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Some of us can’t blind ourselves, can’t rest in the fog, or dance in the rain. We are the ones who remember.
—Jericho Slater (?-September 15, 2014)
1.

I was there the day you nearly drowned. You were battling a riptide of rage, like you do, and as soon as I saw you storming through the scrub to the lake I knew something bad had happened. I wouldn’t find out what until the day after you walked away from me on the railroad tracks west of the junkyard, and disappeared. Anyway, you walked right up to Putty and shoved him into Kyle–threatened to take his truck and put it in the lake. And Putty put his hands up and was saying, “Anything you want, man. Anything.” Because that’s the way it always was with you and Putty; he’d do anything for you and I guess you knew that and that’s why instead you took Ron’s motorcycle and popped a wheelie off the little pier and we all saw what happened. We were all watching it the whole time but just didn’t want to see.

It’s mostly death that triggers you. It cuts you deep on the inside and your upset shows itself in violence instead of tears. You shot a rabbit once, at the junkyard, and the next day you beat up Randy White. When Mr. McCormick, lot fifty, died in his sleep and we all stood and watched the EMTs wheel his body out of his trailer on one of those rolling beds–we were all twelve that summer–a few days later you hit Casey Lawrence in the back with a shovel and chopped down the tree by the pool with an ax you stole from the Old Twins, lot twenty-nine. And all anyone talked about was how you stole the ax when you could have got one from the junkyard any time you wanted. When the trailer park mama cat, Ringo, was hit by a car–we were older that year, but it’s blurry in my memory–you took a sledgehammer to Pat Dunn’s bicycle a few days later. She didn’t do anything about it; it was Bobby Jack Beaumont, after all. The darling of River Front Trailer Haven. You were loved and pitied and hated and feared and everybody knew that when something died...you would find a way to feel it in a way none of us could understand.

The bike fell on top of you as you hit the water and we all stood frozen for a few seconds, digesting it, and then the boys ran out into the lake, their gangly legs flailing up and over the surface trying to get to you. They dragged you out and you vomited in the sand and you couldn’t stand up by yourself. You started thrashing around, glaring at all of us like a wild animal trapped in a cage. You wanted to know what the hell was going on and they tried to tell you. You vomited again and again and crawled through it. 

“What is this?” You were saying. “What happened?” 

Finally you sat up and went empty, like your body let you drain out of it, and then you were crying and mumbling and everybody panicked because they didn’t know what to do with that. They put you in the back of Putty’s pickup and drove you off to the junkyard and I was left standing on the muddy shore watching, because Ruby didn’t want me to be within fifty feet of you. It wasn’t legal or anything. Ruby said I could make it legal, said I could get an order of protection or something like that. It would say you couldn’t be around me and I told her that was nuts. 

They wanted me to come along. They waited for me to get into the truck. But I couldn’t do it. I was thinking of all the other times you got into trouble, and I was the one to help, and it was sad that this time it would have to be someone else. But Ruby would say you brought it all on yourself. That’s what she’d say, whether it’s true or not.

You fell out of a tree when you were seven and broke your arm and the only one you’d let touch you was me. You leaned on me and I had my arm around you as we walked as fast as we could to the junkyard with you screaming in my right ear the entire time. Nobody cared that you cried then. We all agreed we’d have done the same. And then with your arm in a cast, you sat on Willa Fogarty’s lap, she was lot fourteen until she had to go live with her daughter in Houston, eating cookies, over at the picnic tables by the pool. Everybody wanted the chance to comfort you, but I was there first.

When you were ten you almost suffocated after hiding in a refrigerator at the junkyard and you couldn’t get the door open from the inside. You were lucky Kyle thought to look there first, but you came out screaming, flushed and sweating. You dropped to the ground and wouldn’t let anybody near you but me. And I was the only one to stay with you, patting your back, when your dad came out and shot his gun into the air.

When you picked a fight outside the middle school and ended up against seven other kids, Kyle and Putty had to drag you out before they killed you, or so they tell it. We missed the bus because of it and had to walk home along U.S. 1, and you leaned on me the whole time. We were fourteen that year. The shoulder of my best blouse was stained with blood from your nose and it never came out. But you didn’t cry that time. You’d stopped with the crying by fifth grade. So, I get that everybody was scared when you nearly drowned and the tears started flowing. But they knew I couldn’t help you; not this time. I wasn’t supposed to be with you anymore. I wasn’t the one.

We all grew up together at River Front Trailer Haven. Every one of us. Putty Coot–Harold really, but he’d hit you if you called him that, and you never did–started mowing lawns before he was in high school and he has a solid business that includes landscaping; his uncles own that nursery on U.S. 1. Kyle Bickell works at the bar down the way and spends most of his time getting into some kind of trouble or other. You’d know all about that if you could remember. Mary Stahl got married last year and has a baby. Ron Wilson, whose bike you drowned, was the only one of us to go to college and he came home a year ago to start up an aluminum siding business with his brothers. As for me, well, Celia told me the bait shop was mine, while Ruby would get the laundromat. You worked the junkyard with your dad. You and I used to joke that we were no different from the filthy rich, inheriting our family businesses. But I understand now that you might not want to take over the junkyard after all.

Putty was your best friend until that day at the lake. If you ever remember, maybe you’ll understand it, but I don’t. Ruby says they were all scared and I told her sure, I could see Kyle–he’s a drunk jerk-off most of the time anyway–and Ron, who, to be honest never really liked you, and even Mary. She liked you well enough, but I can see how your behavior could scare a person off. But not Putty. He was supposed to be like a brother to you. He was the one who made sure everybody stuck by you after you hit me last year. Because there was something wrong in your head, he told us. You didn’t know how to relate in this world with its sickness and pain. That’s what he said. In a speech like. And we all decided he was right, even me. You couldn’t help yourself and we had to stick by you, we had to stick by one another, all of us, no matter what. Because we were the trailer park trash nobody else wanted. Us against the world and all that. And then you go a little bit crazy and Putty is gone. They were all gone. But me.

It was because we were always together, the half-dozen they called us, that I couldn’t see forcing you to stay away from everybody just because we had a problem, you and me. And I didn’t want to lose my friends, either, so I told Ruby I wouldn’t do it–go to the judge, I mean, and get protection. And even though the time had long passed, the bruises all healed–Ruby took pictures when I was too upset to stop her but I found them and burned them–Ruby still worried, still told me to be careful when she knew you’d be around, still warned me you’d kill me one of these days. She’s a good mom, if a little overprotective. And just so you know, she doesn’t believe you did anything wrong and she hopes you’ll come home soon. Honest. But I don’t think she’ll want you to come home to me. Not yet. She still watches me, sideways like.

Anyway, the boys, and Mary, carted you off to the junkyard and I was standing next to your vomit and I picked up the keys out of it. Three little keys. One of them was tiny, like a luggage key. Celia had one, that time she went up to Tallahassee to see my great Uncle Cyrus, she borrowed a suitcase and it had a tiny little lock on it with a tiny gold key. And Ruby said, “Ma, what you got to lock it for?” Because Celia was riding up with my Aunt Jewel and who would care if Aunt Jewel saw her underwear? But Celia said, “It’s there. Why not use it?” She used this same logic with pills and cigarettes, and drinks younger men put in front of her when she went down to Sandy Jakes; but don’t you be thinking my grandma is a drunk or anything. You’d know if you could remember. You love Celia, almost as much as I do.

The other two keys were small too, but thicker. You vomited the keys on the sand, Jack. Do you remember? I should take this opportunity to apologize for not giving them back to you right away. But I didn’t know. I didn’t understand. I know it might not make sense to you, but I was afraid if I gave them back, you’d remember everything all at once and our lives would be the way they were before and I’d have to stay away from you like Ruby wanted. And I was afraid of the truth. Because who swallows keys and then vomits them up again? I washed them off in the lake and carried them home. And when Ruby came in from work, the first thing I said was, “Bobby Jack nearly drowned at the lake today.”

She dropped onto the sofa, kicked off her sneakers and said, “Don’t do it.”

“Don’t do what?”

“Let him be.”

My face burned hot. She knew.

2.

You’d lost your mind and the story spread all over the trailer park within hours like this: Bobby Jack had ruined Ron’s bike, nearly drowned, cried, and said he didn’t live at the junkyard, and Mr. Beaumont was not his father. It was true enough. You acted like you didn’t know Putty or Kyle or any of us. All of that, just from almost drowning.

Old man Pinkerton, lot seven, said it wasn’t possible. Amnesia needs a trauma to the head. And so far as anyone could tell, it was the chest. You got the wind knocked out of you by the bike, is all. But Henrietta Cleary, lot twelve, said psychological trauma would do the trick. And then an argument erupted over whether or not nearly drowning was psychologically traumatic enough to do it. But Doc Fred, lot nineteen, not a doctor, said when you woke up from nearly drowning, you wouldn’t have known you’d nearly drowned, so how could it have traumatized you? At which point Celia, lot five, my grandmother, hit him with her peacock feather and told him he didn’t know his ass from a hole in the ground. Mr. Haverty said you didn’t nearly drown anyway; there’s no such thing. You drowned, he said, just not fatally. Mrs. Cleary rolled her eyes and sucked on her lower lip and that was the end of that nonsense. Finally they all went back to their beers. All the while, sitting out there at the picnic area with us, Ruby was glaring at me and nodding and I couldn’t tell if she was thinking, “Yes, Maggie’s a good girl and won’t get herself tangled up with the likes of Jack Beaumont again,” or “Yes, Maggie’s in trouble.”

But you weren’t Jack Beaumont anymore, that’s the thing. Ron told me you spent the first day wandering around the perimeter of the junkyard like you were looking for a way in and your father was yelling at you, telling you to make up your mind, come back inside or run away. Nobody could fault Mr. Beaumont. And talk was already going around about your mom and how, obviously, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. Do you remember your mom? Celia was already organizing a bake sale for both you and your dad–kept saying, “Poor Digger.” Because your dad wasn’t to blame. He was a good Christian man, stuck by your mom longer than most would have, so Celia always said.

The day after that, you wandered around the trailer park and up to U.S. 1 and along the little plaza and back and forth in front of Pebble Sands Convenience Store and Hair Salon, mumbling and rubbing your face. You’d gone batshit crazy, if you don’t mind my saying it, and everyone was worried, Ruby most of all. 

“Stay away from him,” she kept saying. “I don’t like it. It looks dangerous.”

And I said I am, I am. And I was. I put a black rope through the holes in your keys and wore it around my neck. The keys hung much lower than my gold cross, the one my grandmother Hanson gave me, and Ruby and Celia just assumed it was another one of my necklaces, maybe the one with the cat charms on it or the sunflower, so they didn’t notice. But I could feel the keys against my skin, tucked into my cleavage under my bra, and it was like I had a secret. I felt guilty about it and wondered why secrets were always bad.

I was at work at the bait shop later that day. I’d walked through the rain to get there and sent Celia off for her lunch break. Thunder rattled the glass door and wind sometimes whistled through the slender opening at the jamb. Only the hard core fishermen were likely to stop in, so I was alone and you know how, when it rains, everything is darker and brighter at the same time? Looking out the back window at the field, I was marveling at how deep the greens were when I heard the bell jingle, and being as it was dark and stormy and maybe I was already a little spooked, when I turned around and saw you at the door with a gun, I screamed.

You understand, don’t you? I thought you had a gun. Bobby Jack Beaumont–nearly drowned, clearly crazy–with a gun. You’d come to kill me–followed me from the trailer park in the storm to murder me. In that split second, before I realized what it actually was, I thought, great, I’m going to die at the bait shop and my body will stink with the smell of shrimp and seaweed for eternity. Not exactly as I’d planned. Not that I’d planned my death; but after you hit me, and Ruby went on and on about how if I took you back, you’d beat me again and again, and it would get worse and worse, until you’d finally kill me, I guess maybe I’d begun to figure my death would have you involved in it somehow.

I only realized you were holding an umbrella when you turned and left the store. When the electricity went out I almost wet myself and started bawling and ran to lock the door behind you. You probably heard the bolt hit the jamb and I felt bad about it. But honestly, Jack, what kind of crazy do you have to be to walk through a rainstorm and never open your umbrella?

Ruby came in a while later from the laundromat to check on me–said I was right to lock the door; but she didn’t know the real reason I’d done it. And the power clicked back on and we laughed at how when I was a little girl, she and I would lock ourselves in the bathroom during thunderstorms, light candles, and have tea parties. You couldn’t tell you were in a bathroom so much in the dark, except for the smell.

Do you remember my mother, Jack? Ruby Hanson. She’s got that tired, wrinkled face fifty-five year old women get when they have their first baby at fifteen, marry an abusive man at seventeen, have two more children, none of whom turned out all that well, and smoke themselves near to death because of it. But she was a beauty when she was young. I’ve seen pictures. She rode in a parade once, on a float, with a sash and a crown. She was Mrs. Tangerine, or something like that, and pregnant with me at the time, she tells me. And I pretend I can see myself in her eyes, in the picture. But I can’t really.

I think she knew when I was eleven–about you. That’s when she started talking about statistics. She quoted them like she knew what they were, and like they were true. Women who have children too young have daughters who do the same thing, she said. It’s a statistic. Go look it up. Women who are abused by their husbands raise daughters who get muddled in abusive relationships, she told me. When I was eleven. She kept telling me. Right up until the day you hit me. She must realize it’s a statistic because there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.

My father is Bishop Hanson; you remember him I’m sure. He left before I was born. And he left again when I was two. And again when I was six. He kept leaving and coming back until I was twelve, almost thirteen. Then he left for good, sort of, except for the day you hit me. Ruby sometimes says he’s evil. 

“But, Magnolia, baby,” she’d say on especially hard days. “If he showed up right now, walked through that door, I’d...well, you’d have your father home. For a while, anyway.” She’d sip her beer and slur her words. “It’s a statistic, you know. Abused women...they always take ‘em back.”

I’m just saying. And on my way home from work that night all I could see in my head was the look on your face, standing there soaking wet, dripping rain on the floor of the bait shop. There’s a word for it, it means...small, open, prey. Ron would know the word; maybe I’ll ask him. You looked so scared and Ruby would be so happy–she loves the I-told-you-sos–and so worried, to know she was right. Because I knew I was going to have to find you and help you.

3.

The last I’d heard from Ron–Putty knew nothing, or at least pretended to–after you left the bait shop, you hiked out behind the junkyard west, and hadn’t been seen coming back. I couldn’t sleep that night; the rain pattered and echoed on the roof of the trailer and that would usually lull me straight away but all I could think about was you, out in the scrub, too crazy to pop open your umbrella. 

I closed my eyes and put my fingertips to the gold cross at my neck and whispered, out loud because Ruby says it has to be spoken to count, “Dear God, make him open his umbrella.” And God told me right back that I should definitely go out to the scrub and look for you. I have to confess, I trembled with giddiness–the kind of excitement little girls get when their daddies take their hands and swing them around and around–thinking about finding you, letting you lean on me again. It had been such a long year without you–without knowing for sure.

Celia would call it Stockholm Syndrome and laugh at me–she’s done it before, this past year in fact, when she caught me staring at nothing; she called it mooning. I tried to tell her mooning was something completely different but she just put her hands up and made that noise, “Agggh.” Only people who smoke a lot can do that noise justice, don’t you think?

Nobody really believed you abused me. You only hit me that one time, so far as anybody knows, and like Putty said, you couldn’t help it. But over the past year since it happened, the incident grew and grew and became the measure of our entire relationship and nothing I could say anymore, could make you a better man for Ruby and Celia. They still love you, of course. I’m just not allowed to. “We’ve got experience on our side,” Ruby often said and I believed her. She was my mother, after all, and mother knows best. Leastwise, mine does.

So, I calmed myself down and gave myself a talking to, told myself I was only going to help. It didn’t mean anything about us. That could wait.

The next morning was hot and steamy; kids were already in the pool and Old Man Pinkerton, lot seven, was lying on one of the tattered lounge chairs in his bathing suit, gray hair all over him, oiled up and shiny. Said he was old enough now, to bake in the sun. He lifted his head and watched me walk past like he knew where I was going and I didn’t care. I walked through the lots to the back gate and took Beaumont Road south past the junkyard. 

You told me once that the Beaumont junkyard covers six acres of land–I thought you were trying to impress me. When I think about it now, with all that’s happened, I shiver. It’s surrounded by chain link fence with coils of barbed wire atop it which makes the whole thing so much worse. The sign out front reads: Junk Cars Boats Appliances. I never thought about it, until that day, but then I wondered if that was really the name of the place. I mean on paper. Or did it not have a name? And for some reason I wondered what I’d name myself if I had to put it on paper. Descriptive like, you know? Like Junk Cars Boats Appliances. What would I be? Girl Jack Loves, I thought and smiled, absent-mindedly crossing my fingers. And then I frowned. Girl Not Allowed to Love Jack. I was going to change that; I was going to change all of it.

You remember that time we spray painted over ‘boats’ because there weren’t any in there and we laughed about it for weeks because your dad never noticed? And after the hurricanes came through the very next year, we had to go out and paint the word in again.

There were eight dogs in all at the junkyard, but only Wilder and Manning roamed free. They used to follow you everywhere until Manning growled and leapt at Henrietta Clearly, lot twelve. You kept them locked up after that, even though some of us thought it was Henrietta’s fault. She was yelling at you, pointing her finger; she put her hand on you, shoved a little, and that was that. The other dogs lived in runs on the edges of the property where they could maul intruders–if a person ever managed to get over the barbed fence and find themselves trapped in a dog run.

It’s empty now, you know, the junkyard, and all sealed up–no one’s allowed in for a long time; that’s what the police told us. John Johnson, lot twenty-two–you remember him, don’t you? Remember how none of us believe his name is really John Johnson? He has Wilder and Manning, even though Loretta Swanson, the owner of River Front Trailer Haven, lots one through three, doesn’t want them around. She says they’re going to bite someone sure enough and we ought to have them put down. But none of us will allow it. At first we all tried to feed and water the dogs left in the runs. They’re vicious, Jack. After a day or two, the county came and took them away–they’ll be put down for sure.

Anyway, it was mid-summer and walking through the scrub with its sand and saw palmetto, shrubby oaks and sparse, weak pines was like being lost on an alien planet. Remember Ron used to tell us to stop calling it the scrub? What year did he start that? It was the one when he did the science project on it. He told us, “It’s not scrub–not technically. It’s scrubby flatwoods. See the pines, there?” And Putty shoved him and Kyle got all high-pitched and sang, “Scrubby flatwoods, scrubby flatwoods.” 

But Ron was persistent and you boys finally let him talk because you were bored by trying to make him stop. We should be grateful, really. It’s because of Ron that we know the birds and their calls. We know the difference between the saw palmetto with its huge, rough stems snaking along the dirt, and the scrub palmetto, its fans popping straight out of the ground. Ron told us all the names of the plants–the rosemary and the stagger bush. We know what toad song is because of him. And he was the one to keep Putty and Kyle from bothering the gopher tortoises. And see how I say tortoise instead of turtle? That’s Ron. We love the scrub because of him, and I still like to hike it when I want to clear my head.

That first day out, walking the quarter mile to the railroad tracks seemed to take forever. All I had was my own breath in my ears and I was so scared I’d find you dead. I kept saying to myself, “We’d have heard the shot.” But would we really? Remember when we all watched that movie where those kids went off along some railroad tracks to find the body of a boy who got hit by a train? So we all went out one morning and walked for miles up and down the tracks looking for a body until we saw one of those maintenance cars coming and we ran home like we were being chased.

When I came up to the cleared corridor where the tracks snake their way along the coast, I found you sitting just up north a bit, twenty yards back, this side of the rails, against a stubby oak, with your old backpack beside you, staring west across the scrub. I was still scared, but I walked forward and you turned and when I got close I saw you were empty. You didn’t jump or flinch or even look at me like you knew me. You were a blank.

I saw the things I missed the day before in the bait shop. Your face and neck were covered in black stubble and you wore a dark gray t-shirt, darker under the arms, with jeans, and your sneakers barely tied, like you could slip your feet right out of them. When I got to the tree we stared at each other for a while. I was glad for the little bit of shade and looked up and then down the tracks. You zipped open your backpack and dug around in it and pulled out that photograph I gave you–the one Mary took of me at the beach laughing, with the ocean behind me.

You held it out to me and I took it.

“That’s you,” you said. Real matter of fact like.

I nodded. 

“Magnolia,” you said.

I turned it over and there on the back, I’d written ‘Always, Magnolia.’

I gave it back to you and you put it on the sand and started pulling stuff out of your backpack. “This is what I took,” you said. In the pile was a half used matchbook with something written on it, a big gold hoop earring, a pair of sunglasses, a leather journal with a little lock on it, a piece of scrap paper, and a ladies watch. And a handful of keys that you sprinkled onto the sand like a waterfall. They were just like the keys I found in your vomit; I could feel them in my cleavage and I trembled. You looked up at me standing over you and said, “Do you know what any of this is?”

“No.”

You were angry then, I could tell, and you picked it all back up again, sifted the sand out of it, and shoved it into your backpack and tossed the pack away from you toward the tracks. I sat down beside you then but you didn’t look at me. And I figured you didn’t know anything at all.

“Do you remember what happened?” I asked you.

You told me you found yourself in the trailer at the junkyard and this man was telling you to get up and get to work but you didn’t know what he was talking about. Nothing was familiar, you said. But at the same time, recognition nagged at you. It was like something you wanted to forget. When you looked at the room you were in, it made you want to scream but you couldn’t think of any words. And when you went into the little bathroom, you thought you’d vomit and the face in the mirror was odd and evil. Evil, you said. And the man, your father, was repulsive. That was the word you used.

The way you described your dad was like...well, you know those mirrors in the fun house at the fair and how they stretch everything or smash it up? That’s what you were saying. Your dad is a large man–it’s obvious you got your wiry frame from your mom, leastwise that’s what Celia always said. Your dad is a half foot taller than you, balding all along the top of his head with a greasy comb over. And he’s got a beer belly, it’s true. Looks pregnant. We’ve made fun of him for years over that. But he’s sweet enough; his face is warm and friendly and sure, he yelled at us a lot when we were kids and shot his gun into the air. But we were on his property. Celia said it served us right every time. A junkyard isn’t the place for kids. Teenagers or young adults, either. 

But when you told me about him, about how he stood there in the trailer badgering you, trying to get you to go to work, you made him sound like a giant. You said he had rolls of flesh hanging off his face and body, shiny with sweat, red and splotchy. He opened his mouth wide when he spoke and you could see his yellow, rotting teeth. And he cursed every other word. At least, when you told me what he said, you used all the words I’m not allowed to say in front of Ruby. It was like you weren’t talking about Mr. Beaumont at all. Like you saw him different from how anyone else did. I tried to imagine it–if I saw your dad and didn’t know who he was, would I be scared of him? I didn’t think so.

“So I left,” you said. “And that’s what I brought with me.” You lifted your shoulders and your head shook, rattling on your neck, like you were astounded at your own stupidity.

“You’re shook up is all,” I said. “Maybe you just grabbed whatever was near.”

“No,” you said. “I went around the room, digging through drawers and the closet to find it all.” Here you laughed and looked at me, waiting, I guess for me to say you were nuts. But I didn’t.

“You’ve had a trauma. Seems to me you’d act strange. Your brain’s not firing right.”

We sat quiet for a while. I think I was waiting for you to remember me. 

“Why’d you come out here?” I asked you.

“I’m leaving. I just don’t know which way I’m supposed to go.”

“Well, south will take you to Miami. And north will take you up out of Florida.”

You looked both ways. Then you got up and got your backpack, came back to sit and took out the scrap piece of paper. You unfolded it and handed it to me. It said Tucker Reed, and had an address in Georgia and a telephone number on it, scratched out in a frenzy of poor handwriting.

“North, then.” You said.

“Who’s Tucker?”

You looked at me and I could see you weren’t sure.

“You’re not Tucker,” I told you. “You’re Jack. Bobby Jack Beaumont. You live at the junkyard.”

You shook your head.

I asked you when you were going to leave and you said you’d wait. You knew more about Bobby Jack Beaumont than you did about Tucker Reed from Georgia, so you’d better give it a few days to see if it wouldn’t come back. But when you thought about Jack, and the junkyard, you said it made you shake, made you want to vomit. So you were pretty sure in the end, it would turn out you weren’t Jack at all.

I didn’t tell you, but I liked that. I smiled and you saw it and you even smiled a little. I’d already pretty much decided you weren’t Jack, not anymore. Jack didn’t sit still. Jack didn’t stare out into the scrub like it was worth looking at. Jack never looked empty, but angry or mean or like he was working on something there in his head. Jack didn’t use words like repulsive and badgering–because Ron taught us fancy words like that and Jack didn’t like Ron. Jack wasn’t scared. I wanted you to not be Jack. One day, when you remember it all, you’ll understand.

You asked me to tell you about this Jack person and I said where do you want me to start and you said the beginning and so I did. And after that first day, when I had to go home, you said I should write it all down so you could remember it. You said it was gone, all gone. And if what I said was true, if that was you I was talking about, even though the story was sad, you’d want to keep hold of it. 

And I said, “You haven’t heard the whole thing yet.”

4.

That first day I told you I had only fragments, incomplete pictures of the beginning. We were three when we met and there was no way I could parse what I really knew and remembered from what Ruby and Celia and all the other people at Trailer Haven told me. They told all of us, actually. All through those years, the residents loved to spend the evenings sitting out near the pool at the picnic tables drinking beer, laughing, and reminiscing. During winter, we’d all wear sweaters and socks and somebody would always get drunk enough to throw someone else into the pool. In summer, we all stank of generic-brand mosquito repellent and Loretta Swanson wouldn’t allow us in the pool with it on. But we’d go in anyway.

They’d talk about their childhoods, and their travels, and they’d also tell us stories about when we were young, the things we did to get into trouble, the embarrassing stuff we’d like to forget, and some good stuff, too. So we remember more how they told us than we do how it might have really happened.

When you showed up at Trailer Haven in nothing but a dirty diaper, there was talk about calling the police. Nobody had any clue who you were or where you came from. But Willa Fogarty, lot fourteen, said she thought Digger Beaumont had a kid. Said she thought she saw him drive down the road with a baby seat in the truck one time, but that was a year before. 

Nobody wanted to get Mr. Beaumont into trouble, especially since they all knew about your mom, so they found another diaper and gave you a bath and fed you. Sure enough, your dad came down the street whistling like he was calling one of the dogs. He came into the trailer park and got you. He was mad and I can see him in my memory grabbing you by the arm and you crying. But Celia said it was right. You’d run away, after all, and you were such a little thing to be going out on your own. But everybody told Digger you could come visit any time, they were glad to have you, and then it seemed like he sent you over. You showed up almost every day and one of the older kids would walk you home later, to the front gate anyway. Nobody could go into the junkyard except the adults. But Celia always told them to watch you, and make sure you got to the office at least.

You were practically raised at Trailer Haven after that. Celia figured out pretty quick that you didn’t need the diaper and everybody pitched in with hand-me-down clothes and shoes. And everything was fine, except once in a while, your mom would come into the park. Sometimes we thought she was looking for you, but she never seemed to be, until she saw you. Then she’d wake up, like she’d been in a trance, and say, “Bobby Jack, why are you here,” and take you home.

One time, she came into the park screaming. We could hear her all the way down the road and everybody got quiet, trying to figure out what she was saying. She got closer and closer and louder and louder, until we finally saw her on the little side road coming toward the picnic tables. She was screaming, “Josiekatellen, josiekatellen, josiekatellen,” at the top of her lungs, and her throat was scratchy and rough and we could tell by looking at her she was crazy. 

She was bone thin and wearing what looked like a dirty sheet, with a hole in the middle for her head, spattered with blood, and mud, and little burned out holes. Underneath, it was pretty clear she wasn’t wearing anything else. All the adults jumped up as she came near us and a few walked her home; she screamed the whole way. And when they came back, everybody sat around and debated what she was saying.

Pat Dunn, lot eight, said she was singing a song; she was sure she’d heard it before. Mr. Haverty, lot thirty, said no, it was probably the name of her sister up north way. Your dad had spoken of her once or twice–said at some point, he’d have to send her to her sister’s. There were places up that way that would take care of her better than he could. But he loved her so and couldn’t stand to be parted from her. She had lucid times, he’d tell them, times when she knew him and they were in love again.

But Ruby, my mom, she said your mom was saying names. Josie, Kate, Ellen. She was sure of it. And then there was an argument over whether or not your mom’s sister could have three first names. Then Loretta, the owner I told you about before, she stood up and screamed, “I’ve got it.” And she told everyone your mom had obviously given birth to three little girls who’d died shortly after and those were their names. From there, as Celia tells it, the craziest stories started flowing. Some had your mother as a former movie star and those were her best roles. Others decided she had multiple personalities and she was trying to communicate with them. It was a fun story to hear again and again. “You remember when Tish Beaumont came through screaming at the top of her lungs?”

There was a time they don’t talk about, though. I remember it like it was yesterday; some things imprint on your brain because they’re so awful. In the early evening, hazy gray, one day in winter when it wasn’t so hot and most of us kids were just out of the pool and standing at the picnic tables wrapped in our towels, our teeth chattering, I saw your face before I saw her. We were seven, I think, that year. We all turned when we heard her moaning.

She was stumbling toward us, stark naked, her body covered in bruises, cuts, and sores, some bleeding. It’s only a flash in my mind–there and then gone like the lights that flicker on and you see the monster in the room and then they go out. The adults took her away fast. I was too afraid to even ask about it, but Celia told me your mom was sick; she’d been hurting herself. And your dad had a hard time taking care of you, and the junkyard, and her. “Poor Digger,” she’d always say. “Poor Digger.”

5.

When I stopped talking I saw your face was pinched up like and I thought you must be trying to remember but you didn’t. I said, “Come home,” we’d find someplace for you. Mr. Haverty, lot thirty, or Doc Fred, lot nineteen. They wouldn’t mind having you until you sorted it all out. But you said you couldn’t; there was something cruel, in the scrub, a line you couldn’t cross over; you could never go back.

“What’s it like?” I asked you. “Not remembering.”

You sat there staring at the dirt in front of you for a long time before you said it wasn’t so much you couldn’t remember but that everything in your head was moving so fast you couldn’t catch anything. It was good me talking, you said. You could concentrate just on that and it didn’t matter what your mind was doing, didn’t matter what it was you couldn’t see.

My first reaction was sadness, because that sounded so much like you, the way you were before–always looking around for the next thing to occupy your brain, like you had too much in there and you couldn’t focus, or didn’t want to. You wouldn’t look people in the eye for more than a second. The explanation at the trailer park was that you were a natural born liar and natural born liars never look a person in the eyes. But Celia
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