 
	He opened the fridge, pulled out the milk and the eggs. 
	“Esther.” 
	No girlish laugh floated down the stairs to him, no thud of footsteps as she came to greet him. Asleep, then, still. 	
	He climbed the stairs, took them two by two so his footsteps would land heavy. It was a game they played sometimes. Fe fi fo fum I smell the blood of an Englishman…
	He scrunched his face into something ogreish and swung open the door to Esther’s room, expecting her to be cowering playfully amongst the pillows, attempting to look scared even as she giggled. He was ready to swoop her off the bed and throw her over his shoulder…but he stopped, just past the threshold. 
	“Esther?” he said again. 
	He checked the closet, the bathroom. Was she outside? He went back down the stairs, out the front door, onto the porch. He half tripped on a floorboard, bending out of place. He’d have to nail that down. 
	“Esther,” he cried, cupping his hands around his mouth to carry his voice further. 
	No answer. He went back inside, staring down the hallway. The musk of the burning leaves carried in through the open door. Had the back door been open when he came through it? Sometimes it hung crooked on its hinges. He moved, quietly now, back down the hallway to the kitchen. In the pantry he kept a shotgun and a few shells, more for frightening away the feral dogs that came out this way sometimes than for doing any harm. He held it firmly, like a club rather than a gun. He would not shoot it anyways for fear that stray pieces of shot would hurl into the body of his young daughter. 
	Hal crept back down the hallway, barely breathing, listening for anything, a scuffle, a whistling breath. He could not be sure that this was anything but one of Esther’s tricks. He peered around the doorframe into the living room, for once grateful that the furniture was sparse. The shadows were short, no good for hiding. He crossed the room, into the dining room, rolling his feet, instinctively crouching. The smallest creak and he froze, listening.
	Did he feel the dark presence? Crouching in an upstairs corner of his house, one arm around his daughter like a talon, the other on the handgun at her hip? Surely Claudia herself did not know what she was doing. Could she be so cruel? Could she harm a child? What would come of it? She could hear Hal moving below, could hear the call “Esther” echo through the caverns of her brain. No one had ever called after her like that, with that desperate concern, not even the grandmother who had been kind but slightly horrified by the wild girl in her care. 
	Esther squirmed, tried to get a grip on Claudia’s body. She had the instincts of her ancestors to survive, nastily if need be. Her small fingers hooked on a tendon in Claudia’s arm as her heel found the vulnerable shin. It was not enough to cripple but it was enough for Claudia’s grip to slacken in surprise at the extent of the pain and Esther wriggled away from her. The control she had felt earlier in the day had begun to slip away; she raised the instrument of her empowerment, the Smith & Wesson she had bought with the meager life insurance money left her by the grandmother. She fired at the girl as she disappeared around the corner. The bullet smacked into the wall with a sickening sound, like the crack of a bone. The child wailed in fright. 
	Below, Hal, paralyzed in the middle of the dining room, heard the yelp, the smack of the bullet and the cry. A cold stream of dread passed over him. Then he heard the light tread of Esther’s feet coming fast down the stairs. He ran to catch her up in his arms but she launched herself past him. Her fear made her blind, he reasoned. He looked up from where she had descended and he saw Claudia’s face, a face like an ape, those sagging lips, the heavy brow, a glint of animal ferocity in her eyes. That face jogged a memory…the cousin…She was quite still, the gun in her hand pointed arbitrarily in his direction.
	“What do you want?” His voice was steady; his hands, raising the shotgun, were not. 
	She didn’t answer, but she looked at him strangely, like sanity was fighting to come back over her. She lowered the gun. 
	“It’s Claudia,” she said. “I remember you.”
	“You psychotic bitch,” he said, remembering, indeed, her oddness, the immediate aversion he and his brothers had felt for her. 
	“What have you done to this place?” she said, the insult glancing off her almost indiscernibly. “My house was beautiful.”
	“It’s all been shit. You’re not the only one that was dealt complete shit,” he said. 
	“But I was,” she said. “You don’t know how to suffer like I have. Oh what have you done to this place?” 
	Esther appeared in the doorframe again, drawn by the voices. Her reappearance was like a spark thrown on spilled gasoline. Esther was a constant reminder of what could have been and what very much wasn’t. The madness came down on Claudia like a guillotine. She sprung into motion, this time her actions visceral, the gun in her hand forgotten. She flew down the stairs. She was after retribution. She knew where it hurt most because she had been hurt there. In the child of you. 
	Hal reacted instinctively. He stepped into her momentum, brought the butt of his shotgun down on her face, the impact magnified by her forward movement. He felt the snapping of the fragile cheekbone — another hit — the giving of the skull, the pouring forth of brain matter. She was dead before he registered what happened, before the rushing in his veins calmed and he lowered his arms. He turned and, oh God, saw Esther curled in the doorframe, her hair falling like limp reeds across her face, and there, in her eyes, something worse than a wound, a ceaseless, disfiguring fear. 

	In retrospect, how inevitable this seemed, how charged the air. An instance of violence and a child was darkly christened into wilderness, into chaos. This is the lesson she learned: houses crumble, families too, and the weeds grow strong and tall. Outside the gnats and the flies, they hummed a sound like anticipation, and cicadas thrummed their rallying trill. 









The League of Weary Women	

	We pulled into the bus station and through the wide window of the Greyhound I immediately picked out my mother, standing alone beneath a brick archway. She was wrapped in a brown rabbit fur coat and I remembered when she first got that coat, how much taller it made her seem, how much it projected her presence. Now I rather thought the coat looked to be swallowing her.  
	I got off the bus and approached her, carting the rolling suitcase I brought behind me.
	“They’d throw paint on you in the city for wearing a coat like that,” I said. 
	Her rabbit-draped arms came around me and she held me as though I was a child. She carried with her a smell of warmth and mothballs, a nostalgic smell from the days I used to crawl into bed with her in the mornings before school. 
	“I’ve missed you darling,” she said. 
	“I’ve missed you too. How’s Grandma?” 
	“Now she says I’ve taken her shoes,” she said. “What would I do with her shoes, I ask. But there’s no reasoning with her.” 
	She sighed and I saw that her face, a strong square face with large, clear features, unblemished and brave, I saw that this face had become accustomed to unease, to worry. The wrinkles between her brows were pronounced, her mouth downturned. It had been maybe six months since I’d seen her. Had she changed in that expanse of time or was it just the first time I’d noticed?  
	Officially I was home because my grandmother was going crazy. She had a bad mixture of dementia and pure hardheadedness. She called me sometimes in the city to whisper into the phone the latest details of what Mom had supposedly stolen from her. Then she would cry and say: I wish I hadn’t told you that. I don’t want you to think badly of your mother.  
	Unofficially I was home because things got a little out of hand in New York. I mean that one day, after two years of living there, I looked out the window of the marketing firm where I worked and found that I was terrified of heights. I had a panic attack, a sensation not unlike drowning in a very dark pool. I went to the hospital. After that my boss told me to take some time to myself. Unpaid. 
	Also, I was pregnant. But right then I was the only one in the bottom half of the country to know that. Up North, Abel knew but so far I had succeeded in avoiding a discussion. 

	My mother drove us home in her Lexus, the emblem of her well-to-do womanhood rounding up on ten years of age and showing it. That is what I had secretly been afraid of, ever since I left for college all those years ago and she stayed in the big empty house. My father had just died, at the beginning of the summer after I graduated. It was pancreatic cancer, his struggle short and vicious. I remember walking across the stage of my high school gym, my father watching a live stream of it from his hospital bed, and I realized that never again would he witness another milestone in my life. I wondered if I would ever get to a point where I wasn’t searching for his face in the audience. Sometimes I wonder if I should have taken a year off then, to help Mom with the grieving. But she ushered me off to college and I was glad to get away, though I never stopped fearing she wouldn’t know how or when to do all the things my father had always done for her.
	“Does your engine drag a bit?” I asked as we drove along the broad expanse of North Carolina highway. “Don’t you hear that pull? Like it’s struggling.”
	“It’s always made that noise,” she said.
	What did I know about engines anyway? When we pulled up to the house, and I saw that it was indeed still standing, I breathed easier. That house and I, we had always shared a deep affinity for each other. Always our house — I dubbed it The Home For Weary Women — had existed for me as an island. It was a ridiculous house, in many ways, built in the fashion of a Tudor manor, complete with oriel windows, octagonal towers, and pretty little parapets. It was pretentious, but it gave way to many rich imaginings that colored my childhood. It was isolated too, high on a hill with a ring of woods dividing it from the rest of the neighborhood. I used to pretend there was a charm over it so no one could ever see it was there. Coming back to it for the first time in two years, I had feared a Grey Gardens situation, but it all looked decent enough. I told her that and Mom gave me a look.
	“I am capable of taking care of a house, you know,” she said. 
	“I know.” 
	“It’s your grandmother I’m having trouble with. There she is at the door.”
	She was framed in the glass storm door and seeing her, I felt a deep ache start around my heart. I expected to feel sadness when I saw her, expected loss. But that ache was fear, and pain. She seemed confused, my stubborn, loving grandmother, her hand shielding her eyes from the bite of the glaring sun through the glass. When she saw me get out of the car she opened the door a bit and called:
	“Mia? What on earth?” 
	Mia was my cousin. She lived in California and to my knowledge she hadn’t been to the East Coast since I was a child. 
	“It’s me Grandma,” I said. “Cassandra.” 
	For a moment the expression on her face clouded over, then she gave me a bright smile and laughed. My grandmother was a beauty queen in her youth. It was hard to tell at nearly ninety, but when she smiled you could see it. You forgot to look at the sagging skin and the age spots and you allowed yourself to be dazzled by her wide, joyful grin. 
	“Cassandra, my love!” she said, spreading her arms wide and embracing me tightly. “I tell you, this eyesight of mine is terrible. I keep telling your mother to make an appointment with the doctor, but you know how she is.” 
	I hugged her tightly and I meant it. She pulled away and put her hand against my cheek. Her touch was cold and I could feel the bones in her fingers. 
	“What a good face,” she said, and kissed me. 

	I hadn’t taken my phone off airplane mode and when I finally did there were three voicemails and six missed calls. They were from Abel. He was my boyfriend, technically, though things between us had been in a strange place, even before the baby’s appearance. I wished I could have said it was a complicated situation, that we were madly attracted to each other, but that something was off, some force was keeping us from coming together at just the right moment. But really the problem was simple. The problem was that Abel was kind and good and everything I thought I would have wanted. Except I didn’t. And it was much easier to tell myself that I would grow to be satisfied with him than to just let him go. 
Because I felt like indulging in a little self-torture, I listened to the messages.
	Message one: Cassandra where are you? We need to talk about this. 
	Message two: You always pull this and now is not the time. Answer the damn phone. 
	Message three: I’m sorry. Cass. I love you and please just call me back.
	I deleted the messages and turned the phone off because I didn’t want to feel like a coward the next time he called and I ignored it, again. 
	Downstairs the League of Weary Women was having an argument. There was a dog, too, and she was barking. She was one of those fluffy white things, stupid and unabashedly cute. She liked to add her input.
	Upon investigation, it appeared Grandma nabbed 200 dollars in retaliation for Mom having swiped 400. It was undoubtedly untrue — if there was one thing my mother had full control over, it was her moral compass. But because Grandma was losing it and didn’t realize she was losing it, all she saw was hypocrisy. It made their fights vicious, brought out a cruelty in them towards each other that was heartbreaking. 
	There was real anger in my grandmother’s voice as she stood, feet apart, finger pointed, jaw clenched, in front of my mother. She was in battle mode. My grandmother was a lady, a child of the last generation that mass-produced meek, poised women, and it was a rare thing for her to raise her voice. This time she was shouting.
	“The shame,” she said, “the shame. My own daughter! All those airs you put on and look at this.” 
	“I’m tired of hearing it Mother,” said Mom. There was a rasp to her voice, a sign that she had been injured. “I’m through with this. You can just go live with Angela if I’m so terrible to you.” 
	“Oh that’s rich,” Grandma said. “This house is as much mine as yours. Who knows what hovel you’d be living in if it wasn’t for all the money I’ve poured into this place. I’m staying till the Good Lord decides it’s my time.”  
	“God I hope it’s soon.” 
	“Mom!” I said, deciding it was time to put an end to it. “Mom calm down.”
	I took my grandmother’s hand and pulled her away. 
	“Come on Grams, your soap is about to come on,” I said, patting her hand the way she used to do to comfort me when I was young. “I know you don’t believe me, but Mom did not steal your money.” 
	She smiled at me — not the beauty queen smile, but the smile of an old woman who felt her age. 
	“I don’t expect you to believe me,” she said. “How could you? But darling who else would it be? There’s only the two of us here.” 
	I gave her a hug and settled her into bed. I helped her find her soap opera on television and I offered to bring her some tea. Her mind had moved on, though, and she barely looked at me as she patted my shoulder and concentrated on whatever the hell Maria was about to confess to her husband on TV. 

	Late that night after the Weary Women were in bed, I climbed out of my window onto the roof. That was the location of many Firsts. First kiss, First beer, First smoke. Long ago a friend and I downed a handle of vodka on that christening ledge, stripped to our underwear and leapt, blind and drunk, into the pool below. It was empty now. A cracked waste of gaping concrete. 
	It was one of those nights where the moon hung like an overripe fruit in the sky and a shroud of eerie light fell over the earth. There was a smattering of stars across the dark, and I wished for the millionth time that I possessed some affinity for star-gazing. Up there somewhere was Cassiopeia — we shared a nickname — and Virgo. We didn’t share anything. What did she ever do to get strung up in the stars? Much more interesting was her sister, Rhoeo. One of those women who could not help her beauty, her natural appeal. She was loved by Apollo. Her father locked her in a chest and cast her off to sea when he discovered she was pregnant, not knowing that her child was the son of a god. Yet what have we ever heard of her?
	Somewhere deep inside my body there was the small beginnings of a baby, and as I laid on my back and stared up at the night I tried to give her a shape, a name, a life. I tried to imagine for her a childhood as kind and warm as my own. An adolescence without the unforgivable, unexplainable bitterness I harbored towards parents who loved too much and without the crushing guilt that followed. An adulthood where she had become the person she wanted to be. 
	Instead I felt only sadness and anger. I was jealous of the child’s imagined life. I resented her for her goodness, for her innocence. Most of all for her clean slate. 
	
	Mom woke me up by pulling the covers off and dumping the white dog on the bed. The little creature licked my face and whimpered spectacularly when I tried to push her away. 
	“We have a problem,” said my mother. “Grandma’s gone.” 
	“What,” I say, flying out of bed and pulling on some pants. “Where?”
	Mom shrugged. She was already dressed, her hair pulled back into a ponytail. She didn’t have makeup on, a strange phenomenon and a clear measure of her worry. 
	“Has she done this before?” 
	“No. No she has not.” 
	“Well she can’t have gone far, right?” I said. “It’s not like she drove.” 
	Mom looked at me sullenly. 
	“Actually she did drive. She took her Camry.”
	“You’re kidding. She hasn’t driven in like five years.” 
	“Your grandmother has apparently forgotten that fact and the fact that she is no longer legally allowed behind the wheel,” said Mom. “Jesus I should have hidden the keys better.” 
	We got in the Lexus and decided to visit Grandma’s friend Alma first. Mom drove and prayed under her breath. There was a rosary swinging from the rear-view mirror, made from scented wood so it reeked of wood polisher and roses. I called Grandma’s doctor and the police station. They weren’t much help. Then I called Mom’s sister, Aunt Angela, told her what had happened. 
	Abel called twice while we’re driving around. 
	Mom said, “Who’s that calling you so much? A boy?”
	That was her way of joking a little bit because never before then had it been a boy. She didn’t know about Abel because it had become a sort of habit of mine to keep the city world separate from her world, especially the difficult parts of it.  
	“Just work,” I said. “It can wait.”
	Grandma was not at Alma’s, so we try the grocery store, the drug store and the bank, thinking perhaps she thought she had errands to run. She wasn’t at any of those places, so we branched out a little and tried the pet store, the local coffee shop and the house where she lived many many years ago with her ex-husband. No sign. Mom took the rosary down from the mirror and plopped it in my lap.
	“Why don’t you work on that for us?” she said, and took my hand.
	I worked the beads between my fingers and, sighing, I started the first round of Hail Marys. After a while I could recall the words with no effort and I let my mouth run on autopilot while my thoughts drifted. 
	I thought about my grandmother, wandering in a haze of memory. Her mind could be anywhere, at any moment in her life. Maybe she was married again, my mother only a little girl, Angela as yet unborn. My grandfather could still be a good man and they could be happy. She was no longer fastened to the present, her moods no longer trapped in the endless flood of sequential days. She was coming down like a great tree dying from the inside out, felled by the weight of it’s own branches, the roots pulling up and letting go one by one. 
	In the end we found her at St. Michael’s. She was sitting in the sanctuary staring up through the round window over the altar, her hands clasped in her lap. There were tears in her eyes and when she saw my mother, she grabbed her hand and held it tightly. 
	“Oh Mary,” she said, “My darling girl. I wanted to tell you that even though it isn’t the same thing, when I found myself quite suddenly without your father I never once doubted I could go on. Because I had you girls. Now you’ve got to go on for Cassandra. And I’m going to be there for you Mary. I’m going to be there for you.” 
	She thought she was at my father’s funeral. I looked at my mother and her face was screwed into an expression of sorrow. She sat down beside my grandma and I felt suddenly ashamed and uncomfortable. It was the first time I realized that my mother and I did not have the same experience of grief after my father died. I had been allowed my suffering, my lashing out had been indulged, but my mother had had to move on, with the ground swept out from underneath her she’d had to keep clawing at life so that when I was ready, I’d have a foundation to stand on. 
	I felt like an interloper in their sharing of womanly pain. I left them quietly and waited in the car. They came out together a few minutes later and I drove Grandma home in her Camry and Mom followed in the Lexus. 

	There used to be a garden in the backyard, behind the pool, but Mom had lost interest in everything that couldn’t be seen from the driveway, so it had fallen into quite some disarray. There were still statues back there of wood nymphs, Bacchae, and the like. My favorite was a statue of Daphne, in the process of turning into a tree. Her long marble arms stretched up into the branches of a laurel tree, her hair curled into little bundles of white blossoms, the folds of her dress hardened into bark. But her face was kind, beautiful still. At that point I was somewhat tired of Greek mythological virgins, but old habits die hard and so I sat down on the grass in front of her. 
	“Alright Daphne,” I said. “I know you can’t relate, but it’s time I come up with a plan.” 
	I still couldn’t say it out loud, couldn’t even tell the marble statue of a mythological wood nymph that I was pregnant, but she seemed to get it all the same. Her face took on a pitying look. Or so I imagined. 
	I decided to call him back. I think he might have been crying in the last message he left. 
	He picked up on the first ring. 	
	“Cass? Christ where are you?”
	“I’m at home.”
	“You could have sent a text or something.”
	“It’s been a little hectic around here.” 
	“Are you okay?”
	I said nothing, then: “Yep.”
	“Jesus. Cassandra don’t shut down okay?  That’s not fair and you don’t have to do anything alone. We can figure this out.” 
	As far as I was concerned there was no we. We did not have to make a choice between ending or giving a life. He was so marvelously untethered, held to me and the baby only by his sense of morality. It was so good of him to volunteer a we, so decent of him to want to be involved. I was not overlooking that. But I had no choice. Nothing about me was good because of the situation. Nothing about me was decent. Certainly not how much I wanted to be free of the child and yet could not bring myself to make an appointment at a clinic.
	“Are you still there?”
	“I don’t know what to do,” I said, very quietly.
	“Come back to New York Cass, please. We can look at all the options, decide what’s best. Did you know there’s this thing called open adoption where you still get to see the kid, if you wanted I mean. Or—”
	“I know what the options are Abel.”
	There was silence on the other end. After a minute he said:
	“Right.” 
	“I’m sorry,” I said, and then I hung up because I didn’t want to be unfair to him, but I was so far in the self-pitying game that I knew I would be. 
	“Well Daphne,” I said to the statue, “Where’re the gods when you need them?” 

	I awoke in the night feeling as though I had been kicked in the gut by a horse. I turned on the light and there, pooling out from between my legs was a thick smatter of blood. Right away I knew what had happened. Fate came calling with a vengeance. 
	At first I felt relieved and then I realized — there was a life is flowing out of me. The end of a beginning. Did the baby know, while she was trying to come into being, that her mother was willing her gone? I felt an unexpected and deeply mortal wave of fear pass over me, as though somehow I had done something to cause this.
	My eyes lost focus and it seemed to me that I was on the edge of passing out. For a moment it felt like I was back in the building of the marketing firm, looking out over the city and feeling like I was suspended in space, without the power to propel myself in any direction. 
I assumed I was bleeding too much and there was no choice but to call for my mother. My voice sounded far away, like it was coming from the other end of a tunnel. 
	She ran in, already panicked and ready for the worst. 
	“Wha—“ 
	Her face went absolutely white when she saw the blood sticking to my bare legs. I don’t know if she knew what had happened right away, but I believe that over her face there came this expression, just briefly, of never having seen me before.   
	“Mom.” 
	She helped me out of bed and down the stairs. Grandma came out of her room, looking ghoulish in her white nightgown, her hair loose and flowing down her back. She leaned against the door frame watching us with wide eyes.
	“Mother?” Grandma said, her voice coming out thin and shaky like a child. “What’s wrong?” 
	“We’ll be back,” said Mom without looking back. 
	I watched her over my shoulder as Mom pulled me out the door. She waved timidly, her great brown eyes large and wary, glimmering like cat eyes in the dark. 

	I woke up on the hospital bed and Abel was there, and I was not surprised. He was asleep in the armchair under the television. Any fool would fall for a boy like that. Even the fool I was then. 
	I balled up a piece of paper from the notepad on the bedside table and tossed it at him. He snorted and sat up. For a moment he didn’t seem to remember where he was, then he saw me and stood. He didn’t come towards the bed though, but wiped his hands on his jeans.  
	“Hey,” he said.
	“Hey,” I said. “How did you get here so fast?”
	He looks sheepish.
	“I was on the way down already when your mom called. I guess she looked at your phone and connected the dots. You just sounded so weird when we talked yesterday. I wanted to come down and see you.” 
	He looked down at the floor. 
	“I wasn’t sure if you’d want me to come in, but your mom said she had to go check on your grandma and if I could watch you for a bit.” 
	“No, it’s ok,” I said. 
	He came closer and stood over me. He was looking at me hard, like he was trying to figure something out. I tried to stay very still, to give him time to work it out. Finally he sighed.
	“Shit Cass. I’m sorry. Are you all right?” 
	I reached out and held his hand.
	“Yes. I’m all right.”
	I couldn’t explain to him the curdled clot of sorrow and regret, relief and self-loathing that had crawled in and taken the place the lost little life. I was perhaps being unfair to him again, once more doing him the disservice of simplifying his capacity for compassion. One day he would feel bitterness towards me for that. But that day, for once, I was simply being kind. 
	
	The doctors let me go later that day, before Mom came back. Abel took me home and promised to come back later, after I had time to talk to my mother. 
	I found her in the kitchen, sitting on a bar stool, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea.
	“Mom?” 
	I sat down beside her and watched her, wanting to foretell from her expression what her words might be. She didn’t look at me but she reached up and stroked my hair. 
	“I was thinking,” she said, “about the day you were born. And when I held you in my arms that first time, I swore I would never let anything bad happen to you.” 
	She looked at me and her face crumpled. 
	“Oh love. What a lie I told. There’s nothing to be done about it is there?”
	I had started to cry a bit and I let her wrap her arms around me. 
	“It hurts,” I said. “I didn’t expect that.” 
	“Oh you never do, Cassandra. You never do.” 

	Later, twilight came down around the house and the shadows grew long in my room. It was quiet and there was a sense of heaviness, too, as if I was on the bottom of the ocean, trying to move beneath tons and tons of water and earth and sky. 
	I went in search of the Weary Women. I was a little weak still, and I dragged my hands along the walls as I went, to help me balance. The halls of the big house were dark, full of ghosts. 
	They were in my grandmother’s room, lying asleep on the bed. Grandma was on her side, curled around her bag of hot water, and mother was curled around her. Softly I crawled onto the bed and I laid down beside them. I thought about my namesake, that doomed prophetess of Troy, cursed to know the future and never be heeded. In a way all of the women on that bed had felt that burden, had seen our futures in the lives of the ones who came before us and yet stubbornly ignored it, would continue to ignore it. 
I listened to the sound of their breathing, my mother and her mother, the only evidence that they were alive, that they were collecting their strength, healing the new scars among the hundred that lay hidden beneath their skin.
	Who would hang these women up among the stars? Who would carve their likeness in marble? Commit their lives to verse? If I was destined to be no good at fortunes, then I would be the record-keeper, the historian, the poet, and I too, would endure. For them and for me, and yes, even for the daughters that might one day be, I too would endure. 
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