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Prologue

To: Fish’s Grandpa

Fish had me put this note on your fridge to tell you we are running away.

He says we’re going to find his dad. We will mail you money for the sack of food we took from your cupboard, and the jackknife, and the two cups, and the pack of matches. Fish says to tell his mom don’t worry. We have my old man’s gun and five bullets. We have our bikes and fish poles, and a tarp, and also a pouch of your tobacco, and will send money for that too.

Please tell the sheriff that Fish didn’t want to shoot my old man. My old man is dead in my kitchen, on the floor by the table.

From: Dale Breadwin





One

THE BABY TURTLES THE BOYS CARRIED IN THE FRONT OF THEIR shirts were the size of half-dollars. Fish stopped on the asphalt and looked down into his shirt as he crossed the road from the field to the marsh for the fifth time. It was early June and the sun was hot, and the turtles looked bothered and parched as they clawed in a pile. The turtles were tenacious, which meant “persisting in existence.” That was a word Fish knew from fifth grade.

Fish’s friend, Bread, clawed up from the ditch clover, its lazy bees, and caught up with Fish on the road. A redwing blackbird clung to one of last year’s dried cattail stalks.

“You know these are snappers we’re saving,” said Bread. “See them bony shells? We’re saving snappers.”

The boys feared grown snappers like they feared Bread’s old man. If there was one thing that could stop the boys in their tracks, it was the discovery of a full-grown snapper, how the thing reared up and hissed in that way that didn’t seem right for a turtle to do. Turtles and dads weren’t supposed to rear up and hiss.

Fish looked down into his own shirt and shrugged. “They don’t look mean yet,” he said.

The asphalt road they stood on was quiet and old and bleached nearly white by the sun. It cut through marshes and drained marshes that had been long ago tilled into cornfields. The rooftops of the town of Claypot rose up from the fields a half mile away. The two sagging roofs of Bread’s old man’s house and mechanic shop butted up against the fields to the south. Fish hated that house and shop.

“But they’ll get mean once they grow up,” said Bread.

Fish looked at the turtles again. It didn’t seem right to judge them this early in life, the way they were nearly dried up and only just hatched. Poor damn things. That’s something his grandfather often said when a calf was born a runt and couldn’t eat, or a baby bird had fallen from its nest for the cats to find. The world was full of poor damn things. Sometimes Fish’s grandfather looked at Bread with the same kind of pity in his eyes, but then he’d seem to catch himself and say something about how grateful he was for Bread’s hard work that day, and how he hoped Bread would be back the next. Fish had seen the same looks of pity in the eyes of other grown-ups when they got around Bread. He’d seen it in the eyes of the sheriff when he came around, and even the gas station clerk, when Bread trudged up to the counter in his ragged sneakers to buy a candy bar with money Fish’s grandpa had given him. There was pity, but also wariness, like they were just waiting for Bread to turn out like his dad, waiting for him to pocket the candy and bolt. Bread was poor, and his dad was mean, but Fish disliked the way grown-ups looked at his friend. He didn’t like what it did in his heart, how it made his friendship bear some sort of shame.

“I want to save ’em,” said Fish.

Bread nodded and grinned. “Me too,” he said.

The boys had been walking their bikes toward Claypot when they found the turtles. The overwintered snappers emerged from a dried culvert ditch—the tracks were evident—but instead of clawing their way through the culvert and into the marsh, they clawed their way into the dry dirt of the tilled-up cornfield. They wouldn’t find water if they went that way. And in another week they’d get beaten up by the planters. There were hundreds of them, like little round stones pushed up by a thaw. The boys leaned on their handlebars, watching all the doomed turtles. It had been a good day until then, and doom would ruin it. Before they found the turtles, they sat in the pine trees behind Fish’s grandpa’s barn, and before that they lit off firecrackers in the barn’s silos. Fish loved lighting off firecrackers in silos. The way the air was so dank and still. The way the match flared and the fuse sparked and you covered your ears and squinted your eyes because the darkness was about to become so filled with noise and light. Lighting firecrackers always made Fish feel as if something big was about to happen, big enough to change a regular day. You just had to wait for the fuse, and then the noise and smoke would take you somewhere. And when things got quiet and dark again, you could always light off more firecrackers as long as you had more matches. It was a lot like Fish’s friendship with Bread these last three summers he spent at his grandpa’s farm. Fish was a fuse and Bread was the match, or maybe it was the other way around. Either way, summer was too tame if you had one without the other. Once school let out, his mom would drive him up from town to drop him off, and Fish’s grandpa would be waiting on the porch, and Fish would hug his mom and bolt from the car with his duffel packed for weeks of fields and trees and rivers.

Both boys were covered in cornfield dust up to their armpits from gathering the turtles, and the turtles themselves were white with it, like they’d been shook up in a bag of frying flour Fish’s mom used to batter chicken halves. It was a dry spring. The tractors that dragged the soil smooth last week raised dust clouds that hung in the air for hours. A frigid winter with too much snow, and now a spring without rain. The winter was hard on the wildlife. When what snow there was first melted, the boys found three deer lying dead in the woods beneath a cedar tree, eyes milky and open. It looked as if the animals had grown too tired of the cold and decided to lie down for a while, amazed that a winter so cold could exist even this far north. “Poor damn things,” Fish had said, after hesitantly prodding one with a stick to prove death didn’t bother him.

On the opposite side of the asphalt road, the ditch met marsh water. The water was cold and dark with silt, and the wet bank seeped into the toes of the boys’ shoes as they squatted down to free the snappers. As they lowered each leathery creature into the water, the turtles seemed awakened by it. The way the dust washed away. The suddenness of submersion. The turtles craned their little heads forward and waved their legs and swam away into the silt and water. They were like pigeons taking flight in pairs from the roof of Fish’s grandpa’s barn, aimless and erratic, surprised.

“Last one,” said Fish, holding a kicking turtle over the water. Bread had already emptied his shirt and now washed his hands in the marsh. He sat back on his heels looking very satisfied as Fish freed the baby snapper. If Fish could pray the way his mom prayed, which was without ceasing and for everything, he would say a prayer for these turtles. He felt happy for them, or at least happy with himself, but he worried too. They were so small to be out in the marsh. They were each of them alone out there. Fish couldn’t decide whether to admire or mourn them.

“Good luck,” he said in a whisper, rubbing his palms together in the water and then looking up at the position of the sun. It was about to sink toward the treetops of Claypot. His smile faded as he saw the town again, saw the rusted tin roof of Bread’s old man’s house.

“What are you going to say?” asked Fish.

“To the turtles?” Bread asked. The boys watched the surface of the marsh water as if waiting for the tiny heads to pop back up. They never came. After their dry march through the unplanted field, they wanted to stay buried in the silt for a good long while.

“To your dad, I meant,” said Fish, and then regretted saying it at all.

Bread looked up from the water. His neck tightened. “Oh,” he said, and looked back at the marsh.

The water’s surface was filled with light. On the banks, last year’s grass lay brown and matted, but a good six inches of new growth poked through. Fish picked a flat blade of marsh grass, ran his fingers against its coarse grain, pretended to be interested in it. Then inspiration struck. There was a chance.

“My grandpa has more work for me to do tomorrow,” said Fish. “You could help again if you want.” He paused and gauged Bread’s reaction, and then he purposefully brightened his voice as if he just came up with what he was really trying to say. “Why don’t you not go home at all? You can come spend the night again. My grandpa can call.”

Bread shook his head. “My old man said to get home,” he said, standing up and swatting dust from the knees of his jeans. “He meant yesterday.”

SOME DAYS THE BOYS MADE A GAME OF DREAMING UP WAYS TO RID Bread of his old man. They sunk the man in the marsh once. Another time they tied him up in raspberry bushes and let black bears get him. They ran him down with countless trucks and tractors, and they once buried him up to his neck in an anthill they found behind the barn. The game was a way of deadening the blows of Bread’s real life. Bread would come out to Fish’s grandpa’s for a few days at a time. He’d arrive with stories about falling down steps or crashing his bike, and his face and neck would get so red with shame that the bruises seemed to fade. Always, though, by the time he left the farm the bruises had more or less yellowed. It wasn’t every time. But it happened.

One evening when Bread spent the night, Fish overheard his grandpa talking with Bread on the porch, asking him how bad it was at home. Bread hardly answered him, until Grandpa offered to go and talk to his old man, which Bread quickly refused. Fish overheard the talk from inside the kitchen where he filled a glass with water. He tiptoed to the porch door and leaned close to the screen.

“He just gets mad,” said Bread. “He’s usually always mad.”

“He drink every night?” asked Grandpa, and after a pause, “He ever mess with them guns when he’s drunk? Hmm.”

Fish could smell the dust in the screen and felt a bad sort of envy about his friend. Fish’s grandpa spoke to Bread as if he were an equal. Fish hadn’t experienced that. Ever since Fish started spending summers at his grandpa’s farm, he sensed his grandpa was somehow ill at ease around him. His grandpa was strong and gentle and good, but there was a certain distance between them that never allowed them to talk about real things, big things. They could talk easily about baseball players, or truck tires, or what needed doing around the place. But if Fish found himself crying in the hayloft—as he did often enough his first summer out, terrified by his new life without his father in it—he knew he was on his own. So he’d stop crying, finish his chores, wipe his face with his shirt, and stride toward the house to announce his hunger for dinner. It once occurred to Fish that maybe his grandpa’s distance was a kindness as well, a lesson from a man to a boy about how not to dwell too much on things. Fish couldn’t tell. It made him feel the way he did when he tried not to cry in front of boys at school. It was good not to cry. It was also awful.

“Look here, Dale,” said Grandpa. “I don’t mean to get in your business. But just so you know how I know, my old man used to push me and my sisters around too.”

There was a pause. A heavy june bug attached itself to the screen near Fish’s face and nearly caused Fish to reveal his presence. Fish’s grandpa stood, reached for his pouch of tobacco.

“And I know how it goes if other people poke around in it, how it can make it all so much worse. So. But if you ever need a place to go, ever, you come right straight here. You run straight through the corn if you got to. Understand?”

“Yes sir.”

“Good.”

The three of them sat in the quiet, Fish on one side of the screen and his grandpa and Bread on the porch. The sun was all the way down now, and the fireflies were starting to lift out of the grass and float past the apple trees, speaking silently about whatever it is fireflies have to say to one another.

“None of it means you can’t grow up good, Dale, a hell of a lot better than your old man. You’re going to be a good one, you and Fischer are both going to be good.” He stood now, walked across the porch boards, spat chew over the railing, and adjusted the green fatigue cap that always sat on the back of his head, its stout brim skyward. Fish was pretty sure he got the hat in Korea, but he never asked. It never left his head unless he slept, or used it to wipe sweat from his brow. “You boys are good, and strong enough to make it. You just keep going. Do you understand?”

“Yes sir.”

In the distance, a pack of coyotes announced their hunt. The yipping howls lifted into the night and fell away just as quickly.

“Plenty of coyotes this year,” he heard his grandpa say, to change the subject. “Plenty of hungry coyotes.”

Fish joined his grandpa and friend on the porch, where he drank his water and watched the stars emerge in the new sort of silence. The stars hummed. Fish’s blood hummed. The bad envy was gone, and a new light emerged. At Fischer’s mom’s church, congregants often “spoke over” one another. It’s how they talked—spoken over, spoken to, words from the Lord, for a brother. Fish never minded it, but now he seemed to understand it. Bread and Fish had just been spoken over. His grandfather knew that all was not well in the world, that it was a choice to bear it quietly, and something grave and peaceful rose like a moon in Fish’s heart.

THE SIDE STREET LEADING TO BREAD’S HOUSE WAS GRAVEL; THE town tore it up the previous summer to fix some pipes and never got around to repaving it. Bread said his math teacher said the roads and lots of other things would change for the better now that President Clinton was in office. All Fish knew about President Clinton was that he seemed to smile a lot and played a saxophone on the TV. Fish didn’t know how much help a smiling man with a saxophone would be about a gravel road in Claypot. Fish’s grandpa didn’t know either.

Bread’s house was the last on the left, and while none of them were nice, Bread’s house was the worst. It had peeling paint like the rest, but it seemed to peel back in a meaner sort of way. The siding curled away in places, revealing bits of pink foamboard and blackened wood, like lips peeled back from bad gums and teeth. The grass was cut only when Bread was there to cut it, and even then, only when there was enough gas to run the smoking mower. Overgrown lilacs grew against the windowpanes. His dad’s shop sat adjacent to the house. The two buildings were separated by a weedy patch of gravel, stained black where his dad dumped oil pans. Halves of car transmissions and rusted motor blocks leaned against the cinderblock shop. A flat-bottomed duckboat lay hull-up across bald tires.

The boys stopped walking their bikes as they approached. The house was silent. Dusk was coming. A few bats flew anxious circles between trees overhead. Fish gripped his handlebars a little tighter as he paused, listening. Bread shivered, even though it wasn’t very cool. He did that sometimes when he got around his dad, or when his dad spoke to him. It was a visible rattling Fish pretended to ignore. It reminded Fish of the way a calf looks when it gets too bothered by flies on too hot a day. He hated it, for Bread’s sake, he told himself.

“Maybe we can trap some coyotes,” whispered Fish, “and we can loose ’em in your house.”

Bread shrugged. “Maybe,” he stammered.

“We could starve ’em first.”

Two weekends ago, the boys found one of Grandpa’s calves lying dead inside its own fence. The coyotes typically hunted rabbits and fawns, but after hard winters like the last one, the rabbits were picked thin and fawns scarce, and the coyotes were forced to go after larger prey. The coyotes peeled back the calf’s hide and ate most of what they could. Grandpa got his deer rifle out of his closet. Killing coyotes wasn’t a thing he wanted to do. The coyotes have pups to feed too. But there’s a tipping point, and when calves start getting killed, and right near the barns too, things have damn well tipped, he explained. Fish had helped birth that calf. He remembered the way it stood up for the first moment, all tipsy and bowlegged in the straw. Fish felt anger in his jaw and stomach when he saw that calf half eaten in the mud, paw prints all over it. It felt righteous to him that night, going out in the fields with a spotlight and rifle in his grandpa’s truck to kill coyotes.

“I suppose I’ll get in there now,” said Bread. His shakes had nearly stopped. “Seems quiet.”

“Okay,” said Fish. He felt himself swallow.

They were always awkward about parting when Bread had to go home. It was as if they were strangers, unable to do much besides formally shake hands and bid the other farewell. They shook hands now and nodded, and Fish wiped his hands on his jeans and swung a leg over his bike. Bread laid his bike in the weeds and stepped up the concrete porch. He looked small and dried up, like those turtles looked, bowlegged and weak like that calf was. And Fish felt dried up and weak for abandoning him again. He hated it. The world was too full of coyotes and calves. Something had to change. Something firecracker big. Fish’s mom said the most powerful thing a person can do in this life is to pray, that ours was a “God of well-timed miracles.” Fish believed that was true, or wanted to. But always after waiting for what seemed long enough, he’d stop believing, like so many other people seemed to do but never talked about.

The door to Bread’s house rattled tight, and Fish pedaled as hard as he could down the gravel street. Every time he left Bread, he’d race his bike back to his grandpa’s farm, trying to pray for help, or trying not to, until the quiet of the fields and fireflies offered its solace again. This time, though, something different happened inside him. This time, from somewhere or something, a reply seemed to come from all that stillness and sky. He couldn’t hear it, but it was spoken somehow, this crystalline understanding. Fish was the change being sent. It was loud enough to make him lock up his coaster brake in the gravel. Stars aligned overhead. The moon and crickets waited.

Fish clenched his fists on his handlebar tape. He wasn’t going to leave Bread this time, and the bravery of that thought seemed so foreign to him it was almost as if it belonged to someone else. But it didn’t. It belonged to him. Maybe it was because he’d known Bread for three summers, and Bread had become more like a brother than a friend. Maybe it was because Fish was ten years old now, and would turn eleven by fall, and there was a very big difference between the heart of a boy turning ten and one turning eleven. Maybe it was because he’d overheard his grandfather, a good and strong man, declare him good and strong. Something deep in his gut, something bright and dangerous and match-like, made him stop on that road. And it felt right and made his heart hammer like it did when he rode out with his grandpa to kill coyotes.

Fish looked out toward the marshes. Then he looked back at Bread’s house. The moon witnessed the decision. Fish turned his bike around.





Two

THE DOOR OF THE SIT & GO GAS STATION TWO MILES NORTH OF Claypot swung open, and two men walked in from the purple dusk—one a thickset farmer wearing dirt-caked coveralls, a John Deere ball cap, and incredibly thick glasses, the other a man in his early thirties, tall and wearing a vest with a badge, a radio and pistol on his belt, a cowboy hat on his head.

Tiffany Robins looked up from where she leaned behind the counter. Her eyes brightened at the sight of the taller man. She’d been reading her latest library loan, a book of poems by Emily Dickinson, one about the author’s life compared to a loaded gun, a thing so latent and potent, ready to be lifted from its corner and fill the hills with echoes. Tiffany tried to imagine herself as a gun, even a great big shotgun like Dickinson seemed to do, but the best Tiffany could muster was an image of a beat-up rabbit rifle, her dad’s .22, the only gun she’d ever really handled, and that before her parents divorced. Upon spotting the sheriff, Tiffany hid the book and stood to pull her dark green sweater down to the hips of her jeans. She smiled and tucked her purple hair behind her ears. Last night, out of boredom, she dyed a few highlights in her bathroom. She regretted it even as she was dyeing it, just as she did the time before that, and she regretted it even more now that the sheriff was here. She didn’t need the man, but she did wonder about him and had for some time. She reminded herself that she’d proved her independence last year, during a hungry summer spent alone in a tent, but she remained unconvinced.

“Hey, Sheriff Cal,” she said, trying not to sound overeager, looking forward to hearing him say her name. She loved his Texan voice, the way it carried hints of sweet tea and rattlesnakes and desolate places. This close to Wisconsin’s northern border, a man from Texas was downright exotic.

“Hey, Tiff,” said the sheriff, in midconversation with the older man. The smell of leather and sweat and manure swept inside with the men. “I’ve told you ten times, Burt, I’ve got no authority to tell game wardens to back off. If they don’t want you shooting coyotes on public land, they don’t want you shooting coyotes on public land!” The sheriff didn’t stop to face the other man when he spoke, but moved with purpose toward the coffee carafes. The farmer’s lips pursed together as he followed. He seemed to boil a bit before he popped. Tiffany had seen it happen many times. She herself had caused Burt Akinson to erupt once or twice. She took pride in it. It was a game the two played.

“You know as well as I do, Sheriff—hey there, Tiff.”

“Hey, Burt,” she said.

“You know as well as I do them wardens is working according to state numbers and don’t know local needs. They think with their fancy charts since there’s no coyotes in Milwaukee, there ain’t no coyotes in Claypot, so we’re the ones have to get into that forest and push them packs of bastards off farms.” Burt said the word coyotes like oats—no coyoats in Claypot—and as he did, he held his hands in the air and threw them forward as if holding gnats at bay. Tiff shook her head and put together a fresh filter of coffee behind the lotto tickets. Burt threw his hands forward again. “Gotta push ’em back into them woods or they’ll keep coming after calves.”

Sheriff Cal plucked a cup from the stack and turned toward the older man. “Burt, I know you got cattle, and on your own land you can shoot all the coyotes you want.”

“Sheriff Cal?” said Tiff.

He didn’t hear her. “And I don’t care about state or county numbers or anything else.”

“Sheriff Cal,” said Tiff. “There’s no coffee in that one.”

“But I do care that when the wardens find dead coyotes on state land, they start asking me questions.” Cal pushed the dispenser and the carafe sputtered. “Tiff, there’s no coffee in this carafe.”

“Fresh pot’s coming,” she said.

“Thanks.”

Burt wagged his head. “We call ’em cows here, Texas Ranger. Cow farming, not cattle ranching. And those parklands sit right up against my farm,” he complained. “You know when I was a boy, them parklands belonged to my—”

“I’m making light roast, Sheriff. Do you like light roast?”

“That’s just fine, Tiff. And when wardens start asking me questions, Burt, and I tell them I don’t know who’s shooting coyotes, it makes me look like the only fool in this town who doesn’t.”

Burt wrinkled his face. “Nobody knows it’s me shooting them coyotes. And they’re bad this year, too many of ’em. I’m doing folks a favor, before the coyotes run out of calves to eat and start picking off children.”

The sheriff closed his eyes a moment, left them shut. “Tiff,” he asked, “would you please tell Burt who people say has been shooting coyotes?”

“Everyone knows Burt’s been shooting coyotes.”

The sheriff lifted his eyebrows.

Burt raised his hands and boiled. “Oh, bah,” he said, and left his hands in the air this time, as if overwhelmed by the gnats. “She knows because she just heard you talking all about it!”

“People know, Burt,” said Tiffany, and she frowned. “And who ever heard of coyotes eating children?”

“Shows what both of you know, then,” said Burt.

Sheriff Cal set his empty cup on the counter. “Shoot all the coyotes you want. Just shoot them on your own side of the fence.”

“But that land used to belong to my—”

“On your own land, Burt.”

There was deep frustration in Burt’s pinched eyes. He was killing coyotes with his pupils, and maybe game wardens too, blowing them out his nostrils.

“What’s the missus going to say,” asked Cal, “when you’ve got to sell off that new tractor to pay for shooting coyotes?”

“What’s my tractor got to do with it?”

“What’s she going to say, Burt? You got a rig so big and shiny your whole farm’s got to be leveraged on it. And how are you gonna pay a fifty-thousand-dollar fine?”

“Fifty thousand!” Burt’s eyes got wide. “For poppin’ coyotes?”

Tiffany frowned at him again, shook her head in exaggerated pity. “Missus is gonna snip your balls off, Burt.” She lifted her fingers in the air, made two neat snips, and grinned at him. Burt was a friend, and Tiffany knew how to talk to him. He used to let her parade his prize hogs at the fair when she was a girl in 4-H. Now that she’d grown, they’d often cross paths and tease each other in the Sunrise Café. Last year, during her hungry summer, Burt was kind enough to pretend he didn’t notice that she was squatting on the back forty of his property in a Coleman tent for four months, bathing in the creek, and helping herself to a few of his chickens’ eggs once a week. In late fall after the apples had all dropped, she stole a whole chicken. Burt’s wife noticed, and Burt had to drive his truck back there over the corn stubble and say something. He asked Tiffany through the wall of her zipped tent if she needed help. She told him if she needed help she’d have asked for it, and she’d thank him for minding his own business. When he told her she might get a boyfriend who’d take care of her if she’d only stop scrunching her face so much, she leapt out of her tent in her long underwear and dragged the whole works fifty yards onto state land—which was illegal without permits, but she wasn’t about to pay the money she was saving for an apartment on a corner of brambles no one ever looked at. Burt liked banter. It was his first language. And Tiffany’s work at the gas station made her well suited to it, although it never felt entirely natural to her, never her true self telling the jokes, blocking the jabs, smiling so long.

The coffee pot gurgled and hissed, and Tiffany filled the sheriff’s cup before pouring the rest into the empty carafe.

Burt took a step backward. He’d completely ignored Tiffany’s remark. “Sheriff, I—” He swallowed. “I had no idea they could do that to a man, for varmints?” His face reddened, then grew white, and then couldn’t decide which color to turn, so it just stayed mottled. He wiped his stout fingers on the chest pockets of his coveralls, then spoke in a conspiratorial voice. “You think they know it’s me that’s been shooting?”

“Wardens don’t know yet,” said the sheriff, “but people do. So stop doing it.”

Burt reached his hand out to shake the sheriff’s. “I’ll do that, Sheriff. Thank you. You’re a good man, Sheriff, that’s what we all said since you come here. He’s a good one, Sheriff Cal. A bit inexperienced, but cares for people. I had no idea they could bring that kind of hurt down on a man, for varmints?”

Cal dropped the handshake and winced at the floor. “It’s all right,” he said.

Burt had his John Deere cap off his head now. He wrung it in his hands. Thin, matted hair crossed his forehead above his glasses. Then anger flashed in his eyes.

“I’m gonna go sit out by my field tonight and shoot at every set of eyeballs I can shine. Bears. Coyotes. Porkies. I figure I’m gonna pretty much shoot at everything.” He smiled a bit, like the declaration had allowed him to regain a piece of himself, remedy some wrong. Burt nodded and made his way toward the door. He stopped. “Oh, by the way, Tiff, I seen a hawk pick up a year-old puppy once, dropped it right on a barn roof.”

Tiff and Cal just looked at him, waiting.

“So there ain’t no saying what coyotes will get after—calves, children—if a hawk can pick up a dog. Nature’s a hell of a thing when it’s hungry.” He shook his head at the floor. “Fifty thousand!”

“See you, Burt.”

“See you,” he said, and he got a mischievous gleam in his eye. “Say, Tiff, you found a boyfriend to kiss on yet?”

Tiff raised her eyes at him like a teacher would, a warning for silence.

“I’d give that Texas Ranger a smooch if I was a lonely girl like you,” and then Burt pushed through the door, muttering about damning game wardens and all of Milwaukee as he went.

Tiffany wiped some spilled sugar from the countertop with a napkin. “Could wardens really fine him that much?”

Cal smiled as he watched Burt walk off toward his truck under the station lights. Burt’s truck was a big diesel with a spotlight attached to the driver’s side mirror. He used it for shining, which Cal learned was a pastime for many of the men in the county. They’d drive the back roads with a case of beer and shine for deer, not to poach but just to see what was out there, see whose fields had the biggest bucks. Cal had had a lot to learn in the past year. People didn’t go shining for deer in Houston.

“I have no idea, Tiff. I just figured if I threatened his tractor, he’d stop causing me trouble.”

Tiff smiled as she placed the empty pot back on the rack. She tucked her purple hair behind her ears and stole a glance at the sheriff’s pistol. It was a beautiful firearm, not plastic and soulless like the guns they carried on cop shows. Cal’s was made of brushed steel, buckled to his waist by a thick leather belt. The gun had checkered rosewood grips—she loved rosewood—and black sights and a black hammer. At least she thought that was what it was called, a hammer. It was the kind of gun a person could write a poem about.

“So when are you gonna take me shooting like you said you would, Sheriff?”

“What’s that, Tiff?”

“You promised to take me shooting at the range last month. You haven’t.”

The sheriff’s face immediately colored a bit red. Tiffany didn’t know how to read him. Was it frustration? When she was a girl, her dad’s face used to get red when he was frustrated. She didn’t want to frustrate Cal and regretted bringing it up. She turned back toward the carafes and pretended to straighten a stack of lids. Beer coolers hummed in the quiet. The sheriff was ten years older than she was, but that didn’t matter to her at all, and it wouldn’t matter to him either, once he got to know her. He was thirty-five. Tiffany learned his age from the captain of the women’s bowling team when the woman stopped in for cigarettes on her way to a tournament. The sheriff was outside pumping gas. The woman called him a tall drink, too young for herself—but now Tiffany, on the other hand. Cal was friendly, from what Tiffany knew of him from the gas station, and he had something reluctant or reserved about him that made her want to know him more. She had that too, that reluctance to enter into others’ lives. The good thing was that Marigamie County was a big county, and the sheriff had to fill his tank nearly every night at her station before heading home. She knew he lived in a cabin by Shannon Lake just past the North Star Bar, and that hers was the nearest gas station, but she hoped there was more to it, that he chose her, nightly, in some real way. Truth was, independence wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

Tiffany didn’t just read poetry. She wrote it too and had done so ever since childhood. It was her way of thinking things out, naming them, knowing them. One year prior to her hungry summer, Tiffany’s poetry became preoccupied with all the lost hopes of living alone in a small town, the slow march of writing checks to banks and utility companies, the banality of daily life. Last winter, not long after she saved enough to get back indoors, she realized she’d convinced herself too completely of the enormity of her hopelessness. It frightened her, and she woke one night and rose quickly and burned with the electric oven-top all the poems she’d written in the last two years. Since then, she’s made an effort to name beauty or gladness wherever she found it—the sound of carrots being cut against a countertop, the oddly comforting smell of blankets in need of washing. Hope was a work in progress. The sheriff’s arrival didn’t hurt. Fall came, the leaves dropped, the old sheriff died, and suddenly there was Cal.

Tiffany picked a coffee lid off the stack. She set it down again. She just had to be bold.

“I’m off this Tuesday,” she said, turning to him. Her eyes came level with the square line of his jaw, his neck in his collar. “If you want to—” she began, but was interrupted by the radio on Cal’s belt crackling to life.

He plucked it off. “This is Rover,” he said. “Go ahead.”

“—take me shooting,” finished Tiff, as quietly as she could.

A woman’s voice came loudly from the radio, and Cal turned it down a notch. “We’ve got a call for a disturbance on Bell Street. Neighbors heard gunfire coming from Breadwin’s Auto. Address is, hold on a second, okay, three-one-two East Bell.”

“What’s the time?” Cal asked.

There was a pause. Marge was working the Marigamie County dispatch, and she always held down the radio button too long. Hurried conversation came through the radio, quieter now, and Cal had to turn the volume up again.

“He said he wants the time,” said Marge’s voice.

“What does he want?” asked a man’s.

“The time, Bobby.”

“The time for what?”

The sheriff made a painful face, closed his eyes. “Dispatch, Rover,” he said into his radio, but he couldn’t get through because Marge continued to jam the airwaves.

“Did you tell him there were gunshots as Jack’s place?” asked the man.

There was irritation in the woman’s voice now. “Bobby, you heard me tell him that.”

“Tell him again, this don’t make sense.”

“ROVER, DISPATCH!” Both Cal and Tiffany recoiled from the noise.

“I copy the call, okay! I copy the call,” Cal said, turning the radio all the way down. “I copy, it’s fine.”

The sheriff placed his radio back on his belt, steadied himself with a breath or two, and adjusted the brim of his hat. He sighed.

“Well, I’ll see you, Tiff,” he said, turning to go.

“Just a sec,” she said. “Your coffee.”

She placed it in his hand and her fingertips touched his wrist. He looked at them, and then at her, and then she swore his face colored a tiny bit before he nodded and made for the door. He never gave her an answer about the shooting range. Should she ask again? Should she invite him for dinner? She could do spaghetti and canned sauce, an iceberg salad, buy bread. Not tonight, she thought, and a part of her wilted. There was time tomorrow, and the next day, she thought. There was nothing but time in Claypot.

Cal thanked her for the coffee, and on his way out he turned back. “I like the purple, Tiff,” he said, and touched his coffee to the brim of his hat, and Tiffany lifted her chin and smiled as the door closed behind him. She watched him climb into the driver’s seat of his truck. His black and white dog moved over to make room in the cab. She hadn’t met his dog yet. The animal seemed happy, though, wagging its tail.

“And I like you,” she said, hoping for hope again amid the humming coolers and racks of candy bars and jerky. The sky outside had turned from purple to silver. She could feel it in her gut and her hands. Change was coming. God, let change come. Tonight she would write a poem about a coyote, a female, silver-furred, sprinting like fire through pine.

THE TWO BOYS RAN WITH THEIR BIKES BENEATH EMERGING STARS through the plowed field. The earth was uneven and perilous, and sometimes one of the boys would tumble and take a mouthful of dirt, and the other would have to stop and untangle him. They reached a fence line between fields and collapsed for a moment’s rest.

“We’re almost there,” said Fish, heavily winded, panicked. Bread just panted and nodded in the moonlight, still unable to speak. Mud stuck to his cheeks, his eyes. They were crossing the fence line onto Blind Burt Akinson’s land now, which meant they were one farm away from Fish’s grandpa’s. Crossing Blind Burt’s fields was always a gamble. Last fall, Burt nearly ran them over with his new tractor, steaming on by with his thick glasses blazing in the midday sun. He hadn’t even seen them. But it was nighttime now, and the fields were empty of crops. Fish wished for a field filled thick with corn to hide in, but there was only bare earth, a bright moon, everything silver and exposed.

“Come on,” said Fish. “I’ll hold the wire.”

Bread dropped his bike over the barbed wire and slipped beneath it. Fish handed his bike over to Bread. The air was growing cool already. Fish’s lungs burned from running. Overhead, the stars brightened, and Fish’s pounding heart made them blaze with accusation. The sky had eyes, and it had seen what Fish had done. Fish needed a plan. He needed to think. He couldn’t. So he just ran again, all lung and heart and foot.

When they shot the coyotes that killed the calf, Fish’s grandpa had a plan. He got the deer rifle out of the bedroom, a .243 with a walnut stock and a Bushnell scope. The .243 shot flat and straight, and didn’t recoil as badly as the thirty-aught-six Fish’s grandpa used for deer in November. “Plenty of gun for coyotes,” his grandpa said, rummaging around in a crate he pulled down from the closet shelf. Bread was over that night and stood by the lighted doorway. Grandpa waved him in. “Dale, come carry a few boxes of these shells,” he said. The boys did everything they were told. The older man knew what to do. They only had to follow.

Over the course of the last three summers at the farm, Fish’s grandpa taught Fish to shoot. He started him out on tuna cans with a BB gun, and after a week or two of that, moved him up to a .22 rimfire, then a .410 shotgun. By the end of that first summer, Fish was helping his grandfather sight-in the aught-six for deer season. The recoil of the aught-six was incredible, as was the report and muzzle flash. When his grandpa shot it, Fish felt it in his shoes and lungs. Fish remembered shouldering the rifle for the first time, placing his grandpa’s folded Army cap over its buttstock for extra padding, then sliding the bolt forward to chamber the largest brass cartridge he’d ever handled. It scared him, but it was his first summer with his grandpa. Fish hadn’t spent a great deal of time with the man prior to that and wanted dearly to please him. Fish made one good shot with the aught-six. It hurt his shoulder, but not badly enough to make him stop. He chambered another round, aimed, grimaced, and the second shot missed the target completely. After the third miss, his grandpa moved him back down to the .243. “No sense in developing a flinch,” he said. They’d work back up to the aught-six, his grandpa assured him, and then slapped him on the back and smiled a bit, his eyes shining in the bright fall field.

The three of them rode to the fields in the cab of Grandpa’s truck. Fish would do the shooting. Bread was in charge of running the spotlight. They drove back along a drainage ditch. The stars were clouded over to the west, a bank of clouds closed in on the moon. As Bread swept the spotlight along the edge of the woods, there came into focus a field of stars, the reflective eyes of a pack of coyotes. “All right,” his grandpa said, putting the truck in park. “Fischer, get as many as you can.”

It was the first time Fish had ever placed crosshairs on a live animal, unless he counted the roosting pigeons he shot with the pellet gun in the granary. But that was different. These coyotes had thoughtful eyes, full and alive and knowing. The rifle rested on the open window of the truck. Fish knew where to shoot at a coyote, or a deer for that matter, just behind the front shoulder where the lungs were, where the heart was. Fish could hear Bread breathing next to him in the cab, holding the light out over his shoulder.

“Easy, Fischer,” his grandpa said. “No different than targets.”

Fish nestled his cheek against the smooth stock and took aim. The coyotes stood with stiff tails and alert ears, what looked to be twenty of them, smallish dogs staring into the light. Fish placed the crosshairs behind the shoulder of one of the larger ones. He felt a pang of pity, but then he remembered the calf, mud-strewn and torn. There were tipping points. Things had tipped. Poor damn things. Fish rested his finger against the trigger. He exhaled and squeezed. Boom and flash filled the truck cab. Instinctively, just as he’d been taught, Fish drew the bolt back and chambered another round as his eyes readjusted. He looked through the scope. One coyote lay dead, and the others had repositioned themselves, some nervously circling their fallen chief, some looking back into the light. Fish felt a surge of fear and triumph course through his body. His pulse and breathing quickened. He placed his finger against the trigger again.

“Steady,” whispered his grandpa.

Fish tightened his lips in the darkness. He had killed his first coyote. And now he was going to kill another. He thought again of the calf. Slowly. Smoothly. Exhale. Another round. The coyotes fell like cordwood. They didn’t run. They just stood, circled each other. By the time Fish had finished, the sun was nearly rising. Grandpa took them back to the house and put on coffee and set three mugs on the counter. Bread and Fish sat at the table, feeling as if they’d crossed over into some new threshold of life. They had. They sat and tried not to grin as they sipped black coffee, which was awful, while they listened to Grandpa tell them how they could skin out the coyotes after breakfast and sell the pelts for cash. “But first let me make you men some toast,” he said.

But that was then. Now, panic was in the stars. They had crossed about fifty yards of Blind Burt Akinson’s fields. They just had to run. They had to stay off the roads, keep away from headlights, and people, and the stars, and the sheriff. Without thinking about it, the boys ran instinctively toward Fish’s grandpa. He, of all men, could sort out this kind of thing. The web of Fish’s hand still hurt from the recoil of Bread’s old man’s revolver, which Bread now carried in a cloth sack next to his handlebars. The boys once examined it in a lilac hedge when Bread’s dad was passed out in a lawn chair. It was a Smith & Wesson .44 Magnum, a massive handgun, the same kind Dirty Harry used. Bread pointed it out of the lilacs at a calico cat on a fence post and asked the cat in a gravelly voice how lucky it felt. The cat licked itself. The boys chuckled. The revolver’s thick, blunt-nosed bullets were the size of color crayons. It was a pistol used out west for protection from bears, and it was Bread’s old man’s constant companion. His dad didn’t carry it holstered to his belt. He carried it around the house and shop in his hand like a heavy wrench and set it wherever he planned on being for the next hour or so. It was lying on the kitchen counter when Fish burst through the door this evening.

Fish had no plan when he turned back to Bread’s house, only bravery, but was met in the kitchen with the sight of Bread’s dad twisting up the collar of Bread’s shirt in his fist. Fish froze when the door banged shut behind him. All three of them did. Bread was on his knees and looking back at his friend. His face was bright red. His eyes were wild with horror and his face was tear-stained. Fish knew it happened, but he’d never seen it, not like this. His friend was so helpless in the blackened hands of his father. Bread looked incredibly small, his father so unbelievably large. Fish’s head thrummed. Everything in that kitchen seemed unreal and washed out, the way colors in dreams seem scrubbed over. Fish remembered Bread’s dad saying only one word—Who?—which seemed to carry all the accusation of hell inside its single syllable. He had awful eyes, which made Fish turn away toward the kitchen counter, where the revolver lay. The next few seconds moved so slowly, so automatically, the way Fish’s hand closed on the grip of the revolver, the way Bread drifted noiselessly to the floor, his father floating across the kitchen, the weightlessness as Fish lifted the stainless barrel into the quiet, yellow light. Fish remembered frogs chirping outside the open window. He remembered smelling lilacs, and then he drew back the hammer and fired.

Bread stopped running. “Fish, there’s a light coming!” he said in a frantic whisper. From the far side of the field, a spotlight shone from a truck parked in the driveway of Blind Burt Akinson’s place. It swept along the fence line to the boys’ right, casting shadows across dirt clods. The truck was well over three hundred yards from where they stood.

They’re already coming for us, thought Fish, his breath blocking his throat. Soon there would be dogs. Sheriffs. Helicopters. Channel 13. Fish felt a deep pang of shame as he pictured his grandfather in his TV chair, his ball game interrupted by a special announcement, his grandson Fischer lit up by floodlights, lifting his hands to shield his eyes from the glare.

The spotlight by Akinson’s place swept closer. The beam froze when it reached them. Bread, standing in front of Fish, became a silhouette.

I didn’t have a choice, Fish would tell them. He stared into the light, wondering if his eyes looked like that coyote’s—guilty, murdering, frightened. Bread tried to step free of the light and stumbled over his bike. Fish moved forward to pick him up, along with the sack holding the gun. He could see the spotlight quivering as it held on them. Anger rose in Fish’s heart. Cowards, he would tell them. You are all cowards! And then he felt like crying. He thought again of the way that Magnum filled the kitchen so full of noise, and then silence. How Bread’s father fell forward, midstride, in so unnatural a way. He fell facedown on top of his own arms, and he didn’t stir from the discomfort of lying there like that.

Fish raised his hands in the spotlight, that Magnum in its sack. He began to cry, and stepped forward. And then a rifle shot rang out in the dark. The round ripped through the air overhead. Fish heard it impact the tree line behind him. Another shot rang out, another round zipped past them. And another.

The boys bolted, and moments later were panting on their stomachs, forehead to forehead in the tall brown grass of a drainage ditch. Bread stared at Fish with wild eyes. He was shaking the way he did sometimes, trying to swallow between breaths. A memory came to Fish, at that very moment. It was a memory of his mother, staring at him with wild red eyes on the worst
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