
  


  


  PART I

  


  


  Going to the House

  



  This is not a story about my parents. My parents always knew when I did something wrong, and used discipline. This is a story about my relatives, my aunts and uncles and cousins, who never punished me, so that when I was in trouble with my parents, I would always say, “I wish I could stay with my grandmother.”

  The only thing like punishment I ever received from those other relatives was through my cousin Anne, and maybe her older brother, Tommy. Anne would go through my dresser drawers and pull out six pairs of underwear and say, “Is this your underwear?” and start laughing before I could answer.

  Then her brother would say, “Hey, little man, you’ve got little ducks on your underwear,” and he’d laugh, too. I’d grab the underwear out of Anne’s hand and stuff it back in the drawer, and then Anne would pull it out again, and they would both go into more peals of laughter. They repeated this until they were sick of it, and left my room.


  


  Chapter 1

  



  Confession

  



  MY GREAT-GRANDMOTHER KAISER had six children: three girls and three boys. The boys were my grandfather John, and my uncles James and Thomas. There was Aunt Teresa, and her fraternal-twin sisters, Charlene and Charlotta. All of them, but for Uncle Jimmy’s fatness and Aunt Teresa’s primness, looked alike. As they grew older their bodies stopped growing except for their bellies, and the cartilage and hairs in their ears and noses. They were prone to a beautiful ugliness, which I loved them for. The wrinkles and fat and hair growing from their beet-colored pores made their eyes, wet blue and brown and green, seem reason enough to call them beautiful. They also loved to tell jokes and retell stories until they became outrageous lies.

  On my great-grandmother’s piano, there was only one photograph of my aunts and uncles together, Teresa, Charlene, and Charlotta, Tom, James, and my grandfather John. They were huddled together on the top of the Empire State Building. They were all young and looked exactly the same – the girls might as well have been triplets – the way all women from the 1930s looked the same to me. They wore a lot of lipstick, which shows up curiously well in those old black-and-white photos. Charlene and Charlotta were wearing fancy pillbox hats, and they were smiling uneasily, as though they were standing on top of a shaky ladder together. My uncles looked no less nervous, their hair parted in the same exact way it was until their old age, and one of them held on to a hat from the front and back, covering his part.

  More enjoyable to me was a souvenir phonograph record the six of them made during that trip to New York City. For a dollar, a vendor would cut into wax a recording of your experience at the top of the world’s tallest building. My great-grandmother kept it near her doily-covered chair and despite the dozen instances when I begged to hear it, only once did my great-grandmother play it for me – for all of us – because she didn’t want to wear it out.

  The sound was very scratchy. There was the noise of wind blowing against the microphone, and then that wind rose up like a gale and I could hear one of the brothers saying, “Hey, my hat, I almost lost my hat!” and he giggled, amazed, nervously. Then a sister, I imagine it was Aunt Teresa, spent the rest of the record saying what else they had seen, where they had eaten, and how nice the hotel was. She didn’t stop until the wind blew hard again and two of them made a little squeal. Then there was the sound of the man saying, “Time’s almost up, kids, better say one last thing.” Almost immediately, and without any planning, they yelled out over the blasts of wind at the same time, “Hi Momma and Daddy!” Then the wind turned into static.

  My aunts and uncles were nothing like that in real life. The six of them and their children were enough to make up a platoon, and the house was always a detonation of people when I visited. My uncles were in the military or police, and each could take up a whole couch just by sprawling down on it. My aunts were loud and fearless, some chain-smoked and yelled at their children in far-off parts of the house. My aunts could have gone to war, too. Even though they all married men and gave up their last names, they were still referred to by their maiden names when they were together, or drank a little, or bickered, or went bowling, or saved some bauble that cluttered up their homes and lives, or told an off-color joke: “You’re such a goddamned Kaiser.”

  For instance, I remember Aunt Charlene and Aunt Charlotta arguing about the man who made the recording at the top of the Empire State Building. Aunt Charlene insisted he was sweet on her. Aunt Charlotta said not so, he had a thing for Teresa. Aunt Charlene said she was willing to bet money. Aunt Charlotta said she’d be happy to take her money, and why didn’t they bring Teresa in to tell her side of the story. Aunt Charlene said of course Teresa would agree with her, it would be acting in her own self-interest. Aunt Charlotta said, “Oh, Charlene, you’re such a goddamned Kaiser.”

  ■ ■ ■

  The summer when I was eight, my father was away most of the time working on oil pumps while the union was on strike. He wasn’t a scab, my mother kept explaining to me, even though I didn’t know what a scab was. He wasn’t a scab, but he wasn’t in the union, either; he was a low man on the totem pole and had to leave his office job to fill in where he was needed. He came home rarely, like a legend – out of proportion and wearing gray oil-stained coveralls and a rust-red rag in his back pocket.

  My mother was going to have another baby, and now that school was out, I was on vacation, getting in her hair. My great-aunt Teresa agreed to take me off her hands for the summer. She lived with my great-grandmother (Aunt Teresa’s mother) in Monsalvat, Michigan, four hours from home. Most of my mother’s extended family – the goddamned Kaisers – lived there, even on the same street.

  I remember my mother making the arrangements over the phone, talking to my aunt and trying to glue a broken plate together. She had to concentrate on the conversation, finally, and put the two pieces of plate down on the table.

  She explained it to me in my room that night. “We’ve got a plan, Michael. You will spend the summer with Grandma and your aunt. They’ve got plenty of room, and your cousins live two doors down. You can play with Anne all you want. That will be fun, won’t it?”

  Anne was my second cousin. Sharp nose and chin, cruel sneer, she was the first person my age I knew who used swear words. Once, when her father, my uncle Tom, had a metal detector and was running it around my grandmother’s yard, we found an old lead toy soldier. Uncle Tom told us it was from World War I, because it was a doughboy, with a wide sloping saucer on his head for a helmet, and a pointed bayonet in both hands. He gave it to me and told me to wash the dirt off it. While scrubbing it in the old porcelain sink where there were two spigots, I found that the soldier was painted orange and green. I was holding him up to the light to say something military to him when Anne burst into the bathroom, grabbed it from me, and broke the brittle lead man in half, at the torso. I saved him anyway.

  Things – objects, like the lead soldier – gave me much more than people, then. Alone in my grandmother’s house that summer, I took to talking to plates and banisters. I added my own scratches to the nicked molding, my own smells to those already floating in the yellowed halls.

  The first day in that house, Aunt Teresa took my duffel bag and suitcase to the extra room behind the kitchen. My grandmother was sitting at the kitchen table. I sat down with her, then, because it seemed more polite than standing and watching her. She smiled but didn’t speak. She kept eating a cinnamon roll while she stirred her coffee. On the table were a pair of salt-and-pepper shakers shaped like praying hands, one hand for salt, one for pepper. They sprinkled from the thumb.

  I knew that my grandmother didn’t like me. I was just another body invading her house. We didn’t have anything to talk about. I was glad when the dachshund, Chester, came up and rubbed against my legs. Chester was Aunt Teresa’s aging dog, and every time she saw me, she reminded me of the time I had shut Chester’s tail in the porch door when I was three, and broke it. I don’t remember that. But now Chester had a kinky Z-shaped tail. Aunt Teresa said she was not angry about it. She continually told me that she was not angry about it.

  Aunt Teresa walked back into the kitchen and took Grandma’s plate away to the sink. I could tell that Grandma was not finished with it, but she didn’t say anything. Aunt Teresa said to her, “Why don’t you sit here while I show Michael his room.” She had the room, just off the kitchen, fixed up just for me, she said. She’d had Uncle Tom repaint it.

  The walls were chalk blue, and the room smelled like talcum powder, fresh paint, and dust. There were puffy things everywhere, overstuffed chairs, small round useless items like plastic ashtrays. The trim in the room was pastel pink. I was to live in this soft spot, a supple shell, too easy on my eyes and to my touch. I floated all summer.

  “How do you like it?” Aunt Teresa asked.

  Just then, I heard footsteps in the kitchen. My cousin Anne tore in. She stopped and looked around. “Geez, Michael. This is a girl's room. This is a girl’s room. You sure are living in a pretty little room!”

  Aunt Teresa nodded. “Yes, isn’t it pretty?” she said. Then she left us alone.

  “Michael’s living in a girl’s room!”

  “Shut up,” I said.

  Anne’s voice lowered to a punishing hiss. “I’d like to see you make me, you little wuss. I could beat you until you were bleeding right now, one hand tied behind my back.” Then she made her head sit straight on her neck and spoke up: “But you’d tell. You’d go crying to Aunt Teresa.”

  “You’re the one who always tattles.”

  “Shut up. You live in a girl’s room.” She scampered out, probably to torture Chester. More than once I saw her take a bed sheet and force Chester to sit in the middle; then she’d scoop up all four corners of the sheet and twirl the bundle of dog over her head.

  I stayed to stare in a near stupor at my pastel room, as if I were lost in the pleated folds of a cotton blanket. Aunt Teresa came back in and said, “What’s wrong?”

  I supposed then that I had to have a reason for looking like that, pouting, the bulb of my lower lip stuck out while I thought. Three years before, in kindergarten, the teacher wanted us to learn our telephone numbers. She went around the room asking each of us what it was. I didn’t know my telephone number, but I felt I owed her an answer of some sort. I rattled off several numbers. She shook her head and praised me for trying, then she told me my real phone number.

  Now I felt that I owed Aunt Teresa an explanation for my pout, so I made something up, just for her. I told her I had taken two dimes that were on the dining-room table.

  Aunt Teresa rushed into the dining room and came back. “Michael. The dimes are still there. Why did you think you took them?” She shook her head and said, “Now come with me, there are a few things I need to show you.”

  I followed her into the living room, past my grandmother. She was still sitting in the kitchen, not even reading, her hands in her lap under the table.

  By special tour of the house, Aunt Teresa explained, room by room, that she was afraid that the rest of the house was off limits to me. I couldn’t be in the living room, because that’s where my grandmother often napped, and kept all her nice things, and watched her soap operas on the television, very loud. Each day was spent planning around the soap operas, or “her story.” My aunt said I would have to go outside for a while, during the weekdays, so Grandma could watch “her story.”

  Aunt Teresa did not take me bodily to her own bedroom, but pointed up the stairs. “And you can’t go upstairs, where I live. The stairs are very steep. What if you fall?” The attic was up there, too, and I could sometimes stand at the foot of the stairs and look into the door. It was usually ajar, and sometimes it was opened wider than other times.

  “There’s nothing there but rusty nails to fall on and open windows to fall out of. Never let me catch you in that attic.” Aunt Teresa’s own room was out of sight, her secret place where she only went for sleeping and naps.

  I let my eye travel up the long line of the mahogany banister. I rested my hand on the mushroom-shaped pedestal at the foot of the stairs, sunk my fingernail into the old wood polish that had turned gummy over many years. “Who else has touched you?” I asked it.

  ■ ■ ■

  Even before the summer of my mother’s pregnancy, I knew Monsalvat well. Monsalvat, Michigan, was always the place we went for holidays: Christmas, Easter, New Year’s. A long time ago, a group of German immigrants founded and named the town. There wasn’t much of a German community left, but the humiliated girls in the plaza shops on the main street wore lederhosen and pigtails. A lot of tourists visited Monsalvat, because there was a beaded string of lakes where people kept summer cottages. There were seven local hofbraus that proudly served large portions of glutinous potatoes, stuffing, and Stroganoff, all attended to by old men in tuxedos. The most famous shop in Monsalvat was Frankenbroner’s, which sold Christmas decorations all year round. All along the highways up to Monsalvat, there were huge billboards in the shape of Christmas ornaments that said, VISIT FRANKENBRONER’S! where it’s Christmas every day! My parents always stopped there and bought saltwater taffy, but never Christmas things. That summer, we never went to Frankenbroner’s, and I hardly ever saw the salesgirls in lederhosen. Before, Monsalvat had always seemed to be a place where time had stopped on an endless Christmas. That summer, time had just stopped.

  Furthermore, it was apparent for the first time that this place was not one in which holidays were perpetual. I had imagined that my aunts and uncles were always at play, goofing off, telling their dirty jokes, drinking up a storm. But now it was as if everybody did nothing but work – if not as policemen, then in the mall as salesclerks or at the huge gray-windowed auto plant just south of Monsalvat. Everybody seemed weary, older. Most of my aunts and uncles were in their late forties or early fifties, but this didn’t account for the haggardness I saw day to day, changed only by weekends, or maybe a rainstorm that cooled the sticky weather down.

  ■ ■ ■

  The first evening, Aunt Teresa came into my room to tuck me in. In her hand she had Volume One of the Childcraft Encyclopedia, full of stories and fables. Up close, in lamplight, I could see that the roots of her hair, as red-brown as a crayon, made a quick zigzag before they sprayed out into a big airy mass. Her forehead was tall and white. Her eyebrows had been drawn on like a drawing of a Japanese man, and they were so black they were purple. There was a layer of powder over her oval face, and it showed four firm creases around her mouth, evenly balanced on the line of her lips.

  My parents did not, as a habit, read to me. But Aunt Teresa was determined. The story she chose was the myth of Oedipus, the part where he gets challenged by the Sphinx to a riddle match. Aunt Teresa would stop the story in the middle and say, “Can you guess? Can you guess what it is that stands on four legs at dawn, on two during the day, and on three at dusk?” Then she read the part where Oedipus solves the riddle and then turned the book toward me. On the page was a picture of the Sphinx, part beast and part beautiful woman, surrounded by human skulls and rib cages, enraged to death by Oedipus’ right answer, flipping over a cliff. Aunt Teresa closed the book and said, “Do you know what happened to Oedipus after that?”

  “No,” I said.

  “He became king of the city.” Then she got up, and turned off the fights, and I was alone in the chalky, blankety comfort of my room. In the corner, a night-light burned, and it was shaped like the praying hands.

  ■ ■ ■

  The next day was Sunday, and I came into the kitchen in my slippers and bathrobe. Almost immediately, I noticed that the kitchen rugs had the likeness of praying hands stitched into them. I had been tipped off by the night-light; it was like discovering a stain on my shirt that I hadn’t noticed all day, and could not keep my eyes off of, now. The praying hands were everywhere.

  Aunt Teresa said, “Goodness, you’re still in your bathrobe! We’re going to church in less than an hour – get washed, get dressed, good God.” She was already dressed, and had put so much hairspray in her hair that it hung in the air around her. I could tell that her hairspray was taking up all the air, and that sticky gobs were getting into my lungs. I had heard in school that there were little hairs in my nose that filtered, so I closed my mouth and tried to breathe through my nose. It smelled like suffocation and perfume.

  I went into my room and put on a shirt and a clip-on tie. Then I saw a mote of dust swirl through an angle of dry, midmorning light. I sat down on the bed with my hands beneath me, following one speck of dust. Aunt Teresa came in. She saw me sitting there and rushed to her knees before me. “What’s wrong?” she said.

  I looked at her. I told her, “I’ve tracked some dirt in through the front door. I didn’t mean to, but I did.” I’d lied, as smoothly as this room’s walls, and she checked for the dirt and didn’t find it. It was not long before she stopped believing my imaginary misdeeds. Later, when I cracked the shade on a small lamp, so that it fell apart one day while nobody was around to see it actually break, I told my aunt that I had done it, and she waved it off. My grandmother looked at me in silence.

  After church, the entire family came over to Aunt Teresa’s and Grandma’s for dinner. This was to happen every week, a traditional event. Most of them sat in Grandma’s living room and watched golf or baseball.

  This was my first real look at the living room. It was a place glutted with mismatched porcelain, collections of stamps from foreign countries, rosaries, newspaper clippings, and pictures of Catholic icons. The Sacred Heart of Jesus was everywhere: that horribly gleaming heart, a fist-shaped heart surrounded by a crown of thorns constricting and cutting into the fleshiness of it here and there and making it bleed. It was glowing, like the sun. Everything in Grandma’s living room was breakable, or peeled off in layers. There were patterns on top of patterns, lace over plaid, flower print confusing houndstooth.

  These Sunday visits by the family were as much a ritual as mass itself, everybody eating chicken or pot roast and gathering around the television to watch sports, Uncle Tom and Uncle Jimmy and my cousin Tommy trying to know more batting averages and draft picks than the other guy, mumbling numbers, mock experts.

  The only relief came from Anne. Aunt Teresa came in with an unclothed Barbie and asked, “Anne, why did you pull the head off of that doll?”

  She shrugged, but surely. “I was done with it. It had bad hair that you can’t comb. Its hair stuck up like Michael’s.”

  “Anne, what do I have for little girls to play with if they come over?”

  “There’s no little girls that come over. There’s just me. God.” She was cruel and she was exasperating, but she roused me from that cloudy, timeless stupor, and I settled for it, for her.

  I sat in the living room and watched and waited, and smelled the hairspray and baby powder. I sat with my great aunt Mary, Uncle Tom’s wife, with the chronic health problems, who described, while we ate, how she coughed up blood-and-phlegm balls every night. I sat with my godfather, who pointed out that he was also my cousin. (They always reminded me who they were in the bloodline – great-aunt, third cousin, uncle by marriage. It was like they were trying to remember themselves.) I sat with the wayward cousin Tommy, Anne’s brother, who was seventeen but smoked cigars, and who used to get into my underwear and made a deep impression on me the previous Easter by accidentally gashing his arm with a pocketknife and taking that opportunity to write in blood on a piece of paper towel for Aunt Mary, his mother: “Love,” and then his name. I sat with my immense Uncle Jimmy whose wife was dead but to whom he still spoke, at times, to the air: “Well, Barbara,” he would say at the end of dinner, “I suppose if you were here, you’d want to go home now.” Then he would leave.

  ■ ■ ■

  We could only watch educational television in the evening. Aunt Teresa loved to watch the TV nature shows, the National Geographic specials, the “Undersea World of Jacques Cousteau,” “Wild Kingdom,” and “Walt Disney True Life Adventures.” Those were the places where it was okay to see uncovered breasts, strange scarifications, and animals giving birth or killing each other.

  Anne liked freak animals, the deep-sea blind fish with feelers that glowed, the platypus, the sideshow animals at the Monsalvat County Carp Carnival.

  Anne also delighted in the stupidity of animals, and laughed when a migrating herd of wildebeests panicked and ran headlong into a flooded river, some drowning, some drowning others, but always plowing forward, so that at the other side of the river, only half of the herd survived. “God, they’re such morons,” she screamed with delight.

  Chipmunks flirted with each other, and the male would mount the female just as the camera cut away, me not old enough to understand why, why the true true-life adventure could not be shown.

  Men in television studios dressed in safari pants and shorts sat in front of film footage of men shooting tranquilizer darts at elephants in order to tag them. Tall, shirtless men stood on the prow of the Calypso and lunged spears into the water, cursing in French at strange exposed lengths of fish flesh as they broke the surface of the water. Australian lizards flipped their scaly manes up like Elizabethan collars and ran at the screen, mouths wide. Elks locked their horns together while butting each other, and died that way. Desert animals perished without water.

  We saw a baby zebra caught in a tar pit, scrambling with its gangly legs only to find itself deeper in the muck, over and over, for hours, until it died from exposure or a predator or exhaustion. Anne laughed at that, too. She thought the zebra was doing some stoogey physical-comedy act for her.

  I sat agape. “Why is it trapped like that?”

  “Well, that’s nature,” Aunt Teresa said. “It’s the survival of the fittest.”

  “But there’s a guy there running a camera, why doesn’t he go over and pull it out?”

  “Well,” said Aunt Teresa, “that would be cheating. That would be upsetting the order of nature.”

  This was meant to comfort me. And the narrator on the science show had cold comfort for me, too, when he explained that the sun would burn out in a few million years, but by then, man would be smart enough to go to someplace warmer.

  Every night Aunt Teresa came in and read me a new story. Most of them I already knew: Red Riding Hood in battle with the Wolf, rescued by a huntsman; Cinderella, who was the only girl who could fit into the glass slipper, rescued by a prince.

  And every day I said no more than “good morning” to my grandmother. She smiled, and sat with her hands at rest in her lap, in a calico housedress. Her shriveled, direct, kindly face made me strangely frightened, ashamed because we never talked. I ached to go in the living room again. I ached to see the attic. I was so afraid of those places.

  ■ ■ ■

  I counted weeks by Sundays. Time passed, and Aunt Teresa kept busy in the kitchen, cooking and holding court. She rarely went into the living room. It was not her realm. I became comfortable in the fuzzy stupor of pillows and bedtime stories, the soft glow of the praying-hands night-light. And my fear of my grandmother subsided, and she became only a place at the corner of my view, harmless, voiceless.

  One Sunday, there was a particularly wild baseball play on the television, and I chose that chaotic moment to put my plate of chicken down on the arm of an old flower-embroidered stuffed chair and sneak upstairs. The stairs creaked loudly, but the whole house creaked, and I tried to go so slowly that the creaking footsteps seemed to come out of the regular shifts of the house. It was a gradual process as I put more weight, then more weight on the toe, ball, and heel, and again, ascending like arpeggios on the upright piano in the living room.

  I was nearly at the top, but just before I made it up, Anne saw me and shouted, “Hey, Michael! Hey, Aunt Teresa!”

  I hustled down again, pouting. Aunt Teresa came in, wiping her hands on an apron. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

  I confessed that I’d spilled macaroni-shell salad on the good carpeting.

  “Oh, you did not,” and she walked briskly back to the kitchen. I slumped in a chair next to my grandmother, and muttered to myself. I caught Anne, aghast, retract her head down her long neck and leave as if she were participating in a walking race.

  My grandmother turned to me. “It’s dangerous to go up there,” she said.

  I was startled by her intense concentration on me. With all of those cousins, aunts, and uncles, I was unnoticed most of the time. ‘Why?” I asked. I suddenly thought, She is bored with all of these people, too, always eating her food and using her television and not saying anything to her. She was going to take it out on me, I figured. “What’s wrong?” I asked softly. “Is there a body in the attic? In Aunt Teresa’s room? Is that what makes all those creaking noises?” She never heard me, because I talked too softly. I was speaking to the overstuffed furniture.

  After my grandmother warned me about the stairs, I went over to that clunker piano, and tried to figure out some tunes that I might sing attic-wards, to the arched ceiling of water-stained rafters and mouse-chewed corners. Aunt Teresa came back into the living room and pulled a key out, one that locked the piano cover. She gave the lock one quick twist. I watched the tiny set of praying hands attached to the keychain dangle between her own bony hands. They glowed in the dark, in case she dropped her keys at night.

  Then my grandmother suddenly got up, with weird energy, arms outstretched out of her thin flowery dress. She knocked over a tintype of her own father, long gone. “There, there,” she said to me, putting things in order. “There, there.” She handed me a picture of her husband. And then she pulled out another picture of that glowing Sacred Heart, beating and beaten, and said, “Here, look at this.”

  I figured that this was her way of warning me, showing me a way to get out of her house. I figured she saw me as some kind of rottenness. And even though fat Uncle Jimmy was taking up the entire chair next to me, and the smoke from Aunt Charlotta’s cigarette made the room seem even more crowded, this interchange between the two of us seemed very private. I was confused by this close attention, confused and embarrassed, for it seemed to me that the only point of this was to scare me – scare me away from that very intimacy.

  There was more she had to show me. She showed me her collection of foreign stamps, and we peered at postmarks, dates, words torn in half sometimes on the cancellation stamp. But we knew the meaning of those half words, like “Timbuk –” and “Pakis –” and more from closer places, Italy and Jerusalem, foreign, boring, and a finger pointing outward, to faraway points.

  And there was more. In that most endless of the endless Sunday afternoons, she gave me clippings from her son Tom’s promotion to police chief and my grandfather’s award of a medal for duty in the marines. She said, “I remember I thought he was dead for months, and then he turned up a hero.”

  I was more interested in the backs of these clips. They were hints of a real world, beyond that house, the more important world in which my uncles were promoted or died. There were articles on the backs of this brittle yellow paper, articles about a child smothered in an attic, portions of a sports section, parts of stats.

  My grandmother smiled. “So what’s upstairs that you want?” she asked.

  “How would I know?” I said, staring at the picture of my great-grandfather on her doily-covered coffee table. Even people cluttered her room. The picture was black-and-white, but it looked more yellow brown. He was dressed in a thin suit, and he didn’t smile.

  ■ ■ ■

  One afternoon, Aunt Teresa was in the kitchen, making toast for my grandmother and talking smartly about limbo. My grandmother sat with her hands on her knees, smiling vaguely. When you get old, I figured, and can’t see as well, the room must look less cluttered. My grandmother couldn’t see all the porcelain and glass and knickknacks through the thick round lenses of her prescription glasses. Aunt Teresa helped to make it that way. The most cluttered places were far away: her attic, her past, and maybe heaven. In heaven, you can fall and cut yourself, and it won’t hurt.

  Aunt Teresa said, “I think they got rid of that purgatory stuff in Vatican Two.” Vatican II was an invitation to my aunt to come back to the Catholic fold. She had married a Protestant man, and the priest was hard, and said, “How do you expect to go to heaven, when you marry a man who’s not Catholic?” That did it. She wanted that dangerous sharp-clawed Protestant even more.

  But then he died, and Vatican II told her she had suffered enough, and she went back to mass, and that was that.

  My grandmother said, “Oh, bull. Where did all those babies go, that died before they got baptized? They didn’t just float off to the devil, you know.”

  “Well, that’s what I heard.”

  “I just don’t believe it. I doubt that the pope would do that to a baby.” But she said that last part only to me. Aunt Teresa had walked across the room, and was placing dishes into the sink. She broke a coffee cup, and almost swore. And then Chester waddled up to her, pawed her ankle, and licked the coffee off of her hands when she put them down and together for him. His Z-tail fit perfectly under his rump. I compared her hands with the salt-and-pepper shakers.

  I looked at my grandmother and smiled, but I took what she said to me personally.

  ■ ■ ■

  Near the end of the summer, my cousin Anne was confirmed. For her Confirmation name, she chose Saint Teresa, and my aunt was her sponsor. I remember how long that mass was, how the priest put oil on Anne’s forehead, how she wore white gloves and put her two hands together in prayer and clasped between her index and middle fingers a white card with the name Teresa on it. My grandmother sat on one side of me and Aunt Teresa on the other. They watched me watch. “Do you want to go up there and do that, too?” asked my great-grandmother.

  Did she want me to move to another pew, away from her? Anne’s sharp little nose was pointed to the altar, and her beady eyes were shut, so the priest couldn’t see how mean she could be. She had a rosary in her hand, and I watched her lips move as she said Hail Marys. I think she skipped parts. She held the rosary out in front of her like she was going to put it around her neck. I thought, Why do all these church things – scapulars, rosaries, vestments – go around your neck, like charms?

  Aunt Teresa saw me staring at the crucifix. It was a tortured one, painted in flesh tones and blood. She tried to divert my attention. “See that candle up there?” She pointed to a gilt cradle with a candle encased in translucent red glass. “That means that God is here with us right now.”

  That spooked me, and I looked back at the garish crucifix. Aunt Teresa said, “What do you think of Him? Isn’t that something? Would you do that? Would you suffer like that, if you knew it would take away everybody’s sins?”

  Like my telephone number, I had an answer for Aunt Teresa. I said, and I think I really meant it then, though I wouldn’t say it now, “Sure I would, if it would save everybody.”

  That was probably a sinful thing to say to her, because she showed it on her face. I wasn’t old enough to be as selfish as I am now about my own life. She once said, when she caught me climbing in a tree in the backyard, “You kids think you’re immortal.”

  Anne had listened to me, too, her Hail Marys out of the way. She said, “I bet he would.” I looked at her to see if she was teasing me, but she looked like she really meant it. She looked at me and smiled, and it looked like a real smile. It scared me.

  After the mass, we went back to the house for an even bigger Sunday dinner to celebrate the new Teresa in the family. And she got gifts. She got a pair of new gloves and a picture of the Sacred Heart on a small scapular, and a book of prayers, and Aunt Teresa gave her her own small set of ceramic praying hands, a paperweight. A lot of people just gave her money. This put Anne in an even better mood. She left me alone.

  Aunt Teresa had made a buffet, slicing slivers of ham and turkey and piling them neatly, filling celery sticks with cream cheese or peanut butter. I was absorbed in the self-dare of squirting out in mustard bad words on slices of bread, then squashing them quickly into a sandwich so they couldn’t be read. I said the words quietly to the figure in the porcelain.

  Anne looked at me from across the room. She smiled and made a look like she wondered what I was doing. She had been so nice all that day that I decided to show her. I held out the open slice of bread, and she stood up, daintily smoothed her skirt with white-gloved hands, and walked over. When I showed her the bread, she bugged her eyes as if she were not the first girl I had ever heard saying swear words. “I don’t believe what you wrote,” she said.

  “It’s just a word. So what?”

  “I’m telling.”

  “Go ahead.”

  “I will.”

  I walked away from her and picked up speed, toward my aunt in the kitchen. Anne followed me, gained on me. “No, that’s okay,” I yelled back to her as she gained on me, “I’ll tell her myself.”

  “You’re totally a dink, Michael,” she called, and followed. “You’re totally stupid.”

  I went up to Aunt Teresa and stood deliberately before her with my lip puckered up to my nose. She said, “Michael, what’s wrong?”

  Anne came in with her white dress, strapped white purse, and white gloves. “I wrote a bad word on the bread with mustard,” I said.

  Anne glared at me. “He did. I saw him.”

  “Oh, you did not, Michael. You think you wrote a bad word, but you didn’t. And why are you lying like that, Anne? Didn’t you learn anything at church today? Why are you lying?”

  So later, when Chester came up and begged by my foot and I gave him some of the turkey out of the middle of that sandwich, Anne didn’t run and tattle, she sat staring, stumped and foiled.

  Then she must have thought of something. That was when the soft boredom of another Sunday got the best of me. Anne eyed the stairway, and smiled at me. She looked like she wanted me to get in on a secret she had. She hissed, “Michael,” and made an upward motion with her head. Suddenly there was an upset all around us because of a baseball play on television. It was as if she willed the distraction herself. She bolted in her white dress up the stairs, making whisking noises as the stiff pleated material rubbed against itself. She hunched on the fifth stair behind the banister, and I followed her.

  This is what I found out: You had to go through the attic room to get to Aunt Teresa’s room. Anne already knew. She knew the whole place. The cheers downstairs seemed far away, muffled as if under a blanket. The sound of Anne’s footsteps on the slatted floors sounded clear, the clearest thing I’d heard all summer. Chester had followed, and I was sure his clicking claws would give us away. “Chester, go away,” I said.

  The attic was cold, even that summer. It was lit by a bare bulb suspended on a thick black wire from the ceiling. It was not a soft room, it had splintered wooden beams, rusty nails, upside-down chairs with legs like lances, and low windows that opened downward. I liked that place, even with Anne in it.

  There was a trunk wide open, with more letters and clippings and porcelain figures. Medals and souvenirs from wars, sashes and silver medallions for unnamed, unimaginable, commemorated bravery. Anne went through the closed door at the other side of the room. “I’m bored,” she said. “This is boring. Come this way. Aunt Teresa’s got the good stuff.”

  I caught up with her, followed her into the bedroom, and saw them. Two paintings of praying hands, and a bronze cast, a ceramic statue, bookends, ashtrays, a Bible, shaped notepads, gum erasers, needlepoint pillows, all shaped like praying hands. Even her bedspread had the pale white hands embroidered into the fabric.

  Anne casually picked things up and tossed them to me, enamel, porcelain, glass, and I dove to catch them. “Don’t drop them asshole,” she said. Chester jumped on her knee and caught one of his claws in her skirt. She slapped his snout and played with a snag of thread.

  “Look at all this,” I said. I stared at a painting of the Sacred Heart framed over the bed. It was so red and dark, like an overripe plum, and the crown of thorns punctured it so many times, it bled all around.

  “She plans on being Grandma when Grandma dies.” Anne picked up a pair of crystal praying hands sitting on a lace doily. “This one is her absolute favorite.”

  “How do you know?”

  “I read it in her diary. She said she got it as a gift from her best friend in Florida. It was super expensive.”

  “Let me see.”

  “Catch –” And Anne threw the crystal hands into the air, across the room, out of my reach. I tried to scramble for it, but Chester was right in front of me. I kicked him and he yelped, and I tripped. The crystal praying hands whumped onto the floor, and I prayed they did not shatter. When I looked up and they were all right, I stood up and looked at Anne and waited for her to laugh so I could laugh with her.

  “You stupid ass,” Anne said. “Now you’re going to get it.” Anne tore from the room before I could stop her. Chester ran down with her, his broken tail dragging down the stairs. I did not run, I just sat in the attic room on an empty suitcase. I felt trapped and stupid, but I saw things clearly. There was no place to hide here. The attic was wide open, exposed, strong simple sharp lines, up and down. I waited. I muttered to the trunk, to the fly-spangled windowsill.

  “Michael, are you up there?” Aunt Teresa called to me, and moved swiftly up the stairs. I could hear Anne’s snappy shoes clicking up behind her, and Chester’s paws making a sound like beads falling down the steps, beads fallen from a string one after another. “Michael, come down here right now.” She sounded scared.

  I heard Anne say, “Wait till you see what he did. You’ve got to see what Michael did. I told him to come down. Now he’ll be sorry. You ought to send him home so he’ll never come back here.”

  I retreated back into her bedroom and picked up the crystal praying hands from the floor. Aunt Teresa walked in and looked at me. She didn’t see the praying hands, and I wished she would. She kept looking at me, and I tried to show with my face that something was in my hands.

  “What have you got there?” she asked. She took the crystal out of my hands. She stared at it through the light.

  “I don’t know,” I said. “I was downstairs, and I heard a big crash, and I came up here, and Anne –”

  “You little liar!” Anne squealed. “You lying bastard!”

  “Anne Teresa Kaiser, watch your mouth. Do you know what that word means?”

  “Yes, it means him. He’s lying his head off. He dropped your praying hands on the floor.”

  Aunt Teresa didn’t say anything but sat on the bed and beckoned me closer. She pointed into the glass. Somewhere in its perfect depths, a small crack had started. “See what’s happened,” she said, and she looked like she was going to cry.

  Then we all noticed that my grandmother was standing in the room. She was breathless, in her flowery dress, resting against the treacherous doorknob. I thought the knob might turn on her at any minute and make her fall. We didn’t know how long she’d stood there.

  “Mother,” Aunt Teresa almost shrieked, “what are you doing up here? You know the last time you made that climb you broke your hip. Do I have to watch you like these kids?” And that is how she rescued herself from crying.

  My grandmother said, “I sent Michael up here to see what was going on, I heard such a noise, and I was worried somebody had hurt themselves. Did you come up here on your own, Anne?”

  We all floated in midair.

  Aunt Teresa let herself breathe, and stared into the crystal. “This is my favorite thing in the world,” she said, shaking her head, stroking the glass. Chester came up and licked her spotted hands. She said, “Chester.”

  ■ ■ ■

  That night, Aunt Teresa did not come in to tell me a bedtime story. My grandmother did. She brought in an old book, its pages foxed and its calfskin binding cracking. “I want to read you a story or two,” she said, “from a book they read to me when I was a girl.” She peered hard at the page and tried to read but couldn’t. Without shame, she said, “Why don’t you read it to me.”

  I read the story of Cinderella to her. I stopped. “I’ve read this before, I know this story.”

  She pushed the book toward me. “Read it anyway.”

  I did. It was like the same story, only a different story. In this version, Cinderella’s stepsisters hacked off their toes and heels in order to fit into the glass shoes. Then I read how Red Riding Hood was swallowed whole by the Wolf, only saved when a huntsman slit that big dog open to find that happy ending crouched deep in his stomach.

  I said to my grandmother, “These aren’t the same as Aunt Teresa told me.”

  “They aren’t?” she said, and she took the book from my hand and started running her old hands over the old pages. “Sometimes, I think your Aunt Teresa has a dirty mind,” she said. But she smiled and touched me lightly. “Look,” she said, pointing to the alarm clock on my nightstand. “You should have been sleeping ages ago.”


  


  Chapter 2

  



  The Secret Name of the Carp

  



  NOT LONG AFTER ANNE’S Confirmation party, her parents, Uncle Tom and Aunt Mary, took us to the county fairgrounds for the Monsalvat County Carp Carnival and Petunia Festival. I remember Aunt Mary wore a dress that looked like first-aid gauze. I studied the dress very carefully, because at first it seemed like it was transparent. Catching a glimpse of her substantial underwear, I looked away. She looked like she had just been crying, or was going to.

  The county fairgrounds were on the edge of a lake. It was very shallow, and far out in the middle there were weeds growing out of the water. Anne boasted that she once waded all the way across. From the parking lot, I could see the swoop of the double Ferris wheel and the downhurling loop of a loop-o-plane and the plunge of the “Mad Mouse.” On a big sign was a mean-looking rat with eyebrows that looked like the slashes painted onto Aunt Teresa’s forehead. My muscles ached to be on all of the rides at once.

  Inside the fairgrounds, the motors that ran the rides sounded as if dozens of tractors were tearing up the earth. Somebody kept screaming from inside the haunted-house ride and a man on a megaphone yelled, “Come and see Rosemary’s Baby, with tiny cloven hooves!”

  Anne said, “Let’s go see that! They have a midget horse and a two-headed cow, too.”

  “Don’t be silly,” said Aunt Mary. She kept leaning back and protecting her delicate face from the sun. She pulled the dress away from her skin and fanned herself with it. “It will give you nightmares, and I don’t want the heartache. Let’s get lemonade.”

  Uncle Tom, however, wanted to see the carp. All around us was the smell of the carp. I breathed it in over and over, a sad smell, like lakes and sun and leaves rotting. It smelled of going back to school.

  In a big clearing by the lake stood two poles with a rope stretched between them. The contenders for the biggest carp were hung and tagged. I read the tags carefully. Each one had the length and weight of the carp, and then a name. I thought these were the names of the fish, like they were pets. After all, they named racehorses. “Savage,” “Seagrave,” “Tenderly.” I read every tag out loud, to each fish.

  Uncle Tom was looking at a fat one, whose eye and fleshy mustachios had dried up into its green gnarled head. I touched its dead eye while Uncle Tom said, “They give prizes for the best carp – tackle boxes and boat motors and even boats. One of these days I’ll get the best carp.”

  I looked at the sunken eye and the slack snouted mouth. “Is this the best carp?”

  “Michael, get away from those or you’ll catch something.” Aunt Mary looked like she thought the whole thing was bunk, the kind of bunk that might make her faint dead away. “I’m surprised they don’t have a Carp Queen contest. That would top it off, wouldn’t it?”

  “You can be Carp Queen, Michael,” said Anne, who had sulked since the Rosemary’s Baby. Uncle Tom didn’t say anything to her, but looked at me to see what I would do.

  “Shut up,” I said straight into the face of a freshly caught carp, still dripping. I looked for ears on it, but only found the gills.

  “Carp are so ugly, look at their faces,” Aunt Mary said to us. “Just ugly. Do you know what they eat? Garbage. Do you know who eats carp? Nobody I know. It’s pointless to catch them. It’s pointless to have a contest. It only encourages them.”

  “Encourages who?” I asked. But I was talking to the dead fish again. The best carp’s name was Braggart. Behind me, people were screaming as the Mad Mouse whooshed downward.

  ■ ■ ■

  I knew all the people at Monsalvat were related to me, but it took a while to figure out how they were connected to each other (although they were always tracing the connections). So it was a revelation when I realized that Uncle Tom was Aunt Teresa’s brother. He came over often, because of all their brothers and sisters, they liked each other the best. Sometimes he made pancakes for dinner, and root-beer floats while he listened to Smothers Brothers records. Whenever there were epic movies on television, he watched them at my grandmother’s house because the screen was bigger: Barabbas, The Ten Commandments, Ben-Hur. One night I woke up because the television was blasting, “Thou shalt not commit adultery!” It sounded like God in the next room, with Uncle Tom and Aunt Teresa.

  I came into the living room to see what was going on and I caught a glimpse of a red tornado on the screen. Uncle Tom headed me off and led me back to my pale blue room. He lifted the cover like he was showing me something on the surface of the mattress and I climbed in. He turned off the light again. Then he put his head down close to mine and whispered:


  
  “Listen! Listen!

  The cat’s a-pissing!

  Where? Where?

  Under the chair!

  Run! Run!

  Get the gun!

  Aw, shoot, he’s all done.”

  


  I begged him to repeat it, to get it right in my head. But he slipped out of the room to hear the rest of the Ten Commandments. In the morning, he was back at the house to fix something in the basement, because he was also my grandmother and Aunt Teresa’s handyman. He’d built and fixed everything at least once, Aunt Teresa said. I asked him, “Say that Listen Listen thing again.”

  Aunt Teresa wheeled on him. “Thomas, don’t tell him that,” she said. He winked at me and was silent. Uncle Tom was full of mysteries and secret words.

  ■ ■ ■

  Somewhere in the summer, near the time of the Monsalvat County Carp Carnival and Petunia Festival, Aunt Teresa realized that I had not been to Confession, and needed to go. She took me during the special children’s Confession hours that her church had. Back at home, my mother usually helped me beforehand to remember my sins. When I asked Aunt Teresa for suggestions, she said, “You know what you’ve done.”

  I waited until a girl walked out of the confessional booth, and went in. It was different from the one at home, bigger, with dark wood like the interior of Aunt Teresa’s Bonneville coupe. It even had a dim light overhead and there was a smell of wood polish. I ran my hand along the ledge and kneeled on the red pad in front of velvet curtains. The confessional window had little holes that radiated out like the pattern of a Chinese-checker board. I forgot the words I was supposed to say. Then they came back: “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned, my last Confession was two months ago.”

  I waited for the priest to say something. There was a low, plugged-up mumble. Suddenly I understood that there was one priest shuttling between two booths. If I listened carefully, I could hear the sins of the other person, another boy.

  “I made my brother eat dirt,” I heard him say. “I was mean to my mom. I don’t like hamburgers.”

  Father O’Hara told him to say ten Hail Marys and ten Our Fathers and he muttered some words that sounded like Uncle Tom’s secret rhyme. Then his chair wheels swiveled over, he pulled a board away, and light streamed through the holes. It was bright and I squinted. He said, “Yes?”

  “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned, this is my first Confession. These are my sins. I was mean to my mom. I did not write to my dad while he was away. I made my brother eat dirt.” I stopped for a minute, trying to think of more sins.

  “Anything else?”

  “I can’t think.”

  “Think about the Ten Commandments. Have you broken any of the Ten Commandments?”

  I ran through them in my head. My eyes swam in the sunburst pattern of holes. “I think I may have committed adultery.”

  There was a pause. Then he said again, “Anything else?”

  “I missed church last week,” which was the one true thing.

  I had missed because I went with Anne and her older brother, Tommy, in Tommy’s car, but we stopped at the lake on the way and never made it to mass. Tommy made me swear not to tell.

  “Of all those sins, missing church is the most terrible. You must always go to church. I want you to say twenty Hail Marys and twenty Our Fathers and pray the Apostles’ Creed once. Think about the importance of going to church every Sunday.” I could hear him thump his fingers on the sill of the window on each word in the last sentence. He muttered those words: “Absolve ... sins.” The little piece of board slid over and the booth was dark again.

  I walked out of the confessional and knelt in a pew in front of a statue of Joseph, with a lamb in his hand. Which Joseph was that? There were a dozen different Bible stories with guys named Joseph in them.

  The mortal sins are strange and arbitrary. It was not my fault I had missed church, and it was the only thing I had confessed that really happened, except maybe for the adultery, which I meant to look up. I would never confess to missing church again.

  ■ ■ ■

  “What do you confess when you confess, Uncle Tom?”

  “I don’t know. Laziness. Swearing. Drinking. Missing church. Fishing.” He was up on a ladder, building a little shed outside my grandmother’s house to put the lawn mower and tools. I handed him spike-sized nails from a thick brown bag that you can only get at the hardware store.

  “Is fishing a sin?”

  “It is when it makes you miss church,” he said, with a nail hanging from his mouth. Uncle Tom fished year round, it was what he was most famous for in the family. In the summer he fly-fished in the rivers and cast lines from the ends of docks. In the winter he augered holes in the ice and set out tip-ups, like miniature oil pumps, white with red flags that tipped to let him know there was a fish on his line. “Listen,” he said, handing me the butt of a two-by-four he’d sawed off. “Why don’t we go out one of these nights and spearfish?”

  I ran my fingers over the sawed edges of the two-by-four. “Spearing? You’re going to take me out spearing?”

  “Sure. We’ll practice spearing the best carp for the next Carp Carnival. If your aunt Teresa will let you.”

  “She will, I’m sure she will. Do you think she will?”

  “I’ll ask her. Don’t say anything until I ask her.” He climbed down the ladder and went over to the bag of nails. He stuck the head of his hammer into the bag. When he pulled it out, four heavy nails clung to it, like magic.

  He went into the house and I thought he was going to ask her right away. It turned out he was just going in to wash his hands, he was finished for the day. He didn’t ask until later that night, after he fixed a leaky faucet for Aunt Teresa. Meanwhile, I sat patiently out by the framework of the shed talking about spearfishing to the block of wood.

  ■ ■ ■

  In order to go spearfishing on a Saturday night, and be awake to attend church the next morning, I had to go to bed in the late afternoon. There was nothing so oppressive and itchy as lying in bed with the shades drawn on daylight while my aunts and uncles roamed the house, cracking jokes and fixing sandwiches.

  At one point I heard Anne ask her mother, “Where’s Michael?”

  “He had to go to bed early tonight.”

  “Why? What did he do? Was he bad?”

  “He and your father are going spearfishing for those ugly carp tonight.”

  “He is? Can I go, too?”

  “No, honey. The two of us will stay at home. We’ll be the Carp Queens.”

  “I’d rather be Rosemary’s Baby.” Anne stomped off.

  At some point near dusk, Tommy – not Uncle Tom – came into my room. He was seventeen and had a suede coat with fringe, which I envied. He lived in the top of Uncle Tom’s house in a room with its own bathroom, and he had a boa constrictor for a pet, which lived in the bathtub. The snake had once bitten Uncle Tom. It hadn’t even drawn blood, but had somehow broken its own jaw. All my aunts and uncles thought that it was very funny to see a snake with a cast on its head. That was what I knew about Tom.

  He came in to get a paper bag he’d put under my bed. “Hey, Mike,” he said. “Hey, little man. Hear you’re going spearing tonight with the old man.”

  I nodded from my pillow. “Good man,” he said. “It’s an ugly job, but somebody’s got to do it.”

  He secretly smoked cigars behind his parents’ backs, and I could smell the tobacco in the fringe of his coat. “Don’t you ever go spearfishing?” I asked.

  “With the old man? You’re joking. Any chance to keep away from him, I take. You be the son for him, he’s been looking for a decent son for quite the time.” Then he left.

  I looked up at the Sacred Heart, and traced with my eye the networked pattern of the crown of thorns. It was like a frame, like my uncle’s unfinished shed, a frame that constricted the Heart or maybe held it up, like scaffolding. I drifted off, wondering what Tommy had in that paper sack, and why he hid it in my grandmother’s house, under the bed.

  It took a long time to fall asleep, but the time passing in my sleep seemed instantaneous. Before I knew it, hours had passed, and Uncle Tom came in and found the light switch next to the praying-hands night-light. He said in a low voice, “Listen! Listen! The cat’s a-pissing!” He flicked the light switch off and on and Chester jumped on the bed and licked my face. I didn’t know what was happening.

  ■ ■ ■

  As we drove over dirt roads in the night, Uncle Tom told me all about spearfishing. “That’s how the Indians used to fish. Nowadays, only the Indians get to do it, we can only spear carp.” The road was winding, and I could see the road kill loom, like live animals. Though they were dead, I seemed to see them awakening when we came up to their bodies. Sometimes the headlights showed wildflowers growing where they shouldn’t in the gravel. I thought, He could leave me here if he wanted to, and I’d never find my way back.

  “I hope it doesn’t rain when we’re spearing,” I said.

  “It’s better to fish in the rain.”

  “Why?”

  “I don’t know, it is. Maybe the fish get confused about what’s air and what’s water, so they swim closer to us.”

  “Doesn’t nighttime take care of that?”

  Uncle Tom didn’t answer, but swerved to avoid a dead and substantial lump of raccoon in the road.

  ■ ■ ■

  Uncle Tom and I trolled quietly over the huge shallow lake, on whose shores the Carp Carnival had taken place. Far across the water, we could see the lanterns over the prows of other spearing boats. Uncle Tom had cut a wide plank, and on top of that, he had welded and bolted four Coleman lanterns, which shone directly into the water at the front of the boat.

  Those lanterns were magic. I had stared as he fitted sexy lace bags, like tiny ladies’ stockings, over little pipes in the lanterns. I thought they would burn up right away, but they glowed, and made a sound like the blow of a dentist’s air gun.

  I could stand in the front and lean over a bar Uncle Tom had constructed in an M shape. It was wrapped in cheap padding and then thick black duct tape. In some places the tape had buckled into sharp fins, which poked my skin. When I leaned over and looked into the suddenly illuminated water, it felt like flying.

  From the stern, Uncle Tom called to me, “Do you know what? It’s tomorrow now. It became tomorrow just a minute ago.” I could only see his face and neck and hands in the dim light. His ears stuck out like mine, we had the same kind of ears. “Seen any carp yet?” he asked.

  “No, just weeds.”

  “It’s too deep here, we’ll go to a sandy place. You keep watching.” He steered to the left. The boat was creeping along, so that when the first big fish loomed up, it was as if it swam toward us, and might rise out of the water and attack with its whiskered mouth. Its eyes were fixed on the magic lanterns. Then the boat passed over and I wondered if the carp might get caught in the motor blades. I scrambled back to where Uncle Tom was. “I saw him. He was right there and he didn’t move. We could have gotten him.”

  “How big?” My uncle cut the motor, and put oars in the oarlocks. “You’ve got a big job to do now, Michael,” he said in
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