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 … we were learning to turn anything into anything else


—Patrick Rosal, “A Scavenger’s Ode to the Turntable”









 


IF I CONCENTRATE, I CAN see where the river should be. It almost doesn’t exist, like the blue of skim milk. Or tailor’s chalk I’ve watched Dox brush away after sealing a stitch. But I know it’s there. The river waits for me, and that’s all that matters.


*   *   *


My father shuts off the engine. The pickup rattles. We sit and stew. After a bit, we can smell the random field. It’s been torn open, that’s what I say. My father winces. In my head, he corrects me: “Aspire to precision, Pearl.” When he talks this way, I feel like he’s gone back in time, like I’m one of his students being forced to listen to him.


*   *   *


“Pearl,” my father says now but doesn’t say anything else. It means get out. It means, at the very least, get a handle on the dog. Marianne Moore is off the pickup and jumps the grass ditch. Though the dog has bad hips, she is doing smooth ovals, making a dirt necklace in the open field. She is smiling.


I slam the truck door. There’s a tinny ring, even though the sides are mostly rust and primer. I grab a shovel and some rope from the back. There are mouth-sized holes in the truck bed. Marianne Moore hunkers down like she’s already been shot.









 


MY EYES FOLLOW WHERE THE rows of broken earth head north. They end on the spongy loam. From there mix gaps of pale sky and lit leaf canopies the amber of fresh motor oil. The river is just on the other side of those trees. It’s a smear of acrylic. On the river’s surface float plywood skiffs and other vessels of scrap wood.


For the last few years I’ve had no choice but to become someone else. I’ve been around these kinds of boats, these quick creations. Sterns weighed down with piecemeal outboard motors, the shells endlessly dented out of frustration. Metal casings entirely removed. The dampened guts of tinkered-with chokes puff, held open by paint-coated screwdrivers and pastel pink putty.


Everything is makeshift.


*   *   *


My father reaches behind the bench seat, unzips one end of the leather case I’d sewn for him myself, Dox having been good enough to show me how on a scavenged sewing machine. My father pulls out the shotgun like he’s unsheathing a sword. He breaks the gun’s neck and checks the empty barrels out of habit.


He picks up a crushed box from the floorboard and shakes it, then slips into his suit-vest pocket the last of the shells, lipstick red and the size of quartered candlesticks. His vest is a light blue pinstripe. It’s a miniature of the tilled field, a riffle where the river shallows.


*   *   *


My father has become the kind of man who likes to wear a vest without a shirt. He is ripe and smells like what I remember of store-bought spices, back when my mother used to do all the shopping. He’s a dank mixture of cumin and turmeric, if I’m trying. His graying hair reaches past his shoulders. I turn my head the moment I see his nipples peek out from the sides of the vest. His nipples are brown and wrinkled like pecan meat.


*   *   *


“You ready?” he says.


“I think so.”


“Either you are or you aren’t.”


“Okay.”


“Precision, Pearl.”


“I’m prepared to do this one thing that will make you proud of me.”


“That’s better. That’s my girl.”


“How come we have to do this?”


“Because she should’ve been put down a long time ago.”


I let that sit out there for a bit.


“Pearl?”


I try to nod.


*   *   *


I hate when he calls me his girl. Not because I can’t be anyone’s girl, but because if I’m anyone’s girl, I’d have to be his by default. I’m trying to make peace with this idea. It’s been getting more difficult. The more I catch glimpses of what kind of man he really is.


*   *   *


Marianne Moore curls up the size of an alligator snapper, or one of those antique circular hatboxes I’ve found in one of the hallway closets of the boathouse. She waits for us in the dirt. I could kick her where she is and send her rolling between the rows. Sometimes I want nothing more than to let her have it. Don’t get me wrong, I love her, but I can’t help thinking about how that would look, the dog on her back like a flipped turtle, with her legs going through the motions all herky-jerky.


*   *   *


My father and I walk the field. I carry the shovel. There’s a skin of rust on the shovel’s head. It’s been put to the test a time or two. My father cradles the shotgun in the crook of his arm. In these moments, it’s as if he’s bought into this new life—hook, line, and sinker.


*   *   *


In the air of the open field there’s the tang of gun oil my father wiped over both barrels. I hold the shovel in one hand and the splintered rope in the other. If I squint like my father, the rope is a single line that leads to Marianne Moore’s neck.


“Princess,” I say, and the dog smiles back, I swear. Like sweet Dox, she has lost most of her teeth. My father calls it a survivor’s smile. Whatever it is, it’s painful to take note of.


*   *   *


“This is for her own good,” my father says.


I know it, though I don’t let on.


He wants me to put the dog out of her misery, but instead, I’m going to turn her body into lace.









 


MY FATHER WON’T TALK ABOUT who we used to be because that would mean talking about her, my mother, and what she did to the both of us. I don’t happen to think it was so bad, but that’s just me.


“You’re as crazy as her,” my father would say if he could read my mind.


*   *   *


I picture my father and me someday striking out for an unknown future. This time the pickup loaded down with every item from the boathouse we share with the two men.


“No Dox and no Fritter,” he says.


“We’ll just leave them?”


“Damn straight.”


I laugh. “They took us in, and we’ll just leave them.”


“They didn’t take us in.”


“What do you call it then?”


“They scooted over.”


“They did more than that.”


“Fine. They made room.”


“Piss-poor explanation.”


He’s the one who laughs now.


“Well, they deserve more,” I say.


“We all deserve more.”


“They’re grown men who’ve worked hard, and now—”


My father does a spit take. The air burns, and he shakes his head. “That’s a generous assessment. You’re always so generous, Pearl.”


I decide not to bite.


“You know what they say about you?” I try my best not to make a face.


“One can only imagine.”


“They say you’re the best friend anyone could ask for.”


“You lie.”


“Dox does, at least.”


“Dox is a good egg.”


“And Fritter?”


My father can only show me his teeth. They’re chipped mostly, the middle two flat as sugar cubes.


“What?” I say.


“You tell me.”


*   *   *


Fritter, at over three hundred pounds, resembles multiple copies of Dox sewn together. Unlike Dox, Fritter is motor-oil black, like he was spit out of some great big flame-shooting engine. His dreadlocks are a spectrum of burnt orange. When they’re not swept back, they writhe. It’s a wonder the two are even related.


*   *   *


When I used to think there was a future for me, I imagined myself becoming a translator, like my mother had wanted to be. The last time I offered the idea up, it was over a dinner of crayfish we’d trapped ourselves and chanterelles Dox scooped from the surrounding woods. My father said it was a nice thought and hoped the world would stick around long enough for it to happen.


“Where’s it going?” I’d asked.


I don’t know why I even bothered.


“The world?” my father said.


“Yeah.”


“Probably to sleep.”


Dox, glowing at a distance, shook his head. He started the opening riff of “Drown” by Son Volt. The song had the misfortune of having been left on a mixtape in the pickup. I could relate.


My father’s cough pulled me back.


“Best we can hope for, Pearl, is that it’ll just close its eyes and never wake up.”


Dox worked the slide up and down the fretless neck of the cigar-box guitar. The notes wove and blended like pocket water.


“You do know I’m still a child,” I said to my father. “An innocent child.”


“What did I say that was so bad?” my father said to Dox, but it was too late. The image was already having its way with me.


*   *   *


Most days the door to my father’s room stays shut. He’s like Fritter, except instead of silence, I hear the typewriter going. Its keys plink. Some days it’s a downpour. Other days it’s a trickle. He keeps a stack of typed onionskin papers in a milk crate beside the desk. When he’s gone from the house, I sometimes hold the pages up to a lighter. The words float in the light. I wonder what he’d do if I actually lit the pages on fire. All that work sent to kingdom come.









 


WHEN I PULL ON THE rope now, Marianne Moore trots over like a horse.


*   *   *


There are ducks gliding down. They skim the river and settle. Others take flight. It’s like an airport out here, the comings and goings of ducks. The dog jerks, and I have to hold her with some resistance to keep her from running off. Even though she barely has any teeth left, she wants to tear into them. It’s in her nature, and that gives me hope.


*   *   *


“Where’s that phone I gave you?” my father says.


“Why?”


“Where’s the phone?”


“I thought it was disposable.”


“That’s not what I’m asking.”


“I left it in the truck.”


“Don’t lie.”


“Okay.” I pat my back pocket.


“You should take her picture.”


“You should take her picture.”


“I’m serious. Look at her.”


I glance over at Marianne Moore. She’s a safe distance from us. I put slack in the rope, and her ears perk up. Her head tilts as she stares at us.


“She looks happy,” he says.


“She’s not happy.”


“Yes, she is. Look at her.”


“I am,” I say. “I’m telling you, she’s not happy.”


“Not even a little?”


“No. How could she be?”


*   *   *


In a few months, I’ll be sixteen, but my body doesn’t know it. It’s like it stopped in place. I’m still that child my mother last saw. I’m still that little girl watching. I picture something stuck in my mind, playing on a loop.


*   *   *


“You stay here and finish what you started,” my father says.


“I didn’t start this.”


“Don’t get smart.”


“Where are you going?”


“My feet,” he says, and leaves it at that.


I watch my father on his walk to the pickup. He has to go back because he’s feeling the pins and needles in his feet again. It’s just his guilt. The back of his vest is gray silk. Some creases still shimmer in gashes of sunlight. He stays in one row and never crosses over into another row. He becomes the size of my hand now. I could hold him, if I wanted, but that’s not what I want. Marianne Moore starts to take off after him. I clench the rope. When she whimpers, I shush her.


*   *   *


Marianne Moore tries to pull me toward the river. The river is no longer a smear. A good stretch of it is mottled tan like deer fur. For a moment, I think about shooting the river instead of the dog. I look at her. I start going through a list of every word she knows. I don’t know why, but I treat them like they’re questions.


“Sit?”


Her ears perk up, and she sits.


“Treat?”


She drops to the ground and waits for me to throw her a treat. I feel bad because I didn’t bring any treats. Not that she could really chew them anyway. This listing goes on until I can barely speak the last two commands.


“Roll over?”


She does this one easily.


“Stay?”


And now I’m just stuck again.


I’m a wrench in the cogs.


“Stay?”


She tilts her head.


I’m almost sixteen, a young woman, and I haven’t started.


*   *   *


Marianne Moore is trying her best to please me by not moving even an inch.


*   *   *


I look at the river. My phone goes off. It’s my father.


“What are you doing out there?” he says. “You need to hurry it up. Like chop-chop already.”


“I’m just telling her a couple of things before I end our conversation.”


“What things? What conversation?”


“She knows a lot of words, so I’m just saying them, okay? She needs to hear them. They need to get out of her.”


“Okay.”


I wait for him to keep going, but he doesn’t.


“Don’t you want to know what words I’m saying to her?”


“Not really. There are too many.”


“It’s probably for the best,” I say.


“Your words, not mine.”


*   *   *


I slip the red shells into both barrels. The caps have stamped concentric circles on the bottom, where each pin will hit against the center with exact force. I click the neck shut. I aim the gun. The dog smiles at me, I swear. Then I let out a breath and squeeze the trigger.









 


THE ROPE TAKES OFF AND heads for the river.


The duck I was aiming for, a mallard with a golf-course-green head, coasts over, but it’s the tan one behind it that falls from the sky like a bag of mice. Marianne Moore is full throttle going after that one. The rope is still around her neck and dangles behind her in rip-cord fashion. She jumps into the river and works her way over to where the body floats. She clamps down on its neck and turns to see me. I’m standing on the loamy bank, my toes sinking into the mossy clay-and-sand mixture.


My phone goes off again, but this time I don’t answer.


I set down everything.


*   *   *


The river gathers at my waist then runs long, sweeping folds down to my ankles. It feels like a fitted dress. I dive in. A layer from below rises and covers my thighs in gooseflesh. My legs start to kick free. Marianne Moore is just a head bobbing in the distant chop. The body in her mouth is indecipherable.


I get closer by putting my face in the water and crawling forward. I can hear my mother at the pool’s edge, but I won’t open my eyes. I take huge breaths. The river’s bitterness slips into my mouth.


With each stroke I’m putting on a new dress that slips from my shoulders.


Marianne Moore jostles the body to get a better hold. She passes me like I’m not there. I turn and tread in place. I think about grabbing the end of the rope as it glides by. I could drag her down. I could make her breathe water. From here, the landscape is the color of sweet tea. It hurts my teeth to take it all in.









 


WHEN WE PULL UP IN the yard, Dox and Fritter are kicking at the chickens. They peck their fists down in the grass until I see that they’re actually bending over and tying knots in the long monofilament net we sometimes use to fish for bullheads or blue cats. Later, we’ll load the mended net in Dox’s boat, where, like a bunched taffeta gown, it will catch slivers of sunlight.


*   *   *


Dox waves his skinny pale arms. “Oh, honey, some boy who looked like Andy Warhol came to see you. And in a golf cart, too!”


“Driving around like he owned the goddamned place,” Fritter adds, grinning with quiet jolts in his neck, the folds on the back stacked like a pack of charred hot dogs.


My father pretends he doesn’t hear. He steps out of the truck and walks into the house without saying anything. He’s still mad at me for not putting the dog down. The back of his vest is a Rorschach test. The drenched cloth doesn’t shimmer anymore.


I bring out the duck and hold it up for Dox and Fritter’s applause, but Dox is the only one who offers any. Marianne Moore jumps up and tries to get at it like the bird’s a piñata.


“Damn, girl,” Dox says.


“Her or me?” I say.


“Both.” Dox touches the hem of my shirt. I feel like I’m wearing the air it’s so damp. “Looks like you traveled here from Golgotha.”


*   *   *


The duck is going to go good with a ladle of rice, both the wild kind we’ve been lucky enough to gather nearby and dry out on our own and also the milled and polished kind we’d scrimped to buy in bulk. All of the window dressings throughout the boathouse are made out of the cloth sacks.


*   *   *


I don’t go inside to change. It’s so hot out anyway. Whatever I’d put on would suck up the humidity. Instead, I walk around the side of the boathouse that sags, past the graveyard of gutted washing machines and the faded-yellow Gran Torino station wagon that got us here years ago, after my mother left us.


The house has two levels and started out as a place for storage before it was renovated so there could be living spaces. That’s what Dox told us. Two rooms upstairs and two downstairs, along with a kitchen area, but the renovation took place a long time ago, when Dox was a young man and had helped build it. Now he’s ancient.


I look back at the Gran Torino. It sits on warped gray cinder blocks. My cobbled-together dirt bike, what my father calls a rice burner, leans against the station wagon’s driver’s-side door and holds down flush one end of a blue tarp. Marianne Moore won’t leave my side now.


“Go on,” I say, but she stares at me like I’m crazy.


*   *   *


Behind the boathouse is an offshoot of the river. It’s more an inlet with things narrowing. It was once used as a put-in for boats, back when the town was filled with watermen and people who made their living fishing the spotted bottom of the sound. Dox used to joke that there was nothing left in the river to catch. We laughed; my father joined in until Dox needed to say, “Pearl, when your mother was a girl and visited here, she would—” but he quickly stopped himself.


I wanted someone to talk about her. “She would what?” I said.


“Nothing, honey,” Dox said. “Forget I brought it up.”


I grinned because I thought he was about to tell a joke.


“She would what, Dox?”


But no one would answer me.


*   *   *


A side of the back porch hangs near the water. I sit on the bowed railing and start plucking feathers off the duck. I’m dropping them. They eventually catch on the inlet’s film. I could burn the feathers off if I wanted, I suppose. It’s better this way. I smile at the thought of the boy. I can’t believe he actually came here to see me. Me.


I pull at the feathers like they’re petals on a flower.









 


MY FATHER SAUNTERS OUT BACK. He splits wood. It’s his peace offering. He gathers up a portion of the cord and carries the bundle inside to get the stove going. His feet must feel better. I’m glad for him.


I crouch near the spigot of the cistern and wash the rest of the clingy down from the duck’s rubbery body. Dox brings over an empty paint can filled with chicken of the woods he’s found, and I wash those, too. I comb flecks of dirt from the flame-colored fungus.


“You already fish out the heartache?” Dox says. That’s his word for buckshot.


I run my hand over the side of the bird that’s been punctured and dig my fingers in for the flattened metal bits. I can’t get to them, so Dox takes out his Old Timer pocketknife and runs it under water before performing fast surgery.


There aren’t many holes, and he comments on this, which means I was lucky to even hit the thing. But I’ll take it. It’s dinner for now.









 


AFTER OUR MEAL, DOX AND FRITTER commandeer the pickup. Father and son together again. They say there’s a stash of plywood they want to nab. I know my father’s thinking we could use it to fix the side of the house that’s sagging. I’d use the surplus for a second boat, since the one Dox keeps is really more river than wood. My vote, though, doesn’t count.


*   *   *


The stash is in a new lot, in one of the large housing developments closer to town. With it getting dark, Dox and Fritter feel like it’s either now or never. If they wait any longer, the sheets will be nailed up permanently.


“Then,” Fritter says, “it’ll be a bitch to take apart.”


*   *   *


Back when we first moved here, I was twelve and barely reached my father’s chin. We had lost our home by then. My mother had gone away that summer, and my father, shortly afterward, lost his tenure at the college. The few things we managed to salvage from our home we stuffed into the Gran Torino and hit the road. Marianne Moore, of course, was one of them.


*   *   *


Our arrival here was akin to a homecoming. Dox took one look at me and said, “I know you already.” He said he could see my mother before he could see me. All to say, if my father and I wanted, we should stay. I spent that same evening dancing on the pier.


I had even taken off my shirt like the others and grabbed at my smidge of a belly and hula-ed my way back and forth, accompanied by Dox’s drunken rendition of “Tiny Bubbles.” Dox and Fritter were three sheets to the wind, with my father at the helm of the invisible boat.


*   *   *


The men were whistling like bullets. They left holes in the air for me to fill. I danced within the torn space of their drunkenness. I didn’t care that I was topless. My tan chest was flat like a block of ice. The air was one warm breath belonging to another world.


It wanted to eat me up. I wanted it to eat me up.


“Enchantée,” my father crowed. He had not given up on learning French. I turned away from them all. My mother’s memory fell into a pile of shadows next to my shirt. I shook my chest for the river filled with slick bullheads and tricky moccasins. I held my arms out, all sacrificial-like, shaking every limb. The tips of my nipples, tiny as screws, felt stripped and flush against my skin.


*   *   *


It was in one of the motels where we stayed before coming to the boathouse. There was a small pool where I swam. I remember there was this elderly man, too. He came out to sit in a deck chair. He pretended to check his phone, but I knew he was filming me.


I doggie-paddled and put my face in the water. Sometimes I went under completely for the pennies I dropped. I collected them one by one. When I surfaced, the chlorine would sting my nose and I would cough. I played it up. I pretended I was younger than I was. I thought if he could see me this way, struggling and still a child, then maybe he’d stop what he was doing.


He never asked me if I was all right.


*   *   *


I kept staring up at the balcony. Marianne Moore barked. She was trying to get my father’s attention, but he was asleep in the room. If I’m being precise, he wasn’t asleep exactly. He was inebriated.


The elderly man wore a T-shirt that read WORLD’S GREATEST GRANDPA. I wondered if I reminded him of someone. Maybe I was a granddaughter who lived on the other side of the country, someone he rarely saw.


*   *   *


On the pier, I kept at hula dancing. I smiled until I looked back to find my father’s face had dropped to mostly jowls. He regarded me through a squint. I thought he was trying to summon a yell, having to work himself up to do so. I held my arms out and kept at my shaking, pretending I was this happy, that I could be this child for him. Dox and Fritter were both conjuring Don Ho, goading me on, while my father sat off to the edge of us bewildered, as if he were a stranger that had simply happened upon our revelry. As if he had nothing to do with the creation of this girl before him.









 


SOME DAYS IT’S ONLY a few boiled eggs split four ways. Other days it’s a big dandelion salad and fried bullhead catfish netted fresh from the sound. Fritter builds traps for crayfish, too. We gather and gather, and still, it never seems like it’s enough.


*   *   *


I have to help Fritter set and empty the traps now because his legs sink the moment he takes the first step in the water. He’s gotten stuck more than once in the soft mud near the banks. Once we had to tie a rope around him and then tie the other end to the rear bumper of the pickup. Dox was crying the whole time because he thought my father was going to hit the gas and pull half of Fritter’s body off and leave the rest poking out of the mud.


*   *   *


Other days there’s simply no food. I’ve found you can eat the silence that grows inside a house. It gets so quiet I can hear everyone barely breathing, and that’s a feast, for sure.


*   *   *


I used to spy on Fritter until I realized all he ever did was paint the same thing over and over. Dox says Fritter is working on a mural, but the landscape has no faces or figures, none that I’ve been able to see. It’s just a solid wall of black paint rising in increments like a river from the buckled floor of his room.


Fritter takes an empty rifle cartridge, the long-range kind he used to shoot during his tours, and holds it flush with the wall. Above it he paints a thin black line. Each line is the exact length of the bullet casing. On his knees, he works his way from wall to wall.
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