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A frantic, hoarse whisper as the moon hung like a pale, bloodless finger -
“Here, kitty. Here kitty, kitty.”
Her sinuses flared. She heard it mewling, heard its small padded feet crackling the autumn leaves.
A little louder this time -
“Here, kitty, kitty.”
She was answered by a yowl, long and pitiful, sending a shiver through her. It was close. Closer than she thought. It’s yellow striped head poked out from behind the clump of birch to her right. Its mouth opened in a silent scream.
She grabbed it roughly by the scruff of the neck. Ignored the scratches it inflicted on her forearms, the teeth sinking into the flesh between her thumb and forefinger.
She leaned back against a large tree, thrust the hissing animal between her thighs and held it there, bringing the garden shears up to its scrawny neck.
“Here, kitty,” she said one last time, the words spat out as she began to cut.
She didn’t plan this. It just happened.
The whirlwind in her mind.
Walking from her backyard to the cemetery on the thin trail winding through the trees, the last light of dusk quickly disappearing. All she wanted to do was trim the weeds from her mother’s grave. But when she heard the cat’s meows, all that her father had told her descended upon her like a dark and heavy cloud. All he'd said, bit by painful bit, flared into her brain.
When he first told her, it made her ill. She didn’t believe it. But the more she thought about it, the more it made sense. The more it explained things. The more and more her father’s words echoed in her mind, and the more the storm in her head developed and grew. A whirlwind of alternating heat and cool.
She tried to put it out of her mind. Forgive and forget. But out here on the edge of town, the edge of a small town, beyond which were only cornfields and patches of trees and sky - it was hard. Hard when the neighbor across the field of tall grass and weeds was so much a part of it all.
Just looking out her window, seeing the cracked, dull orange brick, the black, mansard roof staring back at her - they had seen it all - the roof, the brick.
And especially the neighbor.
The next-door neighbor always brought it back to her.
Looking out across the grassy, weed-filled field and seeing her out there - just knowing she still lived there - made the whirlwind grow.
The cat belonged to the neighbor.
Mae Stone.
So as she walked along the path toward the cemetery, toward her mother’s grave, toward her sister’s grave - she heard the cat in the clear evening air, and the whirlwind flared. The crying of the cat was the crying of the past come up to haunt her.
She snapped.
The whirlwind in her head, dull heat and cold, drove her to keep clamping her hands shut until the last bit of tendon and bone gave way to the shears.
She dropped the cat right there; the neck pointed away from her, thank God, from her clothes, her skin. She ran home, shoving aside the branches that whipped at her face, turned on the spigot outside of her house, and sprayed the blood and gristle from the shears, from her hands.
She cried, but the whirlwind remained, just behind the eyes, between the temples.
Gloves.
She got gloves.
Even under the gloves, even after washing her hands, she still felt the sticky residue of the cat’s blood. Another reminder.
She got a piece of rope.
Raced over the trail, the branches clawing at her face and arms, the moon a giant dead slit of an eye, white and harsh through a canopy of old birch and maple.
When she found the cat again, she tied one end of the rope around the cat’s torso and the other end around a branch, pulling the rope so tight that bolts of pain shot through her fingers. She let it go and watched it swing. It was hard not to stand there and stare at it as the blood dripped slowly in an even rhythm, smacking against the freshly fallen leaves.
And the head lying at her feet, the mouth open in a fixed cry, the eyes shut tight in agony. A snapshot of its final moments.
She felt nauseous.
It had been easy. Too easy.
That was what repulsed her more than anything; the fact that the line between sanity and deadly compulsion had been crossed so quickly.
She watched the torso swing back and forth. A pendulum of fur and flesh. A pendulum counting back the years.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the windows of her neighbor’s house lit up through the trees. Windows like eyes.
She heard a car pull into the neighbor’s driveway. The headlights swept across her face through the crisscross of branches.
Shit.
She recognized the car. The sheriff.
The sheriff’s car pulled into Mae Stone’s yard, the dome light blinking on as the door opened into the night air. Someone got out, headed toward Mae’s door. Someone she hadn’t seen before. The sheriff and deputy stayed in the car.
Are they looking my way? she wondered, crouching lower. No, they couldn’t see her. Not in this darkness, not through these trees.
She knelt and waited, not wanting to make any sudden movements or noise. What if they caught her? What would her father do without her?
Finally, the car gave a honk and the sheriff’s voice rang out, “Will you be all right, Ms. Stone?” The sheriff then waved at the house and pulled away, the taillights leaving a red streak that hung in the air for a moment and disappeared.
She couldn’t see the front of Mae’s house from where she knelt, but she held her breath and heard her neighbor’s voice spread through the air into her ears, her brain, squeezing her heart.
“Andy, come in,” it said.
Andy. The name was unfamiliar. Her father had never mentioned him.
She heard the door shut.
The rope creaked next to her as it swung lightly in the breeze. The dripping ceased. She crept back through the trees to the grassy field and stopped. The purple flowers of thistle looked black in the darkness, looked like tiny heads bobbing back and forth as the wind forced the grass to bow.
She knew all about Mae Stone. Mae and her sisters. What they did to her. To her father.
But who was Andy?
She looked at Mae’s house, the light glaring at her, hurting her eyes. She felt old, too old to be doing this. She wanted to rip the gloves off her hands, bury them deep into the ground. She wanted to run to her father and forget about all of this.
But she couldn’t.
Her father wouldn’t let her.
She shivered. Crept closer to her neighbor’s house, cringing each time her feet landed on the dry, brittle grass, the blood-soaked gloves growing tight on her hands.
* * * * *
1985
Beneath the worn tread of Andy Byrd’s midnight blue Firebird, the highway rumbled like distant jungle drums. White dividing lines passed by on the left, acting like a silent metronome, an optical backbeat to the hum of the car’s engine. The sun was low on the horizon, descending rapidly.
Andy Byrd had no idea where he was.
Whether he drove east or west, north or south, didn’t matter. He turned onto any road or highway that beckoned. The passing scenery left no impression on him. It was all a blur. Trees blurred into houses. Houses blurred into fields. Fields blurred into rivers. It was as if someone had wiped a hand across a wet oil painting. It didn’t matter where he was or where he was going. He only knew he was getting further and further away from Cathy.
Cathy - he’d left her how long ago? Could it have been only fifteen hours ago?
Fifteen hours seemed like fifteen minutes seemed like fifteen years. Fifteen hours had all passed in a coffee brown haze.
He remembered her eyes, moist and shiny in the light coming through the apartment window. Remembered the streaks of tears looking like scratches running down her face. He remembered the way she leaned over him after their fight, her lips brushing against his ear.
“I want you to make love to me.”
She put her hand on the small of his back as they lay in bed. It felt uncomfortable, like a dead weight pressing against him. The white cotton sheets felt tight around his waist.
“Please, Andy. Make love to me.”
Her breath raised goose bumps on his neck. Her voice was like a dull needle poking at his eardrum.
He winced. “Not now.”
“I really need you tonight.”
He reached back and pulled her hand off him. “I’m tired.”
“Don’t you love me any more?”
A knot twisted and turned in Andy’s stomach, tying and retying itself. “Forget it, Cathy.” His voice raised a notch, along with his temper. “I’m tired, okay?”
“Please, Andy. I want you so bad.”
She pouted. He hated it when she pouted.
He hated his inability to talk to her. Hated her need, her insatiable need, for words of assurance, for communication. How could he talk to her when he had nothing to say? How could he tell her what he felt when he didn’t know himself?
Andy’s temper continued to rise, making his blood flow in a quick river through his body, pounding out like rapids into his ears.
The sound of her voice -
“I want you inside of me.”
- became a steel sliver in his brain.
Each syllable -
“Andy.”
- banged around in his skull a thousand times. Each sound grew more painful to listen to. He never realized until now just how much he hated the sound of his own name.
“Andy - ”
- the chaos of her voice clanging, piercing like brass cymbals, but Cathy couldn’t realize this as she whispered, please, please, please -
“Please, Andy - make love to me.”
Finally, he rolled on top of her, tearing at her white cotton panties. Her eyes met his, wide and searching, as he thrust himself into her. She let out a sharp cry of pain.
“You’re hurting me.”
But Andy grunted, “No, dear - I’m making love to you.” He pumped and pumped his anger into her. Cathy cried harder as Andy got harder.
“Get off of me!”
But the thought of his release was all he could think of. His release would take the pressure away. His release would calm his nerves and let him sleep. He thrust until he ejaculated every ounce of his pent-up rage into her.
Release.
He hovered over her and watched a drop of sweat fall off the tip of his nose, taking forever to land on Cathy’s forehead, her eyes closed tight. It glistened in the dim light. Andy reached up and wiped it off. His hand shook. When he withdrew, a wave of nausea passed through him.
Cathy turned over on her stomach, burying her head in her pillow. Her body hitched and shook as she cried, her hands clutched tightly at the sheets beneath her.
Andy lay on his back, staring at the ceiling, at the slats of white thrown across it from the light coming through the blinds. What the hell did I just do? Where did all that anger come from?
He wanted to cry, to touch her. He wanted to tell her how much he loved her and how sorry he was. But he felt numb, his throat couldn’t let go of the words. He could barely breathe, much less talk to her. He knew he had to leave.
He had to start breathing once again.
Breathing.
Andy rolled down the car’s window to let the chilled autumn air roll over his face and neck. He stuck his head part way out to feel the air swim through his hair. The coffee brown haze started to dissipate as the sun bled on impact with the horizon.
He drove mesmerized by his own thoughts, by the monotony of endless telephone lines, by the radio at low volume, all the songs similar and full of static. He squinted into the sun and didn’t notice the three deer standing skittish on the side of the road; two does and a large buck. He didn’t notice them until they sprinted across the highway in front of him.
The buck was lucky. He hesitated before leaping from the side of the highway and missed the glass and steel of the car by inches. He bounded safely behind, crossing to the far side of the highway quickly, his rack of antlers steady, not once turning to get a glimpse of the fate of the others. He disappeared into a patch of pine trees like a ghost.
But the other two weren’t so fortunate.
The first doe was the largest. She nicked her back leg on the front of the bumper. Andy heard the bone snap as the momentum of the car sent her tumbling into the grassy divide in the center of the highway.
The second doe tried jumping over the car’s hood. Her jump was quick and graceful, her white tail pointed towards Heaven. The muscles in her legs stood taut against the dying sun as she sailed in an arc trying to reach the other side of the cement. But her hooves tripped on the hood, and she smashed into the windshield. Andy slammed on the brakes, skidding to a stop. The doe rolled forward, off of the car, leaving a thick smear of blood on the hood.
Andy forced himself to loosen his grip on the steering wheel. He stared open-mouthed at the viscera on the windshield, unable to comprehend what just happened.
It had been so quick.
So violent.
Out of nowhere.
A swath of blood traveled slowly down the broken glass and collected like thick syrup in the air vents. Andy’s hands trembled as he quickly closed them, a thin mist of blood coating his knuckles.
He glanced in the rearview mirror and slowly backed up onto the shoulder. Gravel popped loudly beneath the tires.
He stopped. Turned off the engine.
Silence. Complete and utter silence, save for the ticking of the settling engine and the far-off chatter of a flock of geese. Their honking was distorted over the distance, reaching Andy in a wavering noise that amplified the stillness. Amplified his heart pounding in his ribcage like rocks being dropped in a hollow metal barrel.
He swallowed. Got out of the car and scouted the road behind.
He saw no one.
He walked hesitantly to the smashed doe, trying not to look too closely as he bent over and grabbed the hind legs. He dragged it off of the cement and onto the gravel of the highway’s edge. The sound of hide scraping against the road drew his eyes from the sunset and caused him to glance at the deer through squinting eyes.
There was blood everywhere. The deer’s head was unnaturally twisted. The eyes seemed to stare at Andy, scrutinizing him.
He dropped it onto the gravel and turned his gaze across the pavement into the grass where the other doe was struggling to stand. She tried valiantly, but her hind legs were motionless, paralyzed, and she could only drag them behind while straining to pull herself forward. She tired and collapsed, waiting for more strength to start the hopeless struggle over again.
Andy looked around to see if he could spot the buck, but there was no sign of him. Instead, he spotted the lights of a highway patrol car rising above the horizon. Thank God…
As the patrol car neared, it slowed, finally stopping behind Andy’s car. The sheriff took his time getting out of the vehicle, most of his features hidden behind his hat and sunglasses. A brownish fuzz of close-cropped hair outlined the side of his ears. He surveyed the mess.
“I feel sorry for your car,” he finally said.
Before he mentioned it, Andy hadn’t paid much attention to the damage the deer had done. His mind was still on the mutilated deer itself.
“You okay? You got insurance?”
Andy nodded absently, glancing at the front of the car, at the huge dent in the hood. The windshield was embedded with an intricate spider web pattern splattered with blood.
Andy looked back at the poor doe.
“Yeah, you hit her pretty good.” The sheriff looked over at the other doe, still struggling in the grassy divide. “Good thing she didn’t come through the window.”
The sheriff went back to his patrol car, said something to his deputy and came back, pulling a handgun from his holster. He crossed the highway and put the gun to the struggling doe’s head.
The doe seemed to sense what was about to happen, pulling herself upright, then stiffening with the last ounce of survival in her. The report of the gun echoed, the only sound in the entire world, ringing in Andy’s ears, making his body twitch. He was cold. He shivered.
The sheriff holstered his pistol and came back over to Andy. “You can ride back with me if you want, or you can wait for the tow truck. I suggest you come with me, just because my car’s warm, and you look like you could use some warmth. The tow truck will be about twenty minutes.” He nodded over to Andy’s car. “Got a jacket in there?”
Andy shook his head no. He hadn’t been thinking of jackets or warmth when he left Cathy fifteen hours earlier.
Fifteen hours earlier, the moon had been a white scythe high over the horizon. The farthest things from Andy’s mind were a deer and a smashed up windshield.
He told her he’d be back. Maybe in a week, maybe a month. He told her he’d understand if she gave up on him.
Cathy remained silent behind her tears. When Andy bent down and kissed her cheek, she grabbed hold of his hand and squeezed it tightly. The lavender scent of her shampoo filled his nostrils, while tears filled his eyes in a quick, violent rush.
When he could finally focus again, he looked at Cathy as she lay in bed. He motioned with his hand to say good-bye, unable to smile. He walked out of the apartment building with only a duffel bag and found his car in the underground ramp. Fell into the seat like a zombie, no thoughts going through his head, being pulled along by his own self-loathing.
He felt detached, like he was watching this from somewhere else. Like he was dreaming.
He pulled out of the dirty white fluorescence of the ramp and became engulfed by the night’s blackness - the blackness of the alleyway, surrounded by brick buildings that disappeared beyond the stretching point of his neck. Surrounded by the city of Milwaukee.
He only knew he had to breath once again.
The sheriff’s voice interrupted Andy’s thoughts. “What do you want to do?”
“Guess I’ll tag along with you.” He grabbed his duffel bag and threw it in the back of the patrol car, sliding in next to it. The sheriff slowly pulled away from the side of the highway. Andy glanced back at his stranded vehicle and watched it diminish over the horizon.
He was in Minnesota, but didn’t remember crossing over the border.
Minnesota. It seemed like there was something about Minnesota he should’ve remembered. Something his mother once told him.
Was it some relative who lived here? Seemed to ring a bell. An aunt, wasn’t it? Aunt Mae?
“Mom, who was Mae?”
“Mae?”
“Was she your friend?”
Andy, twelve years old, had been looking through a junk drawer for some rubber bands and had come across a picture of his mother as a teenager, hugging a younger girl. Actually, it looked as if the younger girl was being asphyxiated by the tremendous bear hug his mom was giving her. Under the picture, it said, “EDNA and MAE.” Edna was his mother’s name.
“No, she wasn’t a friend.” Edna flicked dish suds off her hands and grabbed a towel.
“Was she your sister? How come you never mentioned her before?”
“She’s someone I’d rather forget about.”
“So she’s your sister?”
“She wasn’t much of a sister.” Edna paused, looking into the deep blue sea of Andy’s eyes. “Look - as far as I know, she was dead and buried a long time ago.”
“You don’t know?”
“I don’t want to talk about this, okay?”
“But she’s your sister,” Andy said. “Where is she?”
“I don’t know.”
“Where is this place?” he asked, holding up the picture.
Edna’s eyes glazed over. “Ellingston.” She spoke in a monotone. "Ellingston, Minnesota, where I - ” She paused.
“Where you what?”
She snatched the picture out of Andy’s hand and tore it in half. “Where I grew up,” she said.
Andy was curious.
“Are we very far from Ellingston?”
“About twenty miles. Why?” The sheriff glanced back at Andy for a moment, and then turned his eyes back to the road.
“I think I have an aunt who lives there.”
This time the deputy turned around, speaking for the first time. “I’m from Ellingston. What’s her name?”
Andy tried to remember his mother’s maiden name. “Stone? Mae Stone? That’s what it used to be, anyway.”
The deputy laughed. “Sounds like you really keep in close touch with your relatives.”
Andy’s face reddened. “Have you heard of any Stones there?”
“Yeah, sure. I know who Mae Stone is. She’s your aunt, huh?”
Andy couldn’t believe it. He leaned forward. Nodded. “Yes, she is.”
The deputy turned to the sheriff. “You remember Miss Stone, don’t you? She’s the one who had that fire a while back.”
The sheriff nodded. “Not much of a fire, though. Appears some kids broke into her basement and lit her cat on fire.”
“Her cat? Was anyone hurt?” Andy asked.
“Oh, no.” The sheriff’s mouth turned up into a crooked smile. “She apparently smelled the cat’s fur burning right away. She called the fire department, but before they got there, she already had the fire out. She didn’t keep much in her basement, although there was a two-gallon container of gas down there. That cat would’ve been wallpaper if he’d gotten anywhere close to the thing. But I’ll say this; that poor cat is gonna be awfully cold this winter with his fur all burned up like that.”
Andy imagined the cat, running around in a near empty basement, its fur throwing bright orange flame into the darkness.
“We’ll take you to Ellingston if you want.”
Did he really want to meet his aunt that bad? Did she even know he existed? But his car was in no condition to drive, that was for certain, and the garages wouldn’t be open until tomorrow. He couldn’t think of anyplace else to go. He didn’t have enough money for both a motel and a windshield.
Maybe she’ll be grateful to see me, he thought. Being able to catch up on her sister. Besides, it might be kind of fun, meeting a relative he'd never known.
Andy nodded. “Let’s go.”
* * * * *
It was dark when they arrived. Their first stop was at the pay phone outside of Al’s Gas and Grocery. A carload of teenagers wearing Ellingston Eagles letter jackets looked them over and turned their car’s stereo down when the patrol car pulled up to the phone. The sheriff walked over to them for a chat, while the deputy looked up Mae Stone’s number.
It was a small town. Quiet for the most part. No traffic lights. Andy could see where the business district ended, the glow of the street lamps reaching only a few blocks in each direction. Most of the residential area was behind the row of buildings across the street; a bank, a V.F.W., a couple bars, a Ben Franklins’. A white banner fluttering above the gas station announced that Johnny Appleseed Days started next week.
The deputy gave Andy a dime. Punched the numbers in for him. When Andy heard the phone ring on the other end, his mouth went dry. What was he going to say?
He heard the carload of teenagers pull away. Watched the sheriff walk back to the patrol car. Saw the clerk inside Al’s stare at him over the glossy pages of a magazine. He smelled fresh gas and felt a bond of sweat form between his hand and the phone. He couldn’t think. What was the point of this? He didn’t know this person. This was ridiculous.
Someone picked up the phone.
“Hello?” It was a female’s voice.
“Is this Mae Stone?”
“Yes?”
His mind went blank. He felt the deputy grinning at him only a few feet away. “Hi.” He cleared his throat. Stared at the phone’s coin slot, wishing he could squeeze into it and disappear. “My name is Andrew Byrd, and my mother’s name is Edna Byrd. I believe she’s your sister.”
“Yes?” she replied.
He gripped the phone with both hands, his lips pressing lightly into the mouthpiece. “I was in the area and I got into an accident. A deer smashed up my car pretty good.” He took a deep breath. “I was wondering if you could put me up for the night.”
“Edna?” Mae whispered. “You’re Edna’s son?”
“Look, if you’d rather not, I understand.”
“My God,” Mae said.
The deputy took the phone from Andy and nodded into it, saying, “Yes, it’s all true. Yes. Yep. Are you sure? We’d check first thing in the morning. About eight o’clock?” He gave the phone back to Andy.
“So you’re Edna’s boy,” Mae said, sounding more composed.
Her voice sounded younger than Andy expected. In the short ride in the patrol car, he’d formed an image of Mae as an elderly spinster, but hearing her voice for the first time shot that all to hell. Andy’s mother was fifty-three, so that would make Mae fifty-one? Hardly an old spinster, now that he thought about it.
He couldn’t think of anything else to say.
Mae spoke up again. “I suppose it’s all right if you spend the night. There’s plenty of room. And I’d like to hear about Edna. Could I talk to Mr. Jacobson again?”
Andy held out the phone. “She wants to talk to Mr. Jacobson.”
The deputy took it. “I’m here.” He paused and nodded into the phone, saying yes and uh huh and sure, then saying, “Eight o’clock, okay?” He hung up the phone and turned to Andy. “Looks like you’re in luck.”
They drove past the reach of the streetlights where Main Street transformed into a two-lane highway. About a mile out of town they turned right into a long, gravel driveway. At the end was a large house. A window on the second floor lit up from inside. The patrol car’s headlights converged on the front door.
“This is it,” the deputy said.
When Mae Stone emerged, she was momentarily blinded by the brightness. She squinted, shielded her eyes with the back of her forearm, peering out from beneath, anxious to get a good look at Andrew Byrd. She saw his silhouette turn towards the brightness, giving the headlights a wave of the hand, signaling the patrol car to leave.
The car stood still, its engine running. It gave a honk on the horn. A voice cut through the harsh lights. “Will you be all right, Ms. Stone?” It was the sheriff. She waved, closing her eyes against the glare.
Finally, the patrol car turned away and left Mae and Andy in the dark. They watched the tail lights dissipate into the night, leaving an illusory red streak floating in the air.
With a CLICK, Mae illuminated the front steps with a floodlight, which hung above the door.
“Andy,” she said, barely audible, as if tasting the name. “Andy,” she said again, her eyes darting over him. “Nice to meet you.” She held out her hand.
“You, too.” Andy wasn’t sure whether to call her ‘Aunt’ or ‘Mae’ or ‘Aunt Mae’ or just ‘Miss.’ He set his duffel bag on the step and shook her hand.
“I’m sorry,” Mae said. “You’re shivering. Come in.”
Mae flicked on light switches as they walked through the house. They passed two closed doors in the hallway, one on either side. A third doorway, open, showed stairs going up, which ran parallel to the hallway. There were empty coat pegs sticking out of the wall on the left. Flowers in terra cotta pots were set on the floor on either side of the hallway like runway lights.
The hallway opened to the dining room. A single woven placemat sat on a round oak table. A lone chair faced a window peering out into the night.
As each light popped on, Andy squinted, feeling for the first time the tiredness in his eyes. His lids felt weighted, and he stifled a yawn.
“Would you like something to drink?” Mae asked as they headed into the kitchen. “I’ve got milk, water, apple juice, beer. Or I could mix up something.”
“Water would be fine, thanks.”
The kitchen was clean and well lit, the floor made of white tile, the cupboards painted light blue. Mae motioned to one of the blue vinyl chairs tucked up to a small kitchen table.
“Have a seat.” She turned on the faucet and stuck her finger under it, waiting for the water to turn cold. She watched Andy’s reflection in the kitchen window as she spoke.
“I must admit, I haven’t kept in touch with your mother much. I sent her letters every once in a while, but I never got any replies.” She filled a glass with water and handed it to Andy. “It kind of discouraged me, to be honest with you, so I haven’t sent her anything in the last few years. Did she ever show you any of my letters?”
“No,” Andy said.
Mae opened the cupboard above the refrigerator and took down a bottle of gin. She poured some into a Styrofoam cup and swallowed it.
“Does she ever talk about me?”
“Well, sure. She’s mentioned you.”
“You don’t sound too sure. What do you know about me?”
“I’ve seen some pictures of you when you were younger.” His mouth remained open; he hoped another sentence might produce itself, but all that came out was the tip of his tongue. It flicked at his lips.
Mae poured herself another shot. “But has she said anything about me?”
“Not really.” Andy stared at the tiles on the floor. His face felt hot.
Mae looked at the kitchen window. Her reflection stared back at her above the thick leaves of an aloe plant. “It’s too bad.” She took a sip of gin. “It’s too bad how when things go sour, people let them stay sour. Especially among relatives.” She held the bottle out to Andy, but he shook his head. “Sometimes that’s the worst.” She took another sip. “Why do you think that is?”
Andy shrugged. What the hell was she talking about? Perhaps coming here hadn’t been such a great idea after all.
Mae leaned toward him and caught his gaze. “I forgave her a long time ago.”
She took a swig straight from the bottle and screwed on the cap. She sighed, grinned sheepishly, blinked. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize how tired you looked until just now. Why don’t I show you to your room.”
She got up and put the gin away, then leaned back against the refrigerator door.
“Tomorrow you can help me plant tulips if you want. I think it’s wonderful how they emerge in the spring, no matter how hard the winter may have been. You can tell me all about yourself then. Catch me up on how your mother’s doing. How does that sound?”
Andy nodded. “That sounds great.”
He followed her back through the dining room and through the front hallway. They went up a flight of stairs, the walls lined with photographs and brightly painted landscapes framed in gilded metal and old, painted wood.
Mae opened up the first door at the top of the stairs. “Here you go. Would you like a wake-up call?” she asked.
“No, that’s all right.”
Mae watched for a moment. Andy said, “Mae - thanks for letting me stay here. Really. I appreciate it. I mean, you don’t even know me.”
Mae smiled. “No problem. I admit I was quite shocked at first, but I’m glad you thought of me, even if it was for just a cheap place to spend the night. Gives me a chance to touch base with family again.” She started to back out of the doorway.
“By the way,” she said. “This used to be your mother’s room.”
She whispered good night and closed the door.
The room was small, with only a single bed, a wooden dresser, and a closet. The bed was bare with a set of folded sheets and a pillowcase sitting in the middle of a stiff, frayed mattress. On top of the dresser was an ancient box of tissue paper. Andy traced his finger along the edges of the dresser, scraping at some of the peeling white paint. Probably some good solid oak under there, he thought. He opened up the drawers one by one, which were all empty, save for the bottom one, which held a folded afghan.
My mother’s room. Wow.
He got up from his kneeling position, wincing at the sound of his creaking joints. He went over to the closet and opened it. Inside were five summery dresses, each with a different flower print, hanging from a wooden rod. Did these once belong to his mother?
It was strange to think that she used to live here. Strange to think she had some other life before giving birth to him. A life he knew nothing about. A life she never bothered to share. But to be fair, he never pried very deeply.
Thin, green curtains outlined the room’s lone window. A white shade was pulled over it and a bare light bulb hung from the middle of the ceiling.
Andy wondered what the room was like when she had lived here. Certainly not as sparse as this. He tried to soak in some feeling of her presence, but he couldn’t. Did she have pictures on the wall? Did she leave clothes scattered on the floor?
I should call her, he thought. Let her know where I am. He was sure Cathy had called her by now. Not that they were close friends. In fact, it was rare they ever said more than two words to each other. But he knew Cathy, knew she’d want to call Edna and let her know her son was far from perfect.
Shit.
He started to make the bed. First the sheets. Then the pillow. He pulled out the afghan from the dresser. He could already feel a chill settling into the house for the night.
He pulled the sheets back. They were clean, but smelled musty, like they hadn’t been used for years. The pillow was stuffed tight and fat with little bits of feathers poking out here and there. Andy hoped he wasn’t allergic. He went to the light switch and put his hand up to it, making a mental picture of the room before turning it off.
The pillow felt nice as he laid his head back. He closed his eyes, closing out the darkness of the room, of the house - closing out the day.
Jesus, what a day.
He was here in a house foreign to him with a person who might as well have been foreign to him, sleeping in a bed he’d never slept in before. Last night this was the last place he ever expected to be.
He listened to the creaks and groans of the house, listened to the wind play it like a musical instrument. It’s an old house, he thought. I’ll get used to it. The noise would eventually become an ordered rhythm, then a drone, then a hum, then silence.
And soon he started to think about Cathy.
He started to dream about her.
He was penetrating her again, and her screams pierced his ears. He held a knife to her throat with one hand, and with the other, he slapped her, trying to get her to stop screaming.
“Make love to me, Andy!” she screamed.
Soon she was no longer Cathy; instead she was a young girl with a summery flower print dress hitched above her waist. Andy’s knife disappeared from his hand.
She cried, and Andy breathed heavily, loudly, to drown out her cries. He didn’t know who she was, but he wouldn’t stop, didn’t want to stop.
Stop it, you’re hurting me, she said. Stop it, Ed. Go play with your dolls.
And she became a doll. A rag doll, and he kept pumping into her, sliding himself into her, not wanting to stop. But her opening was dry, made only of coarse wool. Andy’s cock became raw from the friction, the skin peeling back, the nerves burning painfully. The doll’s stuffing started spilling out, and Andy’s stuffing spilled out, too, as he lost himself inside of her. His cum was old rags and yarn and cotton. There was a frown on the doll’s face.
Now look what you’ve done. You’ve made me grow and grow, and where I stop, nobody knows.
Stuffing continued to pour from Andy’s erection, filling up the doll, making it grow, expand, enveloping his entire body until he couldn’t breath, until he was suffocating in her rag guts, he was dying, he -
He woke up, hot and sweaty, the pillow tucked under his belly, the head of his penis buried in it. He pulled the pillow out from under him. There was a wet spot on it, slippery and sticky with ejaculate. His underwear was around his knees.
Jesus.
He pulled them back up. Got out of bed. Stubbed his toe on the duffel bag. Groped for the dresser and bumped his hand on it. He traced a finger along its top edge until he felt the box of tissue. He pulled out a few stiff sheets, wiped the pillow and the mattress in the darkness, then himself, and tossed the tissue under the bed. He’d throw them away in the morning. Didn’t want to bump into anything looking for a wastebasket, let alone the light switch.
He crawled back into bed, keeping the damp side of the pillow down, trying to ignore the dampness he felt on his back, and pulled the covers over him. He shivered. Clutched the afghan tightly to his neck. Hoped he didn’t fall back into the same dream.
Where the hell did that come from?
But soon he fell asleep and dreamed of a deer smashing into his windshield.
* * * * *
When Andy opened his eyes to the morning, he laid there, disoriented. He squinted at the unfamiliar walls, at the dark wooden door lit up softly by the sun muted through the drawn shade. He sniffed at the musty scent of the bed, the thin layer of dust on the floor. He sat up, the bed creaking, and remembered where he was. He shivered at the chilled air.
The smell of strong coffee reached his nostrils.
“Mae?” he called.
No answer.
The door across the hall was open, the bed inside neatly made, a blue quilt folded at its foot. His aunt’s room.
He grabbed his duffel bag and carried it into the bathroom. A dark green towel waited for him next to the sink. He stepped into the shower and let the hot water pour over his body. It felt good.
He stood there, still and silent, not wanting to move, listening to the water smack at the white porcelain at his feet. He stood there for twenty-five minutes, a marble statue in a fountain, transfixed and hypnotized by the constant stream of wetness, thinking about Cathy. What had he done? What had gone wrong? He missed her.
The water turned cold, jolting him out of his trance. He jerked away, reached a shivering hand through the cold jet of water and slammed the shower knob off. He spit water from his mouth, the metallic flavor lingering as he dried off and dressed.
As he descended the stairway, he stopped halfway, noticing the pictures that hung on either side. Most of the photographs were in black and white, a few in fading color. He recognized his mother, recognized Mae, too, both of them children in the photographs. And there was another girl, younger than the two of them. Who was she?
He recognized a picture of his grandparents. His mother had the same one in a silver frame on her dresser, but that was the closest he ever came to meeting them. They had died before Andy was born.
The third girl. He would have to ask Mae about her later. There was one picture in particular that caught his attention. In it, this unknown girl had a drum in front of her held up by a strap over her shoulder. Both arms were in mid-swing, one raised in the air at ear level, the drumstick pointed up, while the other one was almost at the point of impact, the drumstick ready to connect with the head of the drum.
She looks pretty damn serious, Andy thought.
In the background, with a hand over her ears and a grimace on her face, was Edna. Andy’s mother.
Andy chuckled.
Downstairs in the kitchen, he found a note.
Andy -
Help yourself to breakfast. I’m outside raking the yard. Join me if you’d like.
Mae
He looked through the cupboards and found a box of Rice Krispies. He poured himself a bowl, leaned back in his chair at the small kitchen table and breathed in the smell of - what was it? A fresh smell. Fresh. Milwaukee had smelled of exhaust fumes and burnt air. It smelled hard and rigid. Metal and concrete and business suits. Rotting vegetables. All mixed together in that aroma unique to cities. He'd gotten used to it, hadn’t even noticed it.
Until now.
Now, sitting in Mae’s kitchen with the window slightly open, letting in a crisp autumn breeze, the smell of Milwaukee had become distinct and foul. The chilled wind coming in through the window, sweeping over the Aloe plant, sneaking into Andy’s nostrils, filling up his lungs - was fresh. He couldn’t think of a way to describe it, only to compare it to Milwaukee, compare it to his apartment there, overflowing with the scent of air freshener. Now he relaxed. The fresh air surrounded him like an oxygen mask.
He took a deep breath, tried to fill his lungs with a reserve he could take home with him.
Or maybe that wasn’t such a good idea. Maybe that would only remind him of the stench at home. The stench of his apartment. Of Cathy’s apartment.
Cathy. Shit.
The clock on the stove read 11:00.
He decided to join Mae in the yard.
The house stood on a two-acre lot. The front of the yard ended in a row of juniper bushes that separated the property from the highway, across from which stretched endless fields of dried and withered cornstalks. To the west was another large cornfield, spotted with geese in search of kernels strewn across the black soil.
Several large sturdy oaks occupied Mae’s yard, their branches bare. Bright orange-red October sun poured down into the yard, hitting Andy’s face with a brilliant flash as he walked out onto the front step. He squinted, momentarily blinded, shading his eyes with his arm. The sun was different here. Like freshly squeezed orange juice. Pure. Not like the muddied light that filtered into Andy’s eyes back home.
In various spots throughout the yard, dead leaves were heaped into piles. The sound of a rake scraping over dead grass came from behind the house.
Andy followed the narrow driveway until it ended in a small cul-de-sac. Beyond was a garage, separate from the house, its windows opaque from the reflecting sun.
Andy looked around the rear of the house and saw Mae stuff an armful of leaves into a wheelbarrow. She wore a faded pair of blue jeans and a maroon windbreaker. The wind tussled her hair, sending it flopping over itself, forming a new hairdo each time she turned and faced a different direction.
The house was built of brick, weathered here and there with orange paint chipped off and cracks running along the walls like veins.
At the top of the house, under the black slate roof, was a porthole window, which Andy guessed belonged to an attic. He also noticed a pair of rusting metal storm doors set into the ground. The shiny new steel padlock keeping the doors shut reminded him of the sheriff’s story about Mae’s burning cat. He had yet to see any cats.
Mae hefted a pile of leaves into the wheelbarrow and carted them off to the other side of the property, where she dumped them into a larger pile of smoldering leaves.
Behind Mae’s property, to the north, was a wooded area. A small, overgrown trail disappeared into the trees.
Mae saw Andy standing there like a lost dog, and waved, yelling, “Over here, over here,” as if he hadn’t seen her.
He waved back and ambled over.
Mae tipped the wheelbarrow forward and shook it, sending another pile of leaves into the blackening mass. Then she placed the handles of the wheelbarrow into Andy’s hands. She smiled, and said, “Glad you came to help. Now we’ll get the job done twice as fast.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“Well, for starters, just roll that baby on over to the next pile of leaves, and we’ll go from there.”
Andy pushed the wheelbarrow to the closest pile.
“Okay, you can set it down, now.” Mae looked at Andy questioningly. “Haven’t you ever raked leaves before?”
Andy’s cheeks flushed. “Guess not.”
“Well, if I would’ve known that, Andy, then I wouldn’t have started so soon. The raking part’s all done.” She patted him on the shoulder. “But hauling the leaves is twice the fun.”
Andy smiled and bent over, picked up two handfuls of leaves and tossed them into the wheelbarrow.
“It’ll be faster if you use your hands together. Like a team. Pretend they’re a steam shovel, Andy.” His aunt threw a bunch in. “A steam shovel.”
After filling the wheelbarrow, they dumped the load on the rest of the incinerating leaves, and went back for more. They continued until all the leaves burned.
“You’ve never raked leaves? Any kind of yard work?” Mae’s cheeks were red from the crisp breeze, her lungs working a little harder now to fill with air.
Andy breathed harder, too. “We didn’t have a yard.”
“That’s too bad.” Mae smiled sympathetically, taking off the work gloves she'd been wearing, wiping off her sweaty hands onto her jeans. “I think it’s a good experience for everyone to do some yard work now and then. To feel the leaves. The texture. To feel the grass and the soil. I mean really get down and feel it, pick it up with your bare hands and squeeze the shit out of it, and get a feel for the whole life cycle. Growth, death, erosion, and growth again. It’s all right here,” she said, gesturing to the ground.
Andy stared for a moment, and asked, “If you like the feel of the earth so much, why are you wearing gloves?”
She laughed. Shrugged. “After a while, the soil starts eroding everything away.” She took hold of Andy’s hands and held them up to his face. “But look at your hands,” she said. “They’re still young. They haven’t lived yet. The soil on your hands is making them grow, making them strong.” She squeezed his hands, then let them go.
“It’s all a cycle, Andy. It’s all a rhythm.” She smiled. “Wait here a moment.”
When she came back out of the house, she carried an old brown shoebox. Across the side of it was written BULBS in thick, black marker. She handed the box to Andy.
“Tulips,” she said.
She led Andy to a patch of bare soil, about six-feet by four-feet, behind the house. She reverently got down on her knees. Andy did the same. Mae took the box of tulips and handed Andy a small spade.
“All you have to do is dig a small hole about five or six inches deep, and place in a bulb, big side down.” She waited until he scooped out a spade full of dirt, then placed a tulip in his hand. He stuck it in the hole.
“Now cover it up and pat down the soil with the spade.”
Done.
“Good.” She handed over ten more bulbs, keeping the rest for herself. “Just plant them wherever you feel fit, Andy. I trust your creative judgment.”
His creative judgment consisted of tossing a bulb a few inches into the air and planting it where it landed.
“The thing I like most about tulips, Andy, is that you stick them in the ground, and no matter how hard the winter is, or how cold the ground gets, they always come up in the spring. They’re tough little buggers. But the funny thing is - even after toughing out months of a cold winter - once they do grow up through the ground, it only takes a swift kick to destroy them.”
Andy tossed another bulb into the air. Watched it land. Dug a hole in the earth with his fingers and buried it.
“So tell me about Edna, Andy. How’s she been?”
They sat cross-legged next to the tulip garden in Mae’s backyard. The temperature had dropped slightly, the wind picking up a bit, but Mae didn’t seem to notice this as much as Andy did. Whenever the chill began to bite into Andy’s hands, he rubbed them quickly together, letting the friction warm them.
“She’s been all right, I guess.”
“What’s she been doing all these years?”
“Working in the records department at St. Mary’s hospital.”
Mae nodded. Looked away.
Andy ran his hand over the yellow-brown grass, then cupped his palms together and blew warm, moist air into them.
Mae asked, “Is she still married?”
“Mom? No. My father died a long time ago. I can’t even remember him.”
“Did Edna tell you much about him?”
“About my father?” Andy picked at the dead grass in front of him. “Not really,” he said. “Did you know him?”
Mae stared hard at Andy, her voice hesitant. “Yes, I knew your dad.” She leaned back, squinting from the sun. “You know, Andy - when you called and asked to come over here, I didn’t know how I’d react at first.”
“I hope I’m not too much of a bother.”
“Oh, you’re not a bother. It’s just that the memories I have of your mother, your father - “ She paused for a moment, searching for the right words. “It’s strange to have them thrust at me so suddenly, so out of the blue. It’s like I’ve been thrown blindfolded into a large, deep lake.”
Andy didn’t know what to say. How could she not have known that his father died years ago? Her own sister’s husband?
Mae twisted around suddenly and got to her knees. She pointed to the woods in back. “Listen. Do you hear that?”
Andy turned around. “What?”
“Listen.”
Andy tried to listen and at first all he heard were his own chaotic thoughts, his own heart beating rapidly in his chest. But as he forced himself to relax and listen, he heard a rhythmic knocking coming from the trees. A rapid, staccato THOCK! THOCK! THOCK!
“It’s a redhead,” Mae said. “There. Do you see it?”
Andy shook his head.
Mae pointed into the woods. “There. In that big elm. A redheaded woodpecker.”
He didn’t know an elm from a jack pine, but his eyes finally latched onto the bird, its bright red head jack-hammering the tree. Every once in a while, it would stop, turn its head to check on its progress, and continue on.
Mae’s eyes suddenly sparkled. “Are you interested in birds, Andy?”
Andy wanted to know more about his father. His mother rarely talked about him. To Andy, he was merely a few pictures tucked in her dresser. He opened his mouth to ask about him, but stopped. Instead, he said, “I haven’t had much chance to see any. Just a lot of pigeons.”
Mae gazed upward into the sky. “They have the most hypnotic shoulders.”
“Pigeons?”
“Yes. When the sunlight hits the feathers on their shoulders, the colors shift and swirl around. Like when you look into a pool of spilled oil.”
She stood up and stretched, looked across the grassy weed-filled field that separated her property from the neighbors’. “I’m really nuts about bird watching. I’ve spent hours and hours sitting here watching them. Sometimes I just plant myself right where we are now and wait for them to come. Sometimes I get out my pair of binoculars and go searching for them. They’re so graceful when they’re flying. So pleasant and soothing. It’s like they’re a part of the wind.”
Andy followed Mae’s eyes across the unkempt grass, the browning weeds. Followed her eyes to the red brick house with the clothes billowing ghost-like between the white metal poles.
“But when they’re not flying,” Mae continued, still staring at the neighbors’ house, “they seem so damn nervous. If you get a good look at them, you can see their little bodies twitching, and their heads jerking around.”
Andy stood up, his legs tingling from the lack of circulation. He walked in a circle to get the blood going. The wind had shifted and was now sending smoke from the burning pile of leaves in their direction. Andy coughed and rubbed at his eyes. He turned away from the thick smoke.
Mae stood up and put her hand on his shoulder. Her eyes darted back and forth across his face. “I’ll let you use my binoculars if you’d like,” she said. “You can go and find some birds for yourself.”
Andy’s stomach growled. It was close to three in the afternoon.
“Hungry?” Mae asked.
“Sure.” Andy coughed again.
“I’ll whip up a couple sandwiches.”
The pile of leaves smoldered like a black acrid heart at the edge of the property.
Inside Mae’s kitchen, Andy thumbed through the phonebook, looking up the Ellingston Auto Repair Shop. He thought it best to forget about bringing up his father again with Mae. Obviously there was a whole can of worms in there somewhere, and he didn’t have the time or patience to open it now. He had to get his car out of the repair shop, drive home, and try to patch things up with Cathy. He hoped he wasn’t too late.
He found the repair shop’s number and dialed. Someone picked up the other line. Andy said, “Hi. This is Andrew Byrd, and I was wondering - “
“You've reached the Ellingston Auto Repair Shop. We’re closed right now, so please leave your - “
Andy hung up.
“They’re closed,” he said in disbelief. “It’s only a little after three, and they’re closed.”
“They don’t always have a lot to do down there. They probably got bored and went home.”
“But they’ve got my car to work on.”
“This isn’t Milwaukee, Andy. They just don’t carry the kind of parts you need here. I’ll bet they have to order a windshield from Minneapolis.”
“How long will that take?”
“Who knows?” Mae stacked the sandwiches she made on a plate and brought them to the kitchen table. She sat down across from Andy and sighed. “You’re welcome to stay here if you’d like.”
Andy took a sandwich from the plate and looked at it. Then he set it back down. “I guess I don’t have a choice.” He looked up at Mae. “What else can I do?”
Mae watched him without answering. She sat down and bit into her sandwich. She continued to watch him as he sat there, staring at the top of the kitchen table.
* * * * *
The binoculars bounced up and down on the dark blue windbreaker Andy borrowed from Mae. They hung around his neck by a tan leather strap stained dark from years of use. “You can’t make out the moons of Jupiter with them,” his aunt said, “but you sure as hell can hone in on a bird.” The weight of the strap dug comfortably into his neck as they bounced and jerked in time with his footsteps. He followed the overgrown trail behind Mae’s yard.
He had to get out of Mae’s house for a while. He tried calling Cathy twice after lunch, but she didn’t answer the phone. The first time, he hung up without leaving a message, but when he tried again an hour later, he spoke into the answering machine.
“Cathy, it’s me. I don’t know what to say, other than that I’m sorry. I’m at my aunt’s house.” He spoke quietly into the receiver, hoping Mae wasn’t listening. “I know you’re probably wondering ‘what Aunt?’ and believe me, I was surprised to find her myself, but I got in a car accident, and – ” He paused, realizing he was rambling. “Anyway, I’m sorry, and I’ll be home as soon as my car is fixed. Just know that I love you and I’m sorry.” He hung up. Felt that Mae was listening in the next room. Not that he had anything to hide, but -
He just had to get out.
The trail was narrow, only a foot across at its widest, and was covered with dead leaves. The shadows from the trees were long as the sun touched the horizon. It was the same sun that had illuminated blood on the hood of his car only twenty-four hours earlier. The same sun Cathy would wake up to tomorrow morning.
What was she doing?
The trees here were thick. Poplars, maples and pines. Up ahead a group of birch clustered together in a small clique. Many of the trees were already bare, like the ones in Mae’s yard, but the trees here had the advantage of a brotherhood, giving each other protection from the wind. Some of the smaller ones still held their leaves in colorful defiance.
Most of the leaves were at Andy’s feet, though, and crunched as he walked. He took a deep breath.
Here was that smell again, that fresh smell he'd noticed earlier sitting in Mae’s kitchen. Was this where it came from? These rotting leaves?
About twenty feet into the woods, he looked back. The trail wound itself this way and that, parts of it missing from his line of vision, parts that lay hidden behind the trees and the brush. The view of Mae’s house was obscured from here. Splotches of its orange exterior peeked through the tangle of branches. The orange turned to gray as the sun disappeared below the horizon.
Andy continued to follow the trail and soon couldn’t see Mae’s house at all, only a thick mess of trees. The grayness of twilight was replaced by the dark black-blue of night.
Andy shook his head. Bird watching in the dark…
He hoped he hadn’t offended Mae by leaving on this walk. When he told her his plans, she responded by smiling and saying, “Of course. I’ve got plenty to keep myself busy with.”
“I really appreciate your hospitality, Mae.”
She looked at his mouth, as if she were trying to see past his teeth into his throat. Then she looked past him out the living room window.
“Sometimes,” she said, “hospitality is a disguise for curiosity.”
Andy didn’t respond.
Mae shook her head. She looked him in the eye. “I’m sorry, Andy. I didn’t mean it like that. I just - “
“Hey, no,” Andy said. “That’s okay. No explanation necessary.”
She reached out and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I would like to get to know you better. I really would. But I’m afraid once we get started on catching up on each other’s lives, we won’t know when to stop.”
It was almost too dark to see. Andy was about to turn back, when a hole was punched in the dark, skeletal ceiling of treetops. A clearing appeared. Stars glared starkly above, surrounded by a dark halo of branches.
Andy stumbled on a rock.
While regaining his balance, he took a step backward and tripped on another rock. The momentum of his left foot flying out from under him was enough to send him crashing down hard on his butt. His right hand got stuck between the seat of his pants and a hard, flat surface. He winced, the wind knocked out of him, the stars above spinning in a slow, nauseating circle.
As he waited for the pain to subside, he pulled his hand out from beneath him and flexed it, making sure nothing was broken. It seemed to be fine.
He squinted in the darkness. Several more rocks surrounded him.
No - not rocks, he realized.
Gravestones. They were gravestones.
He'd stumbled into a graveyard.
The gravestones loomed in front of him like giant gray teeth. They varied in size from simple cement slabs embedded in the earth, to large ones with the marble still shiny and highlighted with reflections of the overhead stars.
He slowly stood, his eyes straining to see the names on the stones. The lettering on many of them had worn down to slight indentations. The lack of light didn’t help, either.
His eyes, however, were drawn to a large granite statue of Apollo.
Maybe it was the combination of shadow and starlight that made the figure of Apollo look ominous and foreboding, or maybe it was the lettering, bold and black, etched deeply into the stone as if it were more of a warning than a memorial.
It read simply:
EMMA PLANT
MAY 29, 1918 - May 13, 1949
DIED FROM GRIEF
Andy blinked and looked away. The pain in his tailbone subsided to a slow, dull throb. He spotted a wrought iron gate on the opposite side of the cemetery that served as the entrance. Instead of surrounding the cemetery, it acted as a symbolic entryway, a deep, dull black silhouette at night, standing watch over the tombstones. Its shape was stark and rigid in contrast to the random jumble of tree trunks and branches. Beyond it was a dirt road.
Time to head back, Andy thought. Just take it easy. Try not to trip over anything else and break an arm.
He looked up at the clear sky, amazed at how bright the stars were, thousands of blazing pinpoints in the blackness above. They weren’t shrouded in a haze of pollutants, weren't diminished by the glow of city lights. Here, the Milky Way stood out brighter than any photograph he’d ever seen of it, its band of stars arching across the sky, an astral river of milk.
He lifted the binoculars to his face. The stars exploded, tripling, quadrupling in quantity, and blinding him with their ancient light. He stood transfixed and fascinated, until his body stiffened and his legs tingled with sleep. He stretched, joints popping, muscles complaining, until the soreness gave way.
The noise of crickets stopped as he took a step forward. But only for a moment.
“Let’s get a move on,” he said, his voice sounding extra loud out here.
Which way do I go?
He saw a soft light emanating through the trees and walked towards it. It came from a window in the distance.
Was he that close to Mae’s house? Did the trail wind that much?
But it wasn’t Mae’s house. It was the red brick house he'd seen from Mae’s yard.
Mae’s neighbors.
The window was on the second floor of the house, the rest of the house in darkness. The window was all that glowed through the bare tree branches.
Andy lifted the binoculars and focused.
No shade was drawn, nor were any curtains blocking his view. A dark brown dresser stood at the back of the room, with a large mirror positioned on top. The mirror was angled in such a way as to permit Andy to see the reflection of two rows of shelved filled with paperback books.
The reflection was interrupted by a flash of red. The redness crossed the window. Hair, orange-red hair, like fire, and it belonged to a woman. She crossed the window again.
She looked to be in her mid-thirties, her face freckled, her complexion pale.
She stopped at the window, her back towards Andy. Her arms lifted up, over her head, taking off the pink blouse she wore. Andy’s heart skipped a few beats. But as she moved towards the mirror in her room, the angle of the window caused Andy to lose sight of anything below her shoulders.
Andy held his breath, waiting.
She turned around and walked towards the window as if the night air called to her. Her figure became visible.
Andy let out his breath in a slow backwards gasp.
She slid the window up, out of the way. The light created a corona around the curly tresses of her hair as she leaned out. Her breasts were full round shadows cascading over the windowsill. She took in a deep breath of air.
A tired breath of air, Andy noticed. She looked wearily into the darkness, her eyes morose and heavy, her lips unsmiling, as if burdened at the corners by some heavy weight.
She backed into the lit room and pulled the glass into place, turned and walked from the window. The light went black.
Andy lowered his binoculars. Stood there a moment, staring. He shook his head. Took a deep breath and began to step carefully over the trail.
Mae pulled the old, frayed patchwork quilt up to her chin. She turned on her side, her eyes wandering across the wooden floor of her bedroom. “Holden,” she whispered.
She listened.
“Holden,” she said, a little louder this time.
Last night she hadn’t noticed the absence of her cat curled in the hollow of her armpit. Not with all the excitement. Not with Andy here. There had been too many thoughts racing through her mind. The gin had only inflamed them, not dulled them as she had hoped. She should have had a few more slugs.
Ha, she thought. Don’t want the boy to think I’m an alcoholic.
“Holden, where are you?” she whispered into the darkness. Tonight, the second night since Andrew Byrd’s arrival, she had realized something was missing. She realized that her cat hadn’t come to bed with her. Mae had grown accustomed to Holden falling asleep in the crook of her armpit, his engine humming gently, pleasantly sending heat and calm through her body in overlapping waves.
She wondered if Andy had come back yet. What was he doing? She sat up and called out loudly, “Holden!” the word seeming to silence the regular creaks and groans of the house.
She swung her legs out of bed, her feet finding the yellow slippers waiting on the cold floor. She stood and walked to her bedroom door. Paused a moment, listening. She listened for signs of Andy, listened for the meows of her cat.
There was nothing.
She was worried. Worried that the same kids who had broken in and lit the cat on fire might have gotten in again.
But did she really believe it was kids? That’s what she told the sheriff.
“Probably some kids from town.”
The sheriff readily agreed.
Much easier to believe that than to let the other deeper suspicions surface.
Mae walked across the hall. Stood at the closed door to Edna’s old room. The room where Andy was staying. She leaned her head against the door. Listened. Slowly turned the doorknob and pushed the door in a few inches.
No matter how slowly she pushed it, the door still creaked.
She cringed, her jaw tingling, electricity shooting up her spine.
There was no one inside. Nothing inside but old memories.
She shut the door, the squeak of its hinges like a cry from the past.
She forced those thoughts from her mind.
The cat’s afraid of Andy, she thought. That’s all.
There was so much to catch up on. But how much did he already know? Did he know anything at all?
She was afraid that if she started talking about it, about the past, she might not be able to stop. Talking about it was like holding a match to a can of gasoline.
She couldn’t remember the last time she had guests in the house. Not counting the -
- the kids.
(“...some kids from town,” she had lied, more to herself than the sheriff, as he rocked back and forth on his heels, nodding.)
She called out again - “Holden!”
The house seemed to absorb the word. Swallow it whole.
“Holden!”
She walked quickly to the door at the end of the hall. It led up to the attic, and she couldn’t remember going up there for quite a while, but she yanked the door open just in case. It gave way grudgingly.
She called up the steps, “Holden!”
There was no answer.
The door was warped with moisture, so she shut it forcefully. She turned and walked to the stairs, her slippers padding quietly and quickly, her pink terry cloth robe swishing against her ankles.
“Holden!” she called out at the top of the stairs, then muttered, “Damn it,” before descending. She went through room after room flicking on the lights, calling out the cat’s name like a desperate mantra.
“Holden! Holden!”
She went through the kitchen, opened the door that led to the basement. It was like looking down into a black, hollow throat.
“Holden?” she called.
She pulled her robe tightly around her neck. Shut the door. Turned and jogged to the front of the house, opened the door to the outside and stepped onto the rubber Welcome mat.
She felt desperate. Frightened. On the verge of tears.
“Holden!” she cried. “Holden!” Not caring if Andy heard her, if the neighbors heard her, if the whole damn world heard her.
“Holden!” One last time.
Her voice quickly faded into the unrelenting night. She waited a moment. Listening.
She turned quickly and went inside, letting the screen door slam shut behind her.
The windbreaker Andy wore didn’t help much against the cold. His teeth chattered and his skin crawled, his blood trying in vain to surge through and warm his limbs. He rubbed his hands together vigorously and looked for the trail that led back to Mae’s, the trail now hidden from the moonlight by shadows thrown from trees.
He cupped his hands and blew into them. Stomped his feet and tried to ignore the pressure building up against his bladder.
He turned in the direction of the neighbor’s house. The thought of those breasts and warm red hair warmed his soul for a little while, but soon faded.
Okay, concentrate. Where was Mae’s house in comparison to the neighbors’?
He formed a mental picture of the two houses separated by the grassy field. About half a football field apart. He squinted, making out the outline of two gravestones looking like symmetrical phantoms in the dark. If he headed straight between them, he could continue on a straight path through the woods and hopefully run into Mae’s place. Maybe get poked at by branches, maybe trip a few times, but at least he’d get to where it was warm.
Leaving the clearing, he walked slowly, the light from the stars dimmed by the treetops. His vision was good for only a few feet ahead at a time. He took a few steps, and waited for his eyes to re-adjust. He took a few more steps. He held his arm a short distance in front of his head, shielding off the lingering branches. His other hand fended off the low branches and brush that made a beeline for his crotch. Walking was difficult, picking up his feet in slow, exaggerated steps to avoid tripping. His eyes strained to make out the solid shape of Mae’s house, but they only focused on more branches.
A flashlight would be useful at this point, he thought.
He trudged on.
A strange smell began filling the air around him. At first, it came in separate whiffs, but as he continued his tedious walk forward, high stepping, knocking away branches, it grew stronger. Rancid.
Andy wrinkled his nose. His stomach churned. It smelled like the dumpsters outside of a restaurant he'd worked at in Milwaukee. Rancid, like when the leftover steak and chicken had been thrown out on a hot day, the sun turning it rotten, infested with maggots. The bums even stayed clear of that.
He tried not to breath too deeply.
Must be some animal, he thought. A squirrel or rabbit crawled over here to die.
Then he heard a voice cry out in the distance.
“Holden!”
And again –
“Holden!”
It was Mae.
He continued groping his way forward, reaching out into the darkness, following the direction of Mae’s voice, hoping the black canopy above would dissipate into the panorama of stars he'd seen in the graveyard. Dissipate into the open air, the fresh, sweet smelling open air.
The smell only grew worse.
Mae’s voice no longer called out.
“Jesus,” Andy said, fighting back the urge to gag. He was dizzy from holding back his breath. His hand bumped into something. It gave way as soon as he touched it, but came back softly, thumping into his hand once again, like a soft punching bag. The branch creaked as it swung away, then back again, brushing his hand. Andy jerked away, shuddering. He tried to focus.
The branch creaked again, softer this time, as the pendulum-like movement of the thing slowed down. Andy’s nose told him that this was where the smell came from. He put a hand up to his mouth to stifle a gag. He wanted to run, get into the fresh air, but he couldn’t help watching the object swing back and forth in the breeze.
It was about a foot and a half long, with a rope tied around its mid-section. The rope rose a foot, where it was tied to the creaking branch.
The creature was dead, of that Andy was sure.
There was something else wrong with the creature, he noticed. Something about its shape. Andy’s eyes strained against their sockets, trying to adjust to the dark. Something was out of place.
The creature slowed to a stop.
Andy reached out to touch it.
As his hand cautiously traced over its form, he felt a large patch of moisture. He jerked his hand away in disgust, felt the gorge rise in his stomach.
The thing hanging in the tree was only a torso and legs. Its head was missing. Andy’s hand had swept across the gaping hole of its neck.
His stomach twisted. He felt the base of his throat expand.
Part of the thing seemed to be bald. Or shaven. There was a patch Andy touched that was absent of fur, only a prickly stubble.
He remembered the sheriff’s story about Mae’s cat.
Well, Mae, he thought. I found your cat.
He wiped his hands on his pants in disgust, sickened at having touched the thing. He had to get away from here. His head spun. It took all his willpower to keep from vomiting.
Some really sick kids must live around here, he thought.
He decided to come back in the morning to bury it. No need to scare Mae about it. But right now, he had to get away from the stench.
He shivered again. Took a step forward. His foot tripped on the root of a tree. He fell forward, hands splayed out to stop the fall. His body twisted and turned and landed on its side. One hand knocked into a tree, the other landed on a fallen branch and was scraped by the rough bark. A dull ache spread over them. His whole body began to ache, and he gasped for breath. He cursed, trying to pull himself up. But as he struggled to get up, a thin strand of moonlight shone through the trees and reflected against two small objects on the ground. They glowed bright green and were only inches from Andy’s head. He reached out to touch them but quickly recoiled. His stomach churned violently, and he began to choke on his saliva. He tasted the bile swimming in his throat. The contents of his stomach exploded out of his mouth in a short, quick burst.
What he had seen reflecting the moonlight, what he had reached out and touched - practically putting his fingers through - were the eyes of the cat.
Its eyes attached to its head, which lay inches from where he'd fallen.
* * * * *
Mae lay on her back, spread out in bed like an old dead angel. Her eyes were wide open, the pupils straining against the absence of light. It was the first time she had looked down those basement steps in a long time.
Funny how a person can be afraid of her own home.
Looking down the stairs.
Mae! I need your help, Mae.
Down the throat of the basement.
Mae! I’ve had a little too much to drink. You gotta help me with this one.
Walking down, seeing the bright light on, hearing her father’s voice, knowing what she was going to see, but never quite prepared for it. Always having to look in small, half-lidded glances.
Mae, goddammit, hurry up!
Around the corner to her father’s side. His hands shaking, sweat dripping off his forehead, as he leans over, the swaying of his body almost imperceptible, the smell of rum on his breath.
There’s a good girl, now give me a hand with this, will you, Mae?
At her father’s side, so hard to look at him, yet fearing to look down at the bright steel table in front of him, fearing to gaze upon his work. Yet, obediently, she starts to help him. She pulls a long rubber hose off the floor. Inserts one end into a large metal bucket.
There’s a good girl, Mae. There’s a good girl.
Andy’s pulse beat out a rhythm at his temples. The image of that cat wouldn’t let him sleep. Every creak, every moan of the house reminded him of that branch, swaying in the night breeze, swaying under the weight of the cat, the rope. The backs of his eyelids were like movie screens, the cat projected onto them every time he shut his eyes.
His ears throbbed. The blood surged through them as if shot from a water cannon. He wiped at the sweat on his forehead, realized it was soaking into his pillow, and thought what the hell, wiping his entire face on the pillowcase. There was no way he could sleep.
The moon glowed soft green through the window shade. It reminded Andy of those eyes. The eyes of the dead cat.
Jesus, he thought. I’ve got to get out of bed. Get something to do. Keep my mind occupied.
He got out of bed, stumbled over to the light switch and flicked it on. The room lit up and he glanced around.
No cats here.
He laughed at himself, at his paranoia.
He looked in the closet again. The five dresses were there, but that was all. He ran his hand over the dresser and closed his eyes.
Smooth. Smooth.
Get his mind off the rough bark of that tree outside.
The rough bark, the swing and creak of the rope, the dead weight of the cat, a sack of swinging, bleeding bones -
Andy put his hand on the knob of the bedroom door and turned it as slowly as he could. A shiver ran through his limbs as he pulled the door open. He closed his eyes, for a moment imagining the cat’s head hovering on the other side grinning at him.
The door cried out and Andy squeezed his eyes shut tight, then resumed pushing it open.
Christ, get a hold of yourself. It was just a sick joke. That thing, that head - that cat - was real. And it was dead. Nothing more than a bundle of bones and guts. He'd seen it and touched it. It wasn’t going to come back and bite him. Yet, it was so hard to get the image out of his mind. His fingers still felt it. The fur. The moisture. He needed something to distract him.
Something to read.
He looked down the hall.
There was the bathroom. Nothing good in there except an issue of Good Housekeeping, but paging through recipes accompanied by pictures of meat could only remind him of the swaying carcass.
There was another bedroom down the hall, but that was emptier than Andy’s room.
Mae’s room was across the hall. Her door was shut. That was obviously not an option.
Another door at the end of the hall had remained closed since he’d arrived. Probably another closet, but it wouldn’t hurt to check it out. He walked down the hallway barefoot, stepping softly. No point in waking Mae.
Something to read. A book. An old newspaper. He just hoped this wasn’t the place Mae kept the cat food.
He reached out and turned the knob. It wouldn’t give. He turned harder, but the catch wouldn’t spring. He placed both hands on the knob and clenched his teeth. Finally, it gave way with a sharp snap, making Andy flinch. He held his breath, expecting Mae to poke her head out of her room at any moment. She didn’t, so Andy gently pulled the door open.
The smell of moldy paper and dust seeped out, enveloping him. He saw nothing but darkness and the beginning of a stairway at his feet. He reached in, groping for a light switch. The steps were suddenly illuminated in a dirty, golden glow as he found one and turned it on.
This is obviously not a closet, he thought.
Andy quietly went up the steps, shutting the door behind him. The wood beneath his feet was cold. He wished he’d worn socks, but didn’t want to go back for them.
The stairway was short, only about ten steps. Andy quickly realized he was in Mae’s attic. Only it was more like a small library. Shelf after shelf of books lined the walls. Paperbacks on one side, their covers yellowing from age. Hardcover books on the other side, most missing dust jackets.
The walls of the attic were unpainted and short, meeting the roof, which continued upward at a slant towards its apex. It was a small room, only enough space for the shelves against the walls, a row of shelves in the center, some boxes, picture frames, oil paintings, with only a little space left over to move around in. Bare beams held back new insulation.
Andy scanned the rows of books. The farther away from the stairway, the older the condition of the books; bindings torn away, pages and covers bloated with moisture. Andy picked one from the shelf and opened it, breathing in its musty vapors. Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Andy put it back. Not a good one to go to sleep to.
He grabbed another one, this one bound in thin, brown leather. Dracula. It quickly joined Jekyll and Hyde on the shelf.
Andy took a third one and smiled when he saw the cover. Tom Sawyer. That was more like it. He'd read it before in high school, and now was as good a time as any to read it again. He opened it up.
A piece of paper stuck out from the middle. A bookmark. Andy pulled it out. Someone had drawn a big snarling face on it. A child’s drawing, with stuff dripping from its teeth. Underneath, a scrawled inscription stated, LOOK OUT FOR BIG ED, with arrows pointing up to the drawing. Andy turned it over and saw the name Evelyn scribbled across the back in the same child-like scrawl.
Evelyn. The name didn’t ring a bell.
Andy took the book back with him to his room.
After the first few chapters of Tom Sawyer, while Andy became lost in the memories of someone else’s childhood, he realized with a start what was about to happen.
Shit. He closed the book, closed his eyes, laid his head back on the pillow. He set the book on the floor next to the bed. He'd forgotten about Huckleberry Finn coming to Tom’s window carrying a sack full of dead cat.
Shit.
Not even Mark Twain could help him now.
He let out a nervous laugh, giving up the struggle to forget about what he saw in the woods. After a bout of tossing and turning, he eventually fell asleep.
He dreamed about Tom and Huck. Not about the cat, surprisingly - neither the one in the book nor the one in the woods. But Mr. Sawyer and Mr. Finn were soon interrupted by the bookmark with the snarling face floating in front of him. Its teeth gnashed and spat. Dolls surrounded him.
They said, Oooh, Andy - look out for Big Ed. Look out behind you.
And something was behind him. He felt its hot breath on his neck. Drifting down his back. He turned around and looked in the face of - Mother?
Mom?
(oh, Andy - you’re my doll, you’re my baby)
She was breast-feeding him, smothering Andy in her bosom. He pounded on her back - No mother, you’re choking me.
(Andy, stop being such a big baby - you’re my doll, you’re my hon, my honey bun)
- her hot milk poured down his throat, scorching, gagging, coming out his nose, hot molten milk, and he stared up into her gnashing teeth - STOP IT MOTHER!
(rock-a-bye Andy, my big Andy, my big honey bun, my precious baby doll)
- milk pouring from his ears, his eyes, his nose, his ass, his cock, Andy pounding, scratching on his mother’s back, Andy the human water balloon - the human milk balloon.
LOOK OUT FOR BIG ED! screamed the bookmark zipping past his head like a horsefly. LOOK OUT FOR BIG ED! screamed the dolls, the million dolls, filling every crack, every pore of the room, of the house.
(drink up, Andy, cause you’re my baby doll)
- and he drowned, exploded, milk covering everything in a thick, viscous glow.
The night remained clear and cool. Every so often a car drove by, its headlights almost illusory, the sound of its passage like a short, violent yawn. The drivers passed, not seeing either house, the houses like two silent sphinxes, dark and brooding and wise, facing each other across a no-man’s land of dead grass and weeds.
And all the while, the cat swung pendulously in the woods, the creak of rope against branch like the jaws of a steel trap being pried slowly apart.
The stars threw a shadow over the cat. The shadow remained for an hour, watching. As still as the trees.
Watching.
When it made a sudden move, the creaking stopped.
The crickets, momentarily muted by the wind and sudden movement, began to scream.
* * * * *
It was nine in the morning when Mae pulled into the parking lot of Harmon’s Supermarket. She sat a moment, relieved. She never felt completely comfortable in the old Ford pickup she drove into town. She used it once every other week for the two-mile round trip, which wasn’t enough for her to get used to it. It rattled too much. Creaked when she shifted her weight. She felt that at any moment it would crumble around her.
As a child, she used to walk the distance. Trek down with her sisters and buy candy and gum and pop with the change her father gave them. It was not a long walk, and there was nothing like it in the spring after the snow had melted, the blooms were out, and everything felt fresh.
They walked on the side of the road, which was gravel back then, and even less traveled than it was now.
Edna walked with a steady gait, always very serious, while Evelyn skipped ahead, urging her two older sisters to hurry up.
“Go ahead,” Edna would say. “But I’ve got the money.”
This was before Evelyn had her drum.
Yes, that’s right, Mae thought, finally getting out of the pick-up. Before she had her drum.
She looked across the road at where Pete’s Five and Dime used to be. It was where they got their weekly sugar fix. Now there was a coffee shop there. Same building, different fix. The word Pete’s could still be seen above the coffee shop sign, fading farther into the brick with each passing year.
Mae grabbed a shopping cart and started rolling it down the aisles. She had gotten up early, checked in on Andy and decided to make a trip to the supermarket.
She pushed the cart down the produce aisle. There was a large display of freshly picked apples. As she inhaled the sweet, earthy aroma, she felt a tug on her slacks.
“Hey, lady.”
Mae blinked. It was a little boy, no taller than her waist.
“Yes?”
The boy looked up at her, fascinated. “Are you the crazy lady?”
“Pardon?”
“My mom says you’re the crazy lady.”
Mae bent over, so that her face was inches from his. “Well, then I must be. And you know what else?” she whispered.
The boy’s eyes grew wide.
Mae grinned. “I eat children like you for breakfast.”
The boy turned and fled.
When Andy awoke, he woke completely, all at once, as if a switch had been flicked on inside of him. He felt apprehensive, his senses humming with a super-keen awareness of every noise - every creak and groan of the house, every stretching of its joints. He knew what he had to do.
He had to leave. He had to go back to Cathy. It didn’t matter if his car wasn’t fixed. He’d take a bus if he had to and worry about the car later. He’d walk back to town - he didn’t think it was too long of a walk - and check at the garage. If it still wasn’t ready, he’d get a ticket at the nearest bus station. Or hell, he’d hitchhike if he had to. But he could not let Cathy slip away from him. He loved her. That was all there was to it. He loved her and he was a fool to leave.
He showered and dressed. Noticed Mae’s bedroom door was open and her bed was made.
Downstairs in the kitchen, he found another note.
Went to the supermarket.
His nose turned his body toward the coffee pot sitting on the counter and he poured himself a cup. As he sat drinking the hot black coffee, he couldn’t help but think of what he had seen the night before. The cat swaying in the darkness, the creak of the rope, the groan of the branch holding up its dead weight.
He made up his mind. Before leaving, he would go back into the woods behind Mae’s house and find the cat again. Take a good long look at it, get a picture of it in his mind, in the daylight, listen to the real noises the rope made burdening the tree’s tired limbs. Maybe then his imagination would stop taking the fragmented images and feelings from the night before and make it real. Make his mind stop toying with the sight of it, stop expanding it and making it grow into a monster.
Then he would bury it. As a favor to himself, but most of all, as a secret favor to Mae. He didn’t want her to discover it the way he had. How awful would it be to find something you love in such a degraded, humiliated state?
No. He would bury it. Once and for all. It was the least he could do for her.
He circled around to the backyard and quickly found the trail that led to the cemetery. The best way to find the cat, he decided, was to follow the trail all the way to the graveyard, then find the crude path he'd made the night before. Considering the number of scrapes and bruises on his arms, he figured he must have left some sign of a trail. Broken branches. Trampled leaves. Dirt. Bits of skin, he thought, looking at his arms, forcing himself to laugh.
It was close to nine-thirty in the morning. Sun filtered through the trees in a light mist. Birds chattered among the branches, ignoring Andy as he walked. The morning dew soaked into his tennis shoes and brought out the odor of the fallen leaves. He took in a deep breath. It smelled good.
Soon, the clearing loomed up ahead. Slabs of marble, granite, and cement stuck up through the ground, some grainy and cracked, others smooth and fine.
He stepped into the cemetery. His breath rose in a light fog. It seemed so quaint. Like a picture in a travel brochure. Come explore the back-roads of Minnesota, the caption would say.
One of the gravestones in particular caught his eye. Last night the moonlight hadn’t been strong enough to illuminate it. But now, with the rising sun, Andy could make out the writing on the stone clearly.
Camille and Charles Stone.
Andy’s grandparents. He’d never guessed they would be buried here, never knew this place existed until last night. It made sense, of course. Ellingston was where they had spent most of their lives. But to suddenly have this part of his past staring Andy in the face was like plunging his head in ice water.
According to the marker, Camille died in 1967, Charles in 1969.
Funny that Mom never talked about them, he thought. He knew they had died when his mother was young, before Andy was born, but that’s all. He knelt down. Reached out and touched the headstone.
Maybe it was too painful for Mom to talk about, he thought. She hadn’t talked about Mae either, for that matter. She hadn’t even talk about his father. His own father.
Andy ran his hand along the rough granite slab. He traced their names with his fingers, whispered their names aloud. He felt his throat tighten. There was so much he didn’t know. Why was Edna so silent about them all?
Next to his grandparents’ stone was a small cement slab, its letters weatherworn and hard to decipher. Andy squinted, trying to read it. Cracks ran through it, mixing with the lettering, making it even harder to read. He reached out and felt the slight indentations, trying to read them by feel, as if they were in Braille.
His eyes strained, and his head began to ache from the effort of concentrating on the worn surface, trying to distinguish letters from the cracks.
Finally, he thought he could read the top of the inscription. It said, Buried In Sorrow With Our Tears.
Then the next line - Our Daughter.
And under that - Evelyn Stone 1936 - 1948.
Twelve years old. And next to my grandparents’ grave.
Our daughter? That would mean she was another aunt. One he had never even heard of before.
He straightened up, his back sore from stooping. The sun gained strength through the bare tree branches. Wisps of clouds dotted the sky like emaciated ghosts. There was a small stone building to Andy’s left. Yellow, crumbling stone, held together with rotting mortar. In front, above a rusting, padlocked door was a hole where a small window had once been. Andy figured it to be a tool shed, maybe a place for shovels and lawn care equipment. A caretaker’s shed. He stared at it. Found himself drawn to it. The buzzing of flies emanated from within.
As he neared, the sound grew. Dozens, maybe hundreds of flies. Andy tried looking up into the window, raising himself on his toes. All he saw was darkness.
He stepped closer, sniffing the air, trying to catch any scent of rotting meat in case some animal had crawled in there and died. All he smelled was dust and wet grass.
He stepped closer. Brought his hands up to the empty window hole. It was only about half a foot above his head. He lifted himself up and peered in, into the darkness, the sound of the flies, hundreds of them, mesmerizing him, drawing him closer. The buzzing intensified as he strained to pull himself forward. He struggled to see into the shadows, to peak at the bowels of the stone shed.
A fly buzzed past his head, making its way into the building. Then another. All he was black, but the blackness urged him forward. The buzzing of flies held him in its grip.
A fly landed on his forehead, but Andy didn’t want to let go of the ledge to swat at it. He blinked, hoping the movement of his brow would irritate it into leaving, but no such luck. Andy held his breath, the muscles in his elbows and wrists straining, but he wouldn’t let go. His head started to go through the empty portal of the small deteriorating building, and his eyes began to adjust to the darkness. The pulse in his forehead quickened, the sound of it audible in his ears, playing in time to the lull of the buzzing flies.
And then it spoke.
“Hey, be careful you don’t cut yourself.”
Andy dropped from the window ledge, jumped back and tripped over a headstone.
“Hey!” came the voice again. “Sorry.”
Oh Jesus, Andy thought. It’s someone talking to me. A person, not the building.
A form hovered over him. “Are you okay?” The voice belonged to a woman, robust and earthy. She quickly came into focus, her pleasant curving shape, her long, cascading hair - red cascading hair.
The woman in the window.
“Hi.” Andy squinted. The woman spun slightly. He put his hand to his head. “I think I’m okay.”
The woman offered her hand. Andy grabbed it and was hoisted to a standing position. His legs felt shaky. The world swam, the trees revolving about him as if horses in a carousel, Andy at the center.
The woman’s laugh warbled through the air into Andy’s ears. “Sorry if I scared you.”
“No, that’s all right.” Andy looked at his feet, concentrating on them, trying to calm the spinning world down. He shut his eyes, relaxed, and opened them again. The earth finally fell still and silent.
The woman said, “I just thought I’d warn you about the glass. There’s still some bits of it around the edges.”
Andy’s face flushed.
“Oh, geez - I think you’re bleeding.”
Andy looked at his hands and saw a long red gash in one of them.
“It looks bad.” She grabbed his injured hand and examined it. “I’ve got some bandages I can wrap that up in.”
“No, I – ”
“It’s no problem. Really.” She lightly shook his injured hand in greeting. “My name’s Natalie. Natalie Plant. I live past those trees.” She nodded towards her house.
“I’m Andy.” He couldn’t look too closely at her eyes, feeling guilty about spying on her. What if she'd seen him?
“Are you okay? You don’t look so good.”
Andy looked up, realizing how ridiculous his thoughts had been.
“No, I'm fine. It’s just that I didn’t notice the cut until you mentioned it.”
“Oh, well - I’m sorry.” She laughed. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything.”
A drop of blood dripped from Andy’s hand and disappeared into the grass at his feet.
Natalie looked toward the shed. “Did you lose something in there?”
A second drop issued from his wound and landed on his shoe, leaving a dime-size splatter stain. He clenched his hand into a fist. “No. Just curious.”
“It’s empty.” Natalie squinted from the climbing sun. “Got any relatives here?”
Two more drops of blood trickled between Andy’s clenched fingers, landing on his pants. He pretended not to notice. “Sure,” he said.
“Me, too.” She held a fistful of daisies and walked over to the granite figure of Apollo, the grave Andy had noticed the night before.
Andy watched another drop of blood fall into the grass. A dull ache spread across his palm.
Natalie placed the daisies in front of the headstone. “My mother died a long time ago. I didn’t even know her. Dad’s in a wheelchair and has trouble maneuvering through the trail. I put most of the flowers here for him. I sometimes drive him over here on the road.” She lifted her chin slightly toward the gateway, with the gravel road leading off to the highway.
Andy walked over to the headstone. The cut in his hand throbbed, as if it had a pulse of its own. He opened his hand to take another look at his wound, and released a thin stream of blood, which fell onto the dull granite of the marker. He pulled his hand away quickly. “Oh, Jesus - I’m sorry.”
Natalie bent down to wipe off the redness with her hand, but a light pink stain remained.
“It’s all right. I should be the one who’s sorry. Why don’t we go get a bandage before you bleed all over everything.”
“I don’t want to be a bother.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. I insist.”
Andy shrugged.
Natalie asked, “By the way - which are your relatives?”
Andy used his good hand to point. “These two are my grandparents.”
“You’re a Stone?”
“My last name’s Byrd, but yeah, these are my grandparents.”
Natalie looked carefully at Andy, studying his face. She turned away and walked towards the trail that led to her house. Without looking back, she said, “Coming?”
“I really don’t want to be - “
“Hush!”
The sun slipped behind a thin white cloud.
Andy followed.
* * * * *
“Mae? Can you help me with this? Please?”
“Not now, Evvy.”
“Mae? Come on. My snare’s broken.”
Sometimes she couldn’t remember her sister Evelyn, and it scared her. She’d try to conjure her up, try to recall the way she talked and laughed before things went so bad, tried to remember the smell of her favorite perfume, remember the way she looked. Many times she couldn’t. Despite the photographs that remained, Mae could sit concentrating for an hour, and nothing would come, as if that part of her memory was lost forever.
But other times, like now, vibrant pieces would come rushing back and almost knock her over with their clarity. They’d come rushing back with the ferocity of a beat from Evelyn’s drum.
“How did you manage to do that?” Mae asks.
Evelyn holds up her drum, a present from her father. One side of the snare on the bottom has flopped off and hangs there like an entrail.
“I think Edna did it.”
“How do you know I didn’t do it?”
“Did you?”
Mae doesn’t answer.
“Did you?”
“Why would I care about your stupid drum?”
Maybe that’s what she was afraid of. With Andy here, the memories had started rolling in like an avalanche.
“Could you help me fix it?”
“I don’t know anything about it. Ask Dad.”
“He’s in his workshop.”
“So? Ask him anyway.”
“You know I don’t want to go down there,” Evelyn says.
“Why?” Mae is teasing her now.
“You know why.”
“Because you’re scared?”
Evelyn doesn’t answer.
“Because you’re a 'fraidy cat?”
“No.”
“'Fraidy cat.”
“Shut up.”
“'Fraidy cat. Furrrraidy cat.”
“Shut up!”
Mae shook the memory away and finished unloading the groceries. She went upstairs. The door to Edna’s old room was ajar. Mae kept it shut most of the time, and out of habit went to close the door. But when she saw Andy’s duffel bag on the floor and the sheets pulled back on the bed, she stopped in the doorway.
How much does he know?
Does he know anything?
Everything?
What has Edna told him?
She saw Tom Sawyer lying on the dresser, a piece of paper next to it.
It was the child’s drawing of a snarling face.
Look out for Big Ed, it said.
Look out for Big Ed.
Mae closed her eyes. Oh my God - poor Evelyn.
The drawing hovered behind her eyelids, it’s teeth growing and dripping.
Look out for Big Ed.
Mae heard the distant beating of a drum in her mind. The sharp violent crack of a striking stick.
Look out for Big Ed.
She shook her head. Opened her eyes. Clutched the edge of the dresser.
Jesus.
Why did I let him stay here?
She saw the dresses in the closet. The closet had always been shut before. Why was it open now? And the book. That had been in the attic. What was it doing here?
Andy must have been looking around. Snooping. Perhaps his mother sent him over here. What did she want? What was she trying to do?
Stop it, Mae. Stop being ridiculous. The poor guy had an accident. The sheriff brought him over here.
It’s just that the memories...
She had spent so long in therapy dealing with the memories, but now that she was faced with them again, not with Edna herself, but with her son -
It was going to be harder than she thought.
She stepped out of Edna’s old room and into her own room. Looked out her window. Her breath caught in her throat. Her mouth dropped open.
At first she wasn’t sure what it was she was looking at, but then it hit her.
Even from up here, she knew.
She took a step back from the window, her hand rising to her neck, her eyes growing wide, her gut feeling as if something was alive in there trying to get out.
“Uh – ”
There were no words, just pitiful sounds escaping her mouth.
“Uh – ”
She saw the picture in her mind again, the child’s drawing of the snarling face, the big dripping teeth, the words, scrawled by her dead sister -
Look out for Big Ed.
“Ah – ”
Her knees buckled under her, and she fell back onto her bed, then shot up off of it, ran into the bathroom, and dry heaved over the toilet. Bile burned in her throat, bringing tears to her eyes. The bright whiteness of the porcelain made her dizzy.
Oh Jesus, oh God...
Her heart raced in her chest. It felt like it would explode from her ribcage.
She tried to get the image out of her mind. Tried to push it as far away as possible.
It can’t be, it can’t be, it can’t be, she told herself over and over again. She wiped the spittle off her lips with a shaking hand.
She began to cry. The sobs wracked her body as she shook her head. No, no, no. It can’t be.
But it was and she forced herself to face it once again. If she had learned anything in therapy, it was how to face the things that frightened you, the things that sickened you.
“Holden,” she finally whispered, looking out the window, the tears dripping salty into her mouth. “Holden.”
Andy followed Natalie through her backyard, passing a large vegetable garden, about thirty by twenty feet, and a cluster of apple trees. The yard was clear of fallen apples, and a few clusters of rotten, bird-picked ones clung desperately to the uppermost branches.
Natalie opened the back screen door and went inside the house. Andy waited outside, expecting her to reappear with a bandage. Instead, the screen door opened. Natalie leaned against the doorframe. “You can come in,” she said. “It’d be a good idea if you washed the blood off your hand.”
They walked through the kitchen; dishes piled high in the sink, the garbage can filled to the top. T-shirts and a pair of boxer shorts lay strewn across the living room couch. The remnants of a meal sat on a chipped coffee table. The television was tuned to a football game.
“Excuse the mess. You can wash up in the bathroom.” Natalie led Andy through a door to the left.
She turned on the faucet in the sink and grabbed Andy’s hand, holding it under the running water. It was hot. Andy jerked his hand away, but Natalie forced it back under, rubbing a bar of soap over the cut. It stung.
“You don’t want it to get infected,” she said.
She turned off the faucet and patted Andy’s hand dry with a towel, then took a large gauze bandage from a drawer beneath the sink and wrapped Andy’s hand in it.
The way she held him, the pressure as she applied the bandage - her skin touching his. He remembered her the night before; her long hair falling over her shoulders, the same hair that now brushed against his lips as she held his hand. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, off the back of her head as she checked the tightness of the gauze wrapping.
“How does it feel?” she asked.
He flexed his hand, raising his head quickly as she looked up. “Feels good,” he said.
She patted his hand. “It should be all right.”
“Thanks,” Andy said, wishing she hadn’t let go.
He followed her into the living room, his eyes trained on her ass.
“Who’s this?” The voice was gruff, heavy.
Andy looked up, embarrassed. An old man sat in a wheelchair in front of Natalie, wearing light blue boxers and a white T-shirt. He sat hunched over, his stomach erupting in a potbelly. His hair was a thin white wisp that flopped forward from the back of his head, his face wrinkled and red, full of gray stubble.
“This is Andy Byrd, Dad,” Natalie said. “He cut himself at the cemetery on that window ledge. I brought him here to fix him up.”
Andy held up his bandaged hand, smiling slightly, wondering if the man’s dull green eyes had caught him staring at his daughter’s ass.
“What the hell were you doing looking in there? There’s nothing in there.”
Natalie answered for Andy. “He’s here visiting Mae. He’s got relatives out there.”
Natalie’s father narrowed his eyes. “Mae Stone? You a relative of Mae Stone?”
Andy looked at Natalie, then back at her dad. “I’m her nephew.”
“This is Hector,” Natalie said, motioning to her father.
Andy held out his un-bandaged hand.
“What the hell were you looking in there for?”
“Just curious.” He shrugged. “It’s nice to meet you.”
Hector emitted a phlegmy grumph from the back of his throat. He quickly backed his wheelchair out of the living room. He rolled himself out of view down a hallway that led towards the front of the house, the wheels grinding over the wooden floor.
“Did I say something wrong?” Andy asked.
“He just gets that way sometimes. Don’t worry about it.” Natalie lowered her voice. “He’s getting senile. I don’t like to admit it, but – ” She glanced at Andy’s hand. “How are you doing?”
“Oh, fine.”
“Want something to drink?”
Andy was about to accept when Hector called from down the hallway. “Natalie!”
“Hold on a minute,” Natalie said, excusing herself from the room.
Andy stood there imagining the old man telling Natalie of his roving eyes. He shifted his weight nervously back and forth, straining to hear their conversation. Bits of barely audible mumblings were all that reached his ears. He waited about five minutes until he made out a word.
It was the word ‘out’.
“Out.” He heard it again, for certain this time.
Then he heard, “No, Dad. It’s all right.”
Then, “Out,” again.
Suddenly, there was the sound of wheels grinding against the wooden floor.
“No, Dad, leave him alone.”
“Out! I want that boy out of here!”
Hector and his wheelchair flew into the living room, the grinding noise stopping as the wheels rolled onto the green carpet. Natalie followed close behind.
“I want that bastard out of here!” Spit flew from between Hector’s dentures. “Out!”
“Dad, stop it!” Natalie grabbed the handlebars of Hector’s wheelchair, stopping him from colliding into Andy. “Andy, I’m sorry.”
“Out, you bastard. I want you out of my house!” The flab in his arms swished back and forth as he strained at the wheels.
“Sorry, Andy,” Natalie said, her eyelids drooping.
“You ain’t sorry about shit!” Hector screamed, his face growing purple.
“You better go.”
“Goddamn right, you better go.” Hector strained forward. Sweat poured off his face. Natalie struggled to hold him back. “Get the fuck outta my house!” Veins stood from his neck like cable. “Out! Out! Out!”
Andy backed out of the living room, stumbling through the kitchen, pushed by Hector’s verbal assault. Natalie tried desperately to calm the man down as Andy let himself out the back screen door, his hands shaking. He tripped on a step, and then sprinted across the tall-grass field to Mae’s house.
A minute later, Hector had shut himself in his bedroom. His phlegm-filled voice came through the closed bedroom door. “Get him away!”
Natalie stood on the other side. “He’s gone, Dad. He’s gone.”
She tried opening it, but her father and his wheelchair blocked it on the other side. Natalie leaned her head against the wall, her skin glossy with sweat. She was afraid he might hurt himself, afraid that his heart was racing too fast.
“Let me in.”
“No.”
“Dad?”
He didn’t answer.
“Dad? Come on.”
His voice came out tired and hoarse. “Why did you bring him here?”
Natalie shook her head. “I don’t know.” Why did she bring him here? To show him off as a trophy to her father? Stupid, she thought. Stupid.
“Keep him away from me.”
“Okay. I won’t let him near you.” Natalie felt worn out. Exhausted. She had moved back in with her father only two months earlier. She was thirty-eight and had worked ten years as a nurse in Faribault. It was her father’s health that called her back to Ellingston. He needed her. But now, she wanted to go lie in her bed and sleep for a few days.
She heard her father roll away from the door. She waited a moment, and gently pushed it open. He sat there, a pathetic figure in his sweat and drool stained t-shirt, head hung forward, hands limp at his sides, potbelly sticking out like an old wrinkled medicine ball. The furious energy of a few minutes ago had drained from him like the air of a popped balloon.
Natalie watched him, then walked up behind him.
Sometimes, she thought, it would be so much easier to get it over with. She could do it right now. Put her hands around his neck and squeeze. She doubted he would put up much of a struggle.
Maybe that’s what he wanted. Maybe he was waiting for her to do it.
She put her hands on his shoulders. Flicked her thumbs up and down along the sides of his neck.
His flesh felt hot. His pulse beat beneath her thumbs.
It would be so easy. The pain would be over.
She looked down at the top of his head, at the age spots showing through his thin white hair.
So easy.
But instead, she slid her hands down his chest, leaned over him and gave him a hug.
“Dad,” she said, her mouth next to his ear. “I love you.”
He raised his right hand and feebly patted the top of her head. She watched a tear travel a rough course over his cheek.
She didn’t know how much more she could take.
* * * * *
The clouds split apart, the sun searing Andy’s eyes. He squinted. His head throbbed. He couldn’t breathe deeply enough. The tall dead weeds clawed at his ankles, and he stumbled when he reached the edge of Mae’s property, nearly falling over.
Stop, just stop, he told himself, taking a deep breath.
He stopped in the shade of one of the large oak trees. Leaned over, his hands on his knees, and sucked in mouthfuls of air. The sun reflected off the windows of Mae’s house, and he squeezed his eyes shut. Put his hand up to his temples.
What the hell was that all about?
He tried to think of what he did or said that made the man so angry. Was it the way I looked at his daughter?
What else could it have been? Did he mistake me for someone else? Did I remind him of someone?
There was a lot he wanted to ask Mae about. Ask her about the graves, the pictures on the walls. That crazy bastard next door. Ask her about a lot of things. But that would have to wait. For now, he just had to get out of this place. Get back to Cathy. He couldn’t even remember why he'd left her in the first place.
To breathe, he reminded himself. But the air out here, fresh as it may have been, left a strange taste in his mouth. He didn’t know exactly what he'd been expecting when he walked out of his Milwaukee apartment only a few days ago, but it certainly hadn’t been this.
Well, it didn’t matter any more. He was getting the hell out of here.
He caught his breath. Stood up. Shaded his eyes with his hand, and walked around to the front of the house. The sun felt like an ice-pick in his head. He saw Mae’s silhouette on the other side of the screen door.
“Mae,” he said, pulling the door open. “I’m sorry, but I have to go.”
Mae didn’t answer.
“Look,” Andy said. “I’m sorry to leave you like this. I know you wanted to catch up on Edna, and I promise I’ll call you sometime and we can do that. But I can’t stay here any longer. I have to go.” As the words left his mouth, he finally got a good look at Mae. She’d been crying. Her face was red, her eyes cast down to the floor.
“Mae? What is it?”
“You do what you have to do,” she said.
He wanted so badly to run up the steps to his mother’s old room, grab his bag, and go. But seeing his aunt like this, even though he hardly knew her...
“What’s wrong?”
“You wouldn’t understand.” A touch of anger crept into her voice. “You’ve got nothing to do with this, so just go. Get the hell out of here.”
“I’m sorry, Mae. I – ”
“Leave.” Mae sobbed, the tears streaking her face like welts from a whip.
Andy put a hand on her shoulder. “Come on. Tell me what’s wrong. Tell me what you want. Do you really want me to leave?”
Part of Andy hoped she would say yes. Hoped she would tell him to get the hell out of there and never come back. But he knew she wouldn’t say this. He knew it deep in his heart.
Mae lifted Andy’s hand gently off her shoulder, but didn’t let go. Instead, she took it, and led him out to the south side of the house. She pointed at the oak tree there.
Andy gasped.
It was the cat. The same cat he had found the previous night, only now it was nailed to the trunk of the tree. A bit further up, nestled in the crook of a branch, was the cat’s head, its lifeless eyes staring at the bay windows of the living room.
How long had it been there? Andy hadn’t seen it that morning, yet he didn’t remember looking there, either. He glanced up at Mae’s bedroom window. Whoever did this had intended Mae to find it.
“How could someone do this?” Mae asked. She reached out to touch the blood-mottled fur. Bits of leaf and dirt and twigs were stuck to it. “How on earth could anyone – ” She stopped, unable to go on.
But the sentence finished in Andy’s head.
How on earth could anyone do this?
He remembered the rage exploding in his mind the night he left Cathy, remembered the way it took over so quickly, his logic, his reason shattered in an instant as all he could think of was his release and the way it would take the pain away. Yet all it had accomplished was make the pain more palpable and real.
“I’ll call the police,” he said.
Mae shook her head. “Why? It won’t bring Holden back.”
Andy stared at her in disbelief. “This isn’t your typical school-boy prank. These are some sick kids you’re dealing with. They could be dangerous.”
All of the energy seemed to drain from Mae, all of the tension and fear and revulsion. As she started to walk slowly around to the front of the house, she asked in a low, weary voice, “Why would you want to stay here? Why would anyone want to stay here?”
Mae sat on the front step watching the two-lane highway while Andy took the cat down. They buried it in the far end of the tulip garden. Mae gathered a few stones and piled them on top of the makeshift grave. Andy knelt down beside her, then got up, leaving her alone for a while. He went inside. Went upstairs to his mother’s old room. Looked at his bag lying there.
What was Cathy doing now? He pictured her in their apartment, sitting on their couch, hunkered down on a pile of pillows, the television humming in front of her. She was wearing an extra large University of Arizona sweatshirt that hung below her hips, just above the knees.
Does she miss me? Is she glad I’m gone? These thoughts made him tired. Milwaukee was so far away. Cathy was so far away. If he were back there, what would he do? Beg for her forgiveness? Shower her with kisses, hugs and promises? Tell her he loved her? That he’d never hurt her again?
Would it do any good?
He wanted to wake from this dream of endless cornfields, of crazy old men and sick pranks, wake up in the comforting restraints of his apartment, of his marriage, of Cathy’s arms.
I’ll call her, he told himself. I’ll call her and tell her I love her.
He sat down on the old bed. It creaked with his weight, the creak sounding so lonely and human. He lifted his feet up and lay down. Stared at the ceiling. Stared at his bandaged hand. The dull pain where he'd cut himself on the glass at the cemetery was still there. He thought of Natalie. Her father. What had happened only an hour ago seemed like days ago. Funny how time had a way of twisting back and forth on itself like an insolent snake.
He turned his mind to Cathy again.
I’ll call her, he thought. In a little while.
Wasn’t time the healer of all wounds?
“Andy?” It was Mae. She stood in the doorway, her eyes red, the skin beneath them puffy and dark. “There’s a lot I could tell you if you have the time. A lot about your mother. About me. Your father.” She came in the room. “If you have the time.”
Time.
Did it heal? Or was it merely a rope that bound things together?
Andy sighed. He nodded. “Okay,” he said. “I’m listening.”
* * * * *
They went down to the living room. Mae shut the curtains of the bay window that looked out at the oak tree. She turned on a small lamp that sat atop the upright piano opposite the couch. The piano was an old Kimball, the edges of its keys rounded slightly from age. Sitting on the ledge normally reserved for sheet music was a needlepoint of roses, framed in pewter. Mae sat on the piano bench, the top of it padded and covered with faded red velvet. She faced Andy, who had settled on the couch. She looked at him, and then looked away, still not sure how to proceed, as if the grotesque cruelty they had witnessed was an embarrassment. How does one react to something like that? Neither of them seemed to know. Mae turned around on the bench and faced the piano. She gently pressed middle C. No sound came out. She pressed harder, and the note came in a whisper.
Mae cleared her throat. “A bit out of tune,” she said. She pressed a few more keys, and then played a chord. She stopped. As she stared at the keys, she said, “One of my first memories of my mother - your grandmother, Andy - is of her sitting here on this same bench, playing. She had a beautiful voice. She’d sing to us all the time. Not just at the piano, but everywhere. When she was cleaning, doing the dishes, out in the yard. When she’d put us to bed. She’d sing. I adored my mother. I thought there was something magical about her, and both Edna and I were always competing for her attention. Then one night when I was ten years old, getting ready for bed, I heard an awful racket coming from this room. Someone was banging on the piano keys. I thought it was Edna at first. I could hear my father shouting. I ran downstairs to see what was the matter, and there at the piano bench - “
Mae paused, her head bowed, her shoulders drooped.
“It was my mother. She was banging on the keys with her fists, hitting them so hard that spots of blood speckled the keys. My father’s arms were around her and he pleaded with her to stop. She fought like some crazed animal, but then she slumped forward, her cheek pressing on the piano keys. I remember seeing her tongue move in and out of her mouth. In and out, like it was some separate creature living inside her head. And her eyes were looking right at me, but it wasn’t my mother. It wasn’t my mother.”
Mae shivered. “It was the only time I saw my father cry.”
She ran her fingers across the tops of the piano keys, barely touching them, “Soon after that, Mother was committed to the State Hospital in Rochester. She died there five years later.”
Andy didn’t know what to say. He remembered the headstone he had seen earlier. It floated clearly in his mind, the growing cracks, the fading letters, as if the name itself was trying to hide from prying eyes.
The mysterious name.
“Who was Evelyn?” Andy asked.
Mae turned to him. “What do you mean?”
Andy shrugged. “I’ve never heard of Evelyn before. I saw her grave in the cemetery, but Mom never mentioned her.”
“Never mentioned her?” Mae’s eyes seemed distant at first, then they focused on Andy. “She would have been your aunt.” The corners of her eyes bunched up. “You mean your mother never told you this?”
“No.”
Mae stared at him hard, then nodded. She turned back to the piano keys. “Well,” she said. Her head slowly shook. She played middle C again. It rang dissonantly through the living room. Then she stood up, walked into the dining room, opened a drawer and pulled out a photograph. She came back and handed it to Andy. “That’s Evelyn. When she was about ten years old.”
Andy took the picture and looked at it. It was a school photo, hand-tinted with soft pastels. In it, Evelyn smiled, her chin tilted up, the tresses of her hair hanging down to her shoulders, a pink ribbon on top. Her dress was pink, too, with a white lace collar.
“Why would my mother not tell me about her?” Andy asked.
Mae took the photo gently from Andy’s hands and looked at it again. She smiled. “Such a pretty girl. She was the youngest of us. Daddy’s favorite, too.”
She carried the photo back to the dining room and placed it in the drawer, then came back and sat down on the couch She looked at Andy’s bandaged hand as if noticing it for the first time. She motioned to it. “What happened?” she asked.
Andy held it up. “Oh,” he said. “Nothing. I just cut it on that tool shed out in the cemetery.”
“Tool shed?”
“You know - that old stone building?”
“That’s not a tool shed.” Mae closed her eyes. “I wish they’d tear that damn thing down. It’s falling apart and some kid’s going to be playing there when a stone comes loose and knocks him on the head. I don’t like that thing at all. Not one bit.” She sighed, a long, slow sigh that emanated from deep within her lungs and hung musty and stagnant in the air.
“What is it, then?” Andy asked.
Mae stood up. “Come on,” she said. “I want to show you something.”
They headed toward the cemetery, Mae walking briskly over the overgrown trail with Andy close behind. When they got to the edge of the clearing, Mae stopped. She touched Andy’s arm and pointed toward the group of graves he had seen earlier.
“Those belong to us,” she said.
She led Andy to them and stood before them. “Mother and Father,” she said. “And Evelyn.” She looked at Andy and smiled. Then she pointed to two other graves closer to the center of the cemetery. “Those are my grandparents. On my father’s side. They both died when I was just a baby. Drowned. Grandma fell through the ice and Grandpa tried to save her. They weren’t found until late spring, long after the ice had melted.”
Mae walked over to the yellow, stone building. She examined the door, puzzled. There was a brand new padlock on it.
“The city must have put that there,” she said. “Not much to show you, anyway. I suppose all that’s left inside are empty beer cans and liquor bottles. Kids used to come here to make out, smoke pot and drink. But when I was growing up, this place had another use.” She walked around to the lone window where Andy had cut himself, and looked up at it.
“Years ago, during the winter months,” she said, “the ground was much too cold to bury anybody in. We didn’t have the right equipment. We had to wait until spring came around to thaw out the ground. So, of course, we had to have a place to store the bodies.” Mae reached out and ran her fingers over the rough rock. “That’s what this place was for. A place to keep the bodies until the ground was warm.”
“Wouldn’t that start to smell?” Andy asked.
Mae turned to Andy with a quizzical look. “They weren’t just thrown in there,” she said. “They were prepared for burial beforehand. Embalmed.”
Mae’s eyebrows rose. “Did you know my father - your grandfather - was the undertaker around here? He used the basement as his workroom. Awful place back then. I still hardly ever go down there.”
“The basement? You mean he actually worked on dead people down there?”
Mae nodded.
Andy wrinkled his nose. “How could you stand it?”
“We had ways of coping. Games we’d play.” Mae’s eyes became distant, then refocused on Andy’s bandaged hand. “Where did you get that?” she asked.
“From this building.” Andy pointed to the remains of the broken glass on the window ledge.
“No,” Mae said. “I mean the bandage. I don’t have anything like that in my house.”
“Oh. Your neighbor. While I was busy cutting myself on the glass, she startled me. Felt guilty, I guess, and offered to fix me up.”
“My neighbor,” Mae said. “You mean Natalie?”
Andy nodded.
“She took you over to her house?”
“Yes.”
“Did she know who you are?”
Andy wasn’t sure what Mae was getting at. “Yes,” he said, puzzled.
“What did she say to you?”
“Not much. I guess I forgot it all when I met her dad. He didn’t seem to like me very much.”
“Oh. Hector,” Mae said. “No. I suppose he wouldn’t.”
“The guy blew up at me. I mean, I actually thought he wanted to kill me. If it wasn’t for his wheelchair - hell, even that hardly stopped him. If it wasn’t for Natalie grabbing hold - “ Andy’s pulse raced. “Natalie said he’s getting senile, but I’m telling you - it seemed like he genuinely hated me.”
“He’s had a tough life. A lot of crap to deal with,” Mae said. “He’s gone through a lot of grief.”
“He sure gave me grief. Talk about getting off on the wrong foot.”
The sun slipped silent and orange through the bare tree branches. There was only the slightest of breezes, feeling like an old woman’s kiss.
“I could use a drink,” Mae said. “Care to join me?”
“Sure.”
The walked back to the house and into the kitchen. Mae opened up the cupboard and brought down her bottle of gin. She filled a paper cup for each of them. Andy took a sip and grimaced as it burned his lips and tongue. He forced himself to take a bigger sip, this one burning all the way to his stomach, leaving a trail of fire in his throat. But soon, the vicious heat was replaced by a slowly spreading warmth that meandered through his body, through his limbs, out to the tips of his fingers and down to his toes. He grew calm in waves, the terror instilled by Natalie’s father gently subsiding to the euphoria of the gin.
Mae poured another shot and screwed the cap back on the bottle. Andy thanked her and swallowed the fiery liquid, now the heat being readily absorbed into his relaxed system.
Mae set the bottle on the table and sat down. “Hector’s been very cold towards me for many years.”
“I can imagine.”
“And when Natalie used to live here before, she was also very cold towards me. They’re the kind of people who hold grudges, Andy. Grudges they refuse to let go of. they let them grow and fester like tumors. They used to scare me, Andy. Still do, I suppose, though it’s been some time since I’ve seen them.” Mae slowly backed her chair from the table and stood up. “They scare me. Natalie and hector Plant scare me. I was just afraid they might say something about me. Something bad. But they didn’t, did they?”
“No. Not at all.”
Mae smiled. “I’m sorry, Andy. Sorry about running all this nonsense by you like this. I can be a bit insecure at times.”
Andy stifled a belch.
Mae sat back down and grabbed Andy’s unbandaged hand, giving it a light squeeze. “Your mother never said anything about me?”
“No, I - ”
“Think, Andy. Think. She’d didn’t tell you anything? Not even about her own sister?”
“To be honest, she never talked much about anything.”
“Some people are afraid to talk,” Mae said. “Afraid of becoming vulnerable. It’s too bad, really. Because that’s what really helps people. Exposing yourself. Pouring your guts out into the open for someone to examine, no matter how rancid they may seem. It’s an important lesson. One I hoped your mother had learned. She’s kept herself quite far from my life, that’s for sure.” Mae tore apart her paper cup bit by bit as she talked. Eventually she was down to the base, the rest of it in tiny pieces spread over a small circle on the table. “So she never talked to you?”
“Like I said - nothing important. Nothing but small talk.”
“Of course, she must’ve confided in Abner. Your father. That’s the obvious thing. I mean, she had to talk to somebody about it.”
“About what?” Andy asked.
Mae looked away nervously, her eyes darting around the kitchen, looking for something other than Andy to settle on.
“Andy, I - “ Mae’s gaze settled on the kitchen table top, a calming sea of gentle plastic. “For years I had to talk to a doctor.”
“A doctor?”
“Yes. A psychiatrist.” Mae wiped imaginary dust off the table. “I spent twelve years in a mental institution,” she said quietly. Her eyes were bloodshot and moist. She wiped at them with the back of her hand. “Twelve years, Andy. Twelve years to get over a lot of pain and anguish. But I don’t know if I’ll ever really get over it. Some things you just have to accept and cope with the best you can. And I do a pretty good job, Andy. A damn good job.”
She grabbed Andy’s hand, startling him. “I’m glad you’re here, Andy. You’re someone I can talk to. After all,” she said - “You’re family.” She patted his shoulder. “You’re family,” she whispered.
Then - “You mean your mother never told you this?”
* * * * *
What was there to tell?
Edna talked about her job a lot. Trivial, uninteresting things. Never anything important. Never anything about her relatives. Not even Andy's father. All talk about relations was off limits, taboo, never brought up, or if it was, it was promptly redirected into some other topic of conversation.
She didn't tell you any of this?
Any of what?
When Andy was young, she'd coo in his ear. Talk to him about things he didn't care about or understand, as if he was a sponge, soaking up her tiny, everyday pressures. Cuddle him to death and Andy randomly nodding when he felt she needed a response, only half listening.
She never told you any of this?
What? What?
That her manager at work was a moron? That she'd had it up to here with some old bitch, some coworker who couldn’t figure out the filing system? That she couldn't understand what was so bad about stretching her breaks out an extra fifteen minutes in order to inhale those last two cigarettes?
Didn't she tell you any of this?
Oh, about you, Mae?
Edna didn't tell him shit about Mae. Not one smidgen of information passed through her lips except when she was confronted with that old fading photograph.
And isn't it interesting, isn't it interesting, Andy thought, that I wasn't even curious after that? Why? Why wasn't I curious?
- and she'd talk about her damn phone going kaphlooey, and the cleaning woman who'd come in with her pants hanging so low, you could stick her mop in the crack. But nothing important. Nothing Andy ever cared about. He'd just nod, and say "Aha" and "Oh" and "Mmm." Put a quarter in the back of his head and start talking and he'd just nod, nod, nod...
What was there to tell?
He was her comfort, her shoulder to lean on, like a pillow, like a pet, like a doll, a goddamn doll you could talk to anytime you felt like it.
You're my doll, Andy, my baby doll.
Like a rag doll, his neck so limber from the nodding, his lips flexible as yarn from all the "aha"'s and "mmm"'s.
A rag doll.
And she'd say that sometimes, when she'd come into his bedroom making sure he was tucked in, and thinking he was asleep. She'd say that, whispering it to herself, to Andy - "You're my doll, Andy. My baby doll."
So much affection. Too much, his mother’s praise grating inside his ears like fingernails across slate.
He pretended he was asleep so she'd go away, but she always lingered for awhile, whispering, whispering, "You're my baby doll, my baby doll," over and over to herself, to Andy, before she'd finally turn away and shut his bedroom door.
And this went on for sixteen years! Sixteen years. Andy tried to ignore her, tried not to listen, but it was inevitable, like the sunset, inevitable, like when he finally couldn't stand it and yelled, "Shut the fuck up, Mom!" so loud, so loud. It just came out in a rush, and he couldn't even believe he had said it, didn't know he was even capable of raising his voice so much.
Shut the fuck up, Mom.
And she did. She stopped looking in on him. Finally after sixteen years. There hadn't even been a reprimand. Her mouth had fallen open, so far open that Andy could see the back of her throat glistening behind her shining white teeth. But she snapped it shut, her eyes still looking dazed, almost guilty, as if she'd been caught stealing. Snapped it shut, swallowing her habit for good. Sometimes - sometimes - he heard her footsteps pause outside his bedroom door, heard her breathing through the walls, and he knew she wanted to open the door and coo and gush at him. He tensed up like wire, not knowing if he could hold back another fit of rage. But she never opened the door again, never opened it again to say, "You're my doll, my baby doll." Finally after sixteen years...
She'd still talk. Still talk about her job. About the weather.
She'd talk so much, yet she still said nothing to Andy. nothing at all.
But the funny thing was, Andy still heard her whispering to him at times. Like a voice inside his head.
You're my doll.
He'd hear it on the verge of sleep, like a ghost at his ear, the wind, and soon it became a gentle hum of nothingness, an imagined breath on his ear, then a buzz. A buzz. Like those flies in that stone building. Maybe that's what drew him in, made him not feel the glass cutting into his fingers. The buzz of the flies only echoed and rebounded with the murmurs his mother had etched permanently on his brain.
My baby doll...
"You mean she didn't tell you any of this, Andy?”
You tell me, he thought. You tell me. What is so special about you, or my mother, or my father, or my fucking self for that matter?
But as Andy shook his head no in answer to her question, shook his head no, no, no, she didn't tell me anything - the doorbell rang. The sound of it echoed through the house, loud and obnoxious, an off-key, electronic chime. It pounded through Andy's head like a rubber mallet, causing a dull ache to spread across his temples.
Mae looked up at Andy as if she'd been waken from a trance, wondering if she had really heard the doorbell, searching Andy's face for confirmation.
"Do you want me to get it?" he asked.
Mae shook her head. "No, I'll get it," she said and pushed away from the table. She got up and disappeared down the hallway. Andy heard the heavy oak door open, its hinges crying in pain.
"Andy." Mae's voice came from down the hall. "It's for you."
Andy got up and walked down the hall. Oh God, was it Cathy? he wondered. Could she have found me out here, trapped in the middle of nowhere, at his aunt's house? Has she finally come to take me away from all of this?
The door was half open, his aunt staring outside, blocking Andy's view.
"It's for you," she said again, her voice quiet. Distant.
Andy came up beside her.
"Hello, Andy," came the voice, earthy and resonant, from behind the screen door. The sun was at her back, creating a corona around her red hair, just as the lamp in her room had done that night. How long ago? Just last night?
"Hi," Andy said.
"I came to apologize," Natalie said. "I'm sorry my father blew up at you."
Mae's eyes were wider than usual, unfocused, her mind far away. Unfocused, yet staring through Natalie. Her eyes made Andy nervous, so he stepped in front of her.
"It wasn't your fault," he said.
"Still - I'm sorry. I wish you didn't have to go through all that."
"And how are you, Natalie Plant?" Mae asked, her voice low, quiet. Andy felt her eyes piercing through his back like tiny laser beams.
Natalie's answer was quick. "Fine, thank you." She kept her attention on Andy. Andy opened the screen door and stepped outside.
"How's Hector?" Mae asked.
Natalie glanced at Mae through the screen, her eyes flashing through the wire mesh. "Oh, just fine, thank you." She turned to Andy. "Could we go for a walk? The weather's awfully nice. The air's so cool. Feels good to breath in."
Andy looked at Mae, but saw no answer in her eyes, only a blank stare. "All right," he said.
Mae sighed. "Stop by sometime for coffee," she said.
Natalie didn’t answer.
"See you later," Andy told Mae.
She ran a hand through her hair, and looked at him. A smile found its way to her lips, and her face reddened with a tinge of embarrassment. She glanced absently at the door latch. "Can I expect you back for supper?" she asked.
"Sure," Andy said. "Sure."
* * * * *
Mae watched Andy follow Natalie down the long, narrow driveway out to the road, where they turned north and disappeared from view. How long has she been back? Mae wondered.
Her mind reeled with memories. All this talk, all this conjuring of the past made her dizzy, made her tired. Does the past ever go away?
Apparently not.
What a misnomer the word past is, she thought. Because it never really is past. It’s always there, hiding in the shadows, hiding behind a carefully produced smile, hiding in an old photograph.
What does Natalie want with him? What is she telling him? Why didn’t I stop him?
Mae laughed out loud. Right, she thought. What could I have done? Say, ‘No, Andy - please don’t go?’ He would have thought I was crazy. Besides, he’s a big boy.
But he’s Edna’s son, a voice in the back of her mind whispered.
Yes, he is, she thought. Edna’s son.
Mae’s thoughts turned again to Evelyn. Turned again to her father, her mother. Jesus, she thought. The exhaustion swept over her. She walked back to the living room, sat down at the piano once again and stared at the keys, remembering the spots of blood that had once been there. Her mother’s blood.
Mother.
She remembered the first time she went to visit her. The drive down to the state hospital. Edna didn’t come along. She had locked herself in her room, refusing to go. But Evelyn sat next to her father in the 56 Chevrolet, while Mae sat in back. The ride took less than an hour. They pulled up to the state hospital and parked in the shade of maple trees. The building’s facade looked big and fathomless, like the face of an old man.
“Do we have to go in there?” Evelyn asked.
“Of course,” Father said. “You want to see your mother, don’t you?”
Evelyn nodded, unsure of herself. She pointed. “She’s in there?”
Mae leaned back against the car, kept a hand on it to steady herself, to stay connected in some small way to home.
“Come on,” Father said, taking Evelyn’s hand. Mae followed a short distance behind, looking from side and side and up into the canopies of the maple trees. Behind them was a large corn field, the stalks bright green, the ears of corn ready for picking. The sky was hazy with humidity, but it felt good to get out into the open air, after having been stuck in the car. There was only one lone cloud that Mae could see, a thin feathery strand of white.
When Father opened the hospital door, the strong smell of ammonia hit them, with a hint of lemon. Not fresh lemon, but lemon that smelled dangerous and suffocating. They walked to the receiving desk over brutal white tile.
“We’re here to visit my mom,” Evelyn told the nurse behind the desk.
“And who would that be?” she asked without looking up from her clipboard. She was dressed in stiff, sterile whites, and Mae wondered for a moment if her hat was stapled to her head.
“Camille Stone,” Father said.
The nurse flipped back a few pages. There were circles drawn in pencil on the edges of the paper. “Room 345,” she said. “Visiting hours end shortly.”
“We won’t be long.”
They walked down the hall and up two flights of stairs. The echo of their shoes as they walked up the steps was disquieting.
When Father knocked on door 345 there was no answer. He pushed the door open quietly and peered in. Mae looked past her father and saw some old thing laying in bed. She thought briefly that the nurse had given them the wrong room number, but Charles walked over to the pale, thin creature strapped to the bed with restraints of wide, white canvas, and put his hand on her forehead. Camille opened her eyes.
“Mae,” Camille said, not looking at her husband. She smiled and struggled for a moment to reach out to her daughter before realizing she was confined. “Touch my hand,” she said. Mae walked over cautiously and gently took hold of her mother’s thumb. Camille squinted. “It’s so good to see you,” she said.
“It’s good to see you,” Mae said.
“Have you been a good girl?”
“Yes.”
“Where is Edna?”
“She didn’t want to come.”
“That’s not true,” Father said. “She had school work that needed to be done.”
Mae averted her eyes from her mother.
“Don’t speak so poorly of your sister,” Camille said. Then she looked at Evelyn. “Come here, Evvy. Let me take a look at you.”
Evelyn walked over and stood next to Mae. “Why are you tied up?” Evelyn asked.
“That’s not a polite question,” Father said.
Their mother winked. “They think I’m dangerous.”
“Are you?” Evelyn asked.
“Of course not.” A smile spread across her face and she looked up at the ceiling. Her eyes closed and tears appeared at the corners and dripped down her cheeks. An awful smell drifted off of her. “Of course not,” she said. “Of course not.” She struggled against the restraints, the smile still there, the smell overpowering. “Of course not.”
“Camille,” Father said.
“Mommy,” Evelyn whined.
Mae stared at the stain spreading against her mother’s crotch, yellow at first, turning dark brown.
“Of course not, of course not, of course not,” Camille sang.
“Mae. Evelyn. Leave the room,” Father said. “Go tell the nurse to come here right away.”
They hesitated, unable to take their eyes off their mother.
“Now!” Father barked.
They turned and fled to the hallway, all the while hearing the singsong voice of their mother, a voice familiar from the many times she used to sing to them, but now tinged with an incomprehensible madness. And as they raced to the nurse’s station, her singsong voice rose an octave and broke into screams.
“Of course not of course not of course not!”
They arrived at the nurse’s station wide-eyed and breathless.
“What is it?” the nurse asked.
“Mommy - “ Mae said, unable to finish.
“What? Is she at it again?”
They watched the nurse get up and saw the syringe she carried, followed her into their mother’s room where the screams had turned to bulging eyes, sweat, and a squeaky panting. They watched as the nurse plunged the needle into their mother’s arm, watched Camille bite down on her lip until blood oozed down her chin. She went limp.
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