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For Louie and Pops





For one human being to love another human being: that is perhaps the most difficult task that has been entrusted to us, the ultimate task, the final test and proof, the work for which all other work is merely preparation.
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1

AS A CHILD, ROY YOUNG could often be found on the second-story window seat in the house at Ewer’s Rock, looking out over the expanse of his family’s valley. Now older, and recently returned from Vanderbilt University for winter break, he sat in that same spot above the staircase landing as he had done on so many days before, idly reading Walter Scott and the Macmillan two-volume Le Morte D’Arthur his mother had given him.

Outside the window, the previous night’s snowfall lay undifferentiated from the sky above it, still heavy with what remainder was to fall throughout the day. The road along the river was only visible as a depression in the unblemished snow. Stone walls between the scattered fields were little more than dim gray streaks against the white.

Far away, a figure in the distance interrupted the stillness. At first, it was only a pinprick into the white erasure. Then the pinprick grew more prominent, and Roy saw it was a man. As he grew closer, Roy saw the tracks the man left behind him as he walked along the road toward the house. When he turned between the river birches lining the drive, he could see that it was his father’s estate manager, Mr. Brantley.

Roy rapped on the wavy glass with his knuckles. Mr. Brantley looked up but did not wave back. Roy knocked on the glass repeatedly until the old man returned his greeting. Satisfied, he left the window seat, walked a few paces to the top of the staircase, and rested his elbows on the banister. A short time later, his father was at the door speaking to Mr. Brantley, who knocked the snow from his boots and came inside. He looked up at Roy, and his father did too. Roy waved again, but Roy’s father put his arm on Mr. Brantley’s shoulder and guided him toward the study. Neither of them waved back.

Roy slunk halfway down the wide staircase until he could hear their murmuring voices and tried to eavesdrop. He heard Mr. Brantley say he had gone back in the deep hollows that morning to reexamine a stand of old-growth tulip poplar and found all his markers gone. Some three- and four-hundred-year-old trees were meant to be felled in the coming weeks before spring’s arrival would make the roads too muddy to transport the timber. Now that stretch of wood had no record of their having been there to assess the poplars’ value in the first place. Mr. Brantley then told Roy’s father that the winter before, he’d heard a trapper complain that every single set in his line had been tampered with and, in some cases, stolen altogether, but that he had not put two and two together until that day.

There was silence for a little while, and Roy’s father said, “So you think these incidents are connected?”

“I do think so. In fact, I know so. Do you know the charcoal maker who lives over the mountain?”

“I can’t say we’ve met, but I know the man you mean.”

Mr. Brantley said that he’d gone over the mountain to the charcoal maker to entreat him for information but had found him dead. When Roy’s father began, out of habit, to give him instructions on how the charcoal maker’s death should be handled, Mr. Brantley interrupted, begged his pardon, and said, “There’s a boy up there I’ve never seen before. Fifteen. Maybe sixteen. I asked around, but no one knows him. And, sir, a person would know this pup if they’d seen him.” The two men talked some more and came out from the study. His father looked at Roy, still waiting on the stairs.

“Come on, son,” he said. “We need to see someone. He wouldn’t talk to Mr. Brantley, but maybe you’ll have better luck since you’ll be closer to his age than old Seth here.”

Roy felt a rush of excitement at being included. Winter break was nearly over, and Ewer’s Rock had long since started to feel monotonous. They left the horses behind, the trail up to the mountaintop being quite narrow in parts. It terminated into a rock scramble before one reached the grassy balds. It could be tricky when dry, but in weather one needed to climb the last few yards the way an excitable child goes on all fours up the stairs to their bedroom in the evening.

The two men led the way from the fields into the wooded mountainsides, then took the switchbacked trail for several hours until they came to rock in a natural formation not unlike a stone staircase. Above that was the scramble, and finally, the three of them emerged onto the broad field of snow-covered sedge. The meadow buried. Here and there, rocky outcroppings punctuated the pristine blanket. Across the bald, the land rose again. The last of the ancient fir and spruce stands were the highest of all. A passing cloud veiled them in mist, and the three of them paused until it drifted by, revealing the world to them once more.

After the climb, even Mr. Brantley, who Roy had rarely seen tired, was winded. Roy leaned down with his hands on his thighs, the cold air filling his lungs sharply, and asked why the charcoal maker lived so far from Ewer’s Rock. Mr. Brantley only said that some men prefer their own company, and some trades suit those men more than others.

Roy thought to put the question to him more pointedly when they returned to the house, but by then, they saw the column of smoke rising from the charcoal pile across the clearing.

“How long do you think the man’s been dead?” Roy’s father asked.

“Well, sir. It’s cold. Right cold. But he’s been dead a good long while, I’d say.”

“How long since you saw him last?”

“I couldn’t say for sure. He’s ripe, though,” said Mr. Brantley somewhat elliptically. “It’s not too bad on account of the cold. But he is ripe.”

“Do you think this boy is keeping the pile going?”

Mr. Brantley shrugged.

“Right. We’ll let the young one ask.”

Crossing the bald, the three men entered the shadowy grove of balsams. They took a game trail through the snowy stand and followed the smoke of the charcoal maker’s pile rising above the canopy, disappearing into the dull winter sky. When they came to its modest clearing, Roy’s father helloed the man’s shack but heard no reply.

Roy felt prickles on the back of his neck. “Do you think there are lions up here still, Mr. Brantley?” he asked.

Mr. Brantley didn’t answer. The old man only passed by the shack and examined the pile a little farther down the trail and then came back. “Burning strong,” he said. “Looks well tended to.”

Roy sat down on a weathered bit of exposed rock in the clearing. A flash of blue hinted to him from the corner of his eye, and he turned in that direction, scanning the edges of the clearing and into the shadowy depths of the balsam grove. Nothing. He wondered if he’d imagined it but knew he hadn’t. Blue. Sky blue. Powder blue. A streak of it at the edge of his mind like a word just beyond one’s grasp.

Roy’s father called him to the shack where he was standing by the door. It had been a cold winter, colder still above the bald, so neither Roy nor his father smelled the dead man until they finally resolved to knock on the door to the shack to see if the boy had taken shelter from the snow inside it. They waited for an answer, but none came. Roy’s father nodded to him, and Roy pushed open the makeshift door. A kerosene lantern strung from the ceiling swayed gently and the light from it swayed gently too. Roy took a kerchief and covered his nose at the smell. In the corner of the shack, the charcoal maker lay in his bunk. The light washed over the dead man in his bed and then receded, like the rhythmic sway of a cradle. A trick of the lantern’s swing.

The smell of decomposition was suffocating. Roy felt the dry heaves coming on and stumbled through the door and into the cold clearing and sat down on the rocky outcrop again. After a while he rose and paced, taking in deep lungfuls of cold air. He heard the swing of the shack’s door and felt the two older men’s eyes on him. His face was hot despite the cold. With his own eyes still fixed on the ground, he said, “Looks like this boy was a figment of your imagination, Mr. Brantley.”

“No,” his father answered. “Seth’s right. Someone is up here. Unless you think that lantern has been filling itself.”

Roy kept quiet after that. They wandered the forest for a while, looking for the boy, but didn’t see him. When they stopped to confer, Roy looked out over the valley from a high rocky outcrop. Midday. Snow fell again over the far rim of the valley’s opposite slope, casting it in a dull white pall that suited his mood. The valley in its shroud of snow looked like a crater on the moon. Round and weathered and empty of life.

Mr. Brantley toed the ground with his boot. “Would be right to get the old feller in the ground, but I don’t see how, froze as it is.”

Roy stepped down from the outcrop and returned to the older men. Again, he saw the briefest blue between the trees behind his father and Mr. Brantley, but it was gone before it registered in his mind as a thought.

His father crossed his arms and pondered the charcoal maker’s fate. “Have some hands come up and get him, Seth. We’ll keep him in the icehouse until the ground thaws a bit. Shouldn’t be long down below.”

They made their way back down the game trail and out of the grove of trees on the summit. Clouds had once again obscured the balds in mist, and by the time the clouds passed, a herd of brindle cattle had arranged themselves in a loose formation before the tree line. They pawed through the snow lazily, eating the tufts of grass exposed by their hooves. Many of the dozen or so gathered there simply ruminated in silence, their black eyes reaching across the expanse of the bald to examine the three of them. Then, from their midst, a great bull emerged. His horns were long and pointed one up and one down. He seemed indifferent to them but was slowly circling closer. The bull turned his body broadside and arched his back, allowing them to take in his remarkable entirety.

Roy stood rapt until his father said, “Mr. Brantley, I believe we may have to wait to return when this herd has removed itself elsewhere.”

“Yessir,” Mr. Brantley said. “I’d not like to test that big one’s patience.”

Roy’s father put his hand on his shoulder to guide him slowly away from the bull’s attention. They circled the bald and turned to go back down the rock scramble toward the trail to Ewer’s Rock, but before Roy followed, he looked back over his shoulder, wanting to get one last look at the massive creature with its brindle coat and horns askew. But the bull was not what demanded his attention then. Instead, he saw the boy emerge from the tree line as if he’d never existed before that moment. As if he’d been formed from gray winter light, low clouds, and the shadows of the fir trees in the instant before Roy had turned back for a last look at the bull.

His father and Mr. Brantley started toward the scramble, and Roy followed, but he kept on looking back, unsure if what he saw was real or imagined. By then, the boy was walking toward the bull, a muddy blue coat fluttering about him. His hair was long and matted. When the wind picked up, it tossed the long yellow tangles, covering the boy’s face. The boy swept his hair back behind him, and Roy saw that his face was filthier than the blue greatcoat. Mud was daubed on his cheeks in heavy streaks, as if careless hands had just turned him on a potter’s wheel. He walked straight on toward Roy, never deviating even one degree. The cattle parted before him. No stone blocked his path. Roy looked back one time before he got on his backside to clamber down the unstable rocks. The boy seemed to have found the exact center of the meadow, and he stared at Roy as if Roy were the oddity and not the boy himself, standing there serene among the cattle as if it were the most usual thing in the world to be wild.
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The boy in the blue greatcoat watched the three flatlanders disappear below the far end of the bald. Even after they’d gone, the scent of lye and tallow from the two younger men’s toilet soaps buzzed unpleasantly in his nose. He went to the bull and leaned his forehead into its neck, took in its musky scent, closed his eyes, and spoke to it softly. The bull nuzzled the boy back by way of answer. He scratched gently at the bull’s broad chest below its dewlap until the bull groaned uncomplainingly then circled and lay in the snow. Then the boy left the herd recumbent on the bald and walked to an overhang with a view of the valley.

Down the mountainside the trail switchbacked toward the valley floor and he watched the flatlanders through the bare canopy until they were finally out of view. What did they want? he wondered. He had more fingers than times he could recall visitations from down there. Sometimes the man would take his cart down the back side of the mountain and leave the boy alone for days or weeks at a time, but rarely did anyone bother coming up. And when they had, it was never hard to hide from them among the she-balsams. He didn’t even have to hide, really. Flatlanders couldn’t see beyond the edges of whatever path they walked on, as far as he could tell.

He made his way up through the grove and back to the charcoal maker’s shack. The flatlanders’ tracks told him everything about their activities he hadn’t seen from watching them in among the shadows earlier that day. They’d looked at the charcoal pile and they’d gone inside the shack. They’d talked in the clearing, but the boy was too far away to have heard them. He retraced the flatlanders’ steps and opened the door to the shack and lay down on the floor beside the man’s bed. Each night since the last half-moon, when the boy had found the man dead, he’d slept on the floor beside him. Now the other half-moon was in the sky and he decided the flatlanders were probably coming to take the man away. That was the way of the flatlanders. He’d seen their cemeteries before, abandoned and overgrown in forgotten hollows. The man told him what they were for. The boy didn’t think he would have wanted to be trapped beneath one of their white stones.

He stood and leaned over the man and tucked his arms under his body. There was a low groan of escaping gas as the boy lifted him, and when it was quiet again the boy backed out of the shack and stood in the clearing. The day was fading then and the dead man was very light in the boy’s arms. He took him through the she-balsams to an overlook near a beech gap with a view of the long rows of mountains the sun slept behind. The man had liked that place. He often went there to drink his jugs of red water until he fell asleep. The boy laid him out on the promontory and looked skyward. Night was on its way.

He walked back among the beech and picked a likely one and scraped the bark off with the spine of his knife. With his thumb on the spine to steady the blade, he carved a single continuous line into the trunk. After an hour or so he stepped back from the carving and the line had become a fair likeness of the man now laid out a few yards away in the dark. In the morning a kettle of buzzards would swirl above the lookout point. They’d tip their wings in thanks. And when the buzzards had long since had their fill, the boy knew he could come back to look at the carved likeness and remember him. But for now the buzzards roosted somewhere else, and the boy lay down beside the man, pulled his blue greatcoat tight, and waited for the stars.
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Far down below in the big house at Ewer’s Rock, Roy Young had trouble falling asleep. He couldn’t shake the image of the boy emerging from the edge of the spruce-fir forest. When he finally drifted off, he dreamed so vividly that he felt he’d lived an entire life in the dream, from birth to death, in which all his senses were heightened, and his body tingled with an unknown power. When he woke, he felt a deep sense of loss. His chest was tight with the crushing disappointment of realizing he’d only returned to the same drab life he’d left the night before.

At breakfast, he scratched his fork across the plate absentmindedly.

“Our child is sullen this morning, Tom,” his mother said. His father looked over yesterday’s broadsheet at Roy, his eyebrows raised above the curve of his eyeglasses. Roy looked at the back of the paper.
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In the mirror, Roy watched his mother pin up her hair and then return to the table to sit with them. “I’m not a child, Mother,” he said. “It was just a dream I had.”

“A bad dream is no excuse for sullenness.”

“A dream, he said, Nancy,” his father said. “Just a dream.”

She looked at the newspaper Roy’s father was hidden behind. “A bad dream, son, or just a dream?”

Roy thought of the boy among the wild cattle, face caked in mud, walking toward him. “Not a bad dream, no. Just . . . strange.”

“Well?” she said.

What was most strange about the dream to Roy was how vivid it remained in the light of day. He could close his eyes and land on any and every detail in perfect clarity as if this dream were something more than merely a by-product of sleep. “I was in the north fields out by the sheepfold in the night,” he began. “I watched a star fall out of the sky and land where our house is, but there was no house there. No fences either. Only the old stone walls of the sheepfold. I walked from the north field to where the meteor sat on top of the hill. I tried to pick it up, but I couldn’t.” He scratched a circle around his plate with his fork again. “Then I turned around and saw a crowd had gathered at the base of the hill. I looked out over the valley and the whole valley was full of people crowded shoulder to shoulder as far as I could see. It seemed like the whole world was there. I tried to pick up the boulder again and I could hold it in my arms. The crowd rushed forward, wanting to touch it. So many people reached out for it, I thought I was going to be crushed by them.” He shrugged his shoulders and put the fork down beside his untouched breakfast. “Then I woke up.”

His mother sat there staring at him. “Signs and wonders,” she said as if to put a period on the subject.

“Maybe it was to do with the boy,” said his father.

“The boy? Which boy? Thomas?” his mother asked.

“You haven’t told her?” his father said.

“I thought you had,” said Roy.

Tom Young carefully folded the newspaper into its original arrangement and laid it on the table. “There’s a boy up in the highlands. Maybe orphaned. Feral. Seth Brantley said he’s tampering with a trapper’s sets. The poplars I wanted to cut for lumber before spring comes. We went to see about him yesterday.”

“Seth Brantley says there’s an orphan in the wild?”

“Yes,” his father replied.

His wife looked at him astonished. She turned to Roy. “And you saw him?”

He nodded quietly.

“Well? Where is he?”

“Too dangerous. He’s up with that wild herd. Bull meant to charge us,” said his father.

Roy nodded again, bracing for her disappointment. She glared at them in turn, a look of terrifying compassion. In her eyes, the boy they spoke of had now been twice abandoned. Roy knew what she was thinking. God had granted them a chance to do his will, and they had lacked the courage. He knew what she was thinking because it was what he was thinking too.

“You just left him there?” his mother said. She pointed at them with the tines of her fork as she spoke. “All alone in the cold?”

They didn’t answer. She let her silent judgment linger. “If you won’t do something about it, I will,” she said finally. “And I’m sure some ladies at church will be more than willing to help this poor child too.”

THE CHURCH STOOD like a guard tower at the entrance to the valley, its copper-clad spire shining like a signal fire visible from miles away. Roy watched it grow larger as their carriage slipped along the frozen valley road. The driver whoaed the team, and the carriage came to a halt at the entrance. They shed their lap blankets and stepped inside.

Soon, a voice called out, “Nancy Young,” and she left Roy and his father to take her place at the center of the hollow square of pews. She called out a number, and a harmony began, rising and falling in four parts along the scale of shape notes. Together, the congregation sang the poetry, and Roy’s mother led them from the center, her hair pinned up in a tight bun. Sunlight streamed through the window in thin, clear rays, sharp as icicles. She held the songbook open in her left hand, and with her right arm raising and falling in rhythm, she played the voices gathered there like the strings of a sacred harp.

When the hymn concluded, his mother returned to her seat beside them. The next name called was Samantha Hatton, the minister’s daughter. Roy watched as she emerged from the congregation and walked gracefully down the aisle. She had been his best friend since childhood, her long black curls a presence in all his happiest memories. Now as she passed he had to resist the urge to reach out and touch her. She smiled warmly, and even in the dimly lit church, her eyes had the luster of smoky quartz. Roy imagined holding her face gently, turning it to catch the light, watching it shatter in her eyes.

Upon reaching the center of the hollow square, she turned and leafed through the pages in her songbook until it rested on the hymn she’d chosen. “ ‘David’s Lamentation,’” she announced. A rustling followed, and then the voices began to follow the shapes, seemingly gathering power as they went, until they burst into a kind of harmony that requires not only skill but also time, proximity, and affection. A shared life in furrowed fields under the shadows of mountains. Their voices joined together in a manner so close to blood harmony that it made no difference. The lyrics rode the echoes around the room, vibrating in Roy’s heart until he was sure he couldn’t take it much longer.

“Oh, my son. Oh, my son. Would to God that I had died,” he sang. When the song was over, Roy saw an irrepressible joy cross the faces of his fellow congregants, a joy that is born in the sharing of deep sorrow, but he felt only empty and numb. He was too ashamed to admit it, but after the first verse, Roy hadn’t heard the music at all. He’d been trapped instead inside a lonely, boundless silence.

When the singing ended, the church filled with the gentle chaos of departure. Coats gathered; weight shifted in pews. The old wooden floors creaked as the congregants filed out into a valley full of disorienting light. Outside, Roy’s mother arranged a caravan, and the men watched their wives and mothers and daughters climb into their surreys and wagonettes and head off toward Ewer’s Rock without them.

THAT EVENING, THE home at Ewer’s Rock was buzzing with activity. Nearly the entire valley gathered there, eager for news of the wild boy. They lingered to share their disappointment when the women returned near sunset, red-cheeked and half-frozen, to report that he had not been found. Roy’s parents entertained guests in the salon, while servants hurried about with trays of rum toddies, cider in mugs, and ginger cordials for the children. As the drinks flowed, the valley’s solemn disappointment transformed into the stubborn, defiant joy of a wake.

Roy and Samantha sat together on the staircase, close enough to the gathering to maintain propriety but far enough to avoid being overheard. Even though they’d known each other since childhood, now, together on the cusp of adulthood, their once-easy familiarity had become tense and uncomfortable. To Roy, the complications were baffling. He loved her. But whenever he questioned why that wasn’t enough, he only found himself burning with anger.

Samantha, however, understood what Roy could not grasp about himself. That while she was a convenient and logical choice, he did not truly love her. Instead, he loved the ease with which he could fit her into his vision of his life. He saw her as essential to the sequence of events that would culminate in his future mastery of the valley, and that, she was certain, he loved very much. He’d taken it all for granted. He’d finish the spring semester at Vanderbilt, then another year until graduation, and he’d return to add her to the list of improvements he intended to make to the valley.

He’d already shown Sam his notebooks a million times since he’d first left the valley for Nashville, but now he had them out again. Roy’s fingers swiftly turned the pages to show her his plans and designs—electrification and mechanization, telephone lines, motorcars and diesel tractors, double yields from the harvests, and a scheme to pave the farm to market roads. He spoke of it all with a manic energy. If the grandiosity of his plans didn’t alarm her, his obvious need for her to surrender to him did. To surrender to him so he could shape their life as deliberately as he intended to shape the valley. He wanted her to fall into permanent orbit around him, but she could not do it.

Now he held her hand in his own and pulled her closer to him on the staircase. His other hand wrapped delicately around her wrist. “Why are we even having this conversation, Sam?” he said. “What I’m saying makes sense, and you know it.” He started in the middle of a circular conversation they’d been having for the last two years. Samantha would have described it as “never-ending.” She found it tiresome. Only her affection for the memories of their shared childhood kept her attachment to Roy from fraying completely. Roy seemed to take her resistance as a challenge to his intellect, as if she were only withholding her assent to his plans because he had not yet offered the winning argument.

He had not formally proposed to her, but Roy assumed it was understood. She was only seventeen. Almost three years his junior. Still too young for her parents to approve of that. But he was creating the itinerary of a life with Sam, a life that he’d already begun to take for granted before it ever had a chance to start. Roy had allowed for two years until they were married, another year for the first child, the second, two years after that. The problem was Sam didn’t think she wanted the life Roy was busy planning for her.

“I don’t know, Roy,” she said. “It’s all so overwhelming.” She tried smiling to lighten his sour mood. “It’s a party. Why don’t we just have fun before you go back to college?”

Roy looked over the festivities. The laughter and clinking glasses. Children up past their bedtimes, galloping through the house like thoroughbreds on a racetrack. It was too predictable. Too satisfied. “Don’t we deserve something beyond . . . this?” he said dismissively, as if the neighborly spirit filling the house was beneath them, even worthy of contempt.

She pulled her hands to the lap of her dress, and Roy’s hand closed on her wrist and then let go so quickly that she wondered if she’d imagined it at first, but she saw a ring of white fading as the blood returned to her skin. She looked down toward the party below, then yanked her hand away from him, suddenly enough that it could have attracted attention. “I don’t belong to you, Roy. Don’t you understand?” she said. “I don’t know where you got the idea that everyone and everything in this valley owes you something, but I don’t.”

He sulked beside her. He had no context for her refusal. The conversation had not gone anything like he’d planned. “I don’t understand, Sam. We’ve been friends for so long.”

“But we haven’t, Roy. We haven’t. You haven’t let me be your friend for years.”

He couldn’t look at her. His face was hot with embarrassment.

“I remember when you never thought about who you were supposed to be. You were my best friend then,” she said.

“Responsibility, Samantha,” he snapped bitterly. “That’s what ‘thinking about who you are supposed to be’ is called. It’s expected of some of us.”

“Okay, Roy,” she said. She was tired of being made to feel responsible for his emotions. Her hands were now tucked between her legs, deep within the folds of her skirts.

He put his hand on her back and started rubbing up and down the length of her spine. Roy’s touch made her shiver. It was too familiar, too like the way she’d been handled by men and boys all her life. Holding and rubbing. Squeezing. A touch of the chin to steer her face toward their kisses. Their tyrant eyes, always. Roy now had them too. Tyrant’s eyes. She wanted to cry, but didn’t want to give him that power over her.

She remembered, not so long ago, when they’d been so close as to be indistinguishable from each other. Summers in the woods, when they’d become a single figure browned in sunlight, wild without speaking. Their laughter rolling through the tall Indian grass. Up to their waists, naked in the cold black river. It was easy. Was easy too much to expect from Roy? Could he take one breath without turning it into an instruction?

“I’m sorry,” she said, and left him sitting on the staircase. But she was not sorry at all.

She collected her coat and slipped out into the cold night through a back door off the kitchen. She took the brick steps gingerly and stood in the yard, the warmth of Ewer’s Rock behind her, the blackness of the wooded mountains in front. Why should she be sorry? Why was any boy’s contentment her responsibility? She didn’t know. Beyond the small envelope of yellow light from the house, the valley was draped in blue moonlight reflecting off the snow. She looked down at her feet and wiggled her toes inside her fur-lined carriage boots. Her breath floated icily away from her. She walked over to her parents’ rockaway and fetched a kerosene lantern and lit it, then headed toward the black mass of the mountainside.
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SAM FOUND THE TRAIL EASILY after having climbed it once already with the women that afternoon. And anyway, Sam knew the valley well, having spent much of her life roaming its hollows as a child with Roy. A flood of stars lit the breaks between the trees’ naked branches. It had not snowed since the previous evening. The tracks of earlier footfalls remained a steady guide toward the mountaintop. At the scramble, Samantha was deliberate, pausing to hike her pleated dress above her knees when she had to stretch for footing. She entered the white meadow and looked back down toward the valley. In the distance, Ewer’s Rock glowed from atop its low hill.

Before her in the meadow, the small herd of cattle lay close together, feeling one another’s warmth. Tails flicked in the moonlight. Samantha watched one rise to its feet and circle in the snow then lay down again three or four times. The last time it did so, it separated from the herd a bit and came close to where she stood. It swung its great head side to side, lowing at her, and turned again. She saw the udder was sprung already. The cow’s tail flicking up and up, again and again.

“You’re going to have a baby, darling,” she whispered, kneeling on her skirt in the snow and gently stroking the cow’s side.

It lowed at her again, in probing conversation with the world around her. Its wet black eyes had slivers of cold light in them. Sam’s stomach fluttered. Her eyes welled up, wet as the dam’s now. The heifer moved toward an exposed patch of grass and let her bent legs bring her to the ground. Samantha watched the water bag emerge, a wet balloon. The cow looked up at her pleadingly, as if to ask, What is happening to me? Then a look of confused acceptance seemed to come over the heifer’s face. The bag slowly pushed out farther from the canal, and then Samantha saw the forelegs and head of the calf appear, wrapped tightly in film. The heifer laid her head down in the snow. Sam took a deep breath. The frigid air now scented with blood and the sweet, metallic tang of the amnion.

“Gotta breathe,” said a voice beside her. Samantha felt her stomach drop and her breath caught in her throat. She turned and saw him standing a few feet away from her. She clutched at her skirts and stood up. How was it that she hadn’t heard the crunch of snow as he’d approached? The boy had long blond hair that fell into knotty cords. His cheeks were dirty and hollow. “You hear me?” he asked, looking around the meadow.

She nodded.

He walked over to the heifer and took both hands and broke open the film clinging to the calf’s half-born body. He stepped back and found an exposed rock and sat, waiting for the heifer to release the calf into the world.

“No one came with me,” Sam said.

“Yeah.”

“We came earlier, but you didn’t come out.”

The calf was born. It lay in the snow, still as sleep, the film broken underneath it. The boy stood again and went to it. He knelt beside the calf and hooked two fingers in its mouth, pulling out long strings of mucus.

“No,” he said. “I didn’t.”

“Why did you come out now?” she asked.

The cow stood. The boy stepped back and sat again. The heifer began to lick the calf on its forehead with her pink tongue. Down its neck. Over its face. Sam saw the calf blink its eyes once, then twice, very slowly. Her entire being filled with an inexplicable joy.

The boy shrugged and nodded toward the heifer and her calf.

“Do you need me to leave?” she asked.

He looked up at her. “Do what you want,” he said.

“Are they yours?” She nodded toward the cow and her calf, now trying shakily to stand next to its mother.

“You always talk so much?” he said.

Samantha felt bitterly cold. Needles poked her fingertips. Her cheeks were so frozen it was hard to speak clearly. It was already past midnight and well below freezing. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I should go.”

“No. Talking’s not bad. I just don’t do it much.”

“The charcoal maker?”

The boy nodded. He walked over to the cow and put his head against hers. She flicked her ears, and he stroked their velvet backs. “Gonna be a big, strong bull,” he said to the heifer quietly. The calf mewled and wobbled timidly beside them, as if aware he’d become the topic of conversation.

“It’s very late,” she said.

“Cold out,” the boy said. He took off his greatcoat and folded it over his arm. He had on long underwear and dungarees he’d not yet grown into.

Samantha stepped toward him and took the coat from him. She pulled it across her shoulders and wrapped herself in it.

“The little one belongs to the dam,” he said. “The dam belongs to herself.”

She looked toward the peak and the fir trees above the open meadow. A column of thick white smoke rose from the forested depths. “Is that a fire going?”

“Yeah. Charcoal pile. I don’t want it to go out.”

“I saw him sometimes, the charcoal maker. In his wagon. Black with soot on the road behind the mountains.” The memory made her smile, as if she and the boy now had something in common. “But I didn’t know him.”

“No. I guess hardly nobody knew him.”

“What about you? Does anyone know you’re up here all alone?”

“Can’t say.” He walked over to the cow, the calf pressing himself against his mother’s broad body, and began to stroke her mottled hide. “She’ll be clean by morning.” The herd remained apart from them, resting in indifference. From time to time, one or another roused itself to graze.

“My name is Samantha,” she said.

“All right.”

She laughed nervously. “Now you’re supposed to tell me yours.”

“Can’t.”

“You don’t know your name?” she asked.

“Never had one to know or not know.”

Something in his face reminded her of Roy. He had a similar carriage. The Roy of her memory, perhaps. Or maybe she was inventing a resemblance in the dark, and Roy only remained on her mind because of their fractious parting. But the more she examined this wild boy’s face, the more he seemed like a glass plate negative of the one she’d sat beside a few hours before. “What did the charcoal maker call you?”

“ ‘Kid,’ ” he said.

“Kid?” she asked. “Really? That’s all? For how long?” She felt bold enough to approach him now, to look at him directly as they spoke. Being near him felt different than being near any other man or boy she had ever encountered. Though he possessed traits that would typically make her uneasy—his obvious strength despite his slender frame, the latent potential for violence that came with it—there was something disarming about his guilelessness. He made no effort to conceal who he was, so Sam didn’t feel the need to wonder what he might be hiding. If most men were like knives hidden in a boot, the boy was a blade held openly in the palm. She was surprised by how much this unambiguity put her at ease.

“Maybe ten winters. Could be one more. Some here. Some in other places. I don’t know before that.”

The first degree of fading darkness in the east. Not yet blue or even purple. Coming twilight, before light comes. It was the predawn time one felt before one saw, and Sam felt it coming. She could see that the kid did too. Down at Ewer’s Rock, candles in windows had been doused. Not all, but enough to know that sleep had come to the distant house. “We’ll have to find a better name for you than ‘kid.’ ”

His face had an easy serenity in it. He looked at her and said, “Call me what you want, I guess.”

She almost laughed, not knowing if she should take him seriously. Looking at his face gave no further clue. He was the picture of unselfconsciousness, a quality that in that moment was as foreign to Samantha as his wildness. He was looking out over the valley now, and she turned to look with him.

“What’s it like?” he asked.

“It’s home. I don’t know. It can be lonely, I suppose,” she said.

“Lonely?” he said. “With all those people around?”

She let herself laugh easily now. “It doesn’t seem like a lot of people to me.” She paused, then asked, “What about you? Do you get lonely up here by yourself?” It seemed like a delicate question.

“I’m never alone.”

“You don’t have to be alone to be lonely.”

The boy seemed to ponder that statement but didn’t reply.

Sam felt her body get warm, the whole of heaven watching her. “Can I come see you again?” she asked.

“You can do what you want, can’t you?”

“No,” she said. “That’s not what I mean. I mean, do you want to see me again?”

“Yeah,” the kid answered. “Sure I do.”

Sam smiled and took the greatcoat off. She held it out to him. The boy tried to wave it off. “Please take it,” she said. “It’s yours. And it’s so cold up here. I’ll be warmed up by a fire soon enough.”

The boy nodded. “Okay,” he said. He took the coat and slung one arm through it and then the other.

“I’d better go, then,” Sam said. The boy didn’t answer. She turned and headed toward the trail. She looked back once, before scrambling off the bald, but he was already gone, alone again somewhere inside the dark.

IT WAS DAWN by the time Samantha made it back to the house at Ewer’s Rock. The river frozen solid in the night. The new day’s silver light spilling from its banks. From very far away, long before she turned down the tree-lined drive, Sam could see them gathered on the portico, waiting. Mrs. Young and Roy on the brick steps, still as caryatids. Their fathers behind them. As she approached, the parents hesitantly took the steps down toward her. Their distressed faces reflected her appearance—a lost child, cold and wet, with a torn and muddy dress.

“Thank God,” they took turns saying. “Thank God you’re all right.”

Mr. Young and her father both circled her, asking if she’d been hurt. But they did so coolly, the way one might when trying to knock ten dollars off the price of a horse.

“No,” she said. “I’m fine. I went for a walk last night and must have gotten turned around in the woods. I didn’t mean to frighten you all. I’m sorry.”

Mrs. Young took Sam in her arms and led her up the steps. “We’ve got a big fire going in the study,” she said. “I’ll make you some tea. We’ll get you warmed right up.”

Roy stood and put his hands in his pockets as they went by him, surrender in his dark eyes as they passed through the large front doors, and he followed them to the study.

Roy and Samantha sat down in matching wingbacks by the fire, their teacups steaming on a small table between them. A tableau of manorial tranquility passably performed by teenagers.

“I’m glad you’re okay, Sam.” Roy’s voice had softened since they’d spoken at the party.

It was hard for her to look at him. Of course, he’d known immediately that she’d lied about where she’d been. Lost. The idea was absurd. Maybe their parents didn’t realize it, but Roy knew she could find her way around the valley blindfolded. He wouldn’t say anything, though. Sam was sure of that. She bit her lip and chewed on it. The ease with which she’d made Roy her accomplice bothered her more than the lie itself. She knew he’d do it without her even having to ask, so she hadn’t asked.

“I know you saw him, Sam.” It wasn’t meant as an accusation, simply an observation. He returned to the chair and spread an afghan over his legs, examining the quality of its construction. He leaned his head back into the upholstery and sighed.

“You’re exhausted, Roy,” she said. “Why don’t you sleep?”

“I’m on the train to Nashville in the morning. Well. In a few hours, that is.”

“Back already? It feels like you only just came home.”

“Spring semester starts next week.” Roy paused and stared at the fire. “You know what I heard from my roommate in Nashville?” He went on without waiting for an answer. “He told me that when Cook approached Botany Bay, the ships were so foreign to the aborigines that they couldn’t see them. Invisible. They had no context the ships made sense in, so they didn’t see them at all. It was only after one of the shamans pointed out the ripples in the water that the ships appeared.”

“I don’t think that can be true, Roy. That isn’t how eyes work.”

“No,” he said. “Of course not. It’s just a story. But people see what they want to see.”

“And don’t see what they don’t, you mean?”

He nodded. “Why didn’t you tell them?”

“What makes you think I saw him?” she asked.

Roy scoffed and said, “You think I don’t care about you, but I do.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“The lamp, Sam. You can see a lamp a long way off in the dark.”

“So you followed me?”

“Only into the yard,” he said quietly. “I wanted to say I was sorry.”

Roy was predictable if nothing else. He’d be overbearing and demanding, and then mawkishly apologetic. She’d broken the pattern that night by going up to the bald. Or thought she had. But here he was, as usual, turning his regrets into her responsibility. She chewed her lip again and thought about what she should say.

“Did he threaten you?” Roy asked.

“No, Roy, he didn’t.” She shrugged. “I lied. I made you all worry, and I felt sorry for it, that’s all. I was too embarrassed to admit it.”

He closed his eyes and relaxed deep into the wingback.

Sam could see how exhausted waiting up all night for her had made him, and she thought she
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