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Wolf Cento 

When tenderness seems tired,

the girl nestles down in me 

with her she-wolf’s mask, 

places a word in the hollow 

of my mute being.

Impossible to be alone 

in language, light of bird-

laden lemon trees. 

We’re between blue & good evening, 

heaving with brilliants: the mortal 

glitter of the naked beach, 

the glass horizon.

(It is the human that is alien.)

Even with her severed tongue

the she-wolf bathes herself 

in the blue vertigo in my mouth

where the planets flicker.

The orange tree breaks into foam 

& no god comes.



FAMILIES AMONG US
STORIES

BLAKE KIMZEY



www.blacklawrence.com 

Executive Editor: Diane Goettel 
Chapbook Editor: Kit Frick 
Book design: Amy Freels 
Cover design: Angela Leroux-Lindsey 
Cover art: Free Soil Thirty-One by Pat Perry. Used with permission.

Copyright © Blake Kimzey 2014 
ISBN: 978-1-62557-995-9

All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of 
this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the 
publisher: editors@blacklawrencepress.com

Published 2014 by Black Lawrence Press. 
Printed in the United States.

Acknowledgments 
Grateful acknowledgement is made to the following magazines,  
where these stories first appeared: 

Dark Sky Magazine (and adapted for broadcast on NPR): “A Family Among Us” 
PANK: “Up and Away” 
Structo (England): “The Skylight” 
Her Royal Majesty (France): “Tunneling” 
Tin House: “And Finally the Tragedy” 
The Masters Review: “The Boy and The Bear”



1

A Family Among Us

Four of them, a family, crawled naked from the sea clutching 
plastic suitcases. Like a brass section in an orchestra they drew 
breath into their lungs for the first time in days, months, years, 
decades. They were ageless, the mother and father, boy and girl. 
Slowly, the gills on their necks flattened and disappeared into skin, 
leaving only faint watermarks that suggested long forgotten scars 
or birthmarks. It hurt at first, their lungs rising and falling, rising 
and falling. 

The decision to leave the sea was permanent, a unanimous vote 
to abandon the fuselage that had been their home, for how many 
years they could not count. On shore, among the smooth rocks and 
wet driftwood, they dressed. They stood on uncertain legs. Out of 
the water their arms seemed to move too fast, cutting through the 
air without resistance. For the first time the children heard waves 
crashing, birds overhead, and felt the warmth of the sun on their 
bare skin. A multitude of smells swirled about the children, and 
they smiled and dripped dry for the first time in memory. 

The mother helped her daughter fasten a training bra and select 
a matching outfit from her suitcase. The father showed his boy how 
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to button a shirt, how to be precise with his small hands and fingers 
so that he could make bunny ears with the shoelaces. Their clothes 
came from the 1970s and suggested disco, roller skates, horizontal 
stripes, primary colors, and brown corduroy. They had been under-
water for some time, and emerged like lost luggage from a downed 
PAN-AM flight. 

It was days, maybe weeks, before they spoke. They stayed in the 
forest, close to the shoreline. They returned to the water for food, 
and took turns gathering wood a short distance from camp. At 
night they huddled by a fire where they taught themselves coor-
dination, and dredged their minds for language, parts of speech, 
agreement. The father cleared his voice over and over, as if to ease 
his chords into waking life. The mother started to hum, suggesting 
a beautiful voice, light and airy. For years they had been underwater, 
using only eye movement and waterlogged faces to suggest emotion 
or directions. The family had created shorthand in the fluid world 
of the sea and was trying to begin anew on land.

Nightfall was easier on the eyes and soothing to their souls. The 
murkiness of the woods at night made them feel at home. Muted 
sounds, animals crying in the distance comforted them. Sunrise 
was startling, a brutal start to each morning. The clarity of daytime 
was difficult to comprehend, and the waking hours meant work of 
all kinds, collective re-schooling on everything they had left behind 
when they fell from the air those many years ago into the sea. 

This new life wasn’t as easy as the father and mother thought it 
would be. The boy had nightmares, and would scream in his sleep, 
scared of arboreal silhouettes and their vertical push skyward. 
Gravity provided no comfort, and weighed on them all. The daugh-
ter was the first to refuse her clothes. First her bra, then her pants, 
and within the week she was naked and running from the woods to 
the water as soon as she was allowed. She refused to speak, and used 
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only her eyes to communicate. The boy followed suit. The water was 
fun, effortless, and before long he too was naked, emerging from 
the water reluctantly at the end of the day with pruned pale skin. 

But the children could no longer dive deep enough, or stay under 
water long enough, and returned to the surface gulping for air. Their 
heads were dizzy and bodies fatigued from fighting the water. They 
fought their lungs to the point of exhaustion. Every day the children 
made it their goal to stay under water for longer than they had the 
previous day. The boy and girl held on to each other so they could 
sink lower, where the water was dark, and still they would have to 
scramble to the surface in a panic for air. In time the girl could stay 
under water for eight minutes, the boy for five, and together they 
thought eventually they would be able to hold their breath forever. 

The mother and father didn’t know what to do. They were now 
able to talk about things, but the words came slowly. Those many 
months ago when they retrieved their suitcases from long forgotten 
compartments, and swam nervously to the surface, to shore, they 
never envisioned this. They were made for dry land, made for the 
openness of the countryside and the buzz of cities and cafes. By now 
they should have made their way into a city, where the transition 
would continue. They had so many dreams for the children. 

And then, one night, the children didn’t return to camp. The 
father called for them; his strengthening voice carried through the 
woods and came back in an echo. He and his wife walked a well-
worn path to the seashore. The light was just fading and the surface 
of the water seemed to ripple into an unending horizon. The sun 
was hanging low, and then it was gone. 

Dusk remained. The father had to squint, but he was the first to 
see them. He let out a scream as loud and strong as any in his life-
time. His wife buried her head in his chest and started to whimper, 
light and airy. The boy and girl were floating on the surface of the 
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water, not ten yards away. Their pale naked bodies bobbed in the 
water, their arms tangled together, as if one form. The water became 
dark and the night sky was black and cloudless. 

The father swam to the boy and the girl. He returned their bod-
ies to shore. For hours the mother kneeled beside them and hugged 
them and cried over them. When she was done, the father carried 
the boy and girl into the woods and buried them in the soft earth at 
the base of the tallest tree in the forest.

When the father returned to the shore his wife was naked. Her 
clothes were gathered about her feet, and she glanced toward the 
sea. She again began to whimper. They held each other until the 
moon was high overhead. Without a word the father removed his 
clothes, one article at a time. Together they entered the sea, and 
swam until their lungs burned, and within the hour their heads 
bobbed out of sight. Where they went under only a slight ripple 
remained. They held on to each other, and sunk deeper and deeper, 
until everything was dark and their thoughts of land were no more. 
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in 2006 i had an ordeal with medicine.

I must have been found guilty of something. I don’t feel 
innocent here lurking with ghosts. See    it happens like 
that. I start at a thought that is quite benign and end up 
peccant, debased. 

I had an ordeal with medicine and was found innocent 
or guilty. It feels the same because I live in a haunted 
house. A house can be a dynasty, a bloodline, a body.   

There was punishment.   Like the way the body is 
murdered by its own weight when lynched.   Not that I 
was wrong but that verdicts come in a bloodline.

In 2006 I had an ordeal with medicine. To recover, I 
learn why ghosts come to me. The research question is: 
Why am I patient?
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How to Do the Cha Cha

Stay alert in red rolling light. Focus premium-like in 4/4 time. Go into 
debt with arms held in minor Jezebel pose. Small sidestep about the star 
specks on the floor. Chin up during the landslide. Sexy bend, sexy bend! 
Practice—

Perfect understanding of where your partner is coming from. Your partner 
is coming from the same revolutionary party you came from. Don’t go 
about this the wrong way again. Or the next gala will find you cowering 
under a punch bowl, strained cheek rouged up in-

Panic-rose. 

Boys and girls in panic rows. Roadkill of the Rodeo, toeing the party line 
on one side of the fault line, quaking. Which side are you on, lead or 
follow-fallow? 

Push; no, pull. Adjust your slippery straps and swaddle sandals in 
bandages: it’s open season on open-toed slip-ons. Lesson: don’t leave cha 
to chance. Change into a tux and bind yourself into a seamless Mister. 
Move her, Master Manipulator. 

Sway the small of her back with your small, gloved hand.
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1

bender

My older brother drinks from his second six-pack as I drive him 
to another detox. It’s his fifth go-round in the past five years, 
though this is my first time being directly involved. We’re 

headed to Bi-County Hospital on Detroit’s east side. Nathan has been 
drinking beer after beer—Stroh’s from the can—with the earnestness of 
someone stockpiling supplies on the eve of a blizzard. We get stopped by 
the light on Eight Mile and Kelly. 

Last night me, Nate, and Nate’s on-again/off-again AA sponsor Jimmy 
worked out a plan. Jimmy advised us that Bi-County is where Nate should 
go. “The real deal,” is what he called it: medically supervised detoxifica-
tion, a lengthy inpatient rehab, followed by further rehabilitation at half-
way and three-quarter houses with a case worker who monitors transition 
back into the world. The only snag is that Bi-County’s program is limited 
to all but complete failures and the hopeless. Nate is both, but convincing 
someone of this in the short time of an emergency room interview takes a 
bit of planning. Even if he gets in, the statistics aren’t great. Jimmy warned 
that lots of folks relapse, that Bi-County may be Nate’s penultimate stop 
before death, wet brain, or long-term incarceration. For the time being, 
however, Nate has maintained his most recent commitment to quit drink-
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ing alongside some moments of rationality. We have to move fast since 
these periods come unannounced and never last long.

Since Bi-County’s program runs at or near capacity, Jimmy had sug-
gestions on how Nate can get a bed space. First, Nate should show up 
thoroughly intoxicated and looking the part. More drinking to get into 
rehab seems counterintuitive, but I’ve stopped arguing with Jimmy since 
he’s the area expert. He’s the only person Nate considers trustworthy or 
understanding, and I need Jimmy to get through this initial phase. Hence 
Nate’s drinking in my car. 

Earlier today, before we left for Bi-County, I asked Nate to be discreet, 
not to spill, and to avoid drinking when other cars were around. He has 
ignored these requests. His swallowing is metronomic as a car pulls up to 
our left. Eight Mile is, at this juncture, three lanes in each direction. As 
is often the case here, the driver minds his own business since problems 
come in bunches with too much eye-balling.

Nate is not slovenly about his drinking, if he spills, it’s just a dribble 
now and then. He often lets out a faint grunt after swallows, as if the pro-
cess causes him pain. Yet he keeps on. I get the feeling that if I exited the 
car, walked from it and was gone, that Nate would stay until the beer was 
finished or until my car was rear-ended.

As much as I’d like to get out, I don’t. I need Nate in this facility, need 
him properly detoxified. He has to be stable when he gets out and then 
we’ll start my regime. That’s why I’m here. That’s ultimately why I moved 
back to Detroit. My plan is to restore my brother to his former compe-
tent self. We’ll side-step all the bullshit and use the method I know best: 
Marine Corps style. We might even find Nathan’s ideal this way, though 
admittedly I’m not sure what that will be. He’ll have a chance to discover 
it along the way. For me, Nathan at his best is far off, forty years ago, when 
he is fifteen and me eleven. Nate takes a breath and repeats his lines, “I 
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can’t stop drinking. I’ll kill myself if I don’t get help.” He takes another 
swallow of beer. 

That was Jimmy’s second suggestion. It is much easier to worm into 
Bi-County’s program from inside the hospital than it is through the emer-
gency room receiving. Jimmy’s contingency, should Nate be turned away at 
the E.R., is for Nate to convince the admitting staff that he is in imminent 
personal danger. Here, threats of suicide work since Michigan requires 
hospitals to admit such persons to their (or the nearest) psych ward for a 
seventy-two hour observation period. The person has to either self-com-
mit or have a family member commit them. I am ready to do that should 
Nate balk at our plan. Nate doesn’t use the word dying when he describes 
his relationship to drink, neither dying for it, or dying from it; however, 
it’s apparent to the rest of us that he is dying whether he admits it or not. 
This is why I took a job with Chrysler instead of the one with General 
Dynamics. This is why I dragged my wife and daughters back to the east 
side. Fixing Nate is now the primary mission. The strain of his explosive 
slips has exhausted my mother, but he cannot exhaust me. I can fix him 
because I’ll outlast him; I’ll outthink him; I’ll outplan him. I am a Marine, 
only recently retired. He’s just a drunk. 

The last time I was in Detroit was for a holiday visit. It was Christmas, a 
few years back, the first one since my girls had been toddlers. My mother 
explained the dire state of affairs that Christmas morning. I remember 
nipping eggnog from a coffee cup in her linoleum kitchen. We scanned the 
backyard as snow fell over her lawn frogs. She was certain of Nate’s coming 
doom and that the news—organ failures, house fires, a car crash, a knife 
fight—would come via telephone. She had started shutting her ringer off 
more and more, turning the volume down on the answering machine at 
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night. She was convinced that Nate’s window of opportunity was closing. 
His visits to treatment centers were less and less effective. Every “cure” 
seemed to have diminishing results. Things would stabilize when he went 
to AA, but he did little to maintain consistency there. Mother was praying 
more and church-going again. She suggested that Nathan needed God and 
that alone would be enough. From my vantage point it seemed that Nate 
and God moved in different circles.

He is nearly done with his beer when the light turns green. At the same 
time my cellular begins to ring. It has to be my wife as this errand is now 
almost four hours old. It started around one in the afternoon, though 
most of it has been spent at Nate’s apartment getting him to reaffirm 
this Bi-County decision. I make a quick dodge into the parking lot of a 
strip mall. We haven’t been on the road long, so I have little to report. 
My wife wants the lowdown but all I can tell her is that we’re past Kelly 
Road. Nate takes a deep breath after finishing the can and exhales a long, 
“Ahhhhhhh.” My wife wishes me luck. Nate lowers the empty into a plastic 
grocery bag. Before we left his apartment, he informed me I could use the 
ten-cent returnables to cover the cost of transport. Comical since a buck-
twenty wouldn’t cover starting this sleek, company thing, let alone all the 
back and forth this fiasco has generated. To Nate the barter seemed fair, 
equitable, even-steven.

I catch sight of myself in the rear view, a smirk of sorts on my face. 
Acerbic is the word my wife uses when she sees this tight, unbecoming 
bunch of brow and nose. Nate is unaware of the dark comedy he’s inspired. 
I’m trying to be serene about all this. I want to elevate him into my world, 
to drag him into the living. I’ve prepared for all of this. I’ve watched the 
rehab shows. I went to AA and Al-Anon meetings. I’ve read the literature. 
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I know I need to depersonalize it and maintain a degree of compassion to 
manifest any kind of good outcome. Nate isn’t doing this at any of us. The 
rearview mirror reflects a different mindset: disdain, of a towering sort. 
It’s been building for years now. Moving my entire life, family, and career 
back to this wasteland hasn’t much helped it to lessen. I lose the grimace 
because nothing good can come of it.

“Tasty?” I nod toward the beer.
He puts his lower lip over his upper then says, “Beer’s beer.” 

For a long time, Nate’s behavior seemed like routine hell-raising. That 
was until our dad died. Then each incident came with greater and greater 
consequences. Mom stopped dismissing them as “antics” when the jail 
time began to pile up. Nate missed holidays, commitments, and— the last 
straw—her birthday. Weeks passed before she mentioned it to him but his 
explanation, that he didn’t “do birthdays” anymore, left my mom ques-
tioning herself more than him. It took the ruination of our dead father’s 
handyman business—a profitable service built over thirty years of door-
to-dooring both the good and bad neighborhoods—to mash out any hope 
my mother was stoking for Nate. She told me about the business going 
under in a letter and ended it with the postscript “His goose is cooked.” 
That’s when I knew I’d have to get involved.

Mom has been on the frontline of Nate’s shit for over two decades. I 
joined the Corps through a commissioning program after college and Dad 
died soon after. She has shouldered the bulk of the car crashes, bankrupt-
cies, bounced checks, and jail time pretty much alone. Nate’s wife was of 
little help. Mom even played guardian to their kids during Nate’s last trip to 
the slammer. Jackie, Nate’s wife, was on her own twenty-eight day pill rehab 
at the time, and Mom’s guardianship helped avoid an even bigger mess. 



your life idyllic6

My wife, kids, and I have been removed from the drama. Out of a 
twenty-six year hitch, I have been back here five times. My daughters 
barely know their grandmother, even less their aunt, uncle, or cousins. 
No matter it seems since Jackie, having reached her breaking point, took 
their daughters to Atlanta to start fresh. At last report she’s got some clean 
and sober time. Things are looking hopeful for them. The divorce is being 
finalized with no rights of visitation, but Nate has been disinterested in 
the process and seems to have no desire to alter the course of events.

So it’s October and here I am. Up until now I’ve left this job to people 
who, despite their good intentions, can’t resolve shit. But it’s not just obli-
gation to Mom that’s got me here. It’s complex. I love my brother. I took 
a mediocre logistical manager position with Chrysler, sight unseen, just 
so I could get him straight. On the other hand, I’ve got no patience for 
this. I want to grind him into a pulpy mess, squeeze out the rot, then start 
fresh from the remains. My fear is that it’s all rot, that there’ll be nothing 
left after filtration. To his credit, Nate has been true to form. He’s not 
wishy-washy and drinks through it all. He is like a submarine: secretive, 
hidden, stealth the primary objective. Once underway, he doesn’t surface 
for months. 

It’s not like he doesn’t have catastrophic problems either. Nate’s liver is 
shot, but he can’t get onto the transplant list until he quits drinking. His 
legal cases appear grim. More jail time is coming. Based on the charges—a 
fourth DUI on a suspended license—sentencing is sure to be harsh. His 
finances are decimated. Only the Powerball could save him. I watched 
a program the other night that reminded me of my brother. It was on 
the Science network about how black holes form, the deadening star body 
going denser and denser, shrinking onto itself, amassing more and more 
gravity, until finally, collapse. Then nothing escapes.
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Nate makes an audible “Humph,” as I put the car in drive. 
“What?” I ask, the Mercedes idling us along.
“That’s my sign.” He points out his window.
“Sign?” 
“That neon sign,” he says, looking back at me. “The pool hall.” He nods 

towards the strip mall. “That’s my sign.” 
Beyond the misaligned parking blocks and errant rubbish blowing 

through the lot, a long, neon cue stick works across the front windows of 
Motor City Billiards. I’ve seen the sign before. This stretch of Eight Mile 
is part of my commute from Grosse Pointe Farms to Chrysler’s Warren 
Truck Plant. 

“What do mean, ‘yours’?” I scan for an exit from the lot, find one, then 
glance back to the sign while angling toward the egress. 

“What do you mean, ‘What do I mean?’ Mine. I made it.” 
“Good thing you got to be fucked up to get into Bi-County because 

you’re there.”
“I’m not fucked up,” he says. “Beers don’t affect me anymore. Nothing 

but bourbon fucks me up. Sometimes champagne. It’s the sugar I guess. 
It’s hard for me to get drunk anymore. Takes more than I got. I drink to 
keep down the shakes. But I did make that sign.” 

“You’re a carpenter. A handyman. You mean you made the frame?” 
He pulls another beer from the plastic binding. “No.” He cracks the top 

for a drink. “Remember I told you I was doing side work after business 
dropped off?”

“Vaguely.”
“I told you I’d started working for Zimmerman’s. Business went to shit 

after the financial collapse.”
“Don’t you blame this on the economy, Nathan. The business crashed 

because you crashed. You were fucked up all the time.”
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“Either way. It was slow. I had that lawsuit pending. I was about to lose 
my license for good. I needed cash flow.” Nate takes another drink. “So, I 
was reading want ads at the bar and this guy asked me if I needed work. 
Said somebody quit and he needed a guy now. Zimmerman’s does all the 
neon for Metro Signs. Metro Signs does everything you see around here. 
All tri-county really. It was close. I could walk or ride my bike. I said yes so 
he told me to show up the next day. He had plenty of work. I went in and 
apprenticed pumping gas for the benders. I didn’t break anything the first 
day. After a while they said I had natural skills. Pretty soon I was bending.”

“Bending?”
“Glass tube. It comes straight and you have to bend it to make the signs. 

Next, I was designing stuff. It all happened fast. I thought it was easy but 
they were all, like, impressed and shit.” 

I see an opening in traffic, but it’s tight. I decide against it. There are a 
few cars coming then another break. I give Nate’s sign another look. It’s full 
of implied motion. A series of synchronized neon tubes fire just so. The illu-
sion is that we, the viewers, catch the stick in the final nanoseconds before 
its green tip impacts a white cue ball. The ball rockets across the windows to 
the other side of the double-door entrance, strikes the black eight, and leaves 
the white cue in its place. My mind leaps to the next conclusion: that the 
eight ball has passed through the wall, into the next building—a dry clean-
ers called Ho’s—where it careens off of suspended trolley racks, smashes 
dresses and slacks to the floor, upends rows of suits and gowns, and finally 
comes to rest in the back, next to steam presses and a Korean woman who 
smokes while leaning against the jamb of a metal door. This story fires over 
and over, in two second intervals, ad infinitum or until somebody shuts off 
the sign. There’s an opening in traffic, so I pull out.

I dial our speed in to catch all the lights. Forty-eight miles an hour is 
the number. Nate says nothing. A silence sets over the drive. Nate points 
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to another sign at the corner of Gratiot. We pass an enormous red fish, 
sharp, dangerous, and though this sign has no flashing bulbwork to imply 
movement, the design of the lines connote bold and intentioned travel 
through the sea. It’s a big fish, ocean-going, a stylized mahi, maybe an 
ahi, but it doesn’t matter either way since on the corner of Eight Mile and 
Gratiot it’s just a fish. Impressive. I haven’t really studied art except for an 
introductory class as a sophomore in college, but any moron could see 
there’s skill and artistry in Nate’s signs. I make a fine-tune adjustment 
to the rear view. “How come I didn’t know about any of this neon stuff?” 

“Because you always been busy. You fight the good fight, Billy. Joe 
Marine for America.” 

For as long as I’ve known my brother, he’s used flat delivery. Humor 
and sarcasm aren’t his bag. He speaks straight and avoids innuendo. He’s 
doesn’t cloud his speech with smartass. Until now. 

“Makes no difference,” he adds. “Bending is gone with the rest of this life.” 
Leaves tumble from a side street blown hard onto Eight Mile by a cross-

wind. Nate adjusts the cheap plastic sunglasses he’s been wearing since 
we left. Light is fading, the sun is nearing the tree line. I don’t know this 
man. I can’t access his logic. We inhabit different worlds. 

Nate points out a few more of his signs as we move west, then he asks 
me cold to stop at a bar. 

“For what?” 
“Piss, bro. It’s pretty bad.” 
“You can’t wait ten minutes?”
“Not a chance.” 
“Bi-County is on Schoenherr.”
“Not a chance.”
He points to an upcoming plywood arrow, a beaten sign signaling a turn-

in to a dirt lot. It’s out front of a cinderblock bar. I hit the blinker, slow, and 
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make a right. I pull the Mercedes to the front of a windowless building. It’s 
painted yellow with large, black stenciling sprawled across the front. On the 
left side of a grey metal door is the word “Chug.” On the door itself, sand-
wiched between hyphens, is the letter “A.” On the adjacent wall, to the right, 
is the word “Lug’s.” Before I can get into park, Nate bolts from the car with 
beer in hand. Chug-A-Lug’s. We have arrived. Nate drains most of the beer 
while jogging to the door. He whips the empty into the parking lot where it 
rattles past a couple of railroad ties and into the scrub of a vacant lot. 

I will fix that man. That’s what I did for the Marine Corps. I upgrade the 
condition of things from clusterfuck to bravo zulo. I square away gear adrift. 
I fix. That’s the present I’ll give my mother: fixing her eldest. I will teach that 
man about willpower, and character, and sacrifice. He is now my mission, 
and that fucker will get sober. When he is released from their routine, I will 
assume command of his continuing care and recovery plan. There will be no 
slack. Relapse is no longer an option. My mother, seventy-eight, in failing 
health, will die content. Then I can leave, sell the house we just bought, take 
whatever loss we’ll take, say good-bye Rust Belt and hello Sun Belt. I’d like 
a contracting job so I can double dip my service retirement and a proper 
paycheck. I’ve earned it. I’ll come back to bury Nate when he eventually goes, 
but otherwise I’m through with this part of the world. 

Inside it is dark. I don’t see Nate. The bartender, a woman in her sixties, 
motions with her head towards a door behind a quarter-pay pool table. 
She sets a rocks glass on the pouring rail. There’s no one else in the place. 
On an old black-and-white rabbit-eared television, Vanna White flips the 
remaining letters to finish the phrase, “the cat is out of the bag.” I 
approach the bar, stunned that this show is still on the air. 

I motion toward the TV. “Those two are still at it?” 
“Every night.” She pours a double bourbon into a rocks glass, splash-

ing a bit onto the bar. She sets the drink to my right and asks, “You want 
something, honey?” 
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“Coke.” 
“RC okay?”
“Sure.” 
She pulls a Stroh’s from an old chrome-handled Frigidaire with hun-

dreds of stickers mummifying its enamel. She sets the beer next to the 
bourbon and heads for a back room. She returns after a moment with 
a dusty glass bottle. She rinses it in the deep sink and dries the curves 
with a bar towel. A squeaky door spring and glugging toilet issue Nate 
back towards us. The same door slams, bounces once, then smacks closed 
again. The bartender adjusts the rabbit ears and the subtle hiss of static 
turns into the sound of applause.

“You believe this show’s still on?” my brother asks.
“I just said the same thing.” 
“Where you fellas been that they don’t got the Wheel?” The woman 

removes the lid from my pop and sets it down. 
“Marines,” I say, “overseas.”
Nate says, “Mars. Outer space.”
I smile at this. Nate too. We see each other in the back bar mirror. The 

old woman chuckles, shakes her head, fills a bowl with assorted nuts. She 
sets them down in front of us and nods to me. “Seven-fifty, Crackerjack.” 
She looks to Nate. “Or is Neil Armstrong paying?”

I give her a twenty and she makes quick change from a metal cashbox 
on the back bar. 

“This place fill up?” I ask.
“Second shift mostly.” She walks back to the TV, settles into a high-

backed Naugahyde chair, and turns up the volume a bit. A Buddy’s Pizza 
commercial lulls her into somnolence. 

Out of the blue, Nate asks my reflection, “You like me, Bill?” 
“What?” 
“Like me. You still like me? We still Tattoo Brothers?”
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Until he said it, I hadn’t thought about it in decades. I don’t remember 
who came up with it, only that the fad had achieved critical mass at our 
school. Eraser tattoos. We had to have them. We decided on simplicity, 
names and a symbol underneath. The technique was rudimentary. First 
you drew with a marker, then using an eraser, you removed the top lay-
ers of skin. If you kept on long enough, you could probably erase all the 
way to the bone, but the trick was to go just until it bled. When the scab 
appeared, you’d soaked it with water, then pick it clean. The last sequence 
was repeated over and over until the scab no longer appeared, leaving in 
its place a permanent scar. 

We worked under the sparse glow of one bare bulb in our garage. As 
the endorphin-charged lightness coated the initial pain, Nate decided to 
attach a pledge to the process, an oath. We’d stand-up for other one, right 
or wrong, against whomever, simply because we were blood. Should we 
forget this bond, the tattoos would remind us of something we carried in 
our spines. 

For years, the skin of mine wouldn’t shade right—a touch lighter and 
smoother than the skin around it. It was noticeable when my arms got 
tan. As an officer, I grew embarrassed of the scar’s linkage to what I’d still 
consider white-trash roots. In Okinawa, when I made Captain, I covered 
the mark with the Marine Corps eagle, globe, and anchor, then had the guy 
put “BOOMER,” my nickname by then, underneath his artwork.

I’d forgotten Nate wiping the block eraser clean on the cuffs of his ratty 
dungarees. Skin, hair, and blood clung to the fabric. For my symbol, Nate 
used an arrow—tip forward, fletching to the rear—to underline “Billy.” 
It was painless by the time he reached that detail, only the queer smell of 
sugar caramelizing or a stew on simmer. For Nate, I did his name then 
carved an anchor on its side—stock and ring pointing aft—as he’d always 
talked about joining the Navy first chance he got.
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We bedded down that evening sure to hide our craftwork from the 
folks. The burning and stinging on my deltoid made sleep impossible. 
That was okay. I didn’t need sleep. I didn’t need food. I didn’t need parents 
or the roof they put over our heads. I had my brother. No one could wrest 
these two made one.

I’d also forgotten the beating that ensued a few days later, after my 
father discovered the seeping infection on Nate’s arm. The trip to the 
emergency room, and the hospital bill for which we had no money, 
brought out the worst in my dad. We carried no insurance of any sort so 
we avoided doctors at all costs. When the details were uncovered, all hell 
broke loose. It started with Dad using his fist as a maul, delivering one, 
quick, powerful stroke, straight to the infected etching on Nate’s arm. I’d 
forgotten that first punch, how much it startled me. There was the initial 
smack of meat against meat, like two steaks being clapped together, fol-
lowed closely by thud of bone tamping bone.

Our father was a first-generation Polish immigrant carpenter. His Eng-
lish was poor, his rules were strict, but he was a kind man to a fault. I’m 
not sure what motivated him that day. Perhaps it was that with this one 
beating he thought he could save both sons, Nathan and William. The way 
Nate and Dad fought! Huge dents in the metal doors of the cabinetry, the 
table upended, fruit from a broken glass bowl rolling around once they 
wrestled each other to the floor. I stood pinned against the wall, unsure 
of what to do. The fracas brought my mother bounding from basement. 
I remember looking past the sink and out the window to our backyard. 
There was a willow I was fond of climbing back there that swayed in a calm 
afternoon breeze, like nothing was amiss. 

Somewhere in those moments, as if we’d left the kitchen door unlocked, 
the dysfunction of someone else’s family entered into where my mother 
prepared meals, to where we ate as a family, to where my brother and I did 
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homework or shared news of the day. This dysfunction took a seat once 
we righted the meal table. It slid over a plate like it was kin. The oddity 
was, there had been no record of such violence before this occurrence, 
and none after. So anomalous was the event that it grew to be mythical 
in my mind, as if a rain of snakes had fallen from the cloudless afternoon 
sky, then slithered away after getting their wits. The incident was never 
mentioned after that.

Watching my brother in the mirror as he drains what’s left of his bour-
bon, I am visited by the great shame of my youth, maybe of my life. I 
did nothing to help him. In fact, I was grateful that the stellar madness 
had been visited upon Nate instead of me. Our oath wasn’t that old—still 
seeping from our arms—but I had betrayed it and I wasn’t going to let it 
happen this time.

“Yeah, Nate,” I say to his reflection. “I still like you. Tattoo Brothers.”
The outside door of the bar opens causing the inside screen to slam. 

Four guys in blue jumpsuits push in. They haul up next to us at the bar. 
“Good,” Nate says. “I been wondering lately.”
One of the guys in blue nods twice to acknowledge my brother. “Nate,” 

he says. 
Nate nods back. 
They say nothing else to each other, not even goodbye when we get up 

to leave. Nate raps the bar top twice with his knuckles, then swipes two 
fingers through the bourbon puddle close to the rail. He lifts the fingers 
to his nose, puts them into his mouth, then sets a course for the door. I 
say goodnight to the bartender. She nods goodnight while delivering two 
pitchers for the men in blue. Nate moves through the doors and does not 
attempt to hold either. It’s like he’s being chased. I get outside to find the 
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car alarm going off from his fidgeting with the handle. “Relax,” I tell him 
but, he continues until I key the fob. He gets a beer once inside.

Back on the road, neither of us says much. We are closing on Bi-County. 
Nathan points to a barbecue joint. An anthropomorphized neon pig wear-
ing a chef ’s hat and an apron sits on a grill cooking itself. Neon flames 
flicker its underside. While he avoids sarcasm and humor in his speech, 
I’ve seen its abundance in the designs he’s revealed to me tonight. Most 
probably miss it; after all, they’re just signs. The hospital is a few blocks 
away. We take the right from Eight Mile onto Schoenherr. 

“How do you get the glass to bend like that but not break it?”
“Heat,” Nate says. “Patience. But it breaks all the time. Nature of the 

beast.”
“But the angles. How do you get those angles without snapping the tube 

or crimping it. Is it like a crimp?”
“It’s an illusion. You bend in three dimensions, but the viewer essen-

tially sees it as a two dimensional sign. No depth you know. You use what’s 
called an offset bend, bending the tube back over into the depth dimen-
sion at a less sharp bend, but in two-dimensions it can look like a knife 
point.”

“Missed your calling,” I say. I run the wipers through a cycle on mist. 
“You’re the family’s artist.”

Nate is silent. He is either looking out the window at ranch house after 
ranch house or at his own reflection on the glass as street lights come on 
in full. He takes another drink. “Artist,” he repeats.

I’m struck by the sterility and lifelessness of Bi-County’s neon emer-
gency sign. It conveys none of the message it denotes. I ask Nate, joking, 
what he could do with that sign, but his mood has slipped. He’s sullen as 



your life idyllic16

he glances down at the last two beers in his lap. There’s more parking than 
I expected. I wheel into a space pretty close to the E.R., and Nate grabs 
the plastic rings securing his beers. He steps from the vehicle exhibiting 
remarkable poise for a man who’s had, including the drinks at the bar, 
more than a dozen since we started this travail. I emerge to a blast of cold 
wind. The temperature must be in the mid-forties. Somewhere far off, 
from one of the houses on the other side of the parking lot, I hear metal 
wind chimes banging in terrible discord. A sweat bead plummets along 
my spine. Nate gathers himself and lets the passenger door shut under its 
own balance and weight. As I key the fob, the car issues a triplet melody of 
reassurance and security. I strive for that sound in all that I own.

As we make for the entrance, Nate pulls one of the two beers free. A 
few nurses and orderlies are huddled around a butt kit, smoking under the 
warmth of a heating lamp. A security guard boasts them a story. His listen-
ers rub bare arms while puffing cigarettes. None of them are wearing jackets 
or sweaters; it gives me a moment of hesitation about Nate’s chances here. 

Nate and I mill along the outskirts of the heat lamp. No one gives him 
a second look as he cracks open the beer. It’s Friday night and soon the 
dead and damaged will begin to wash ashore. I can hear a siren coming 
in from the city, another inbound from the north. I have nothing to say. 
I stare out past the neon emergency sign to the dusk’s final violet gasp. 
And then it is night. Nate walks over to bum a cigarette from a shivering, 
middle-aged nurse in pink scrubs. She has matching clogs and Nate tells 
her so. He returns. His right hand is wrapped around his second-to-last 
beer, a cigarette wedged between his index and middle finger. The plastic 
rings that once bound together a six-pack dangle from his left hand. The 
last can sways back and forth.

“Well . . .” he says, but trails off lost for a while. He finds his train again 
and finishes. “You can split because I’m sure I’ll get in.”
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I point at the beers. “I can wait while you finish those.” 
“Bad idea,” he slurs, degenerating before my eyes. He’s talking hushed 

now. “Got to get into character,” he whispers, then points to the hospital 
staff. Only the security guard pays us any mind. Nate begins to cough, to 
wheeze. He slumps into a hunch of sorts. When he comes back up, he looks 
twice his age, twice as disheveled. He takes a slug of beer but swallows 
none. Instead the liquid runs from his mouth and down the front of his 
jacket and pants. This draws some attention. He pulls off his sunglasses, 
drops them to the concrete, then crushes them underfoot. I am no longer 
sure what’s real and what’s an act. It’s as if Nate has turned himself over 
to another force. “Don’t worry,” he says. “I done this before.” 

“You may not get another chance,” I say, “if you fuck this up.”
“That’s okay too.” Nate bows his head, begins bobbing as if with palsy, 

then snaps up from it. He looks me in the eye. “It’s all o-kay, man. You gotta 
learn that little brother. You’ll die if you don’t. Unhappy.”

“I think,” I start to say, putting arms akimbo, but before I can finish 
Nate cuts me off.

“All this fighting the world is going to waste you. Everything’s fine, 
Billy. Let it be.”

Before I can stop myself, “Whatever, Nate,” slips out.
He steps an inch from my face. “Fuck you!” and spittle comes with it. 

He’s oblivious to the guard looking our way. Everyone gets quiet. “One of 
these days, Billy . . . you ought to get a fucking clue.” He looks to the staff 
and flicks his cigarette short of their group. I make a halt gesture towards 
the security guard who pauses, inspects us both, but comes no closer. One 
of the nurses crushes out her cigarette and the group follows suit. Everyone 
goes inside. Nate tries to spit, but creates a rope of mucus instead. He keeps 
blowing to free himself. He wipes with his sleeve, looks back at me, then 
raises the last beer. “You want this for the road?”
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“Sure,” I say.
“Attaboy.” 
He hands me the plastic rings, the final can snared in one. He reaches 

up with his free hand and clasps me behind my neck. Then he squeezes 
not sure of his own strength. His hand is warm, almost hot, calloused the 
way I remember our grandfather’s grip. 

“Call me when you can leave,” I say tucking the beer in my coat pocket.
“It’ll be a while.”
“Get better,” I tell him. “That’s an order.”
“Roger dodger,” Nate says and looks to his shoes. Then it’s over. His 

touch is gone. We don’t hug. We don’t shake. He renders me a sloppy 
hand salute but doesn’t see—because he turns too quick in leaving—
when I return his gesture with the crispness I’d use for the Commander 
in Chief. He heads down the glass corridor that leads to the emergency 
room entrance. He tries to stay afloat, but a heavy listing puts him into the 
wall. He unravels in ten steps: limps, stumbles, trips through the opening 
doors, then drops his beer can and either remarkably or accidentally kicks 
it across the floor of the receiving area. Beer from the open can spills about 
the room. Nate takes two more steps then falls flat on his face. His forehead 
strikes the floor with a thud that carries out to where I stand. 

I move under the heat lamp and watch as Nate begins dry heaving and 
choking. It looks like a dark spot has formed at his midsection, like he’s 
pissing himself. He rises in a push-up of sorts, rocks, then comes unhinged 
when he falls back to the ground. “Who fucking,” he howls and there’s 
more, but the doors slide shut. Orderlies and the same security guard 
move to him. There will be no need for me to wait as they bring a gurney 
with them. Its wide strap restraints drag along the floor. No one rushes, 
but instead meander to his side; a typical Friday night. Nate puts up a 
struggle, but there’s not much to it. The group subdues him, straps him 
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across chest, groin, and legs, then wheels the gurney though swinging 
double doors. 

I drive home and drink Nathan’s last beer. I see my brother everywhere 
in lights: a bowling ball hooks down a lane then explodes sending the 
seven pin over to sweep the pesky ten; a cartoonish blonde twirls a set 
of pasties so akin to propellers that it appears she’ll take off in the next 
instant; a chopper barrels its rider toward an unknown destination, his 
neon smirk suggests no end to his roads; an upturned green bottle pours 
into a wine glass; the vessel fills in four stages, from bottom to top, then 
begins again, never, ever overflowing in its endless cycle of illumination 
and promise. 
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The Full Horizon

Back on the mountain, months before bringing his family 
across the Ohio territory and into the Black Swamp, Jonas Van-
Mueller hoped that his wife’s grandfather would die. He liked 
the old man well enough—admired him for the way he could 
heave a bucket, how his arms and back had conformed to decades 
of labor, even how he’d work through a bowl of stew at the end of 
the day. “Leonard,” Jonas would say, “you’re a testament.” And he 
meant it. He saw Grandfather Leonard as a reminder of the fam-
ily’s good stock, an echo of a bygone age when men and women 
sliced through hardships of the world. But the trip down the 
mountain and across the flatland would rattle old bones. It would 
take weeks—more than a month—before they’d reach the settle-
ment and begin a new life. And for all he meant to Jonas, Maud, 
and the children, Grandfather was curling in like a dry leaf. 

Jonas and Maud never discussed it. Grandfather Leonard 
would come along to the settlement. After all, there was no 
one else left. Tuberculosis, age, two farming accidents, and a 
drowning had taken all the other VanMuellers in the world. They 
couldn’t leave Grandfather on the mountain and they couldn’t 
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wait any longer. They had to start early in the spring, roll for four 
hundred miles or thereabouts, and get seeds into the ground. 

Through the last days of winter, as mild air climbed the moun-
tain, Jonas charted out the space. He planned the perfect slot for 
each bundle, shovel, bag, and crate. He reinforced every bolt and 
fussed over the hinges. “Are you just fussing?” Maud asked one 
night. But it was all about movement, Jonas said. If they could 
avoid attack, injury, and illness, it was simply a matter of get-
ting there. He pictured the wheels turning over miles of sodden 
earth, cutting through cakey spring mud, coming clean in small 
brooks. He imagined the continuous rhythm, the pounding of 
the wood, the daily checks, and critical repairs. He imagined 
they’d roll for four, close to five, weeks and then finally walk into 
the settlement to handshakes and revelry. Jonas imagined, too, 
all the ways that Grandfather might slow the journey—pneu-
monia, fever, too many stops along the trail, a burial followed by 
heavy-footed anguish. 

But now, here they were more than three weeks away from the 
mountain, and it was this mammoth swamp, not Grandfather, 
that had brought them to a standstill. The wagon was leaning like 
a shipwreck. Everything smelled of rot. The mosquitoes were a 
constant rumble that made thinking hard.

“Jonas,” Maud said. 
He looked at her, shin-deep in the murk, her dress wicking 

the grime up toward her waist. 
“Jonas,” she said again.
He heard her both times and knew what she meant. But there 

was so much in the wagon, so many necessities. He sucked in, 
pressed his eyes shut, and reached down. He wanted to feel 
something—a rock, a root, the devil’s hand, anything that he 
could pull or pry loose. Grisly slime, nothing solid or fixed, ran 
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through his fingers. And when the mud flowed into his left ear 
and caulked out the sound above, he surfaced, blew his nostrils 
clear, and admitted that Maud was right. They would have to 
leave the wagon behind. 

He pulled himself from the socket of mud and led the horses 
over. “Okay,” he said. “Best tie them up. They’re all we’ve got now.”

“We’ll be alright,” Maud said. 
He offered a nod, but he knew better. And he knew that she 

knew better. Without the wagon, they’d have to rely on the 
gelding and mare to get everyone—all five of them—out of the 
swamp and another sixty miles beyond it. 

He looked at the dry patch where the children stood next to 
Grandfather, all three waving at mosquito clouds. He watched 
them watching him, waiting for some decision, for something 
other than this. He slogged back to the wagon, grabbed the ax, 
and brought it down against the sideboard. At least they’d get a 
good fire going.

~

The next morning, Jonas felt Maud roll away. He pushed the 
blanket back, and the mosquitoes poured around him like noisy 
air. He followed Maud to the fire. They knelt together, stoked, 
and blew until the flames came back. He noticed her neck was 
pocked with welts and that made him want to squish every bug, 
one at a time, in his fingers.

“Did you sleep?” she said.
“A bit,” he said, “between itching.”
“They’re still asleep.”
“Everyone okay?”
“I think so,” she said. “I think they’re all holding on.”
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Jonas looked over. Jared, Maria, and Grandfather were breath-
ing through the nets he’d bought from a retired army captain. He 
wasn’t used to seeing their faces screened off, their flesh check-
ered in gray. And he wasn’t used to seeing Grandfather asleep. 
He’d always been moving, stoking a fire, boiling water before the 
dim glow of morning. “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen your eyelids,” 
Jonas told him once. “Don’t have any,” he said back. But now he 
lay next to the children, a long timber of body, his neck kinked 
into his sternum, and two eyelids at work.

“Grandfather?” he asked.
“Okay,” she said. “I think he’s doing okay.”
Maud made porridge while Jonas cleaved off another side-

board. The movement, the smell of smoke, and the coming light 
made his brain turn. He started adding and subtracting. The 
mare could carry the children, dried fruit, oats, the small satchel, 
and three bundles. The gelding would take Grandfather, two 
bundles, saws, and two shovels. Maud could carry the jerky and a 
small satchel of clothes. He’d carry the lantern, ax, gun, powder, 
ammunition, and their life savings against his chest. Without the 
wagon, they’d stay close to the trees where roots firmed up the 
ground. And they’d veer to the south, where the swamp ended 
sooner. They’d leave most of the food behind, but there were deer 
beyond the swamp. Hunger wasn’t the problem. Load was the 
problem. Too much strain and the horses would give out. And 
then, as Jonas figured it, they’d all be food for this big hungry 
place.

Maud came to the wagon. “I can take the meat and probably 
the oats,” she said. “The skillet too.”

“That skillet’s heavy,” he said.
“I’ll cope.”
“I guess we could start out that way.”
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“Another thing,” she said looking back at the fire. “Grandfa-
ther wants to walk.” 

“He’d be standing more than walking.”
“I know,” she said. 
“He’d hold us up.”
“I know,” she said. “But he won’t hear me.”
“I’ll take a turn at him,” he said. And he imagined Grandfa-

ther’s body—tall and thick with old muscle, a clay giant. Even on 
solid ground, he moved along like the days of the week.

They packed the bundles high, tied food to the pommels, and 
let the canteens dangle. Jonas rolled a tarp over the wagon and 
walked up to the fire where Grandfather stood in a plume of 
smoke. 

“How about you take the gelding?” Jonas said.
“My legs work.”
“You’re legs work okay.”
Grandfather looked at the foggy distance. He crossed his arms 

and nodded a little.
“I’d be fishing you out every few minutes,” Jonas said.
“I got muster left.”
“I know you do,” Jonas said. “But let’s don’t spend it on the 

wrong work.” 
And that seemed to do it. He’d used Grandfather’s own words 

against him—something he’d been saying for years in Dutch and 
then in choppy English. 

Grandfather gave Jonas a slow elbow and headed for the 
gelding. 

They left the fire smolder. Jonas turned back and saw the 
wagon conform to the shapelessness around it. He thought of 
the good hoe, the extra saddle with a firm cantle, and all the 
cornmeal tucked away. Years might go by before anyone would 
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come along—another party like themselves, a band of Shawnee 
combing the swamp, or a lone trapper. Some grimy hand—red 
or mealy white or brown—would pull back the cloth to find rust 
and decayed leather.

By midday, they’d made three miles at least. And it had been 
hours since those low moans. Whatever thing made that sound 
had gone silent or retreated. After bacon and dried fruit, Grand-
father played you say, I say with the children. Jonas heard a giggle 
from Jared and he thought of the sky out there beyond the trees. 
On some sunny morning, they would recall this over coffee and 
cake. They’d think back to the abandoned wagon and the long-
gone rations. They’d remind one another of the mosquito rumble 
at sunset, how they could barely hear their own voices.

Water surrounded them again in the evening. It started at 
their ankles and moved up. They almost turned around—veered 
back north and east—but it had been hours since dry ground—so 
they waded forward but tacked back and forth. As night came 
on, the mashing sounds became arrhythmic and sudden. They 
needed elevation, a slight lift, anything that would provide a 
camp. Jonas thought of Marten de Graaf, the oldest of all the old 
trappers who’d spent at least a dozen seasons out in this territory. 
“You’ll be at a crawl,” he’d said. “And you won’t be the biggest 
critter in them waters.” And Jonas knew that to be true. After 
first light the day before yesterday, he’d seen a rat or some such 
thing the size of a pig gliding along, its slime-coated back cutting 
through the mossy surface. 

Behind him in the dark, Jonas heard a splash and turned to a 
mess of writhing. Maud was up to her shoulders in water trying 
to lift Grandfather who’d fallen and gone limp. When Jonas got 
there, the gelding was panicked. It flung him back, and he felt 
the weight of the ax holding him face-up. He yawed in the murk, 
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rocked to the left, and caught a spongy branch. It broke off in his 
hand, but he got himself vertical. He grabbed the gelding’s bridle 
and pulled its head down. “Calm now,” he said. “Calm now.” He 
kept saying it, getting steadier, until there was nothing but hard 
breath and dripping sounds. 

They strained and heaved until they got Grandfather folded 
over the gelding’s back and tied down. It was pitch dark now. 
They had no sense of direction. They could only probe along, 
feeling their way between trunks, waiting for something to brush 
against their arms. Jonas thought back to the mountain—high 
above all of this, where the evening sun would cut through the 
spikes of evergreen—and he wished they’d stayed for another 
year. He’d said so originally. “Maybe we should let the children 
thicken up.” But the offer to settle new land was too good. The 
mercantile company needed families, strong men and women 
who wanted to begin a legacy. It offered huge swaths, protection 
from Indians, discounts on equipment. Marcus Johnson said he’d 
personally see to their comfort once they arrived. He guaranteed 
they’d make it through the first year. “And once you’re through 
the winter,” Johnson said, “you’ll watch your labors reward you 
tenfold.” Finally, Jonas consented and Maud agreed. And now 
here they were lunging through unthinkable darkness with no 
wagon, few supplies, and days from safety. He tried to think of 
a song or verse to recite, but he couldn’t make his brain finger 
through such things. He was stuck on each step forward, on the 
hope that his foot would find something higher and harder. 

Hours went by. The ground stayed flat and the water stayed 
deep. When Maud’s breath turned to whimpers, Jonas put her 
on the mare and carried three bundles until one hit a branch and 
fell away. He kept his head cocked to the left waiting to see first 
light. He talked to the sun, asked it to hurry along, to quit its 
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moping. He considered the distance—how the light could manage 
to peek over the ocean, the faraway coast, the mountains back in 
Pennsylvania, and then swerve past all the trees, how it could keep 
throwing itself forward and why it would bother. And he tried to 
remember when he made the decision to veer north—to avoid the 
Shawnee and slip into the swamp. He’d studied on it for months. 
He’d listened to all the stories, those that came up the moun-
tain as trappers returned from the flatland. The Black Swamp, 
they said, was a bad place. “You go in, you stay in.” That’s what 
Landon Mitchell said. Others told of fetid air and frantic dreams 
that would make men wish for wings, gills, or eyes to see behind 
them. But the younger trappers, those who went out after the war, 
came back with different tales. They feared Indians. They said the 
swamp was friendlier than the Shawnee, that tribes to the south 
were on a rampage. Even children were being tied to stakes and 
burnt limb by limb. Jonas tried to shove it all away. He knew about 
people’s fears, how they writhe around in the daylight and then 
thicken when nighttime presses against the windows. He knew 
that he couldn’t abide such fretting. “Worry,” he would say, “is its 
own treachery.” Maud vacillated and gave the decision to Jonas.

Grandfather stayed mute until the end—until March when 
the packing began in earnest. “Our people come from swamps,” 
he finally said. And that made sense.

Jonas tripped on a root, caught himself, and looked back. 
Grandfather was still folded over the gelding—maybe dead, 
probably dying. Maud was leaning into the mare’s neck and the 
children were stacked against her. Behind them all, a rose petal 
glow came through the trees. They’d been moving due west. It 
meant another two days in the swamp, maybe more. It meant 
they were still somewhere in the middle, fifteen or twenty miles 
from the southern rim. 
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The glow turned into yellow streams, and the distance lit up. 
Jonas saw slight elevation ahead and to the left. A ridge poked 
up from the surface. 

“Yes,” he heard Maud say. “There.”
When they reached sod, the gelding’s breath turned to cannon 

sounds. The wet concussions pounded against the giant ribcage 
and banged into the morning. Its eyes had gone milky, its neck 
stiff as a wall. 

Maud slid off the mare and came to check on Grandfather. 
Jonas waited for the sound of loss. He let himself hope for it and 
he worked through the steps that would follow—explaining it to 
Jared and Maria, erecting a small cross, kneeling on the ground 
after a long recitation. He charted out the extra space—the 
lighter load, only the children now to keep from the murk, and 
a little more food to go around. But there were whispers. There 
were mumbles and soft questions. In between the gelding’s can-
non shots, there was an exchange. Maud’s head nodded and her 
arms started working the ropes. 

Jonas and Maud wrestled Grandfather’s body down. He was 
mostly awake now but still slack. He oozed over their shoulders 
and let out yawning vowel sounds. More than once, he got out a 
full and forceful “no,” but they kept hauling and got him seated 
against a tree. 

“Okay,” Jonas told him. “Okay now.”
Grandfather made a sound like a creaking door. His mouth 

hung open but his eyes were probing and aware. He scanned 
Jonas’s face, then the patch of sky above them.

“Fire,” Maud said. “We need to get him dry.”
“Okay.”
“Where’s the hatchet?” 
“On the mare. The small satchel.”
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When she came back, she told Jonas to bend and lift her up. 
And he saw her thinking. There were two dead branches low on 
a craggily oak. He stood against the trunk, hugged it, and pushed 
his heels up. She shimmied into a stance, her feet grinding into 
his shoulders. He grunted, pressed his face against the bark, and 
stayed firm. He felt the hatchet blows vibrate down through her 
legs and into his jawbone. Then he heard the brittle ends rattle 
out over the water, and the sound made him feel irreverent, loose, 
or something else—something that comes along once or twice in 
a life and then moves on before anyone can name it.

~

The sun warmed Jonas’s forehead and the woodsmoke entered 
his dream—a collage of dinner and breakfast back on the moun-
tain. He imagined that the camp was at peace, that the wagon 
was nearby, that no one had fallen into the swamp. The can-
non sounds had stopped. There was only the crackle of fire. He 
opened his right eye and saw the mare breathing. And on the 
ground to his left, the gelding lay dead, its front legs curled up 
like a mantis, its blood bay hide lit up in the direct sun—a mound 
of brilliant color, like nothing else for days and nights in any 
direction. 

Maud came up through a helix of smoke, her dress caked with 
a silt maché. “I figured you should sleep,” she said.

Jonas looked at the gelding, then back up at her.
“There was nothing to be done. He just stopped.” 
Jonas nodded. 
“We can walk,” she said. “Grandfather and the children can 

go on the mare.”
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“The food,” he said.
“It can go on the mare.”
“We can’t overload her.”
“We can’t stay here,” Maud said. “We have to move. This 

place. It’ll be the end of us.”
Jonas rubbed a mosquito from his lip.
“Something else.”
He waited.
“The powder got wet.”
“How wet?”
“Soaked. Must have been when Grandfather fell.”
He stared at the gelding’s body and thought back to the frenzy. 

He’d gone completely under. Everything on his back was like 
the hull of a ship—holding him in place. He didn’t think about 
the powder, only about getting upright, finding his legs again. 

“We can eat the meat,” Maud said. “If we get it smoking, it 
could last a while—a few days.”

He nodded and looked at the gelding’s mass—the solid mus-
cle, the energy lying now in a heap. He looked at the smoky fire, 
where the children sat dazed and half dressed, Grandfather next 
to them against a tree. 

“Grandfather?” he said.
“Palsy,” Maud said. “He can walk a little, not very well.”
And Jonas wondered if his face had changed, if Maud knew—

the way she knew so many quiet things—that he regretted pull-
ing Grandfather’s head from the water during the chaos, that he 
was waiting for another opportunity, that he wouldn’t hesitate 
if it came.

“Don’t let the children watch,” he said.
“You’ll take some of that meat then?”
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“Some. We can take some. But they shouldn’t see.”
The cutting—the open gash—would tighten everyone up. 

Even the mare would know. But Maud was right. If the weather 
stayed cool, the meat would last.

Jonas got the ax and walked along the ridge. He needed to 
think, find more wood, and get a sense of things. After fifty or so 
yards, the spongy sod firmed up. There were clumps of deciduous 
trees—a small kind of maple. Here, not more than a hundred 
yards away from waist-deep water, from the dark pools they’d 
waded through hours before—were years of fallen branches, 
plenty dry as bone, and they made Jonas imagine staying put, 
building a lean-to, and resting for days. This was possible, he 
thought. And if the mare could hold out, if she could carry the 
children and nothing more, they might make it to open land 
and horizon. And that would be something—to see the sky stop 
again, to see it all the way around. They were in a bad place, 
but another week, hardly any time over the course of a life, and 
they would come into the settlement—winded, delirious from 
it all, but okay. The little spine of packed earth, in fact, seemed 
to stretch onward. Maybe they weren’t that far, maybe only a 
few miles from the southern rim. Maybe this spine would lead 
them in one day’s time to open meadows where they could trot 
the mare, where Jonas and Maud could run along beside her and 
cover miles and miles in one day and even through the night. It 
would be safer than staying put. They would whisper along. They 
would leave the pot, skillet, everything that clanked or banged. 
They would race through the final hours like spirits, like a pass-
ing dream in the sleep of Shawnee children. 

That night, Jonas lay down with his face to the fire. He let 
the heat soak into his forehead and hoped the feeling would last 
for days. When he was a child, there were stories of people who 
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could start fires with their eyes. And there were people, too—
not in faraway lands but in his own town, his own family—who 
could fly, who could send their souls into the hides of animals or 
shadows created by moonlight. 

He woke to full sunlight and Maud’s voice, warbling and 
barely coherent. She’d circled the camp and there was no trace, 
nothing. Grandfather was gone. Jonas put his palms on the 
ground and let the waves of panic push against him. He reached 
back through the hours, through stuttered sleep when he’d 
opened his eyes to splintered light and to Grandfather walking 
away, looking behind him once, and then continuing until his 
silhouette faded into the tree trunks. And Jonas remembered 
how the dust was writhing in those first shards of day. Some-
where close, he could tell, the land was dry enough to get picked 
up and carried on the wind.


