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To my mother and my father


fall


CHAPTER 1

Bay and I approached the farm at dawn. The first sun churned sideways through the trees, catching in the previous day’s rain, which the wind now shook down from the Carolina silverbells, the beeches, and the poplars. I rolled down the window and heard the forest fizzing.

Bay had taught me one of their songs in the car: “Come, my soul, and let us try, for a little season, every burden to lay by, come and let us reason.” He sang the harmony and drummed his thumbs on the wheel. I couldn’t hold the melody and my voice kept slipping.

Before I met Dice, before I met Queen and Pear, he was the whole Ash Family to me, and I promised him: my soul, with which I would try. We repeated the song till I could maintain my line. When we turned off the paved road, the low sun lit up every strand of his hair, so that, as a result of its extreme disorder, it looked like a giant, bright halo. He had rescued me, I thought.

Bay drove maybe a mile more up a road so bumpy that my head kept hitting the ceiling. We passed four signs warning hunters not to come near, BEWARE LARGE DOGS.

“Here,” he said. “We’re here.” In an instant the gold light broke, and here was my first view of the farm. The house crouched in a whirl of yellow leaves from the biggest hickory I’d ever seen. The wind spun the leaves in the air as thick and self-contained as the liquid in a snow globe. I felt like my eyes were failing. I stumbled out of the car. Bay took my hand. I’d gotten a splinter in it the day before, and I felt like he’d shoved a stake through my palm. A light went on in the house.

* * *

On our trip up through the mountains Bay had told me that I could stay at the farm for three days or the rest of my life. His family—intentional family, not born family—sustained itself communally, off the grid, in the old way. This was the real world, he explained, and if I stayed I’d get a real-world name to replace my fake-world one. He said I would come to understand that there was no definite self: in the Ash Family there was no selfishness, so there were no possessions, no children, no couples.

“What if I stay longer than three days but want to leave after?” I said.

“Why would you want to leave, when you’ll have more freedom here than anywhere else?” he said. The family’s father, Bay said, was Dice, and Dice would understand me the way a lightning bolt would understand a rod.

I was ready to believe it, all of it. Bay could see, as no one else had, the yearning I felt for a more essential life. To me essential meant a life more connected to wild nature. I’d always known there was magic on the margins, there was a world beyond my mother’s world, where a dinner that “went off without a hitch” meant a dinner where no one talked about anything that mattered. My mother cared about manners and appearances and above all she wanted me to go to college so that I would “have a better future.” She wanted a life of safety for me, as though safety were still possible on the choked earth. Safety was a relic from before humans destroyed the world.

Some part of my mother was riven; I kept stumbling along the edges. Once my ex-boyfriend and I had found a broken-down shotgun in her dresser drawer.

My ex-boyfriend, Isaac, told me that my desire for a more essential life was meaningless unless I was fleeing from and fleeing toward. I’d had so much trouble discerning the toward. I was looking for the toward. Then I met Bay. Next to him, in the yellow-winged morning, it seemed to me that everyone in Durham had told me just what I’d needed to leave them behind.

The hickory leaves pattered against our backs and adhered to the house’s clapboards. “Will I meet Dice now?” I said.

“Not for a little while, I think,” said Bay. “Let the fake world fall away.”

His arm was around me, and I watched his breath enter the air. The cold had broken records for September. I didn’t know where I would sleep, what I would eat. I had no money and no possessions. Three days or the rest of my life, I thought. We stood listening to the leaves, the sheep’s plaintive calls, the cows’ exasperated moos. A white dog loped toward me—it was huge, almost my height—and butted its head into my chest.

“Let me see your watch,” Bay said.

I held out my arm. He unbound the watch from my wrist and slipped it into his pocket. I liked the feathery feeling of his fingers on my arm. Then he pulled away from me. “Stay,” he said as he walked into the house. At first I thought he was talking to the dog.

I stood alone in the courtyard, under the shedding yellow tree. I could hear a whip-poor-will and the creaking trunks of trees. Across from the house, the L-shaped barn filled up my vision from end to end, dim against the glare of the sky so its detail only gradually appeared, a dusky bronze color with a tiny tower on one end, topped with a tin wind arrow, slowly turning. Between house and barn, there was a storage house on crooked slate stilts, with a triangle roof like a child’s drawing. Mountain slopes rose on two sides, holding the buildings like a folded palm: what I would come to know as the holler. It was all tidier than I’d imagined, and older. I’d expected tarped buses and pelt teepees leaning in the woods, but this was a quiet old-fashioned farm tucked into standard pastures.

The wind streamed down the slopes, eddying and rumpling in the longleaf pines and on the weather vane, so that it turned this way and that, not indicating anything.

* * *

Bay stood on the porch. I started when I noticed him there, a tall broad shadow, like a black bear—I’d heard there were many bears in these mountains. I wondered how long he’d been watching me.

“We’re ready for you,” he said. “Just remember, don’t tell anyone your fake-world name.” He led me across the threshold. I noticed the dirt on the floor. The walls were milky yellow. I followed him through a meeting room filled with chairs, and then into the dining room.

And here was the family, two dozen young people. They all wore dun sweaters or canvas jackets; they all had the same short sloppy haircut, the same broad hands, the same rawboned faces and vivid eyes. They seemed to be moving slowly, their gestures drifting through the air; they reminded me of astronauts who had to strap themselves down to rest in space.

“A sister!” Bay said. They looked up at him and smiled. Every face was beautiful.

“Who’s this?” a black-haired man said.

“Berie,” I said. Then I remembered I wasn’t supposed to say.

“She’s fake world, through and through,” Bay said. He laughed. My heart lurched and seemed to budge the splinter in my hand that I’d gotten yesterday, during our trip here. “Sit here,” he said to me. He turned to the others. “I found her by the bus stop. I thought she was Cassie for a second, didn’t you?”

“Who is that?” I said.

“Very curious,” said the black-haired man.

“What’s easy for you is hard for us,” Bay said to me, in a singsong. “What’s hard for you is easy for us.” The family members laughed.

I smiled along, though I did not understand.

But I had secret knowledge too. What none of these people knew was that he’d kissed me the night before. Maybe there were no couples here, but he’d kissed me.

Bay took a seat at the far side of the table. I sat, too, and the women on either side smiled. “You must be tired,” said one.

“This is the hardest part,” said the other, so gently that I felt my face flush. “Have a little bread. We make it ourselves.” She said her name was Sara. She was a beautiful woman with a grown-out buzz cut and big eyes with delicately veined eyelids. She buttered a piece of bread for me, but I felt too nervous to eat. I looked around. Laid out on the table were steaming red-clay cups and silver bowls and jam jars, berry branches and fall leaves, basket-embossed loaves of bread.

What would my mother think of me here? I hadn’t yet learned to control my thoughts, so she rose up, unbidden. She still thought I was on my way to college in Richmond.

I was fleeing from: my mother, whom I constantly disappointed. She worked at two different gift shops. She bought our groceries at the discount store that carried unpopular products from major brands—Welch’s jam with chia seeds, double-protein Philadelphia cream cheese, pumpkin spice Cheerios. She liked to speculate about why these things didn’t sell, always trying to reassure me that they were just as good, better, more special than the full-price versions. As a rule, the less confidence she had in what she was saying, the more she repeated herself. She said everything she did was for me, all so I could afford college and a better life. She said that over and over.

My mother owned three precious things, a matching jewelry set from her mother’s mother: a necklace of white gold and garlands of pearls and diamonds, and two stud earrings, big fat diamonds clenched in white-gold claws. She kept the set bedded in red silk velvet in a Colonial Girl Sandwich cookie tin in our house in Durham. My mother might have hated the jewelry, which did not keep her fed sufficiently as a child, did not send her to school, did not save her from the desperation that led her to marry my father. But instead she loved it; she pierced my ears when I was ten so I could wear the earrings and necklace together when we went out on glamorous occasions, which meant a stroll through Duke Gardens in the spring, among the college students, dogwoods, and magnolias. She must have asked me if I wanted piercings and I must have said yes, but she never understood that acquiescence is not the same as desire, and by asking for permission she forced my hand.

In January, she had begged me to apply to college. I did, even though I barely had the grades, even though I didn’t want to. It was her dream, never mine, kicked off by her own mother, or her mother’s mother, the long line of women who never got out, but instead grew old and stiff as boards and knocked over one onto the next, leaning hard all the way to me.

In May, she sold the necklace to pay for what the financial aid wouldn’t cover.

In September, she bought me a plane ticket for Richmond. “I always knew you’d manage,” she said, driving me to the airport on the gray slopes of I-40. I could have taken the bus to Richmond but she wanted me to arrive like the best students. I thought I was doing the right thing by accepting her offer. It seemed cruel to say no.

Four days before I met Bay, when we parted at the airport, she spent a while searching for something in her handbag, clearing her throat. Because she was a big-boned, broad-shouldered woman, her handbag, like her floral cap-sleeve dress, looked funny on her, though for once I felt sorrier for her than ashamed for myself. She seemed to find what she’d been looking for. “Take this,” she said. She handed me a little photograph.

It was a picture of my father, yearbook-style. Cloudy gray background, chin up, face to the side, and eyes front. He had a high fade and the calm looks of a man who knew how to shoot.

“So you can remember him,” she said.

I didn’t want it. I hadn’t seen my father since I was six. I didn’t want to remember what he looked like. I tucked his face into my wallet.

I could not forget the sight of my mother standing there on the other side of security, watching me head away. Her arms straight at her sides, purse on the floor. Her neck pulsing. Her reflection in the linoleum.

Oh, my mother. I should have hugged her.

I wanted to make my mother happy but I knew there was something more for me than college.

I was fleeing toward the something more. Once, alone by the Eno, I’d found two bucks with their antlers wedged together. I’d approached them as they lay panting and I’d jostled their antlers till they separated. I remember kneeling on the dead mauve leaves, watching the bucks stagger to their feet. I remember feeling all of the forest moving through me. School, college, my mother were a dam on the river of a vivid life; out of doors the dam would break and I would tumble in the current.

* * *

The Ash Family rose from the breakfast table to begin their chores. I sat alone at the enormous table, worried I’d been forgotten. But soon the woman I’d met at breakfast—Sara—came to find me.

She hugged me as though we had not seen one another for a very long time. “Little one,” she said. She looked ethereal, but she stank like a tramp. She led me across the yard. I kept stumbling on the ridged ground. I felt clumsy, delirious. Four days ago I’d been college-bound and now no one in the world knew where I was.

Sara opened the stable door. “Good morning, horses,” she said. The sun came in behind us and the barn was filled with whirling gold chaff. I inhaled the warm sleepy scent of the animals and felt the quickening of an uncommon happiness. It was a moment of apprehension of all the forms life could take—it felt like remembering, but I’d never been so close to horses. Two of the horses were white with black pinpoint spots, and two were red, with white blazes splitting down their long heads. I’d later learn that the red ones were Suffolk mares and they pulled our plow.

“Dice is dynamite,” Sara said. A red horse pressed its nose into her temple and she laughed. “Found me when I was seventeen, when he was feeding all the people. I was the first to join him. I knew I’d been saved.” I thought about the man outside my high school who once handed me a comic book he said would save me. Then he tried the girl next to me, and she said, No thank you, I have already been saved. I wanted to be saved—then and now.

“How did you know?” I said.

Sara rubbed the horse on its blaze, and it sampled her shirt collar with its dark lips. “Dice knew this cold was coming, and we put the blankets down on the fields. He let it come. He can change the weather with his mind.”

I wanted to believe her. She was polite and stern, like a nurse; there was something entrancing about her easy kinship with the horses, her strength, her calm. “He actually used to work as an engineer at a power plant,” Sara said. “When he realized that all the fish downstream from the plant had died, he quit and went to the Arctic to learn from the glaciers. But he felt he couldn’t keep propping up the fake world forever.” She laughed and shook her head, like we were both in on a joke. “He wanted a new world, where he could live the right way. So he moved here, and I came along.”

We approached the three henhouses, where dozens of hens burbled and squawked. She showed me their water and grain, and moved from task to task without bothering to make conversation. “By the way,” Sara said suddenly. “Did you know that glaciers roar and thunder as they melt?” Her lack of etiquette made me trust her. She said the cooks rose at five and everyone else at six, something like that—“Only Dice has a watch.” Work started at seven and continued for four hours. Then lunch, and break, and work till dinnertime, then singing or a story.

For the next short while, she said I was going to look after the sheep and the chickens and the pigs, while most of the family prepared for the action on the mountaintop. Dice found out that a coal company had planned to burn thousands of acres of forest nearby, in Tennessee.

“They’re burning the cottontails off, the flying squirrels off, the wolves off, the pumas, the bears, the salamanders, the spiders, the deer, all off,” Sara said. “In less than a week, now, the coal people are going to blow the top off the mountain with millions of pounds of dynamite, blow off five hundred feet of what they call overburden, right down to the coal.” I took pleasure in a moment of imagining how my mother would think Sara was crazy. Here I was, talking with Sara: my mother would think I was crazy too.

“They keep getting closer and closer to us. The old forest is almost all gone,” Sara said. “But they can’t get a good price for the soft coal. The industry is dying. You know why they’re doing it?” She fixed her large eyes on me.

I shook my head.

“They’re roaring and thundering,” she said. “You have to watch out for the half-dead wolf, you know. We see them around the land sometimes. Dressed like scientists. Looking in our rivers. Digging in the woods. There’s no coal here, but the roads have gotten better, and they want to develop. It’s already too bright to see the Milky Way.” Her tone made my skin prickle. “Once the biodiversity is gone, it’s gone. After a catastrophe it takes millions of years to come back.”

“Do you really think you’ll be able to stop them?”

“Let me tell you something Dice told me,” she said. “We animals are more like fungus than like plants. We are descendants of big groupings of cooperating fungus cells. We are not single selves, just tendencies, groups. And so we do think we can stop the catastrophe, because we are not working alone. The fake world is not a match for us.” When she turned away from me I saw her buzz cut was grown out in the back like a rat tail. In that moment she was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

I wondered how they would stop the mining, the developing. I imagined a march through the center of town, like my ex-boyfriend and I had done against the bathroom bill and the ag-gag. “I’d like to come to your protest,” I said.

“We don’t really do protests,” she said. “We do direct action.” She stooped to stroke a hen’s broad red back, and it hunched, stilled by her touch. The hens ate soft mangoes and passion fruits. They jabbed their beaks into grapes. Sara showed me how to collect the eggs, feeling around in nesting boxes, under the warm feathers and sturdy legs. She watched me and said, “Bay was right to bring back someone who loves animals. I bet your family didn’t see that, did they?”

“My mother wanted me to focus on school,” I said.

Sara touched my face. Her hands smelled like horses. “I am glad you found us,” she said.

We tracked through the barn, a maze of low-ceilinged wooden rooms of irregular sizes. One room was stacked floor to ceiling with pieces of PVC pipe. As we walked past, the pipe ends looked like rolling eyes.

We fed the four massive pigs, dropping down crates of lettuce and kale and bagels and strawberry Yoplait. “From the free store,” Sara said. “The Dumpster.”

“Do you travel to town often?” I was remembering Bay: three days or the rest of your life.

“That’s a silly question,” she said. “We’re traveling at six hundred miles a second toward the Great Attractor.” She laughed when she saw my face. “Get relativity,” she said. “It’s one of our lessons.”

The pigs raised their fleshy noses and snorted as I emptied yogurts onto their heads. The sheep ate fermented tight-packed hay, silage, in a big round cage. They walked to the front of their stable to look at me as we approached. Dark eyes and white muzzles, side-springing ears. I touched the fine down on their cheeks. I’d never touched such gentleness, this wool, these horns, these gold eyes, built out of grass and water. I was used to carnivores like cats and dogs.

Past the sheep we tossed carrots and cabbages, loaves of bread, straw to the cows. The cows were silver with black noses. We climbed into the wide food trough between their rows, and Sara pulled a ladder down from a ceiling hatch and planted it in the tall hay. I followed her feet upward, feeling a cool breeze coming down the ladder. We emerged into a space that was as vast as a cathedral, windy and dark except for slivers of light coming in the loosely constructed walls. “The largest barn of its era in the Appalachians,” said Sara. “A monumental work.”

Hay piled up almost to the ceiling. I felt a long, deep thrill that mounted as I shuffled my feet over the uneven plank floor and fell into the bales to smell their sweetness, to feel their prickles in my hair. Isaac used to say that there are times when things are positive or negative, or times of simple intensity, when those distinctions dissolve. That was how I felt when I first fell in love with him. And here was the feeling again, after a long dormancy. I wanted to run out to the hills and press my face into the soil. I felt I would finally be swept away in the river of a vivid life. As we picked our way across the floor, every new view proved to me how perfect the place was and how right my feelings were. “This is where you’ll be sleeping,” Sara said. “All new arrivals sleep up here, in the hay.”

“How many are there?” I said.

“Haylofts?” said Sara, though I felt she knew what I was asking.

“No,” I said. “New people.”

“Everyone is old at something and new at another,” she said.

I could stay here three days and then take a bus to Richmond. The semester had started yesterday, but maybe it wasn’t too late to enroll.

“You belong here,” Sara said. “I can tell.” The future had been a wall, and now the wall collapsed and I could see the huge range of weathered mountains, and the structures of the farm like the eyes in a face.

I could stay three days, or I could stay the rest of my life.

We descended the wobbling ladder. Sara showed me the leader ewe, whose loyalty I would have to capture if I wanted to herd the flock. The ewe was blind in one eye, which was white and brimming over with scar tissue. Her other eye contained a horizontal rectangular pupil in a gold-colored round. Her large compliant head took up so much space. Her horns were warm, as though they were filled with blood. “When the weather’s good, you’ll herd,” Sara said. She looked out the window. “Today, for example.”

“By myself?”

We opened the barn doors and the sheep coursed out into the sloping meadows. “You’re going to have to do it when we’re away,” Sara said. “So you’d better learn.”

“I’ve never even met a sheep before today,” I said. The bleating flock slowly headed north, stretching and gathering. It was early afternoon.

“If you lose the sheep, you’ll lose the sheep,” said Sara. “So just don’t lose them.” She took off her scarf and wound it around my neck. “If it gets too cold, the sheep will find a warm hillside,” she said. “They’re good at that.”

“Don’t leave me,” I said. My hurt hand pulsed.

She took off her canvas jacket and draped it over my shoulders. “The more you dawdle, the harder it will be to catch them.”

The sheep had already disappeared over the ridge. I’d have to run to catch them.

“Stand in front of the ones that are going the wrong direction,” Sara said. “And if they don’t heed, shake a stick and shout. If you belong here, you’ll love it. Earn our trust.”

My wounded palm was hot, and I used it to try to warm my freezing fingers.

“You’re still cold?” she said. She took off her sweater and handed it to me. I didn’t want to accept it, but it was so warm in my hands. She took off her skirt, pulled it over her boots. She took off her turtleneck, exposing her prickled skin, her pale stained undershirt. She held her clothes out to me. I couldn’t look at her face, but then she turned and I wished I had. I no longer had any idea what she thought of me. I no longer knew whether I was safe. I wished Bay had been there to guide me.

Sara walked almost naked back down the long slopes.


CHAPTER 2

I’d met Bay at the bus stop three days before. I’d been taking a Greyhound from Asheville back to Durham. I was going to ask for refuge at Isaac’s squat, since I couldn’t tell my mother I’d decided not to enroll at the college I’d gotten into, in Virginia.

I stood waiting on Tunnel Road, eyes watering, feeling tight and drawn, as though I’d survived a great ordeal. I didn’t even have the money for gas station chocolate.

A man was standing next to me at the bus stop. He didn’t have any bags so I guessed he was waiting for someone. I didn’t look much at his face to begin with. He had long wide scars running the length of both of his arms, from elbow to wrist, evidence of what could have been mortal wounds.

I remembered Isaac telling me that the right way to cut was “down the lane, not across the street.” Isaac’s gruesome knowledge gave him power, and I loved to feel like there were alternate uses for arms and knives, like the world was full of objects that, reimagined, could tip us away from safety. I liked glitter in an envelope as a prank and I liked a pinhole in a shoebox as a camera lens. I liked the way a rope tied high above the quarry could become a terrifying swing, or an arm pushed against a door frame could start to feel weightless and rise of its own accord. I liked high-jumping so high that mistakes badly hurt, and taking my mother’s food to Isaac’s squat, and, at the animal shelter where I volunteered, petting the death-row dogs I was supposed to ignore.

As I looked, the stranger tried to hide the scars, which made him seem good.

“Let me guess, Greyhound girl,” he said. I started. He was talking to me. He had some kind of accent. “Heading home, but you don’t want to.” It was a Southern voice, a mountain voice.

I gazed at him. I was sad to be so easily legible.

“I bet your dad left home when you were younger. No”—he sized me up, and I couldn’t help smiling—“your mom.”

I shrugged. He had a busted-looking face and gentle canine eyes. “It wasn’t really a home,” I said. The first words I spoke to him were all he needed to build a connection so strong it seemed magical.

“I like to hear people’s stories,” he said. We stood smiling at each other. He gave me a piece of chocolate with a pink candy coating. “Want another?” he said. I nodded, but he waited a minute before he handed me the bag.

He told me his name was Bay.

“Nice to meet you,” I said.

“Rest assured, dads don’t like me.” He laughed. I felt like I was in a scene I’d often noticed in parks, a squirrel looking down at a dog, the dumb communion of animals, their mismatched understanding.

“These are good,” I said, even though the chocolate tasted like oil. I swept a horsefly from his shoulder. He shook my hand off, and I stepped back.

I was starting to realize that no, he wasn’t at the bus stop waiting for someone else—he was waiting for me.

“I bet you think you know all about men,” he said.

* * *

Isaac had been my first and only boyfriend. He was a photographer; I was his model. In the conversation that had led to our breakup just a few weeks before, he’d accused me of stagnating. He told me I needed to get out more and see the world. He said he thought college would be good for me, but I wanted to find my way back to the forest where I separated the bucks: there was another way to live. He had used to talk about smashing windows and destroying institutions and reinventing the world from the ground up. And now he was a studio art major at the University of North Carolina, part of the system. I said, “Your hypocrisy is unbelievable.” He explained that even a hypocrite could be an agent of change, an idea that, for a time, liberated me from understanding that a life without hypocrisy was desirable or possible.

He even got a claw tattoo to match mine—“to honor our relationship,” he’d said. Before I knew him I’d gotten two chickenlike claws on my shoulder blades. I’d wanted proper talons, but they’d come out fleshy and small, like something you’d fry. In March, when things were still going well for us, I’d accompanied him to Sirius. They’re not supposed to give you a face tattoo till you have one somewhere else. Yet suddenly I was holding his hand while the tattoo man pounded his left temple with the needle.

Even with the claw curling around his left eye as a sign, I’d thought, of loyalty, he told me I was stagnating. He told me when I was posing for a long exposure. I was wearing a nightgown and he wanted me to flit slowly around a candle that he’d placed on the floor. Only my feet would be legible in the photo. Well, of course he thought I was stagnating—I was his model; it was my job to stay still.

If the conversation had gone differently, maybe I would have applied to UNC with Isaac. My favorite part of school was track and field. I high-jumped. High-jumping was scary and I liked scaring myself, losing myself in the effort. Over time, I got good. Good enough that my teammates would gather and watch once I beat all my opponents and kept jumping just to see if I could beat myself. When I stood on my medical-tape marker, everyone liked to touch me to wish me luck. Back then, I could jump five feet six inches, which meant I could jump over my own body if I had to. “You’re flying!” my coach would say, and it was true, this was as close as I could get.

I liked biology, too, but only certain things about biology: when we debated the ethics of keeping the brain-dead Nebraska woman alive so that her baby could gestate; or when we dissected a cow eye and found the tapetum lucidum, deep in the knot of corded white appeared this mother-of-pearl, this rumpled surface of glittering azure; or when we learned about the horror of climate change, the visions of superstorms punching into the stratosphere, the low-pitched warning of the inundated Outer Banks.

For climate change, I read, we’d have to adapt, and to mitigate, and to suffer. All three. But it was impossible to figure out what I could do that was big enough to help the migratory birds unable to find their resting spots, the bears starving to death, the ancient oaks dying off because of the relentless heat, the exterminated coral reefs, the pelicans caught in the black ooze. Not college, surely.

* * *

I wanted to keep talking to Bay. I said, “Tell me about your family.” And I leaned against the wall too, a little closer to him. He said he’d tell me everything. The Ash Family, they called themselves, because they got their start in Asheville, and because Dice, the father, said they were the leftovers from the purifying flame. “The heavy bits,” Bay said. About thirty people and growing. Sixty sheep, thirty cows, four pigs, twelve geese, sixty chickens, a raw-milk dairy, an orchard, a vegetable patch, an old farmhouse in a holler, a whole mountain to graze, a little utopia.

“We share everything—clothes. Money, our minds, our bodies,” he said lazily, appraising me. “It’s a real family. No one is ashamed of anything.”

“Well, that sounds nice,” I said.

“Does it?” he said.

“Sure,” I said. Isaac used to favor sure because it threw my weight back on me—Are you less angry now? I’d say, and he’d respond, with a shrug, Sure. This time, though, I meant it. The farm did sound nice.

“Look at you, you’re so lost! I like lost souls. I get along great with lost souls.” He laughed at me. I liked it. He was right.

* * * 

Two days before I was supposed to leave home for college, my mother had tried to bake a yellow layer cake. She said it was for me; I said I didn’t want it. The cake came out flat, with a chewy rind. While I was trying to thank her for making it, she pushed it with two hooked fingers all the way along the countertop till it fell off the edge and onto the floor, where it landed with a thud.

“It didn’t turn out the way I wanted,” she said. Her face trembled, her loose eye bags and loose mouth so delicate and fine, the finest material in her vinyl and linoleum house—finer even than the jewelry.

She left the kitchen with the cake on the floor. I scraped it up, and sampled it from the dustpan, and it tasted like nothing. I’d never seen her waste food. I thought I was kind to leave her, so she could take better care of herself. Or I thought I was unkind to leave her, but I needed to stop living in her pain.

My bus arrived, blue and silver with tinted windows, blasting a warm toxic smell from its undercarriage. There were only six passengers. Bay picked up my backpack and my suitcase. “What do you have in here?” he said.

Peter Pan shirts and oxford shoes, a jacket, cold medicine, a Xeroxed copy of Evasion. “Nothing,” I said. I wanted him to leave my bags on the ground. I wanted him to invite me to meet his family.

“Doesn’t feel that way,” he said. He hoisted the bags into the hold. “You’ll want to keep your wallet,” he said, taking it from my backpack.

I looked searchingly at Bay. Behind him, the entrance of the tunnel arched over him, and the two rows of gold lights pointed right at his head. In the hills above him, a hawk fell like a spear.

Bay closed the hold’s door. “Why don’t you catch your bags in Durham, since there’s nothing in them,” he said. “There’ll be another bus in an hour.” The driver climbed into his high seat. He was going to carry away my bags, and I was not going to stop him. I watched the bus fall into the tunnel. Clouds blew over the sun, seeming to stop and start. A cold air was settling from the highest part of the sky. “Can I have my wallet?” I asked Bay.

He withdrew my wallet—an embroidered, Velcro-closed thing—and opened it. There was no money inside. “So I’m paying for dinner,” he said.

“I’m leaving in an hour,” I reminded him.

He found the photo of my father. “I was wrong, earlier,” he said, turning it back and forth in the light like a prism.

“I guess,” I said.

“He looks good,” Bay said, “like a good man.” My father and I didn’t have a relationship. He’d vanished, leaving me with a blurry assortment of sensations—it must have been him who gripped me by the arms and whirled me around when I was so small it didn’t hurt. He was the one who gave me a pair of glasses that turned all points of light into hearts. Or maybe I was just remembering what my mother told me.

“I’m glad he left,” I said. I’d thought this many times, but I had never said it aloud.

Bay shook his head, disapproving. Isaac’s disapproval angered me. Bay’s disapproval made me feel as though I had something more to learn. Bay slipped the photo into his pocket and said, “How can you be so sure?” And he gave me a long hard look.

I wondered if Bay found me beautiful. I knew from biology that forensics workers appreciate suspects and victims who easily lose skin cells—because they leave their DNA everywhere. If I had beauty, it was this kind. I was always trailing strands of hair, smudging my clothes with my dye-dissolving sweat. I was easy to track.

“Let me tell you about one of our favorite ideas,” he said. I wondered about the word our. “From a Renaissance tramp doctor named Paracelsus. He said, ‘You who know nothing, love nothing. The more knowledge is inherent in a thing, the greater the love. You who imagine that all fruits ripen at the same time as strawberries know nothing about grapes.’ ”

We sat in the dead-streaked grass next to the cinder-block Greyhound building. The sun tilted over the trees. The leaves were already starting to turn. In Durham, where my bags would arrive without me, I knew my mother and Isaac could sit under green for another month.

I thought about sixty sheep, thirty cows, four pigs, twelve geese, sixty chickens, a raw-milk dairy, an orchard, a vegetable patch. I tried to understand what Bay was saying about strawberries and grapes. It seemed ecological, which I liked; but no, he clarified, it was about love. He led me to his car. “The more knowledge you have, the more you can love,” he said. “Love comes from understanding, not from ignorance.”

I was in Bay’s car now, which smelled like the state fair—like manure, peanuts, ice cream. Isaac thought I couldn’t choose, but in reality I’d always known what I wanted. I wanted to be pushed around, pushed onto the ground to break with a thud. Bay helped me put my own will back into it. I chose to be his passenger.


CHAPTER 3

Bay said a cold snap was coming, and his car had no heat. “Never been this cold in this time of year,” he said. He gave me his long-underwear top and I wrapped the arms around me as we drove past shorn fields, trailers, tobacco stands, and subdivisions with enormous cheap houses and spongy sculpted grass.

I’d loved traveling with Isaac. We’d driven to Bynum to see the wooden giraffes with silk-flower eyes and to Lucama to see the fifty-foot whirligigs. Isaac always forgot to toggle the switch from vegetable oil to diesel when he turned off his car, but you couldn’t get the car started on vegetable oil, so one of us would have to open the car lid and suck on the fuel line to the engine until the taste of vegetable oil gave way to the taste of diesel fuel—really, more of a feel, a scalding evaporation. The insides of our cheeks bruised black.

I was quiet, next to Bay. I was overflowing with questions about the Ash Family but too nervous to ask the wrong thing. Finally, I introduced myself. “No way are you a Beryl,” he said. In his voice it sounded like Burl. “I will never call you that.”

“What will you call me, then?” I said.

He looked over at me and tilted his head. “Dice will decide,” he said. “You’ll have to show yourself to us somehow. For me, Dice said I was a bay, like a harbor.”

“What’s your real name?” I said.

“I forget,” he said.

* * *

At last, Bay pulled up to a mountain cabin, a rich-family one, with red shingles and white-frosting eaves, a redwood deck and large windows facing into the gloomy Smokies.

“What is this?” I said.

“The free store,” he said. “We need coats.”

He parked the car, and we walked to the door. I raised my hand to the doorbell, but he shoved me aside.

He took a plastic card to the lock and opened the door into a dark, glossy foyer, exhaling heat.

“Are we stealing?” I was breathless from the shove. He’s a farmer, I reminded myself, a shepherd.

He said, “No one’s been here in months.”

“I saw lights on.”

“That’s just automatic.”

“To keep people from stealing,” I said.

“Listen,” he said. “If you want to fall down the hole of believing in property, in a sense, you’re stealing from me. Because I’m taking care of you.”

“You wanted company, you said.”

“Did I?” He smiled. “Do you think society is unequal?” He peered down the hallway and shifted his head like a snake. “Would you go to a rally?”

“Yeah.”

“Would you break a big-box window?”

“Yeah.”

“Would you shoot an oilman?”

“No,” I said. I wasn’t violent. I didn’t even eat animals; Isaac had taught me to be a vegetarian. Isaac used to say, It’s easy to be an activist when you’re heartbroken. He was talking about the people who smashed windows, whom he did not respect. It’s easy to imagine that rage against one person and rage against society are in sync. I didn’t know how to explain this to Bay. “Think about the oilman’s family,” I said at last.

“You’ve got to fight violence with violence,” Bay said. “Imagefare.” I thought then that he was speaking metaphorically. He stepped farther into the hall. He looked bizarre next to the foyer table with its arrangement of dried billy buttons.

“You’re going to get caught,” I said.

“No one’s been here in months,” he said. “See that doorknob? No prints, cleared off by the rain. That takes weeks and weeks. And moss won’t grow like that on a front walk that’s been recently stepped on.”

He turned to enter the house, and I stood there for a minute, my tongue pasted in my mouth. Then I went around back. I looked for a stream or a rain barrel. It was almost night. I felt pricks of what I thought was rain, but it was snow, astonishing at this time of year. The flakes landed on my hands and didn’t melt. I found a rusty tap and fell onto my knees in front of it. When I spun the knob, which shrieked and emitted no water, a shard of rusted metal entered my palm, burning hot.

I dug my fingers into my thigh, trying to stay quiet. The splinter had sunk deep, and I was afraid to squeeze it out. It was worth entering the house to clean out the wound, but just then Bay came out, carrying a heavy load, and kicked the door shut behind him. “Let’s head out,” he said, and set off back down the walk.

“I need to get this splinter out,” I said. My voice was raspy. “It’s metal.” My palm already shone with swelling, and I felt faint.

“Another thing wrong with you?” he said. He softened. “I’ll teach you how to fix it later.” He held out a winter coat, a down-filled performance jacket of some kind, expensive.

I grabbed it.

“Give that back to me,” he said, smiling, but I could see he was unhappy with me. My hand burned.

“No,” I said.

“Trust me,” he said.

I handed him the jacket. He admired it while I shivered. He reached into the pockets.

He reminded me of Isaac, taking away something I wanted. The Christmas I was fifteen, my mother had bought me red rubber boots. She already had a pair, except hers were from Walmart and my new ones were from Belk. “We’ll match,” she’d said. The rubber was thick and expensive, carmine red like a quince flower.

I showed the boots to Isaac and he laughed. “Hideous,” he said. “You don’t want those.” He hadn’t yet met her. But Isaac was good at freeing me to feel new disdain or new love; that was why I liked him so much. “Let’s give them to someone who actually needs them.” He drove me to Ninth Street and we deposited the boots next to a sleeping man with a cardboard sign, even though they would not fit him. It hurt me to give them away, to look back and see them standing on the curb, pertly upright.

When my mother asked me why I never wore the boots I said, “I donated them.” I hadn’t known how important they were to her. But she didn’t talk to me for a week after that, and I learned it was better to lie.

I looked out over the Smokies, soft layers of taupe and gray. “Here you go,” Bay said. He was just like Isaac, but better. After all that fuss, Bay’d just wanted to dress me himself. Nothing had ever hurt so badly as pushing my swollen, frozen, hot hand through a coat sleeve. I didn’t let it show. I thought he might turn the car around. I was all his. He zipped me up, pulled the cords. “It’s warmer when someone does it for you,” he said gently.

I closed my eyes in the rush of heat.

He caught my throbbing hand and lifted it to his eyes. He looked at it just like he’d looked at my father’s photograph, tilting it. My left palm was too swollen for me to make a fist, and in the middle of the red, the splinter was rimmed in rigid lemon-white.

“Hey,” he said. “You’ll get a scar, and you’ll always remember this time. Hey, Beryl,” he said, more softly. “I know these things. It’ll be okay.”

I floated, pinned to the earth only by my hand.

* * *

That evening, he parked in a Pisgah National Forest lot. He brought a folded tent from his trunk, and I saw that the trunk was full of gleaming empty bags of gas station chocolate, the same kind he’d offered me.

“Over in Asher land, we eat our own animals,” he said, “but we’re mostly a dairy farm. The worker reaps the best rewards. In the fake world, we only eat vegetables, except roadkill. Bet I can find us a raccoon or opossum for tonight.” We started to hike up a narrow pine-needle-floored trail into the plum-colored twilight. He carried the backpack and I carried the tent and water, taking care not to use my left hand.

“Sure,” I said, though I was a vegetarian. I just wanted to watch him eat it. I liked how Bay kept transforming things: woods into bedroom, raccoon into nourishment, someone else’s jacket into ours. I wanted to live like that, borderless, every object taken on its own terms.

We hiked a mile in and set up a camp. The blue night glittered through the trees like a chandelier. While Bay hunted, I held stream ice in
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