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If the Holy Spirit Comes for You



Dooley cradles Reet’s head in the crook of his arm, and the pig’s breath comes out in moist puffs that warm and then chill Dooley’s face. He’s not supposed to name the animals, but he does it anyway. Scooching deeper into the hay at the corner of the barn, he turns Reet’s floppy head toward his little sister, T-Ya. “Feel her nose,” Dooley tells her and leans across so she can reach the pig’s face.

T-Ya runs two little fingers down Reet’s snout. “Bawoney!” she squeals, pulling her hand away, sniffing it and then holding it to her chest. T-Ya is only three and says all kinds of things that don’t make sense, so it takes Dooley a few seconds to get what she means. He touches Reet’s nose, and his stomach turns. It does feel a little like baloney.

Dooley has brought T-Ya down to the barn to keep her from waking their mother so early. He wouldn’t mind spending the whole day in here, but today’s his thirteenth birthday, and his uncles will probably be by to get him any minute, another reason Dooley’s come outside. If he stayed up in his bed, the uncles would come in and pull him right out from under the covers, and he’d be on a hunting trip before he could say, Hold up, hoss. His mama wouldn’t go against them, and his daddy, their brother, is offshore. The uncles want to make his birthday special on account of his daddy being gone, and hunting is special to them. They go every Sunday morning of the season, while Dooley’s aunts and cousins are at Mass.

In catechism, Dooley learned that the Holy Spirit will give you the courage to do what you need to do in life, like go hunting, for instance. Recently, though, he’s begun to wonder if maybe killing is wrong, which would make hunting wrong, even if you eat what you kill. Dooley’s oldest brother, who went off to the war to shoot at strangers, now lives downriver on a houseboat that he never leaves and won’t let anyone visit. Every so often, Dooley meets up with him in the woods at the edge of the river. Once, he told Dooley that if you let yourself believe it’s okay to kill one thing, it opens the door to killing everything. “When I kill another,” his brother said, “I kill myself.” That’s the kind of crazy talk he came back from the war with.

“But what if the Holy Spirit tells me to go hunting?” Dooley asked. “What if the Holy Spirit says, ‘Go on, Dooley. Man shall have dominion over the animals.’”

“The Holy Spirit might give you the courage to do it,” his brother warned, “but God will leave you once it’s done.” That might be more crazy talk, but it might be true. Dooley figures if he never aims a gun at anything, he won’t have to find out.

At the edge of the hay, T-Ya pushes at Reet’s hindquarters. “Laps!” she says, a word she’s learned from their uncles. Baloney. Laps. The words she uses seem random to Dooley, and he wonders how she lines them up in her mind.


“Reach me that tape,” Dooley tells T-Ya, who pulls a roll of duct tape from its hiding place under an old orange crate. He wraps a neck brace he’s made out of cardboard around Reet’s neck and tapes it in place. Flipping two long benches onto their sides, Dooley makes a chute that’s not much wider than the piglet. He hasn’t told anyone about the brace and the chute, in case they don’t work. He’s almost positive they will, though. When he puts Reet down to walk the straight line between the benches, she staggers forward a little, banging into the sides, and then tries to back out of the chute. Dooley blocks the opening. “C’mon now, girl.”

A while back, Uncle Philippe tried to talk Dooley’s daddy into killing Reet. “There she goes,” Philippe called out over the snuffling of the pigs, “running her laps to stay thin.” Reet was a breech birth. She was the smallest, the peeshwank, of her litter, and she stumbled around the pen in circles, her head hanging to the side, flopping, her eyes searching back behind her for the place she meant to stop. She had trouble feeding.

“You ain’t got much pig there as it is, hoss,” Uncle Philippe told Dooley’s daddy in his older-brother tone. “You better shoot her now while you can still get a po-boy outta the deal.”

Dooley listened to Uncle Philippe’s advice from the other side of the pen, watched his daddy’s face to see what he might be about to do. Uncle Philippe is the oldest brother, the boss. “As it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be,’” Uncle Philippe is always saying. “The oldest brother is boss for life.” Dooley wonders if, by the time he’s grown, his oldest brother will finally leave the houseboat and get back to being the boss.

After Uncle Philippe left, Dooley’s daddy didn’t say another thing about Reet until just before he went offshore last week. He pulled Dooley aside in the hayloft. When his daddy’s face went sad and serious, Dooley looked away. “She’s miserable, son,” his daddy whispered so T-Ya couldn’t hear. Dooley ran his finger along a split in one of the barn’s framing posts and waited for the rest to come. His daddy squeezed Dooley’s shoulder. “We need to put her down.”

All the other piglets had been sold, and for a whole month, it was only Reet there in the pen with Patsy, her mama. Reet wasn’t miserable, Dooley knew. She just had a different approach to things. So after his daddy went offshore, Dooley made the neck brace for the piglet. He figured if he went out to the barn every morning and worked with her, he could teach her how to hold her head up and quit her circling. Probably by the time his daddy gets back, Reet will be able to show what all she learned and Dooley’s daddy will see that she is a happy pig who can walk in a straight line.

In the bluish light of the lamps that hang from the barn’s ceiling, T-Ya claps her hands at the end of the chute, and Reet wobbles toward her.

“Call her,” Dooley says. “Say, ‘C’mon, Reet, just a little more!’”

Reet trips and Dooley loops his hands under her belly and stands her up.

T-Ya pretends to fall. “Laps!” she says, landing on her back, throwing her little legs in the air.

Dooley nudges Reet, and this time she just takes off and doesn’t stop until she gets to T-Ya at the end. She made it to the end twice yesterday. Three times is Dooley’s goal for the day.

From outside the barn, where it’s still dark, Dooley hears his uncles’ three-wheelers screaming down the highway. He takes off Reet’s neck brace and puts her in with her mama. “Let’s go,” Dooley says to T-Ya after he puts the brace and the tape under the orange crate.


They slip out of the barn and hurry down the path, past the house, and out toward the blacktop road. Four of his uncles swarm in on the oyster-shell driveway riding ATVs; Dooley’s Uncle Philippe follows in his truck. The passenger door of the truck fires open right in front of Dooley, and Uncle Philippe pats the front seat.

“I can’t go,” Dooley says through a cloud of exhaust that grabs at his voice.

“C’mon,” Uncle Philippe says. “We just going over to the back woods. Maybe get us some ducks or a couple rabbits for your birthday dinner. If we see a buck, it’s all yours.”

“I gotta serve at early Mass,” Dooley says, “but I might can go next week.” A double lie because Dooley and his mama watch Mass on TV when his daddy’s offshore like he is now. And, of course, Dooley’s not going to shoot anything, next week or ever.

“Father Faison took his first buck in that same woods back there,” Uncle Drouet says. Meaning it’s okay to skip out of serving at Mass, Dooley guesses. Father Faison will understand. It occurs to Dooley that the uncles might volunteer to call the priest and ask permission. There’s no end to the trouble that lying will get you.

“Mama’s sleeping,” Dooley tries. “And I gotta watch T-Ya.”

“We can drop T-Ya by my house,” Uncle Philippe says. “Your aunt can bring her back when she comes for lunch.”

“Yessir,” Dooley says, “thank you, but Mama needs us here. She’ll be scared if she wakes up and we’re gone.” Dooley leans in closer to Uncle Philippe. “Because of the baby,” he whispers.

Dooley’s mama lost a baby a month ago, and she’s been sleeping a lot since then. And crying. Something about losing the baby makes all the men in the family keep their distance from her now. Or maybe it’s the crying. Dooley can’t tell. But right when he says the part about his mama needing them there, Dooley realizes it’s the truth, and he waits to see if his uncles know this, too.

Uncle Drouet leans over in his ATV and pulls T-Ya onto his lap. “You want to go hunting, girl?”

T-Ya hides her face in Drouet’s big camouflage jacket. Uncle Drouet puts his lips on the back of her neck and makes a fart noise and then lifts her up over his head. “Here,” he says, handing her to Dooley. “We can’t take this one if she’s gonna fart like that.”

T-Ya giggles and squirms out of Dooley’s arms and then runs circles around the uncles’ ATVs. Dooley wishes he was little like that and didn’t have to talk.

“You coming?” Uncle Drouet asks Dooley.

“Mama said I can use my harvest money to get steaks,” Dooley lies. The uncles love steak. “She’s gonna take me to the Piggly Wiggly in a little bit.”

Uncle Philippe makes a sound like air rushing out of a tire. “Piggly Wiggly?” He laughs until he coughs. The sound ricochets around the trees like a bullet that Dooley needs to dodge. “Why would you spend your money at the Piggly Wiggly when you got woods right there?” Uncle Philippe points into the dark in the direction of the woods that run along the edge of the bayou and out to the river, not far from where Dooley’s oldest brother is sleeping on his houseboat. The sound of the guns going off in the woods will make his brother cry, Dooley knows. Or shoot back. The uncles don’t seem to realize this. It’s hard for them to see how other people are, Dooley guesses. People who aren’t like them.

He asks the Holy Spirit for the courage to say the part about the guns and how he thinks killing is wrong. “I might can go next week,” Dooley repeats, instead.


 

After the sun is up good, Dooley and T-Ya are on the porch outside the kitchen door when they finally hear his mama walking around inside the raised house. Dooley hopes it wasn’t the sound of gunfire that woke her. “Go on and see Mama,” he says to T-Ya and opens the kitchen door for her. She isn’t too old for his mama to hold and whisper good baby, sweet baby, something his mama likes to do in the morning
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