
[image: images]


[image: images]


Dedication
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Epigraph

Time is a child playing a game of draughts;

the kingship is in the hands of a child.

—HERACLITUS
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Author’s Note

This is a work of the imagination, and must obey, with both humility and audacity, imagination’s laws. That time twists and coils and is, now, obliterated, and then again powerfully present; that “dialogue” is in some cases buried in the narrative and in others presented in a conventional manner; that the implausible is granted an authority and honored with a complexity usually reserved for realistic fiction: the author has intended. Bellefleur is a region, a state of the soul, and it does exist; and there, sacrosanct, its laws are utterly logical.

—Joyce Carol Oates
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BOOK ONE


 Mahalaleel


The Arrival of Mahalaleel

It was many years ago in that dark, chaotic, unfathomable pool of time before Germaine’s birth (nearly twelve months before her birth), on a night in late September stirred by innumerable frenzied winds, like spirits contending with one another—now plaintively, now angrily, now with a subtle cellolike delicacy capable of making the flesh rise on one’s arms and neck—a night so sulfurous, so restless, so swollen with inarticulate longing that Leah and Gideon Bellefleur in their enormous bed quarreled once again, brought to tears because their love was too ravenous to be contained by their mere mortal bodies; and their groping, careless, anguished words were like strips of raw silk rubbed violently together (for each was convinced that the other did not, could not, be equal to his love—Leah doubted that any man was capable of a love so profound it could lie silent, like a forest pond; Gideon doubted that any woman was capable of comprehending the nature of a man’s passion, which might tear through him, rendering him broken and exhausted, as vulnerable as a small child): it was on this tumultuous rainlashed night that Mahalaleel came to Bellefleur Manor on the western shore of the great Lake Noir, where he was to stay for nearly five years.

Bellefleur Manor was known locally as Bellefleur Castle, though the family disliked that name: even Raphael Bellefleur, who built the extraordinary house many decades ago, at an estimated cost of more than $1.5 million, partly for his wife Violet and partly as a strategic step in his campaign for political power, grew vexed and embarrassed when he heard the word “castle”—for castles called to mind the Old World, the past, that rotting graveyard Europe (so Raphael frequently said, in his clipped, formal, nasal voice, which sounded as if it might be addressed to a large audience), and when Raphael’s grandfather Jean-Pierre Bellefleur was banished from France and repudiated by his own father, the Duc de Bellefleur, the past simply ceased to exist. “We are all Americans now,” Raphael said. “We have no choice but to be Americans now.”

The manor was built atop a high, broad, grassy knoll surrounded by white pine and spruce and mountain maple, overlooking Lake Noir and, in the distance, the mist-shrouded Mount Chattaroy, the tallest peak in the Chautauquas. Its grandeur as well as its battlemented towers and walls proclaimed it a castle: English Gothic in general design, with some Moorish influence (for as Raphael studied the plans of innumerable European castles, and as he dismissed one architect after another, the mood of the building naturally altered), a raw rugged sprawling beauty of a kind never seen before in that part of the world. It took a small army of skilled workmen more than seven years to complete, and in that time the name Bellefleur became famous throughout the state, drawing much praise and flattery (which soon wearied Raphael, though he felt it his due), and ridicule in the public press (which left Raphael speechless, beyond even rage—for how could any sane, civilized person fail to be stirred by the grandeur of Bellefleur Manor?). Bellefleur Manor, Bellefleur Castle, Bellefleur’s Monument, Bellefleur’s Monumental Folly: so people chattered. But all agreed that the Nautauga Valley had never seen anything like it.

The sixty-four-room building was made of limestone and granite from Bellefleur quarries in Innisfail; from sand pits at Silver Lake, also owned by Raphael Bellefleur, tons of sand were hauled by horse-drawn wagons for the mixing of mortar. The house consisted of three sections, a central wing and two adjoining wings, each three storeys high, and guarded by battlemented towers that rose above them, with a curious massive grace. (These towers were designed to contrast with several smaller and more ornate Moorish turrets rising from the corners of various wall façades.) About the oriel windows and immense archways limestone of a fairly light hue was used, in a spiral ribbon pattern, pleasing to the eye. Most of the roof was covered with heavy imported slate, though there were sections covered with copper, which caught the sunshine brightly at times so that the manor appeared to be in flames: burning, but not consumed. From across Lake Noir, a distance of many miles, the manor took on various surprising colors, eerily beautiful at certain times of the day—dove-gray, pink-gray, mauve, a faint luminous green. The heavy, even funereal effect of the walls and columns and battlements and steep-sloping roofs dissolved across the distance so that Bellefleur Manor looked airy and insubstantial as a rainbow’s quivering colors. . . .

Raphael was displeased at the slowness of the construction, and then he was displeased when it was completed. He regretted not having planned for a larger entrance hall, and a somewhat different porte cochere, and a coachman’s lodge in darker stone; he would have preferred the walls even thicker than six feet (for he feared fire, which had already destroyed a number of wood-frame mansions in the area); and the loggia on the second floor, with its thick columns between the first and third floors, struck him as ugly. Sixty-four rooms, perhaps, would not be enough: suppose his party should wish to meet at Bellefleur Manor one day? He would need a guest chamber of extraordinary dimensions and beauty (later, the Turquoise Room was added) for visitors of uncommon worth; he would need three gate houses instead of two, and the central gate house should have been larger. So he fretted, and strode about his property, trying to assess what he saw, wondering if it was as beautiful as people said, or as outlandish as his eye suggested. But he could not retreat: he must go forward: and when the last team of horses dragged the last load of materials over the turnpike from Nautauga Falls, when the last pane of imported stained glass was in place, and every piece of antique or custom-made furniture delivered, and every painting and tapestry hung, and the Oriental and Turkish carpets laid, and the parks and gardens and graveled walks prepared; when the last of the rooms was wallpapered with fine imported paper, and large hasps and locks affixed to each of the heavy-gauge steel doors, and the last carpenter—there were Germans, Hungarians, Belgians, Spaniards hired over the years—set into place the last panel, or mahogany newel post, or teakwood floor; when the last white-marble mantelpiece, imported from Italy, was in place, and the last crystal and gold chandelier, and the carvings and mosaics and sculpture and drapery and paneling Raphael had desired were in his possession . . . then he looked about him, pushing his pince-nez sharply against his nose, and sighed in resignation. He had built it: and now he must live in it.

(For Raphael was afflicted from boyhood with the Bellefleur temperament, an unfortunate combination of passion and melancholy: there never was any help for it.)

By the time Mahalaleel came to the manor, however, it was much changed. All but a very few of the staff of thirty-five servants had been dismissed over the decades, and a number of the rooms were closed off, and the wine cellar was badly depleted, and the marble statues in the garden were crudely weather-stained. As the delicate Japanese trees sickened and died they were replaced by sturdier North American trees—oak, cypress, silver birch, ash: some of the most beautiful pieces of furniture had been seriously scarred and battered by children, though they were, of course, traditionally forbidden to play in most of the rooms. The slate roof leaked in a dozen places, the turrets were storm-damaged, weeds grew where an outdoor swimming pool had been planned, the parquetry floor of the entrance hall was badly injured when Noel Bellefleur, as a young man, rode one of his horses into the house, for reasons never explained. Sparrow hawks and pigeons and other birds nested in the open towers (and the stone floors of these crude structures were strewn with the skeletons of tiny creatures); there were termites, mice, even rats, even squirrels and skunks and raccoons and snakes in the house; there were, everywhere, warped doors that would not quite close, and warped windows that could not be forced open. Tulip trees badly damaged by porcupine and starving deer were not adequately treated, nor was a magnificent wych-elm whose topmost limbs had been struck by lightning. The roof of the east wing had been only superficially repaired after a bad spring storm, and on the very night Mahalaleel arrived at the manor the highest chimney of this roof would be damaged. But what was to be done? What could possibly be done? To sell Bellefleur Manor was unthinkable (and perhaps impossible), to acquire another mortgage was out of the question. . . .

Grandfather Noel rode about the property on his aged stallion Fremont, taking notes in a small black ledger, recording the repairs that must be done before another season passed, calculating (though not very accurately) the sums of money required. He was most disturbed about the condition of the cemetery, where the handsome old marble and alabaster and granite markers, and above all Raphael’s mausoleum with its fine Corinthian columns, were in shameful condition. To die, and to be buried there . . . ! And how spiteful the waiting dead would be . . . !

But he did no more than complain perfunctorily to his wife and the others, and his remarks had become so familiar by now that his sons Gideon and Ewan hardly made a courteous pretense of listening, and his daughter Aveline said, “If you would let me run the household, instead of Gideon and Ewan, maybe something could be done. . . .” But the old man was hobbled by inertia, it dragged at his ankles, dragged even at his horse’s ankles, and he was apt to pause in the midst of an impassioned speech, and, with an abrupt, resigned gesture of his arm turn away. It cannot be helped, any of this, these evil days that have befallen us, he seemed to be saying, it’s the Bellefleur fate, it’s our curse, there is no escaping it in this life. . . .

The Bellefleurs had always been distinguished from their neighbors in the Valley, not only by their comparative wealth, and their controversial behavior, but by their remarkable history of misfortune. Fate doled out to them an ordinate amount of good luck but then countered with an inordinate amount of bad luck. Impossible to characterize our family’s experience, Vernon Bellefleur thought: are we beset by tragedy, or merely farce?—or melodrama?—or pranks of fate, sheer happenstance, that cannot be deciphered? Even the Bellefleurs’ innumerable enemies considered them exceptional people. It was generally thought that the Bellefleur “blood” brought with it a certain capricious melancholy, a propensity for energy and passion that might be countered at any time by a terrifying bleakness, a queer emptiness of vision: so great-uncle Hiram once tried to describe the phenomenon by speaking of the exuberance of water gushing from a pipe . . . and then draining away, swirling away, down a drain . . . sucked by gravity back into the earth. First you are one, he said; and then, suddenly, you are the other. You feel yourself being sucked away . . . your exuberance sucked away . . . and there is nothing, nothing, you can do about it.

Bellefleur women, though troubled by the swelling and ebbing of this mysterious energy themselves, tended to minimize the phenomenon by saying it was a mood, a phase, a humor someone was going through. “Ah, you’re in one of your moods, are you,” Leah might say lightly to Gideon, as he lay fully clothed on their bed, in his muddy riding boots, his head drooping over the side and his face gone dark with blood and his eyes quite unfocused; and though he would not reply—though he might lie like that, paralyzed, hardly breathing, for hours—it was still only a mood in Leah’s estimation. “Where’s Gideon?” Leah’s mother-in-law Cornelia would surely ask as the family assembled for dinner in the smaller dining room—for the large dining room in the manor’s central wing, with its somber, heavy German tables and chairs, its morose Dutch oils, its begrimed ornamental plasterwork and crystal chandeliers in which tiny spiders had spun a galaxy of webs, and its eight-foot-high fireplaces which had acquired over the decades the look and even the smell of open tombs, had not been used for years—and Leah would shrug her magnificent shoulders indifferently and say, “He’s given himself up to a mood, Mother.” And her mother-in-law would nod wisely and make no further inquiries. After all her eldest son Raoul had long ago given himself up to a mood, a sinister humor, and her brother-in-law Jean-Pierre, imprisoned in Powhatassie at this time, was said to have committed a crime, or crimes, of so ludicrous a magnitude that if he were guilty (and of course he was not: the judge and the jurors, openly prejudiced against the Bellefleur family, had refused to consider his case fairly) it was certainly as a consequence of a demonic black mood, and nothing else. And when great-great-great-grandfather Jedediah retreated to the side of Mount Blanc, there to seek God in His living essence, surely it was a surrender to a curious mood, a treacherous mood . . . one which might have obliterated the entire Bellefleur line at the start. A cousin of grandfather Noel’s, in a temper over the family’s plans for his life, threw himself into the revolving blades of a thirty-six-inch saw at one of the family’s Fort Hanna sawmills, and it was said of him, contemptuously, that he had given himself up to a mood. . . . And Leah herself, who was considered by her husband’s immediate family to be almost too self-possessed, had been violently beset by odd quirks of behavior as a girl. (She had had the oddest pets, it was said. The oddest infatuations.)

It must have been a mood, on that unnaturally warm September night, that provoked her into a quarrel with her husband: it must have been a mood that led her into running downstairs and giving refuge to Mahalaleel at all. She knew, everyone speculated, that Mahalaleel’s presence would madden poor Gideon. . . .

And so indeed it came about.

 

ALL THAT DAY the sky above Lake Noir was lurid with pale orangish-green swaths of light, as if it were sunset, and the sun were setting less than fifty miles away at the very rim of Mount Chattaroy. The mountains to the north were invisible. The air was malevolent. Toward dusk a warm rain began, gently at first, and then rippling with increasing violence across the lake. Then the wind lifted. The unnaturally dark waters of Lake Noir were whipped darker still, waves rose and sprawled forward and rushed wildly to shore, sleek and leaden-gray, with an air of angry impatience. One could hear—one could almost hear—their voices.

Young Vernon Bellefleur, walking in the pine woods, wondered if he should take refuge in the old workers’ barracks below the cemetery, or run for home. Storms terrified him: he was a great coward. He could hear voices in the winds, crying piteously for help, or simply for attention—from time to time it seemed to him, horribly, that he could recognize a voice. Or did he imagine it, in his abject terror . . . ? His grandfather Jeremiah, swept away in a flash flood, nineteen years ago, in a storm like this—his baby brother Esau who had lived only a few months—his own mother Eliza who had disappeared after kissing him and tucking him in bed for the night—Goodnight, my sweetheart, goodnight, my little one, my mouse, my sweet baby mouse. . . . He listened, in terror, and did not dare move.

The child Raphael, watching the storm approach from a closed-off room on the third floor of the east wing, shielded his eyes as the sky was split by lightning. He cried aloud at the surprise of it. For a brutal instant Mount Blanc was illuminated: it had taken on a queer hard mistless flattened quality, like a paper cutout, glaring with light that pulsed from within. Raphael too heard disembodied cries, blown like mere leaves. The Spirits of the Dead. They sought refuge on nights like this but, being sightless, they could not really determine how close they were to the living.

Later that night, before he undressed for bed, Gideon Bellefleur checked windows and doors, seeing with angry resignation how the roof leaked in one room after another, and how ill-fitting the window frames were—but what good did it do, to be angry? The Bellefleurs were rich, they were certainly rich, but they hadn’t any money; they hadn’t enough money; not enough to repair the manor with the thoroughness it required; and what point was there in small, short-range repairs? Gideon reached out to close a banging shutter, his head bowed, his face contorted, his lips pressed tightly together so that he would not mutter an obscenity. (Leah could not tolerate obscenities from him. Or from any man. You want to desecrate life, she cried, by desecrating the very origins of life: I forbid you to say such ugly things in my presence. But then she herself frequently swore. When vexed or frustrated she swore, schoolgirl oaths, childish exclamations, Oh, hell, damn, goddamn!—which upset Gideon’s mother but which struck Gideon himself as irresistibly charming: but then his young wife was so beautiful, so magnificent, how could she fail to be charming no matter what sprang from her lips?) It was at that moment Gideon saw, or believed he saw, something emerge from the darkness at the edge of the lawn two floors below. It moved against the wind with remarkable alacrity and grace, like a gigantic water spider, skittering across the surface of the grass. My God, Gideon murmured softly. The thing, thwarted by the high garden wall, hesitated a moment, then made its way along the wall, less gracefully now, groping as if blind.

Gideon leaned out the window, staring. His face, his thick long hair, the upper part of his body were soaked with rain. He would have shouted—shouted something—but his throat was constricted, and anyway the wind was far too loud, and would have blown his words back into the room. Then there was another flash of lightning and Gideon saw that a large slovenly wisteria tree, grown sprawling against the wall, was buffeted about by the wind so that it gave the odd appearance of moving toward the house. But that was all: nothing else was there: his vision had tricked him.

For a while the storm subsided, and everyone went to bed, and then the winds began with renewed force, and it was clear that no one would sleep much that night. Leah and Gideon embraced in their bed, and spoke nervously of things they had agreed not to speak of again—the condition of the house, Leah’s mother, Gideon’s mother, the fact that Leah wanted another baby and could not, could not, for some reason could not conceive though she was already the mother of twins (five years old at the time, Germaine’s sister Christabel and her brother Bromwell); and then they were quarreling; and somehow Leah, sobbing, struck Gideon with her rather large fist, on the left side of his face; and Gideon, stunned at first, and then furious, gripped her shoulders and shook her, What do you think you’re doing, who do you think you’re hitting, and threw her back hard against the headboard of their antique bed (Venetian, eighteenth-century, a canopied intricately carved gondola outfitted with enormous goose-feather and swansdown pillows, one of the silliest of Raphael Bellefleur’s acquisitions, Leah’s favorite piece of furniture, so wondrously vulgar, so lavish, so absurd—she had rejected the bed her parents-in-law gave them when she came as a bride to the manor, and insisted upon this one after having wandered through the closed-off rooms, knowing precisely what she wanted: for she had played in the manor as a very young girl, one of Gideon’s cousins, one of the “poor” Bellefleurs from the other side of the lake). And then she kicked at him, and he threw himself on her, and they grappled, and cursed each other, and grunted, and panted, and as the storm raged outside they made love, not for the first time that night, and ground their damp tearful faces against one another, and murmured I love you, oh, God how I love you, and not even the Spirits of the Dead, their forlorn tumultuous heartrending cries, could penetrate their passionate heaving ecstatic labor. . . .

And then it was over, and both were asleep. Gideon swam effortlessly, through what must have been a flood; but he was untouched by uprooted trees, debris, even corpses flung along by the current; his heart swelled with triumph. It seemed that he was hunting the Noir Vulture once again. That enormous white-winged creature with its hunched shoulders and mottled, naked, monkeyish face. . . . Leah sank to the very bottom of sleep, where she was pregnant at once: not only pregnant but nine months’ pregnant: her belly swelled and pulsed and fairly pounded with life.

 

AND THEN, SUDDENLY, she was awake.

Downstairs, at the very front of the house, far away, something was crying to be let in.

She could hear it plainly: it was crying, begging, clawing to be let in.

Leah shook off her warm, heavy, mesmerizing sleep, and was at once drawn up to the surface where the storm still howled, and something begged piteously for entry. Without hesitating she rose naked from bed and slipped on her silk robe—one of the few items of clothing that still remained from her trousseau of six years ago, now badly frayed and a little soiled at the cuffs. Her husband flung an arm toward her and murmured her name in his sleep, querulously, possessively, but she pretended not to hear.

She lit a candle and shielded the flame with her hand and body so that Gideon would not be disturbed, and hurried barefoot out of the room. Once she was in the corridor she could hear the creature quite plainly. It was not a human cry, it had no language, but she understood it at once.

And so Germaine’s mother went to open the door to Mahalaleel: naked beneath the white silk robe that fell to her ankles: a tall woman, an exceptionally tall woman, tall and strong and full-bodied, her long legs superbly muscled, her neck columnar, her thick braid of dark, burnished-red hair falling between her shoulder blades, heavily, to the very small of her back: a beautiful giantess upon whose deep-set eyes and long, straight, Roman nose and slightly parted fleshy lips the candlelight swayed and shimmered caressingly.

“Yes?” Leah cried, as she descended the great mahogany staircase. “Who is it? Who is out there?”

She hurried downstairs without glancing at the old tapestries, which hung in spent, faded folds, and the niches in the stone wall where marble busts—of Adonis, Athena, Persephone, Cupid—had been accumulating masks of grime for decades, and now rather resembled mulattoes of indeterminate sex; she passed the curious old Civil War drum on the first-floor landing, which Raphael Bellefleur had had covered with his own skin, after his death, and edged with brass, gold, and mother-of-pearl (poor Grandfather Raphael!—he had anticipated homage for generations, and now not even the idlest of the children took notice of him): she hurried, barefoot, her heels striking the faded crimson carpet heavily, the flickering candle held aloft, tendrils of dark richly-red hair loose about her forehead, her great eyes bright with unaccountable tears.

“Yes? Who is it? Who is it? I am Leah, I am coming to let you in!”

There was such a commotion, what with the clawing and wailing at the door, and Leah’s full-throated cry, that the rest of the castle—already awake because of the storm, or sleeping only fitfully—was soon out of bed. In those early years the twins were always sharply attuned to their mother, Christabel especially: now they slipped past Lettie and ran along the first-floor corridor from the nursery, little Bromwell whimpering as he adjusted his wire-frame glasses, Christabel wild-haired and tearful, her nightgown slipping from one small shoulder. “Mother, where are you! Mother! Is it a ghost trying to get in!” And naturally the cousins sprang out of their beds, Lily’s and Ewan’s noisy children, crowded together as they peered wide-eyed over the banister: and Ewan himself, bear-sized, vexed, his broad face reddened and his graying hair crazy about his head as if the gypsy moth had got into it to spin her amazing cocoon: and aunt Lily trailing along behind, a cashmere shawl over her shoulders and clutched at her sagging breasts, her pale wan face as unfocused as a smeared watercolor, pulling at her husband’s arm, “Oh, what are they doing now, oh, stop them, Ewan, is it Gideon, is it Leah, what on earth are they doing now—” And at the very head of the stairs Vernon appeared, trembling, his mismatched pajamas hanging from his skinny frame. He could not stop himself from pulling at the straggly white-blond hairs that grew from his chin, for he had very narrowly escaped certain spirits, that afternoon in the forest, he had run desperately home as they chattered and shrieked and clutched at his sleeves, and pinched his ears and aimed tiny burning mocking kisses at his pursed lips, and now it seemed to him that the boldest of the spirits had found him out and would in a moment break down the door and rush up the stairs to claim him. . . . Yet he did not shout at Leah to leave the door unopened, like the others.

Edna the housekeeper was up, her flannel robe straining across her enormous breasts; and the servants Henry and Walton; and the children’s tutor Demuth Hodge, whose hair stood up in comic tufts; and at last poor Lettie, who woke to find the twins gone from their beds and a violent wind rocking the house and rain in gusts pitched against the windows, like pebbles thrown by a mad hand. “Bromwell, Christabel, where are you!” she cried. (Though her thoughts—poor Lettie!—were only of their father.) And grandfather Noel appeared in his underclothes, which were shamefully soiled. His yellowish white hair floated about his skull and his foreshortened, beakish face was livid with rage. “Leah! What is this! Why have you thrown the entire household into chaos! I forbid you to open that door, girl! Don’t you know what happened in Bushkill’s Ferry, haven’t any of you learned—” He limped badly, for his right foot had been nearly blown away in a mine explosion in the closing days of the War.

And there was aunt Aveline in her quilted satin robe, her hair done up in dozens of curling rags, and her husband Denton close behind with his bland mollusk’s face, and their sharp-nosed little girl Morna, and their thirteen-year-old Louis who was grinning stupidly, thinking that one of Uncle Gideon’s enemies had come to get him, and wiry little Jasper who broke away from his mother’s clutching hand and ran boldly down the stairs after Leah—“Aunt Leah, do you want help! Do you want help opening the door!” And naturally Lily’s and Ewan’s children ran down too, the girls Vida and Yolande as noisy as Garth and Albert, and only Raphael holding back: for in truth of all the Bellefleurs Raphael was perhaps the most frightened, that tumultuous night of Mahalaleel’s arrival. Far away upstairs grandmother Cornelia was muttering angrily to herself as she tried to adjust her wig without a servant’s kindly assistance (for the old woman believed that the house had been struck by lightning and was on fire, and she must leave her room, and of course her pride would not allow her to be seen by her sons and daughters-in-law and grandchildren and even by her old husband, without her new French wig). Great-grandmother Elvira stirred in her sleep but was unable to wake: the cruel winds pitched her about, she saw clearly the waters of the Nautauga rising (as indeed they did that night, some twenty inches an hour during the worst of the storm), and reasoned angrily once again with her husband Jeremiah not to try to save the horses, as he did nineteen years ago; but of course the stubborn old man paid no attention to her though his overalls and even his bushy black beard were soaked, and something very sharp had pierced his boots so that the left boot had filled with blood, and the ugly scar on his forehead, a war wound of which he was foolishly proud, had gone white with apprehension. “Do you want to drown! Do you want to drown and be swept away!” she shouted at him. “Then I won’t be responsible for you! I won’t be responsible for locating your miserable old carcass and burying it!”—which indeed she was not, as it happened. Uncle Hiram who so frequently walked in his sleep, especially at this point in his life, was, oddly, soundly sleeping in his bed, in his handsome bedroom suite overlooking the garden; he was to know nothing of the commotion, and to express astonishment, the next day, both at the fact of Mahalaleel and at his niece Leah’s headstrong behavior. (“But why cannot Gideon control his wife,” he was to inquire of his brother Noel, “isn’t the boy somewhat ashamed of their relationship?”) Aunt Veronica did not come downstairs either, though she had been awake, evidently, for hours; she heard the shouts and felt a faint curiosity but remained in her room, fully dressed, a rain cape about her shoulders, simply waiting—waiting out the storm?—waiting.

And then Gideon himself appeared at the top of the staircase, snapping up his trousers. His great muscular chest gleamed with perspiration beneath the matted dark hair; his mouth was an angry red circle inside his beard; his eyes fairly bulged in their sockets. “Leah,” he shouted, “what the hell are you doing down there? Whoever wants to get in—let me see to it! Let me see to it.”

But of course it was too late. Leah, helped by Jasper and Albert, had unlocked the door and was struggling to swing it open (this particular door, in the old entrance hall at the very center of the manor, was never used now: it was made of solid oak on both sides, and lined with steel to make it fireproof, and must have weighed nearly one hundred pounds: and of course the hasps and hinges were badly rusted); and quite suddenly it was open, blown back furiously against the wall; and rain exploded inward; and there in the immense arched doorway—there, scuttling desperately and ignominiously inside, rushing toward Leah’s feet, was a skeletal creature, no more than rat-sized, its dark fur wet, its ribs showing, its silvery-gray whiskers broken, its tail limp and dragging and thin as a shoelace. What an ugly thing! What a begrimed starving contemptible rain-soaked ugly thing!

Gideon hurried down the rest of the stairs, shouting. Why, the thing was a rat: he would kick it to death at once. Ewan’s oldest son Garth made a swipe at it with a chair. Jasper clapped his hands and yodeled to frighten it. Grandfather Noel was shouting that it was a trick of some kind, a trick to distract them—they were in danger—there were Varrells crouched outside in the shrubbery—why hadn’t anyone thought to bring a gun? The creature, terrified, was cringing behind Leah’s legs, its belly flat against the floor. Bromwell said that it was a muskrat and wouldn’t harm anyone: could he have it, could he have it as a pet? Gideon shouted that it was a rat, it was diseased and filthy and would have to be killed. Someone thought to close the door—the rain was torrential—but now the poor creature could not escape. Gideon approached it, Leah tried to push him aside, saying, “Let him alone! What does it matter if he’s ugly!” and a noisy half-circle of children advanced, stomping, clapping their hands. The creature hissed, retreating; then, seeing it was trapped, it sprang forward and darted between Gideon’s legs; then it ran crazily along the wall, colliding with table legs, bumping against grandfather Noel’s naked ankles. Everyone was screaming: some in alarm, some in excitement. A rat! A giant rat! Or was it a muskrat! Or an opossum! Or a wildcat! Or a fox cub!

It ran from side to side, its teeth bared, its ears laid back. Leah stooped to catch it. “Here! Come to me! I won’t hurt you, poor thing!” she cried. And it hesitated only an instant, and then—seeing Gideon bearing down, his face contorted—it leapt into her arms. But so great was the commotion, so obstreperous the children, that it panicked in her arms and began snarling and scratching and tearing at her with its teeth. “Now! Now! Poor thing!” Leah cried. She held the squirming creature, which was evidently much heavier and more muscular than its skeletal shape indicated, and would not let it leap free, and crooned to it as if to a baby, though she was bleeding from a half-dozen welts on her arms and cheeks. Della, Leah’s mother, appeared in the foyer, in a long black gown, her small, nearly bald skull covered by a transparent black nightcap, crying, “Leah! Put that thing down! What on earth are you doing! I say—put that thing down at once!” She tried to seize Leah, but Leah jerked away; Gideon tried to wrench the creature from Leah’s arms, but she would not surrender it, saying, “Why do you torment the poor thing—why are you so cruel?” She held the squirming creature away from her body but it was still slashing at her, and now there were ugly red welts on her shoulders, and even on one of her white, hard, lovely breasts—the sight of that must have maddened her husband. “Ah, now you’re being naughty!” Leah said in a queer exultant voice. “Do you want me to punish you?”

“Leah, for God’s sake let me get rid of it,” Gideon said.

But there was no reasoning with Leah once she fixed her mind on something.

She lifted the creature slowly above her head, so that it could not quite reach her with its flailing claws. The muscles of her magnificent shoulders and arms grew taut. Still crooning she managed to calm the creature, and at last to stroke its head. “Poor thing, poor wet cold terrified thing, are you hungry?—would you like to be fed, and sleep by the fire? You can’t help your ugliness, can you!”

She lowered it and cradled it in her arms, though it was shivering convulsively. “You’re a poor lost thing, like any of us,” she whispered.

 

AND THAT WAS how Mahalaleel came to Bellefleur Manor: Leah saved him, and took him back to the kitchen where a fire was burning, and gave him food—milk, scrapings from a frying pan, bacon rind, chicken bones—which he nibbled at without much zest, trembling, his eyes darting ratlike in his angular, bony head, his skinny silly tail lying limp on the floor behind him. Then she dried him in a big towel, murmuring, “Now you’ll be warm, now you’ll be safe, now no one will harm you,” ignoring her husband and her mother, who were pleading with her to do something about her wounds. Gideon stared at the welts, at the glistening blood, and his heart sank within him, and his vision went black, and he felt—ah, how bitterly he felt!—his soul close to draining out of his body: for his beautiful young wife, his cousin Leah, the mother of his twin children whom he loved so much he could not bear it, would not obey him. All of the Nautauga Valley held him in awe, there was not a man in the region who dared stand up to him, but his own wife—his own wife!—defied him constantly, and what could he do? He loved her, he was sick with despair over her, and would have wrenched the skinny shivering Mahalaleel out of her arms and snapped his neck with one deft gesture if he believed it might have made any difference: which Mahalaleel, gazing at him covertly, through his silvery-white lashes, must surely have sensed.

“Come to bed, Leah,” Gideon said wearily.

The others had retreated. The house was now quiet. Even the storm had subsided. Was it near dawn? Leah, stretching, half-closed her eyes with pleasure, her body rippling like a fish’s, as if she were oblivious of Gideon. At her feet, on the flagstone hearth, the wretched creature slept at last.

“Come to bed,” Gideon said, taking her arm.

She did not resist. With a modest gesture she drew her ripped, bloody robe closed over her breasts, and turned to her husband as if to bury her face in his shoulder.

“You must be very tired,” he said.

“You must be very tired,” she said softly.

 

AND IN THE morning when Edna went into the kitchen, she took one look at the animal by the fire—she took a single look, and cried aloud, and ran to her mistress. For there slept on the hearth not the starved, contemptible, ratlike wretch of the night before, but an extraordinarily beautiful cat: an enormous long-haired cat with coppery-pink fur, puffed and silky, and an elegant plumelike tail, and stiff, long silvery whiskers that fairly bristled with life. “Mahalaleel,” Leah said, naming him at once, snatching at a sound she had never heard before—but somehow it was exactly right, it was exactly right—as if an imp had whispered it in her ear. (Later she was told Mahalaleel was out of the Bible, and she halfway wondered if the name was appropriate: for Leah was one of the Bellefleurs who prided themselves on their contempt for the Bible.) “Mahalaleel,” she whispered, “aren’t you a beauty. . . .”

The cat stirred luxuriously, and opened its eyes—pellucid, frost-tinged ovals in which black slits appeared to float, languidly—and made a gurgling sound of assent, as if it recognized her. Surely it did recognize her.

“Mahalaleel—?”

Leah knelt before him, lost in wondering. She made a gesture to stroke his head but he stiffened—his marvelous ears moved a small fraction of an inch back—and she hesitated. “Aren’t you a beauty after all,” Leah whispered, gloating. “Wait till the others see you!”

She commanded Edna to heat milk for him—no, not milk: cream: Mahalaleel must have cream. And fed him herself in a chipped Sèvres bowl. At last he allowed her to touch him, shyly at first, and then with more confidence. (Ah, if this enormous creature should turn on her, as an aged, half-blind hunting dog had once turned on her when she was a noisy little girl!—if he should become enraged suddenly, and rake her with those nails, and tear at her exposed flesh with those fangs! But it was a risk she took eagerly, her blood pulsing with a queer delirious pleasure.) She stroked the thick silky fur of his back, and even rubbed his head behind his ears, and tickled his chin, and pulled out a half-dozen stinging nettles from his fur, and rejoiced at the sudden purring sound, both guttural and crackling, he made deep in his throat. What a beauty! What a marvelous creature! When the rest of the family saw him they would be astonished! He finished the cream, and Leah scrambled to her feet to find him something more—cold roast beef, a cold chicken leg—and he devoured it with a fastidious zest that was a pleasure to see. His immense plume of a tail, in which hairs of myriad colors meshed—bronze, saffron, dove-gray, black, white, silver—rose slowly until it was erect, fairly quivering with delight.

Leah sat a short distance away, the skirt of her robe tucked about her ankles, her arms hugging her knees, staring. Mahalaleel must weigh thirty pounds, she estimated. And he was not part bobcat or lynx, he hadn’t any mixed blood, he was a purebred, as flawless an aristocrat as the Persian cat Leah had coveted many years ago, belonging to the headmistress at La Tour, where Leah had boarded as a schoolgirl. Girls who by docility or high grades or shrewd maneuvering found themselves favorites of Madame Mullein were allowed to stroke the cat’s head on certain occasions: but of course naughty noisy rebellious Leah had never been a favorite. Ah, that bitch Mullein! Leah had wished the woman dead, and indeed she was now dead, and now Leah had a cat of her own, a creature quite simply the most beautiful animal she had ever seen. (And of course Leah had adored her horses, especially as a young girl; and she had had, from the age of twelve until nearly nineteen, when she became engaged to Gideon Bellefleur, a most unusual pet—a large satiny-black spider of which she was inordinately, and perversely, fond; and she’d had a sentimental attachment to numerous Bellefleur hounds, and the usual household cats and kittens: but none of these creatures was to mean as much to her as Mahalaleel.)

“Yes, aren’t you a beauty, aren’t you a gift,” Leah murmured, hardly able to tear her eyes away from Mahalaleel, who was now washing his paws with quick, deft strokes of his pink tongue, oblivious of her. There was something mesmerizing about his fur: roseate, shining, silky and light as milkweed fluff, and yet astonishingly thick; and how endlessly fascinating, how haunting, the pattern—which she could not quite discern—made by those thousands of hairs, each with its own subtle color. From a distance of some feet Mahalaleel looked one color, a frosty pinkish-gray; closer up he looked another shade, laced with bronze. From one angle he appeared to be eerily transparent, as the morning sunshine penetrated his fine, delicate, rather large ears; from another angle, where his long, thick tail and his somewhat outsized feet with their pink-gray pads were in evidence, he looked massive—a creature whose considerable bulk was dense with muscle, though disguised by deceptively pretty, even frivolous fur light as bird’s down. But how magnificent! Leah stared and stared.

Hugging her knees, her disheveled braid lying over her right shoulder, she stared at the beast she had named Mahalaleel. He was an omen, quite clearly: an omen of great good fortune. How languidly he washed himself, oblivious of her. . . . Half-consciously she fingered the scratches he had made the night before in his terror. They still hurt, and had now begun to itch. Her fingertips took note, with a curious bemused detachment, of the fine, hard, hairlike ridges of coagulated blood on her forearms, and shoulders, and low on her right cheek, and even on her right breast: ah, the strange pleasure of seeking out those welts, scratching them lightly, teasingly!—the strange pleasure of encountering such very interesting and unexpected textures on her own flesh, where, the previous day, there had been only smooth unmarked skin. And though this beautiful creature had hurt her he had behaved without knowing what he did, and was consequently innocent.

“Mahalaleel? Why have you come to us?” Leah whispered.

The cat continued to wash his paws, and then his ears, and then he stretched and yawned—showing magnificent teeth, ivory-white, so sharp and strong that Leah drew in her breath. Suppose he should suddenly attack her . . . ? Suppose he should sink those teeth, sizable as an ocelot’s, into her flesh? She leaned forward to pet him again, moving cautiously. With an aristocrat’s natural disdain he drew away slightly, and then allowed her to stroke his head. “My beauty, my Mahalaleel,” she said.

 

WHEN THE REST of the household saw Mahalaleel they were, of course, astonished. That skinny ratlike creature of the night before, that ugly doomed little beast—! Transformed into this.

Grandfather Noel spoke for them all by stammering, “But it doesn’t—it doesn’t seem believable—”

Mahalaleel stretched and turned away, curling into a massive ball on the hearth, ignoring them.

From that day onward the uncanny creature Mahalaleel lived with the Bellefleurs; indeed, he had the run of the castle, and everyone’s awed admiration—everyone’s, that is, except Gideon’s. Gideon could not help but wish from time to time that he had broken the creature’s neck, on that stormy night. For it seemed (though why it seemed so, no one knew) that everything began on that night. And, once begun, it could not be stopped.


The Pond

Mink Pond, a half-mile north of Bellefleur Cemetery. In a stand of hemlock and mountain maple and ash. In a sun-dappled secret place.

Mink Pond, where Raphael Bellefleur, the twelve-year-old son of Ewan and Lily, played and splashed about and swam, and spent long hours lying on the small raft he had fashioned out of birch logs and wire, staring into the water. Most days it was clear, and he could see to the muddy bottom seven or eight feet below at its deepest.

Mink Pond, a pond so new and so secret that the older Bellefleurs knew nothing about it. If someone asked Raphael where he’d been all morning and he said, in his rapid indistinct murmur, Oh, nowhere—the pond, his grandfather Noel would assume he was talking about a pond just the other side of the old pear orchard. There’s plenty of bass there, his grandfather said, and I’ve seen herds of white-tails browsing there, one time more than thirty-five, I counted them, the biggest old buck with an antler spread of three feet, I swear!—but you know, boy, that pond’s a home for snapping turtles too and those buggers are dangerous. He poked Raphael with his forefinger, chuckling. D’you know what a snapping turtle can do to a young boy wading?—or fool enough to swim? And as Raphael blushed red, and yearned to escape (for he was a shy child who rarely raised his voice, and made every effort to avoid the raucous company of the other boys), the old man laughed crudely, pressing his hands against his little potbelly, which strained against his vest and trousers, rocking from side to side. D’you know what one of them hefty old buggers can do, snapping away at nice warm tender meat dangling in front of him?

Mink Pond, which was Raphael’s discovery, down behind the graveyard where none of the children played. The day after Mink Creek flooded, wild from melting snow up in the mountains, flooded more than any of the other creeks that flowed into Lake Noir, Raphael tramped out in his rubber boots, blinking against the glare of the sun, his hands stuck in his pockets for warmth though it was April and nearly spring and the terrible winter was said to be over. (Up in the mountains there were great gorges and valleys packed with snow, people said. There were glaciers of such cruel dense silvery-blue ice, jammed in sunless ravines, that perhaps they would never melt and there would be a new Ice Age, and what then?—would the Bellefleurs have to travel about by sleigh, as in the old days, or walk with snowshoes everywhere, like old Jedediah?—would tutors have to live in the manor to instruct the children, or would there be no education at all?) But the snow did melt, and the creeks did go wild, and overflow their banks, and as the warm spring rain fell the ice-locked world of the highest mountains groaned and gave way and turned to water that rushed downhill, fiercely downhill, in hundreds of runs—Laurel Run, Bloody Run, Hare Run, Columbine Run—spilling into rivers and creeks, headed for the lake, and then for lower ground, and, it was said, for the ocean hundreds of miles away, which the children had never seen. Raphael, studying the handsome old globe in the library (it was so large that not even big-armed Ewan could reach all the way around it and touch his fingertips together), could not even find Lake Noir, and grew dizzy at the thought of the ocean’s immensity. With something so big, he told his cousin Vernon, you would have to spend your entire life just making your mind equal to it. . . . I don’t ever want to see the ocean.

Mink Creek in less turbulent seasons was a wide meandering creek where Bellefleur horses and cattle and sheep watered; though narrower, and steeper, on higher ground, it sprawled in the meadows, turning back lazily on itself in a sequence of S’s. It was fairly shallow in parts, and as deep as twelve or fifteen feet in others. Cattail and sedge and alder and willow bushes grew thick and disorderly on its banks. Great bleached-white boulders lay strewn everywhere, tossed down, the children were told, by a giant with a bad temper who lived atop Mount Blanc. But when did that happen, they asked. Oh, a hundred years ago, they were told. But did it really happen, they asked. Really?—what do you mean, really? You see the boulders there, don’t you? Go out and judge for yourselves!

Alone Raphael tramped upstream one morning, thinking he would discover the creek’s source. His uncle Emmanuel was famous in the Valley (though people laughed at him too: certainly Ewan and Gideon laughed at him) for the fine, fastidiously detailed maps he had made of the mountains, which showed every river, creek, brook, run, pond, and lake; Emmanuel disappeared for long stretches of time, for as many as eight or nine months, and all of the children, or at least all the boys, admired him. It crossed Raphael’s mind that he might run away from home, and go to live with his uncle, somewhere up in the mountains. . . . But after less than three miles he gave up, exhausted. The creek bed and much of the bank were a jumble of rock, dislodged shale, fallen trees, rotting logs, and queer writhing pockets and eddies of froth; some of the waterfalls were as high as ten feet, and their spray was chill and blinding. Raphael estimated that he had climbed only a few hundred feet up the mountain but he was badly winded. His face stung where willow branches had slapped it, his ears roared from the falls, wasps buzzed angrily about his head, he had frightened—and been frightened by—a ring-necked snake sunning itself on a log (his brother Garth had once brought home in triumph a twelve-footer, slung about his neck like a muffler), and when he drew off his boots to rub his aching feet he discovered a half-dozen leeches between his toes, fastened to his white skin. Nasty ugly horrible things, sucking his blood. . . . Fixed so tightly to his flesh. . . . He nearly panicked at the sight of them, and whimpered aloud like a small child. By the time he returned home his head pounded from the sun and every nerve in his frail body was twitching.

Why did God make bloodsuckers, Raphael asked his older sister Yolande, didn’t He know what He was doing?

Yolande, pretty Yolande, delicately scented with a cologne-touched lace handkerchief tucked into her belt, did not even glance at him. She watched her mirrored reflection and continued brushing her long hair, which was brown and blond and auburn, all at once, but which had, to her exasperation, a tendency to separate into ringlets on her shoulders. Don’t be a baby, Raphael, she said, absently, you know there’s no more a God up in the sky than there’s a Devil sitting on a throne in Hell.

At lessons the next morning Raphael asked Demuth Hodge the same question. Mr. Hodge, soon to be dismissed from Bellefleur Manor (and without ever knowing precisely why: he had believed he was teaching Latin, Greek, English, mathematics, history, literature, composition, geography, and “basic science,” with great success, considering the Bellefleur children’s wildly varying skills and interest and patience), mumbled something about not being allowed, in his capacity as tutor, to speak to the children of religious matters. “You must know that your family is divided on the subject—there are those who believe, and those who do not—and neither side will tolerate the other’s position. So I am afraid I dare not respond to your question other than to suggest that it is a profound, noble question, which you might spend the rest of your life answering. . . .”

Last of all he went to cousin Vernon, who taught the children, sporadically, “poetry” and “elocution,” usually on dark rainy afternoons when his own rambles into the woods were impractical. But Vernon spoke with an ecstatic certainty that disturbed his nephew. I say to you—all things are gods—all things are God. The living God is not distinct, my dear confused boy, from His creation.

 

THE CREEK WAS dangerous on higher ground, and the lake was rough even on fairly mild days, stirred by underground currents; but Mink Pond was safe. It was safe, it was hidden, it was his pond. The other boys had no interest in it. (There were no fish in Mink Pond, only minnows, and not even very many frogs.) Raphael’s brothers and cousins and their friends rowed out onto the lake, or rode on horseback down to the Nautauga, where they could fish for pike and largemouth bass and black bullheads and catfish and perch and satinfin shiners and carp. Why the hell would anyone want to hang around that little pond, they asked Raphael. It isn’t anything more than a drinking hole.

Mink Pond. Raphael’s pond. Where he could hide away for hours, and no one would disturb him. Grandfather Noel spoke of the pond but he clearly didn’t know what he was talking about, his memory must have been confused, because the area beyond the pear orchard was just a marshy soggy meadow where red-winged blackbirds and grouse nested; there was no pond there at all.

Why does Grandfather keep talking about the pond with the snapping turtles, Raphael asked his father. There aren’t any snapping turtles. There isn’t any pond where he says.

Your grandfather might be getting things mixed up, Ewan said curtly. He had very little time for the children, even for his favorite, Yolande; he was always hurrying out to check on the tenant farmers, or track down an ailing cow, or drive to Nautauga Falls to meet with someone at the bank. His face was often brick-red with anger he couldn’t speak of because it might mean another quarrel with his younger brother Gideon, and all the children were wise enough to shrink aside when he passed, and never to draw his attention to them at meals. He said to Raphael, sternly: Show respect for your grandfather. Don’t you ever let me hear you mocking your grandfather.

But I wasn’t mocking anyone, Raphael protested.

Mink Pond. Where the very air was gentle with listening. Should he whisper aloud it heard him, it did not question or challenge his words, it was his secret, his alone. He sometimes crouched for hours in the waist-high rushes, watching dragonflies and fisher spiders and whirligig beetles, which were tireless. That they existed struck him from time to time as extraordinarily amazing. And that he existed in the same world as they . . . His mind drifted free of shore. It skittered across the surface of the water with the insects, or sank slowly to the bottom of the pond, darkening as it sank; but he felt no apprehension with the approach of this darkness, which was so different from the darkness of his room in the manor with its high ceiling and drafty windows and odor of dust and anger. Is there anything in the world you love more than that pond of yours, Raphael’s mother Lily asked him, stooping to kiss his warm forehead, not guessing the truth that lay hidden in her words: just as the leopard frogs lay hidden in the grasses at the very edge of the pond, and leapt noisily into the water when he approached.

 

YET IT HAPPENED, one cold October afternoon within a week of Mahalaleel’s arrival at the manor, that Raphael nearly drowned in his pond.

Nearly was drowned, that is. For he was set upon, as he lay dreaming on his raft, by a boy named Johnny Doan whom he hardly knew.

The Doan boy was fifteen years old, from a family of eight children who lived on a five-acre farm several miles south of the main Bellefleur property, on the outskirts of the little village of Bellefleur (which was hardly more than a railroad depot and a few stores, since the granary had closed down). Many years ago the Doans—women and children as well as men—labored in Raphael Bellefleur’s enormous hop fields; indeed, they were brought to the Nautauga Valley for that reason, along with other workers, and housed in barracks-style buildings with tin roofs and only the most rudimentary kind of plumbing, at the edge of the fields. At one time, at Raphael’s peak, he employed more than three hundred workers, and drew a crop from over six hundred acres—it was said in the state (not altogether truthfully) that the Bellefleur hop plantation was the largest in the world at that time. Raphael himself took pride in the quality of his hops, which he claimed was far more subtle than that of hops planted on lower ground (in Germany, for instance), and in the discipline with which his foremen treated the workers. I am not here on earth to be loved, he frequently told his wife Violet, but to be respected. And so indeed he was not loved by his workers, or even by his foremen, or managers, or distributors, or associates, or the three or four other extraordinarily wealthy landowners in the Chautauquas—but he was certainly respected.

Hop-growing days in the Valley were long past, but a considerable number of the descendants of the Bellefleur workers were scattered throughout the region. Some worked at the big canning factories in Nautauga Falls and Fort Hanna, where tomatoes, pickles, peas, and various citrus fruits underwent processing; the Bellefleur family owned part of Valley Products, the largest company. Some worked at odd jobs and seasonal labor, and could always rely upon welfare and unemployment insurance in the cities, while a number had done fairly well for themselves, acquiring over the years small farms of their own—though these farms did not generally encompass the richest valley land, which was owned by the Bellefleurs or the Steadmans or the Fuhrs. Some of the descendants of Raphael Bellefleur’s workers were now under contract to Noel Bellefleur and his sons, as tenant farmers; or they worked in sawmills and granaries in Innisfail and Fort Hanna; or, like the Doans, they hired themselves out for harvesting, or fruit picking, or day labor of one kind or another (the digging of irrigation ditches, the construction of outbuildings), though Gideon Bellefleur preferred to import workers from the South, or from Canada, or even from one of the Indian reservations, since he had come to the conclusion recently that local labor could not be relied upon. If a worker did not work a full day, he would not receive a full day’s wage. A man who contracts to do a job and doesn’t pull his own weight is a common thief, Gideon often said. The Doans also tried to make a living from their scrubby little farm, growing wheat, corn, sickly-looking soybeans, and raising a small herd of cows. They had no idea of how to keep the topsoil from drying out and blowing away, or perhaps they had no interest in such things, so naturally their farm was turning to dust and in another few years they would be unable to pay their mortgage and the farm and the farm equipment (such as it was) and the house (a two-story shingle-board shanty with a tarpaper roof, and bales of hay dragged untidily up against the cement-block foundation, for warmth over the long winters) would be sold at auction, and the Doans would disappear into one of the cities to the south, perhaps Nautauga Falls, or Port Oriskany, and no one would hear of them again. . . .

Johnny Doan was the third of five boys, and despite the poor diet of fatty meat and starches and refined sugar Mrs. Doan fed them he had grown to the size of a mature man by the age of fifteen. His wide shoulders were always slumped, and he carried his rather small head somewhat forward, so that he appeared to be staring suspiciously into the dirt. He lazed about his father’s farm, dull-eyed, weasel-faced, his pale limp hair falling across his forehead, a filthy gray cotton cap with the initials IH (International Harvester) loosely set upon his head. Whenever anyone outside the family greeted him he revealed tobacco-stained teeth in a quick, half-mocking smile, but he never replied; it was thought by some that he liked to play dumb, and by others that he was slightly retarded. Of course he had been allowed to quit the county school at the age of thirteen, in order to work for his father.

But he did not work for his father regularly. Nor did his older brothers. They drove about the countryside, when they could afford gas. They took odd jobs, but quit after receiving the first week’s wages. In his dirty bib overalls, shirtless, sometimes barefoot, or wearing old mud-splattered boots, Johnny Doan was a familiar figure in the village of Bellefleur; and he was sometimes sighted along country roads some miles from home, simply walking, alone, his hands stuffed in his pockets, his undersized head slightly bowed. Answering a complaint made by the father of a child attending the small public school in Bellefleur, the sheriff of Nautauga County drove out to the Doans’ one Sunday afternoon, and spoke with Johnny and his father (about, it was said, Johnny’s bullying of younger children), and after that Johnny rarely appeared in the village, though he was seen as frequently as ever walking the country roads, cutting through pastures, squatting by the sides of ditches, utterly alone, companionless, the gray cap perched atop his head, his expression flaccid and content. Hello, Johnny, a friend of Mr. Doan’s might call out heartily, d’you want a ride somewhere?—are you going somewhere?—slowing his car or pick-up truck so that Johnny might catch up. But the stained teeth showed themselves in an empty grin, and the blank brown eyes kept themselves blank, and Johnny never condescended to accept a ride. It might have been the case that he hadn’t any destination.

One afternoon he threw the pitchfork down in the manure of the puddled barnyard, and walked away. Trotted away. Through his father’s scrubby pastureland where outcroppings of rock jarred the eye, through a neighbor’s cornfield, where dried stalks rustled with his passage, along a clayey dirt road lifting into the foothills. It was not the child Raphael Bellefleur he intended to injure, and not even the Bellefleur girls he wanted to spy upon—pretty Yolande, pretty Vida!—and Gideon Bellefleur’s wife, the one with the red-brown hair and the squarish chin and the high, heavy breasts, yes, that one!—nor did he want to encounter the Bellefleur boys, whom he wisely feared. It was the castle he wanted to see. He had seen it several times already, and he wanted to see it again. And the lake. All of the Bellefleur property was posted against trespassers and he wanted to trespass and so he trotted along through fields of wild grass and beggarweed and broom sedge and willow bushes, changing himself




























OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
JOYCE CAROL OATES

B{E IS E R S E IR

an

o\

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE ACCURSED





OEBPS/images/tree.png
Jean-Pierre Bellefleur  m. Hilda Osborne
bzt
digas

Louis() m.  GermaineO'Hagin  m.  (2)Jedediah Harlan

bazzo bazor b7 bz
d.is25 .188: d.1826

Jacob Bernard Adete Raphal Anthur Fredericka
b 1807 b 1809 bisu bisio
182 dis2s dis2s

m.Violet Odlin

Felix (Lamentations Samucl Rodman Veronica (?)
of Jeremiah)
m.Elvin
Raoul Jean-Pierre I1 Noel Matilde Della Hiam
m. Cornelia m.Stanton Pym m. Eliza Perkins

Raoul Evan Emmanuel Samuel Aveline Esau Vemon
. Lily m.Denton Mortlodh
Bromuell Germaine
Jasper  Moma  Louis &
Christabel

Raphael  Vida  Yolande  Gamh  Albert





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Bellefleur

JOYCE CAROL OATES





