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Scrape or Wave

When Mom offers me the option of scraping the roadkill off the highway or waving the cars around, I’ve learned to just suck it up and scrape. You get scowled at when you wave the cars around. You get honked at and swerved at. You get recognized.

But the scraping? You can keep your head down. And if it’s cold, like today, you can tuck all but your eyes into your scarf. Sure, the folks in Abington likely know it’s me out there with the snow shovel and bucket when they see my mom diverting traffic. But they can’t look me in the eyes. I can’t stand it when they look me in the eyes.

It’s the pity. In their eyes. I don’t like being pitied. Because (a) I don’t deserve it. They don’t know the real story. And (b) who wants pity? Just the word is uncomfortable, like underwear stuck in someplace tight.

“Almost done, Jack?” Mom yells over her shoulder.

“Uh-huh,” I answer through a pinched-off nose. This possum’s been dead just a few hours. The bloat hasn’t yet set in, and there’s only a handful of flesh flies buzzing around.

The possum is heavier than I expect when I heft it off the pavement with the snow shovel. Much heavier. I’m guessing he had been maybe four years old, based on his size. Pretty rare.

I dump the possum into one of those huge paint buckets you get at the Home Depot. His body plunks into it with a crunching, smooshing sound. Bile rises in my throat. That noise gets me every time. Maggots, I can handle. Protruding bones, puddles of blood, strewn intestines—all okay. But the sound of the carcass echoing against the walls of a bucket, the stench of decay poofing up like a tiny green mushroom cloud—I still want to hurl.

“Easy, Jack!” Mom shouts. “You don’t want to destroy its—”

HOOOOONNNNKKKK!

Mom’s complaints about my roadkill undertaking skills are drowned out by another ticked-off motorist. I snap the lid onto the paint bucket.

But before we go: a roadside memorial fit for an old possum like this one. I scan the ditch next to the highway. There’s a patch of dandelion pushing through a crack in the pavement as it tumbles down into the ditch. That dandelion is a survivor like this possum was. The flowers have turned to fluff and they’re scraggly, patchy, which kinda reminds me of the rounded rump of this old fella. I pluck the weed and place it gently where the possum once was.

I always feel like I should say something profound in these moments, but I’ve never come up with anything that sounds right. Something to maybe usher these animals into the Big After. But it’s hard to come up with something poetic when you don’t know what After looks like. I shiver. “Sorry you had to go,” I mumble at last.

I hoist the paint bucket and the shovel and head toward our beat-up station wagon.

The hatch of the wagon groans open. “Mom, there’s nowhere to put this.”

Mom waves away my hint that we leave this one behind. “Just shove some of the groceries aside.”

I sigh and cram the bucket holding a dead possum inside our car, next to the ground beef, then join Mom in the front seat.

“What a score!” Mom says, blowing on her gloveless hands. She whips out her phone. I know she’s logging on to iNaturalist.com and recording where and when—the exact spot, the exact time—we found our meaty little friend. I’ll call him Gutsy. It’s been a while since we’ve had a Gutsy.

Mom cranks the car. “I love this road! Chock full of specimens!” She bounces a little on the springy, wide car seat, and I can’t help but smile. She’s like a kid getting a present when she finds a fresh new hunk of animal carcass on the side of the road.

The Tennessee hills fly by while Mom rattles off her favorite finds from this stretch of highway. “Remember that small buck, Jack? Two points, I think. Wow. He was something else. Almost never got him home, ha! Thank goodness for bungee cords. Roof is still dented in. And the fox, remember? That red coat. Amazing. And, oh, the armadillos! Still can’t get past the fact they’ve made their way over the—”

Mom slams on the brakes. I jerk forward against the seat belt. Mom’s nostrils twitch. It makes me think of blowflies. Those little pests can smell death up to ten miles away.

Then, the smell hits me, too. There is no mistaking that smell.

“No, Mom,” I say, shaking my head. “We can’t put that in our car. Plus, we already found one today. We don’t need a—”

“Skunk!” Mom says. She puts the car into park and hops out before I can finish.

Mom is hunched over, her sparkly, excited eyes scanning left and right for the skunk. I see it, the pile of black-white-red fur ahead, but I don’t point it out. Maybe she’ll miss it. Maybe she’ll—

“There!” she says, and bounces on her toes. “Scrape or wave, Jack?”

I crawl out of the car. Eesh—the skunk musk is so strong it makes my eyes water, even here, ten feet away. No way I’m scraping that mess up. Nope. I’ll take my chances waving. I hand Mom the shovel.

“Chicken,” she says with a wink.

“If it was a chicken, I’d scrape it.”

Mom laughs, a sort of snort-giggle that makes me laugh, too.

She jogs over to the carcass and begins whistling. It’s her trick for not breathing in through her nose. I haven’t learned how to do it yet. I still dab a bit of Vicks VapoRub under my nose every time I have to peel a carcass off the road. It smells like being stabbed in the sinuses with ten thousand pine needles, but it mostly wipes out the stench.

I turn to face the oncoming traffic. My breath puffs in the cold air, and I think about how each one of those puffs proves I’m alive. Puff puff puff. Molecules that were once a part of me, now in the air, fading away.

I wave two cars around. They swing wide, passing me, our swagger wagon, and Mom and her treasure. Questioning looks, but nothing mean. Maybe we can get out of here with relative ease. I turn to check on our progress.

“Whoo! This little stinker is a real prize, Jack!” my mom yells. “Young. Most of the entrails intact. And just wait till you see the gams on him!” I shake off a smile.

Beebeep! Beep!

The friendly little horn toot makes me jump.

“Everything okay, soldier?” The voice booms out of a tiny Lexus next to me. Soldier. He’s referring to my camo pants.

“Yes, sir. We just—”

My voice stops working when I lean down to eye level with the car. There, in the passenger seat, is a pair of Algebra Green eyes. I call it that color—Algebra Green—because these particular eyes hang in the head that sits diagonally behind me in Algebra. The Algebra Green eyes, I avoid at all costs.

“You need to use my cell phone or something?” her dad asks. “Call a tow?”

I shake my head, but my stupid voice is still MIA.

My mom walks up just then, shows me the yellow bucket that reeks to high heaven. “Got him, Jack. Now, let’s go eat lunch.”
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The World in a 3 x 5 Square

Screee-BLAM!

The screen door into the backyard bangs shut, but that doesn’t bother the buzzards hanging out there one bit. They’re used to it.

I walk right up to a gaggle of them—I don’t know if they really are called a gaggle, but gag seems to fit—and stomp my foot. “Go on! Get outta here!”

Two of the greasy birds hop a few feet away and peck at another carcass. The third sizes me up with beady black eyes.

I’m not mad. He’s just having a little snack. Doing what his bird-brain instincts tell him to do. He doesn’t know he’s eating Mom’s experiments.

I sigh. “C’mon, dude. Get out of here.” I lean in close and whisper, “Don’t make me call Mom. You know what she’ll do.” I drag my finger across my neck, “Kkkk-kk-kkk,” then point at the bird. “You’ll be lying right there next to them, bub.”

This is hyperbole, of course. Mom would never disrupt the natural cycle of decay. In fact, she’d be ticked that I’m chasing them off right now. But I’m betting these buzzards don’t know that.

The buzzard pecks at the decomposing rabbit—Cottontail—one last time. He hooks a string of entrails with his beak. He lifts one mighty claw and slices the ligament from the carcass with a snap. The bird tosses back his head and swallows the string of meat down his gullet before flapping away.

My friend André shouts from inside the house. “Are they gone?”

I smile. “Yep. No more big, scary birdies.”

Screee-BLAM!

“Don’t make fun. Those birds could peck an eye out.”

“Yep. They do every day.” I sweep my hand over our backyard, littered with picked-over animal carcasses and patches of dead brown grass.

André’s face curls and his whole body convulses. “Sick. Meat-eating birds? An evolutionary step gone wrong, if you ask me.”

I look up at the birds, now circling wide and low overhead. There isn’t much of a difference between me and them, as far as I can see. We both stay alive by scraping animal carcasses off the highway. But of course I don’t say that.

I lift the bucket I’d hauled into the backyard. “Want to see him?”

André’s eyes light up and he whips out his sketch pad. “He’s big, you say?”

“And pretty intact.”

“Cool.”

“Drumroll, please.”

André gives me a drumroll by smacking the palms of his hands on his legs.

“Introducing,” I announce, “the Acosta family’s newest pet, Gutsy!”

The possum lolls out of the bucket and lands on our lush grass, quivering like jelly. André swallows and jerks his head to the side.

“What’s the matter?” A teasing tone sings through my voice. I smile.

“Whew,” André says, lifting the collar of his shirt over his nose. “Another possum?”

“They’re not exactly speed demons. We see these old guys a lot.”

André shudders. “Guess I’ll get started.”

While I rope off the area around Gutsy the possum, André plops in the grass and starts sketching. The point of his pencil sweeps over the paper and leaves a thick mark here, a thin stroke there. Before I know it, I am looking at the beginning panels of his next Zombie Zoo comic.

I stand there, absorbing it, like I do every time I watch André create his comic. To bring something to life, instead of watching it fade into death? It’s like watching a movie run backward to me.

But there is work to be done, so I tear myself away from André’s zombies. I turn on our construction-grade tablet and pull up the roadkill database Mom designed. Might as well start with Cottontail. Or what’s left of him.

Subject—Cottontail: male Eastern cottontail rabbit

Estimated age—9 months

Day—11

Date—November 6

Rainfall—1.2 centimeters

Sun exposure—very little

Current temperature—40 degrees F

Stage of decomposition—stage 3, active decay/black putrefaction

Insects present—blowfly and fly larvae, maggots, beetles, parasitoid wasps

Odors—strong (linger-in-your-nostrils-after-you’ve-stepped-away strong). Methane and ammonia.

Notes—bloat and beginning stages of discoloration—yellowy fur. Orifices no longer pink but rimmed with green and purple.

I pause, then add a smiley face at the bottom: ☺. Mom could use more smiley faces in her day. The faces she usually sees are grimaces, faces showing the last-words shock of Oh no, a car!

Next row of the spreadsheet, next rotting body. Giggles, I call her. A raccoon. And back and forth through the yard, collecting stats and avoiding roped-off graveyards and piles of buzzard poop. A rat. Three frogs. Two snakes. Several possums. A deer. Six or seven squirrels. A polecat, all nine lives used up.

“I gotta dash,” André shouts across the yard. He drops his sketchbook into a backpack. “Going to the Sugar Shack. Wanna go?”

I shake my head and cross the yard to him, weaving through the tiny roped-off areas containing bones and guts and poo. “Can’t. More work to do.”

“Ditch it. I really miss hanging out with you, man. All you do lately is work, work, work.” He marches as he says this, like I’m in the army or something. The Splatoon Platoon. I laugh.

“Yeah, I can’t. My mom really needs my help.”

André nods, squints. The look he gives when I’m about to get one of his voices. “You’re a good kid, kid,” he says in his best New York accent. “One a da best.”

“You just love me for my roadkill.”

He punches me on the arm and changes to a fluttery, high-pitched voice. “And your buzzard-chasing skills. You have ahhhhmazing buzzard-chasing skills.”

André bows and tips his Titans hat to the dozen bodies wasting away in my backyard. “Carry on, carrion!” He hops on his bike and coasts down the hill into town.

Not thirty seconds later, three more bikes zip by. “Hey, Roadkill Kid!” one of them yells. I know the voice coming from beneath that spiky black bike helmet. It’s Cameron Totallyawful from my Earth Science class. (Totallyawful isn’t his real last name, of course, but Totallyawful is definitely accurate.) As they pass, I hear Cameron say, “That dude’s not going to the Sugar Shack. Guy’s got a whole bunch of yummy guts cooking in his backyard. Mmm-MMM!”

His two cronies laugh. Is it bad that I chuckle when one of them hits a patch of gravel and his bike wheels skid wildly? He doesn’t crash, but he squeals like a squirrel escaping an oncoming semi.

So they’re headed to the Sugar Shack, too. Right. I’ve never been. Nobody there wants to watch the Roadkill Kid scarf down a double cheeseburger. Folks always seem surprised that I’m not a vegetarian. For the record, the only thing I cannot eat are gummy worms. Ugh! Cannot do it.

Cameron started calling me the Roadkill Kid when he spotted me scraping a groundhog off Highway 98 last month. This is never a role I wanted, of course. It’s a role I inherited, thanks to my dad leaving. Running away, actually. But, hey, those animals squished on the side of the road didn’t get what they wanted either, so I don’t complain. And at least Mom has one strict rule when it comes to collecting carrion—absolutely no pets. No dogs, no cats, no domesticated rabbits—nothing that would live inside a home. They mess up the data, but also, it’s easier when you’re dealing with a mole with no name. Until I name her Princess Elsa.

Just as I finish up my notes, I see something move out of the corner of my eye. Things that move are studied in my backyard, because they’re a part of the decomposition cycle Mom’s so interested in. It was just a flash, a zip through the tall grass, over the fence, into the trees. I don’t really want to study whatever this thing is right now—Super Smash Brothers isn’t going to play itself. I run my fingers along the chain-link fence as I walk the perimeter of the yard—tinginginginginging—a warning to the thing that moves.

Whatever I saw is gone. But it was something, because there, in a patch of mud, is a huge paw print, at least four inches across. It is smooth and curvy and deeper in the front, like the moving thing pushed off from this spot in a leap.

And it is warm. That surprises me, for some reason. My fingers flutter just over the paw print, over the hollows in the mud. I don’t want to touch it. This is movement, frozen.

I need to keep it that way. Preserve it. I consider digging it up, like a slab of rock containing a fossil, but I know that once the mud dries, the slab will crumble.

The heat is leaving the paw print quickly, like a ghost. And once the clouds break open and dump cold rain, I will lose the paw forever. I dash into the house and grab Dad’s old camera. I blow on it once, twice to get rid of the dust, run back outside, and snap a photo.

This is going to sound crazy—even crazier than a kid who helps his mom scrape and study roadkill—but the sun is setting just as I snap the photo, and the crystals in the mud sparkle just so, and the curves of the paw soak in shadows like tiny, dark crescent moons, and the grass bows and prays around the edges of the photo, blurry and waving, and the whole picture looks like magic.

Mom comes to the screen door. “What’s all the hubbub? One of Ms. Zachary’s dogs try to dig under again?”

I look at the viewer on the back of the camera until it fades. If I show this to Mom, she’ll find a way to turn it into an experiment. I don’t want to analyze this creature’s every meal, every pile of dung. This animal is stealthy and sly, and she goes unnoticed, mostly. I know how that feels.

No, I want the magic a little longer.

“Nothing,” I say. My stomach twists, a feeling I’m not used to since my stomach is made of steel. “Just some interesting maggots.”

Mom smiles. “Every maggot is interesting! The recyclers of the universe, those little guys! Long live maggots!” She laughs at her joke—maggots only live about eight days—flips her dish towel, and marches into the house.

I bring the picture back up on the screen. Amazing, even though it’s just mud and grass and an animal print. There is something satisfying about whittling the world down to one three-by-five square. I brought this photo to life, like André does with his comics. A thrill shoots through me, like the feeling of jumping off a swing at its highest point.

I place the toe of my Converse over the paw print and squish, burying the print under sneaker tread. Just in case the rain doesn’t erase it all the way.

“Come back tomorrow,” I whisper into the trees. “She won’t be here then.”
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