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The Cabinet Child

Around the beginning of the last century, in a small southwest Virginia town which no longer exists, a childless woman named Alma lived with her gentleman farmer husband in a large house on a ridge on the outskirts of this soon-to-be-forgotten town. The woman was not childless because of any medical condition—her husband simply felt that children were “ill-advised” in their circumstances, that there was no space for children in the twenty-or-so rooms of what he called their modest home.

Not being of a demonstrative inclination, his wife kept her disappointment largely to herself, but it could not have been more obvious if she had screamed it from their many-gabled roof. Sometimes, in fact, she muttered it in dialog with whoever should pass, and when no one was looking, she pretended to scream. Over the years despair worked its way into her eyes and drifted down into her cheeks, and the weight of her grief kept her bent and shuffling.

Although her husband Jacob was an insensitive man he was not inobservant. After enduring a number of years of his wife’s sad display he apparently decided it gave an inappropriate impression of his household’s tenor to the outside world and became determined to do something about it. He did not share his thinking with her directly, of course, but after an equal number of years enduring his maddening obstinacy his wife was well acquainted with his opinions and attitudes. Without so much as a knock he came into her bedroom one afternoon as she sat staring out her window and said, “I have decided you need something to cheer yourself up, my dear. John Hand will be bringing his wagon around soon and you may choose anything on it. Let us call it an early Christmas present, why don’t we?”

She looked up at him curiously. After having prayed aloud for some sign of his attention, for so many nights, she could scarcely believe her ears. Was this some trick? As little as it was, still he had never offered her such a prize before. She thought at first that somehow he had hurt his face, then realized what she had taken for a wound was simply a strained and unaccustomed smile. He carried that awkward smile out the door with him, thank God. She did not think she could bear it if such a thing were running around loose in her private quarters.
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John Hand was known throughout the region as a fine furniture craftsman who hauled his pieces around in a large gray wagon as roughly made as his furniture was exquisitely constructed. And yet this wagon had not fallen apart in over twenty years of travels up and down wild hollows and over worn mountain ridges with no paved roads. She had not perused his inventory herself, but people both in town and on the outlying farms claimed he carried goods to suit every taste and had a knack for finding the very thing that would please you, that is, if you had any capacity for being pleased at all, which some folk clearly did not.

Alma had twenty rooms full of furniture, the vast majority of it handed down from various branches of Jacob’s family. Alma had never known her husband to be very close to his relations, but any time one of them died and there were goods to be divided he was one of the first to call with his respects. And although he was hardly liked by any of those grieving relatives he always seemed able to talk them into letting him leave with some item he did not rightly deserve.

Sometimes at night she would catch him with his new acquisitions, stroking and talking to them as if they had replaced the family he no longer much cared for. She could not understand what had come over her that she would have married such a greedy man.

Although she needed no furniture, without question Alma was sorely in need of being pleased, which was why she was at the front gate with an apron pocket full of Jacob’s money the next time John Hand came trundling down the road in that horse-drawn wagon full of his wares.

Even though she waved almost frantically Hand did not appear to acknowledge her, but then stopped abruptly in front of their grand gate. She had seen him in town before but never paid him much attention. When Hand suddenly jumped down and stood peering up at her she was somewhat alarmed by the smallness of the man—he was thin as a pin and painfully bent, the top of his head not even reaching to her shoulders, and she was not a particularly tall woman. The wagon loomed like a great ocean liner behind him, and she could not imagine how this crooked little man had filled it with all this furniture, pieces so jammed together it looked like a puzzle successfully completed.

Then Mr. Hand turned his head rather sideways and presented her with a beatific smile, and completely charmed she felt prepared to go with anything the little man cared to suggest.

“A present from the husband, no?”

“Well, yes, he said I could choose anything.”

“But not the present madam most wished for.” He said it as if it were undeniable fact, and she did not correct him. Surely he had simply guessed, based on some clues in her appearance?

He gazed at her well past the point of discomfort, then clambered up the side of the wagon, monkey-like and with surprising speed. The next thing she knew he had landed in front of her, holding a small, polished wood cabinet supported by his disproportionately large palm and the cabinet’s four unusually long and thin, spider-ish legs. “I must confess it has had a previous owner,” he said with a mock sad expression. “She was like you, wanting a child so very much. This was to be in the nursery, to hold its dainty little clothes.”

Alma was alarmed for a number of reasons, not the least of which that she’d never told the little man that she had wanted a child. Then she quickly realized what a hurtful insult this was on his part—to give someone never to have children a cabinet to hold its clothes? She turned and made for the gate, averting her head so the vicious little man would not see her streaming tears.

“Wait! Please,” he said, and a certain softness in his voice stopped her more firmly than a hand on her shoulder ever could. She turned just as he shoved the small cabinet into her open arms. “You will not be—unfulfilled by this gift, I assure you.” And with a quick turn he had leapt back onto the seat and the tired-looking horses were pulling him away. She stood awkwardly, unable to speak, the cabinet clutched to her breast like a stricken child.

In her bedroom she carried the beautifully-polished cabinet with the long, delicate legs to a shadowed corner away from the window, the door, and any other furniture. She did not understand this impulse exactly; she just felt the need to isolate the cabinet, to protect it from any other element in her previous life in this house. Because somehow she already knew that her life after the arrival of this delicate assemblage of different shades of wood would be a very different affair.

Once she had the cabinet positioned as seemed appropriate—based on some criteria whose source was completely mysterious to her—she sat on the edge of her bed and watched it until it was time to go downstairs and prepare dinner for her husband. Afterwards she came back and sat in the same position, gazing, singing softly to herself for two, three, four hours at least. Until the sounds in the rest of the house had faded. Until the soft amber glow of the new day appeared in one corner of her window. And until the stirrings inside the cabinet became loud enough for her to hear.

She came unsteadily to her feet and walked across the rug with her heart racing, blood rushing loudly into her ears. She held her breath, and when the small voice flowered on the other side of the shiny cabinet wall, she opened its tiny door.
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Twenty years after his wife’s death Jacob entered her bedroom for the third and final time. The first time had been the afternoon he had strode in to announce his well-meant but inadequate gift to her. The second time had been to find her lifeless body sprawled on the rug when she had failed to come down for supper. And now this third visit, for reasons he did not fully understand, except that he had been overcome with a terrible sadness and sense of dislocation these past few weeks, and this dusty bed chamber was the one place he knew he needed to be.

He would have come before—he would have come a thousand times before—if he had not been so afraid he could never make himself leave.

He had left the room exactly as it had been on Alma’s last day: the covers pulled back neatly, as if she planned an early return to bed, a robe draped across the back of a cream-upholstered settee, a vanity table bare of cosmetics but displaying an antique brush and comb, a half-dozen leather-bound books on a shelf mounted on the wall by her window. In her closet he knew he would find no more than a few changes of clothes. He didn’t bother to look because he knew they betrayed nothing of who she had been. She had lived in this room as he imagined nuns must live, their spare possessions a few bare strokes to portray who they had been.

It pained him that it was with her as it had been with everyone else in his life—some scattered sticks of furniture all he had left to remember them by—where they had sat, what they had touched, what they had held and cared for. He had always made sure that when some member of the family died he got something, any small thing, they had handled and loved, to take back here to watch and listen to. And yet none was haunted, not even by a whisper. He knew—he had watched and listened for those departed loved ones most of his adult life.

His family hadn’t wanted him to marry her. No good can come, they said, of a union with one so strange. And though he had loved his family he had separated from them, aligning himself with her in this grand house away from the staring eyes of the town. It had not been a conventional marriage—she could not abide being touched and permitted him to see her only at certain times of the day, and even then he might not even be present as far as she was concerned, so intent was she on her conversation with the people and things he could not see.

His family virtually abandoned him over his choice, but as a grown man it was his choice to make. He was never sure if his beloved Alma had such choices. Alma had been driven, apparently, by whatever stray winds entered her brain.

The gift she had chosen in lieu of a child (for how could he give his child such a mother, or give his wife such a tender thing to care for?) still sat in its corner in shadow, appearing to lean his way on its insubstantial legs. He perceived a narrow crack in the front surface of the small cabinet, which drew him closer to inspect the damage, but it was only that the small door was ajar, inviting him to secure it further, or to peek inside.

Jacob led himself into the corner with his lantern held before him, and grasping the miniature knob with two trembling fingers pulled it away from the frame, and seeing that the door had a twin, unclasped the other side and spread both doors like wings that might fly away with this beautiful box. He stepped closer then, moving the light across the cabinet’s interior like a blazing eye.

The inside was furnished like some doll’s house, and it saddened him to see this late evidence of the state of Alma’s thinking. Here and there were actual pieces of doll furniture, perhaps kept from her girlhood or “borrowed” from some neighbor child. Then there were pieces—a settee very like the one in this room, a high-backed Queen Anne chair—carved, apparently, from soap, now discolored and furred by years of clinging dust and lint.

Other furniture had been assembled from spools and emery boards, clothespins, a small jewelry box, then what appeared to be half a broken drinking cup cleverly upholstered with a woman’s faded black evening glove.

He was surprised to find in one corner a small portrait of himself, finely painted in delicate strokes, and one of Alma set beside it. And underneath, in tiny, almost unreadable script, two words, which he was sure he could not read correctly, but which might have said “Father,” “Mother.”

He decided he had been hearing the breathing for some time—he just hadn’t been sure of its nature, or its source. The past few years he had suffered from a series of respiratory ailments, and had become accustomed to hearing a soft, secondary wheeze, or leak, with each inhalation and exhalation of breath. That could easily have been the origin of the sounds he was hearing.

But he suspected not. With shaking hand he reached into the far corner of the box, where a variety of handkerchiefs and lacy napkins lay piled. He peeled them off slowly, until finally he reached that faint outline beneath a swatch of dress lace, a short thing curled onto itself, faintly moving with a labored rasp.

He could have stopped then, and thought he should, but his hand was moving again with so little direction, and just nudged that bit of cloth, which dropped down a bare quarter inch.

Nothing there, really, except the tiny eyes. Tissue worn to transparency, flesh vanished into the dusty air, and the child’s breathing so slight, a parenthesis, a comma. Jacob stared down solemnly at this kind afterthought, shadow of a shadow, a ghost of a chance. Those eyes so innocent, and yet so old, and desperately tired, an intelligence with no reason to be. Dissolving. The weary breathing stopped.

In the family plot, what little family there might be, there by Alma’s grave he erected a small stone: “C. Child” in bold but fine lettering. There he buried the cabinet and all it had contained, because what else had there been to bury? Two years later he joined them there, on the other side.


Smoke in a Bottle

Daddy had the five beer bottles, their labels peeled off, lined up on the shelf. Then he puffed and puffed on his cigarette, packing the smoke into his mouth, making his eyes go funny because that was part of the show. Moving fast he put his mouth over each bottle, filled it with smoke, capped it with an old bottle cap, and moved to the next. When he was done he had five bottles full of smoke.

He held each one in front of the fire, turning it so that the smoke flowed, curled inside, made patterns, made faces, weird shapes dancing. Then he’d flip off the cap and the smoke escaped as fast as anything, leaving behind a little stink, that was all.

“Smoke in a bottle, kids,” he’d say. “That’s all it is. Just like people.”

Then he’d sway like a ruined house in a hurricane wind, and sometimes he’d stagger around the room. We knew Christmas was over when Dad fell into the Christmas tree.

So maybe Dad didn’t fall into the Christmas tree every year. Maybe it was only seven or eight years out of ten. But fall he did, and although it made our mother every way of being angry and frustrated, it made us kids laugh every time, even when he broke something. He was a man of simple entertainments, using the things he always had with him—cigarettes and beer bottles mostly, and a damaged sense of balance—but his act always worked with us.

I hadn’t been back in St. Charles in twenty years. Not because I hated it. When you live in a place as poor as that people think you must hate it and you can’t wait to leave. I knew I was poor, but I didn’t know I was that poor. I got fed and I lived in the prettiest, greenest place I’ve ever known—southwest Virginia. Did you know the early Indians called Lee County “Paradise”?

As my cheap rental car rounded the bend I thought the town was on fire. Gray clouds drifted along the road, piled up in front of the car, broke apart and ran away. I rolled my window down and realized it was just morning mist, but there was this sharp scent that burned the nose, like cigarette smoke.

I drove slowly into town. The road had been patched so much it looked like an asphalt quilt. I’d kept a picture of the town in my memory but from the looks of things big chunks were missing, buildings cut out, blown away, replaced by weeds, worn out trailers, and a few hollow stores leaning like dozing drunks. No signs of Christmas, no lights, no street decorations.

In the Forties and Fifties St. Charles had thousands of people, with restaurants and stores and even a small movie theater. The valley’s narrow there, so they built everything down close to the highway. A concrete sidewalk on each side didn’t leave much room for road. On Saturday nights the road shrank down to one lane and you could barely get through. You could hear the party all through the valley, or so Daddy used to tell us. By my time in the late Sixties St. Charles was falling asleep.

Daddy drank a lot and worked only occasionally. These days you’d call him an alcoholic. I didn’t know that word when I was a kid.

I knew there was still a lot good about the town, but it’s not the kind of place you come back to. No jobs to speak of since the mines shut down. And part of getting older is looking back and understanding how much you didn’t have.

The first Christmas I remember from elementary school we had to draw names and get a present for one of our classmates. The night before the party our mother sat the three of us down and handed us each a pack of chewing gum and helped us wrap them up fancy in a cloth package with dress ribbon and a quilting square. She showed us how to hold the scissors and where to cut the cloth and how to split and fold the ribbon until at the end we had three unique flowers attached to these beautiful little packages.

Because the girl I gave the gum to had been brought up right, she made herself smile when she thanked me politely. But I knew exactly what disappointment looked like. At the end of the day I saw her talking to her mom and showing the gum. Her mom looked at me then, not in a mean way but like she was measuring me for a suit. That was the first time I ever felt really poor.

Dad died from lung disease shortly after my freshman year in college and I went home for his funeral, then I came back again for my sister’s wedding. And this last time for my mother’s funeral while I was going through a divorce. That good woman never even met my kids. Three times in all those years. I’m not proud of that.

The house had been sold to an investor. When my brother and sister asked me if I could clean it out, I agreed, even though that was the last thing I wanted to do for Christmas. It was the least I could do. I wasn’t going to see my kids until after the holiday anyway. You could say a lot bad about my dad, but at least he was there every Christmas.

Our old house had lost most of its yard and the sheltering trees, and a tangle of weeds and rusted metal hugged the foundation. I parked where my mother’s flower beds used to be. Inside, the light was yellow from weak lamps and sun burning through brittle shades, furry dust over everything, as if some of that amber light had disintegrated into a thick layer of brown. I felt like holding my breath—it was like trying to breathe inside a grave. I wondered if this was anything like what my dad experienced all those years ago while his lungs were failing.

In one room I counted six cheap headboards, nine sets of bed-springs, a box full of wheels, two rotting pillows jammed into the corner, a dark, viscous stain on the top one. All would go in the trash.

The smallest bedroom was empty, except for some mud and grease on the floor. This had been Ann’s. She was the youngest and always had the smallest room. My bedroom was a long, narrow room along the back of the house, like a closet. It still had a tiny little bookcase. I couldn’t really find myself in that room, but I did remember that bookcase. It had never held more than a few books. One Christmas my mother gave me two—The Adventures of Robin Hood and The Legends of King Arthur. She couldn’t have paid much, but she’d been so happy to give them to me. I’d read them over and over until they fell apart.

My brother’s room was just an empty box. Mom and Daddy’s room was on the other side of the house. This was where my mother died. It still had her bed, her dresser, her night table, a picture of an Indian in a canoe on the wall. It still looked like a real room, like she’d just stepped out to pick flowers for the dinner table.

I smelled cigarette smoke. I looked around and saw the brown silhouette on the shade, the figure outside swaying, probably drunk, struggling to hold onto his cigarette. By the time I got outside he was gone.

I looked across the yard at my neighbor’s house: a man standing on the porch, smoking.

“Can I help you?” I could hear my voice shaking.

“Don’t need no help.”

“Were you just in my yard?”

“Nosir. Is that your yard?”

“My mother lived here.”

“Hey! Hey, Willie? Is that you?”

I grabbed some chairs, and my old friend Eddie and I sat in the empty living room, mostly just staring at each other. We’d both changed a lot, Eddie more visibly. He weighed about half what he once had, and he had tattoos, and about half a goatee, as if something had eaten the right side of it. Eddie finally broke the silence with “So, you got any beers?”

I carried the six pack in from the car. I gave him the whole thing.

“You’re not drinking?”

“Not tonight,” I said. Actually I almost never drink. I had no idea why I’d bought the beer. “Just give me the empties.”

He stared at the bottles dubiously. “What? They collectible?”

“No. I just thought I’d put them on that shelf over the fireplace, like Dad used to.”

He squinted at the thin piece of wood. “I remember that. Hope they don’t fall off—looks a little crooked.” He started on the first one, then stopped, raising it in my direction. “Merry Christmas.” He drank a few swallows, then said, “Your dad fell into the Christmas tree one year, didn’t he?”

“Six or seven years, actually.”

“Yeah. I remember laughing about it. There were some years I wish my family had had something like that to laugh about. But six or seven times? Even if you’re drinking heavy, that’s kind of, unusual.”

We didn’t talk much after that—just the occasional burst of words, with long periods of silence in between. I didn’t mind—that was what a conversation was in St. Charles. He’d tell me something about his life now, and he’d tell me about some classmate or other, who had died, divorced, or disappeared from that part of the country, never to be seen again. Periodically he’d hand me an empty beer bottle and I’d scrape the label off and balance it on the shelf.

As the night wore on I moved the old lamps from my mother’s room in for more light, but the best I could accomplish was a few bright patches of brilliance and a great deal of dirty shadow that seemed to float along the walls and over the ceiling, making the house appear to sway, as if I were the one drinking. Eddie, on the other hand, seemed like the sober one, talking more as the hours passed of people and events I’d largely forgotten.

“You remember Jack Gilford, don’t you?”

“Sure. Is he dead, too?”

“No, but he oughta be,” Eddie said, giggling. “A mite cold in here, don’t you think? Why don’t you start something in that fireplace?”
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I was surprised to find about an inch of snow on the ground. You got snow, you’re a rich man, was something Daddy used to say. I’d understood that even as a kid. Snow was good for covering up shabbiness, and ugliness, and essentials missing. It even had a way of transforming those things into something quaint, suitable for a picture postcard.

I looked across the valley at the pinpricks of light floating down like slow-falling stars, and the steam from chimneys floating up, columns like vague figures standing on rooftops, watching. I couldn’t see the main road from our old house, but I could hear the busy traffic and all those people.

I stopped moving. What was I thinking? Those noises were from another time, and I couldn’t be hearing them now. It had to be some distortion in the air that had caused the effect, some echo off the stripped-to-rock hills. I heard coughing, a drawn-out wheeze. I went to the edge of the window and peeked inside. Eddie was peacefully drinking, head tilted back and lips around the bottle’s mouth. And I heard the wheeze again, followed by the bone-rattling cough. I looked around. A few yards away a man stood with his back to me, wearing nothing out there in the cold but a T-shirt and boxer shorts. He coughed again, his whole body shaking, hunched shoulders seeming to broaden, as if in advance of some transformation. I ran a couple of feet to the wall and grabbed some wood stacked there, ran inside without looking back. I bumped against the wall in my haste and one of the beer bottles tumbled to the floor in an explosion of glass. “Sorry,” I said.

“No biggie, bro. I’ll have a replacement for you in just a sec.”

I said nothing to Eddie about what I had seen and heard. I built a fire—it was a little smoky, there was probably debris blocking part of the chimney. But we tolerated it, even though it made us cry a little. After Eddie left there were scattered voices in the smoke, but I learned to tolerate them as well.

Early next morning Eddie showed up with a serious face, dragging a small white pine nailed to a crude base of crossed scrap wood. “Christmas Eve, Willie. I reckon you need a tree.” He grinned then, and in the burning glare off the snow I saw that he had numerous missing teeth. “Don’t worry—I didn’t steal it. It was in my back yard.”

Eddie left to spend the next several days with family in Tennessee. I dragged the tree in and put it in the corner of the living room, sat down in a chair and spent some time staring at it. It leaned quite a bit, but still managed to stay up. I decided then to find something to put on it—I knew I’d feel even worse about the day if I left it bare.

I hadn’t been down in the cellar since we found that rat the size of a beaver when I was nine years old. The rats used to scrabble out of the abandoned mines and sneak into town. About the only way to get rid of them was a shotgun. But that’s where my mother always kept the tree decorations, and anything else she didn’t want us kids to mess with.

The light fixture still worked, but it was like a candle at the opening of a mine. Inside it smelled like rotting vegetables and spoiled meat. The invisible walls were lined with mason jars whose dark contents absorbed just enough light to make me avoid them. I found the damp cardboard box with the decorations halfway in, pulling it close even as something scurried out of it. To my credit I didn’t drop the box, but hurried upstairs and shoved it by the tree.

After a couple of years of Dad wiping out the Christmas tree, my mother had put her favorite decorations on the shelf by the beer bottles rather than risk them. There the glass angel and the ceramic deer and the little Santa Claus had had a perfect view of Dad’s mysterious smoking bottles. I didn’t need to be so cautious, and nestled them right into the front branches where I could see them. None of the colored lights lit reliably so I didn’t bother with them. But I did discover that lighting a fire in the fireplace created interesting reflections in the shiny colored balls and fragments of icicle I scraped out of the bottom of the box. Shards of rainbow swam in the walls as an untraceable draft lightly stirred the branches. I wished my kids could see it.

I wasn’t even sure what we’d gotten the kids for Christmas that year. Since they were all going to be at her parents’ house she’d handled everything, and I hadn’t even asked.

This tree had no presents under it, but there had never been many presents under the tree in this house.

I must have dozed off, and when I woke up I was sure I’d caught the house on fire—I smelled burning—wood and plastic, paper and cloth, a world of things turned to smoke and drifting into my nose and mouth. I gaped at the fireplace, my eyes blurry.

On the shelf smoke boiled in and out of the remaining bottles. I walked over for a better view: although smoke carved the air in all five, in the two on the end it swirled into miniature, fiery galaxies before floating up the necks and out into the room where they joined the shadows flowing across the ceiling.

I could hear a soft wheeze behind me but I could not bring myself to turn around. Instead I walked into my mother’s old bedroom and went to sleep on her oval rug.

I found the Christmas tree lying on the floor the next morning, a great dent on the ceiling-facing side, branches pushed aside and broken as if from a great weight.

It’s funny how sometimes you have all the evidence right in front of you, but yet it takes you years to give it the proper importance. A man doesn’t accidentally fall into a Christmas tree seven out of ten years even if he is a drunk. And his wife doesn’t just put up with that kind of behavior. It had all been an act for the benefit of my brother, my sister, and me. I remembered how in those years when we kids got practically nothing on Christmas morning Dad always told his best stories and did his best tricks to entertain us, to distract us. And we couldn’t help but laugh when he swayed and stumbled and fell into that poor, blameless tree.

There on the shelf were the glass angel and the ceramic deer and the little Santa Claus, safe as houses.

Christmas was over. I spent the day cleaning and throwing the remaining pieces of that old life away (save three ornaments). The next day I would drive to the coast to see my kids.


Willie the Philologist

Words never came easily for Willie the child, named William then on his records, or Bill to teacher and the rest of that old town of Norton, first official city in southwest Virginia, named after the president of the Louisville and Nashville Railroad. “Willie” came much later, in that long, inarticulate tumble of years toward the end: a name he didn’t care for, an insult, which stuck so easily to the lips of the town. But the words, they were hard-won, and prized. When he finally caught one he held onto it, squeezed it as if his life depended on it, until all its juice was gone. Then he saved the empties as if he might turn them in someday for pocket change.

Bill’s passion lay undiscovered and unrecognized, except by his grandfather, who didn’t care that Bill was shy, or verging on the slow, with hands and feet a disappointment to his brain. He only cared that it caused him pain.

“Fill your wagon full of words,” his grandfather would say, “and drag that wagon with you on your journeys. When you need a proper word, you’ll find you have just the one.”

Bill knew his grandfather didn’t mean a real wagon, but the old man loved to explain.

“I speak in metaphor, of course. Metaphors are strong language, stronger than curses, Bill, carrying as they do their own meaning as well as that of another. You understand that, don’t you? About metaphor?”

Bill had been slow to nod. Although he usually managed to catch most of the words thrown at him, it was always a struggle pushing them out to his tongue. “Pa told me, yesterday? He said grab the bull? By the horns?”

“Good boy! You’re a regular philologist, Billy!”

Bill blinked slowly. Twice. He’d never heard such a word. His tongue wrestled with it in silence. His panicked brain told him to spit it out—as beautiful as it was, he might choke.

“That means you’re a lover of words, Bill! A bona fide lexical romancer!”

Bill smiled. His mother had always said it didn’t really matter what Bill couldn’t do—the most important thing was to love something. She told him, “That’s the one true thing separating us from the lower animals.”

Bill wasn’t sure which animals were the lower ones. But sometimes she called them “beasts,” like in that story she loved about Beauty and the Beast. That was one of the best things about words—they let you love them. You could still love them, even when you didn’t understand them. People ought to be like that with each other, but too often were not.

“Metaphor, Bill!” And Bill blinked again, trying to concentrate on the wagons full of words tumbling out of his grandfather’s mouth. “About what your father said. Because, you know, there really isn’t a bull.”

Bill nodded. “No bull. No horns. Nothing I
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