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THE FISH WERE IN THE FIELDS again. Wyatt sighed, dropped his shovel—in a throwing it at the ground sort of way—and went back to the house.

In the kitchen, he complained about the fish and how work on the farm was never done while grabbing his gloves and a laundry basket. Stu sat at the table, eating a bowl of cereal and studying something on the back of the Apple Jacks box.

"He awake yet?" Wyatt asked before heading out to collect the fish.

"Nope," Stu replied.

Just then a voice screeched upstairs. "WYATT!!!"

"Jinx," Stu said with venom. He left his half-finished breakfast on the table and disappeared out the back door. It slammed against the frame, making Wyatt flinch, knowing the racket would only raise Pop's ire even more.

He considered sneaking back out, pretending he'd never been inside at all. But Pop'd know. He climbed the stairs like a man who knows at the top he's going to find a big bucket of shit, and then he's going to have to eat it. On the other hand, Wyatt thought that bucket might not be such a bad prize, considering what he was going upstairs to.

Stop it. That's your father.

Halfway up the stairs the smell hit him. At least it hasn't reached downstairs yet he thought. He and Stu could still sit in the evenings and pretend everything was fine. Not for long, though, he realized. It was late August, and with the heat so thick and heavy, the entire house would reek with the old man's stench. But for now, he had to reach the eighth step before it hit him

He got to the top and Wyatt had to make a conscious effort to walk into the room.

When he got there, he kept his eyes down. To look at him . . . 

"Breakfast!" Pop demanded.

Wyatt slunk back downstairs and grabbed the oatmeal from the counter.

He spied Stu outside traipsing across the field. His younger brother stepped on something, flinched and almost fell, then bent down and picked up a fish. It was nearly two feet long, brown and covered in blotches with dozens of small, spiky teeth in its gaping mouth. Stu had always hated touching fish and he held the thing by the anal fin while it twitched and flexed. Its mouth gaped, sucking in air. Stu carried it to the edge of the pond and tossed it back in.

Before Wyatt spent too much time pondering this, breakfast was ready. Yep, he thought as he trudged back upstairs, the work is never done.

––––––––
[image: ]


AS THEY SAT AT THE TABLE later that night, eating in silence, Wyatt thought about the fish. They cleared ten from the field that afternoon, dumped them all right back in the pond. The first time they appeared, he'd considered it strange luck and if the good Lord wanted to provide them such an easy dinner, who was he to argue? But the fish were long and thin and tasted like rotten potatoes. Since then, he and Stu just dumped them back into the pond and went back to work. They'd watched them scurry across the field, so he knew they could cross land, but he'd never seen them before and had no idea where they'd come from. This had been going on about a week.

Suddenly, Stu broke the silence with, "We gotta take him, man."

Wyatt ignored him. Stu added, "You know I'm right."

"You take him, then," Wyatt said. "And you tell 'em what happened."

"That's not fair and you know it."

"It's what they'll think, though. You gonna try and prove otherwise?"

"Then at least change the bandages. I'm starting to piss out the back door so I don't have to go up there and smell him!"

Wyatt shoved his half-eaten hamburger away. He did change Pop's bandages that night while Stu sat downstairs in the dark, wishing he had the balls to go up and help. Pop fought and raised hell the rest of the night, so fierce and constant neither brother could sleep, one lying awake on the couch, the other in the recliner because to sleep upstairs in their rooms was out of the question. And in the morning, the fish were in the fields again.
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WYATT KNEW WHAT HAPPENED to Pop had been an accident. But no matter how many times they went over it, it always sounded bad. Pop and Stu had been at each other's throats for a good week because Pop hadn't wanted him out here to stay, but Wyatt said Stu was family and they couldn't turn him away. And the whole week had reached a boiling point when Stu—covered in dirt and muck from helping Wyatt outside all day—had taken a particularly long shower. That had been it for the old man who stood outside the bathroom door banging and yelling for almost ten minutes while Stu was doing the best he could, but this stuff was caked on. After a while, the banging and yelling got to be too much for him and he finally threw open the bathroom door and yelled, "What the hell is wrong with you, old man?"

That didn't sit with Pop. He would be shown respect in his house.

"Other people live in this house too," Pop yelled, "and those people are the ones paying for all that water you're using up, so what you need to do is get out of my bathroom and I'll tell you when you can shower."

"First of all," Stu said, "Wyatt's the one who pays that bill and Wyatt's the one who busts his ass day and night on this farm to make that money. And if you want to go that far, I've done more work around here than I've seen you do lately, so part of that money is mine and maybe that means I'm paying those bills, so in that case, I'm gonna take as long a shower as I feel I need to take."

You didn't talk to Pop like that. It just wasn't done. That's when he shoved Stu. And that's when Stu shoved back. And that's when the old man stumbled into the wall, lost his balance, and tumbled down the stairs. Their father was not a young man and it was a hell of a fall. The racket was terrible and when he hit the floor at the bottom of that flight, his skull was cracked open and bleeding.

Their property sat just outside Ridgebury, close enough to be part of the town but far enough outside it would take an ambulance forever to get there and they couldn't just leave him on the kitchen floor like that. So they hauled him up to bed and Wyatt bandaged his head. Stu asked him if he was going to call someone but Wyatt just stood there staring at their father for a long time until he finally shook his head and answered, "They'll take you in, you know."

Stu wilted and looked away.

"It was an accident," he said.

"The Sheriff knows Pop. He might not think it was an accident."

"Then what do we do," Stu asked, "just leave him up there to bleed to death?"

"It looks a lot worse than it really is. Just a gash. It's not gonna kill him. He probably just needs to rest up there for a few days until the swelling goes down and it'll heal up pretty soon, I think."

"And if it doesn't?"

Instead of answering, Wyatt went outside and watched the sun go down.

The next morning was when the fish first appeared in the fields.
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IT WAS MORE THAN JUST A GASH, and it didn't heal. It got worse, got infected, and the old man got meaner. And of course, the infection filled the house with its stink.

They were searching the fields for fish, trying to make sure they collected all of them, when Stu asked, "How long do you think he can last up there like that?"

"I don't know," Wyatt said.

"I didn't sleep at all last night."

Neither had Wyatt, but he didn't reply. He didn't want to talk about it. He grabbed a fish off the ground, dumped it in his basket, and looked for more.

"It was an accident," Stu said.

"You say that every day, Stu," Wyatt replied. "I know it was an accident. Nothing to do now but deal with it."

Wyatt spotted another fish—that was fifteen already—and bent to grab it, but was stopped by a voice calling from near the house, "Hello?"

Wyatt looked at his brother, both wondering WHO? Stu shrugged and they walked back to the house.

"Hello?" the voice called again and they heard footsteps going up the porch. Wyatt dropped his basket and jogged to beat whoever it was before they knocked on the door.

"Hello?" he asked, just reaching the front of the
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