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From August 23 to 24, 1981, at least three large meteorites landed in southeastern Iowa. A prison, a farm, and a bridge were damaged in the impacts. Smaller fragments are still being discovered to this day.




The Blamings of the Birds

SUNDAY, AUGUST 23, 1981

20 HRS., 10 MINS. UNTIL IMPACT

A tooth was missing and that was never a pleasant thing. It was going on thirty minutes that Ry and Sarah had been after it. When the tiny white kernel had shaken loose from her mouth, Sarah had been staring up at the sky, something she did these days with escalating frequency. The brilliance of the cloudless blue seemed not to faze her, nor did the nip of the heavy and sluggish mosquitoes. She would go blind that way, and Ry knew that was bad; also bad, though, was the unhappy notion that this flat, dull stretch of moribund farmland contained a realm of fascination that in all his years he’d been either unwilling or unable to notice.

What she was looking for were meteors. According to the radio, Sarah was a good eight or nine hours early, but none of the estimates had addressed whether or not you could see meteors during the day. Sarah was just covering her bases. Most kids her age had long forgotten their teachers’ reminders of this celestial event from back in June, because those reminders had carried the unpleasant whiff of homework. Not Sarah. She had stayed up late in April to see the luminous trains of dust cast from the Lyrids; she’d had a fit when a July thunderstorm had robbed her of watching the Delta Aquariids; and two weeks ago she had noted all thirty-four Perseids she’d seen by making hatch marks in a spiral-bound notebook. But the passing of the Jaekel Belt was the big one, a cosmic event so rare she’d not witness it again until she was an unimaginable forty-four years old. To be safe she’d started craning her neck days ago—she was well aware that trusting the estimates of small-town schoolteachers and radio personalities was risky.

Interrupting this rigorous scientific observation was an event less rare but almost as exciting: the falling of a baby tooth. The cuspid had dropped while Ry had been busy uprooting the rusted Cardan shaft of a long-dead baler from the dirt, and who knows how long Sarah had gone before noticing the line of pink blood that crept down her neck. It was only when Ry barreled the soft beam of metal into the drainage ditch and whooped in victory did his sister come alive. She touched the blood and showed it to him.

Ry wasn’t dumb enough to think that his sister believed in the tooth fairy; rather, she believed in money as she believed in nothing else. They all did. It was the thing that had been draining noisily from the farm for a decade now, for Sarah’s entire life, and Ry knew that she hungered after it like a pirate. The whole thing was ugly and he didn’t like to see it; his sister was eleven, pigeon-toed, proficient at dirtying clothes within seconds of donning them, and blessed with cerulean eyes and the downy blond crown of an angel—she was the kind of kid who stared up at the sky in hopes of seeing something from storybooks. It troubled Ry that Sarah’s dreamy guilelessness was boned with the sharp and cornered calculations of a handful of grimy coins.

Stiff mufflers of August heat wrapped around their necks and bleak exhales of dust bloated about their ankles as they scuffed their toes through the dirt of the McCafferty Forty. This field and the five others bordering the farm had once commanded dizzying ranks of corn, soybean, hay, wheat, oat, and sorghum. Countless times in the past, Ry had put his hands to the dirt and felt for the hidden heartbeat, but it had been as futile as searching for meteor trails in broad daylight. Only his father had ever had the ability to speak to the land.

Marvin Burke was a man whose shadow still chilled the entire county. Merchants and neighbors alike had brandished a distrust of the man of the wolverine manner, the obliterating handshake, the features that never stopped moving—pulsing veins, twitching mustache, a rubber grin that delivered the nonstop soliloquies. Marvin Burke talked too much; he was too tall, too thin; his muscles were too rangy; his head was shaved down to a gleam they found unnatural. They suspected the man was a horror and they were right.

Ry had known that what his father did in the privacy of their home was unspeakable, but how could he or anyone else dare to stop him when Marvin Burke was the one who kept the sun rising and falling, kept winters from falling too harshly, kept late-spring frosts from shriveling the delicate yellow buds peeking through the soil? Ry had visceral memories of sitting beside his father in the combine cab, their stoic cattle dog, Sniggety, further crowding the quarters. His father would push back his thick square glasses and orate so enthusiastically that the wide gap between his two front teeth appeared to melt into the black mustache and form a huge open hole in the center of his face.

From this hole would pour forth desperately important information about the functioning of the machine’s cutter bar and crop elevator, as well as broader lessons about acreage, not just of their farm but of the neighboring properties too, and how the Burkes had just the right amount of land while the surrounding fools had too much or too little to produce anything but ruin; about patterns of planting and harvesting and rotation; about how to treat your cattle—they’re not, after all, goddamn pets. Eventually his father’s stream of chatter gave way to the humming of a song, the same one day after day and year after year, something tuneless and belligerent and exactly one bar long—hmmmm hm hm hmmmm—and that was Ry’s cue to edge away and turn his head to watch the monsters of dust swelling in the machine’s wake.

When Marvin was locked up nine years ago, when Ry was ten, the farm should have gnawed itself to the bone in mere days. Marvin had never given his wife insight into his sorcery, so she only knew of the farm what could be printed in black and white, and she shouted these banal clumps of information from porch steps and barn doors and fence posts in indignant tones, as if their repetition and volume could somehow disguise her total lack of mastery. Not one of these shouts possessed the power of a single hummed bar of hmmmm hm hm hmmmm. After a time, the hired hands began showing up late and taking extended smoke breaks. Not two years after Ry’s father was put away, the lead hand quit. Days after that, the others approached one by one with their hats in hands.

The dirt became just dirt. It quit clinging to roots, ceased soaking up manure, stopped drinking rain, and spat seeds. The Strickland Sixty vanished in a fell swoop, victim to a season of soy that slithered above ground like worms. Two years later, the Horvath Property was decimated when a lightning strike enveloped the lower portion in a blue fire that rushed across the dry wheat with hellacious speed. And that was how it happened, the excruciating piecemeal amputation of their land. Ry’s mother tried to sell portions, but the offers were insulting. She chose instead to let the grounds overgrow and smother.

The cracks in the dirt now yawned to proportions slutty with thirst; in all likelihood, Sarah’s tooth had fallen into one of them. Ry wondered if he should feel some comfort in Sarah’s loss. Her tooth had been planted like a seed, and it had been years since this field had been fed as much. Now the entire farm was up for sale, and soon they would be transplanted to some desultory house in Monroeville or October or Bloughton. A house—that was if they got lucky with an offer. More likely was an apartment. Ry could barely conceive of such a thing. He glanced at his sister, maybe fifteen feet away, and tried to imagine her growing into a long-legged young lady within such cramped confines. He returned his face to the dirt. His heart hurt; he could actually feel it hurt. What was the use of resisting? He wiped sweat from his neck and transported it in a cooling wave to his shaggy brown hair. A fallen tooth in a carpeted apartment would at least be easy to find.

19 HRS., 46 MINS. UNTIL IMPACT

“Mom’s calling.” Sarah didn’t look up when she said it. “Hey. Mom’s calling.”

It amazed Ry how after eleven years of being subject to her mother’s hollering, Sarah still managed to muster genuine alarm.

“She’s yelled three times already,” she said.

“I heard.”

“Then why didn’t you yell back?”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because I’m the kid.”

“What? That’s retarded.”

“Ry,” she whined.

“Fuck, it’s hot.”

“Don’t blame me. It’s not my fault I have baby teeth. If you lost your teeth I’d help you find them.”

“They’re called deciduous teeth. Deciduous.”

“And you said fuck. That means I can say it.”

“Go fucking ahead. Have a fucking ball, fucko.”

“Anyway, I know they’re called deciduous.” She stood up straight and gathered her hair in a motion of startling femininity. Ry didn’t know where she came up with these displays of womanhood. Television seemed the most likely culprit. Kimberly from Diff’rent Strokes struck him as especially ladylike as she pranced around her cream-colored and pillared penthouse—now, there was an apartment. Of course, it was always possible that Sarah had learned such gestures from their mother, but at the moment Ry couldn’t recall a single time their mom had moved in any way that made her hair or hemlines dance. If such behavior had ever existed, her husband had beaten it out of her. And after that the farm had taken up the strap.

All at once Ry was angry with Sarah, and for bad reasons, which only made him angrier.

“It’s hot as hell and we’re not going to find your stupid tooth. Let’s just go so she’ll shut up already.”

“If we go now we’ll lose our place,” she said.

And there it came again, their mother’s voice, somehow cutting through the condemnations of the crickets and the blamings of the birds. Ry squinted up at the midday sun. You could set your watch to the twelve o’clock dinner; it was a reflex left over from a decade of feeding Marvin and his ungrateful posse. Her persistence in satisfying such ghosts infuriated Ry. Would she continue these pointless drills when the farthest her kids could stray was to the other end of the apartment?

“She’s so mean to us,” Sarah said. “Isn’t she mean?”

“Yes.”

“And she’s cruel. Don’t you think she’s cruel?”

“I do, in fact.”

“And she’s bitchy. She’s a gigantic bitch.”

A smooth dagger of pain, different from that in his heart, lanced the starburst scar between Ry’s eyebrows. It was the exact location of the wound that had changed everything in all of their lives. For the most part the memory was buried, but sometimes sun exposure released a beam of recall: his father giving chase through the icy forest, the arrival of the Unnamed Three, the blood draining from Ry’s forehead so that it painted a replica of his father’s face-hole. Now Sarah was the one with blood running down her face, and that was even worse—it was unacceptable that she could be anything like Marvin Burke.

“No. Sarah, no.” Ry pushed his shoe at a sprig of weed that could, in theory, be nesting a stray tooth. The Unnamed Three—how long had it been since he had spoken their names? “Don’t say that. She’s under a lot of stress. You see how much sewing came in this month? Hardly anything. She’s mean sometimes but that’s totally different than being a bitch.”

“You’re just excusing her.”

“So what? You should listen to me anyway. You’re the kid, remember?”

“You’re excusing her because you’re a cocksucker.”

He shrugged. “Better than being a shit-eater. Think about it.”

“Dirty cocksucker.”

“Filthy shit-eater.”

“Dirty poop-face cocksucker.”

“Colossal maniac shit-eater.”

The silence that resumed was more comfortable having been padded with these courtesies. Though it really was not silence at all; the birds were louder than Ry had ever remembered—they were screaming. Sarah looked up at them, then took the opportunity to make another quick scan of the sky.

“You know how many meteors fall every day?” Sarah asked.

“I don’t want to know.”

“Three or four. An average of twenty pounds each.”

“Holy shit. So amazing.”

“Did you know that the heaviest meteorite weighs sixty tons?”

“No. But thanks. Now I can die in peace.”

“Dinosaurs were killed by a meteor, you know.”

“Please don’t start in with dinosaurs now.”

“Dinosaur means ‘terrible lizard,’ even though they weren’t lizards.”

Ry stole a glance at her. She was scouring the ground, unaware. He shook his head in a mixture of irritation and amazement. Sarah might be able to move to town without so much as a backward glance, but this dirt was who he was. He could no more escape it than he could escape himself. When they departed the land would keep most if not all of his soul, after it had already taken so many of his dreams and so much of his blood. And this tooth that it had taken from his sister—

There it was. A miracle, really, finding this speck of bone in a world of dust. There was a brown spot of blood on the tooth’s root, and to Ry it seemed the encapsulation of the bum deal of life: a once-perfect thing plucked and bloodied and tossed to the dirt.

Briefly he considered wrenching out a tooth of his own and offering it up—surely it would be worth double the going rate. Instead he kicked at Sarah’s tooth until it slid into one of the earth’s cracks. It would be the part of his sister left behind to keep company with the segments of his own body that would never be able to leave. Worse fates were everywhere. Just look around.

14 HRS., 23 MINS. UNTIL IMPACT

The birds did not quiet. Not during the mournful march across the McCafferty Forty with a grieving Sarah. Not after a lugubrious lunch of meat and bread so dry it pebbled upon the tongue. Not after five more hours of knocking wasp nests from gutters, righting wronged fence posts, and wadding and disposing of chicken wire still tufted with evidence of chickens. The birds screamed into one another’s beaks and bristled their plumage, and with their own wings made cages they seemed frantic to escape. Ry sympathized.

Dusk had begun its squeeze but at this time of year would take hours. Ry was at the top of a ladder outside the window of his mother’s second-floor bedroom. Her face appeared in the top-right pane. She gestured fruitlessly. Ry glared. She held up a finger—wait—and walked away. Ry heard her every step down the wooden staircase before losing her signal, but he knew her steps would soon resume upon the enclosed back porch.

He wolfed his last free moment. Locking a heel onto a rung, he let his body pivot like a barn door opening along a draft until he leaned with his back to the ladder. The buildings of the farm were like parts of his body; he had to concentrate to really see them. To the left of the house was the multipurpose dairy barn, once the center of the farm’s sounds and smells. At its peak it had housed sixty-five Holsteins, shuffling and edgy behemoths that had been the only creatures on the planet bold enough to eye Marvin Burke with outright distrust. The dislike was mutual. Each cow was artificially inseminated in a process Marvin seemed to enjoy making as uncomfortable as possible. Births were no more pleasant. Ry himself had reached into at least a dozen hot wombs to grab purple and quivering babies, and he’d seen more than one get stuck in the birth canal, which often meant killing the mother or child—a task Marvin took up without hesitation. His trusty twelve-gauge Winchester 1200 was always at the ready.

To the right of the house was the vacant northeast pasture. It was in that field that the males had been castrated and dehorned. The former was somehow bearable: The calves had an underbelly doughiness that ceded testicles effortlessly. The removal of horns, though, was a feat of carnage that haunted Ry each day. Sometimes when the first blast of water hit him in the morning shower he mistook it for the jets of black blood that would strike his face during the dehornings. The steers knew what was coming; they lowered their heads as if trying to elude the holocaust stench. It did not help. A hired worker would pull the animal into position and Marvin would regrip his implements and take aim. It was Ry’s job to apply caustic to the deep and spurting wounds, and he’d do it pretending that he was merely reaching his hands into another womb, that this was the torture of birth, not the first stage of an ignominious death.

Beyond the pasture stretched three hundred acres of dead farmland. Each field was ruthlessly named after the farmer from whom it had been purchased, a litany of conquest: the Costner Eighty, the Strickland Sixty, the Bowman Plot, the McCafferty Forty. And beyond that was Black Glade—the largest forest in the state, a place without light, the origin of a hundred schoolyard legends. Ry had only gone past its edges once and it wasn’t something he liked to think about, not ever.

The only thing not pelted with dust or rust on the entire farm was the For Sale sign, which whistled sweetly in the breeze. Ry heard it, blinked himself awake, and hid his eyes so that he would not have to see it. This was the Burke farm, over four hundred acres of nothing, and he was terrified to leave it.

14 HRS., 11 MINS. UNTIL IMPACT

The screen door sounded like another angry bird. Jo Beth Burke’s shoulders dipped side to side as she walked into view, as if she were carrying an extra fifty pounds of weight, and her muscles, even those in her face, slouched toward the earth. But she had a good face—nothing could change that. Her eyes were heavily lidded and that was their burden, but in the rare moments that those lids fully withdrew, you became sure she was going to reach out and tickle you. And all throughout his youth she had done just that. It was yet another thing that Sarah was missing.

“Why do you make me walk all the way down here?” Jo Beth’s arms hung slack at her sides; this was her most exasperated posture, as if even posturing were a wasted effort. “Just open the window so I can ask you. I can’t open it from my side—that’s the problem.”

“I know what the problem is.” He looked away from her and across the yard. The doghouse next to the garage was empty; the coiled-up, never-used chain where the dog usually rested his muzzle sat undisturbed, as did the chain’s padlock, which had lain open since the key vanished a decade ago. Sniggety had never recovered from his master’s abandonment and was just riding out his time, sleeping for twenty hours a day, deaf and twitching in the shade. His absence was unusual.

“And you’re going to fall,” Jo Beth said. “Look at you.”

“You want to do this?” He bucked his back so that, for a moment, only his heels touched the ladder. It was a deliberate incitement and he saw Jo Beth draw back in fear. Instantly he regretted it and took a firm grip of the top step. “I’m not going to fall.”

“If you could just raise it an inch,” she said. “Then I could grab it from the other side and we could try together.”

“And then what? Have you thought this through? Then you’ll have a window that won’t close. The wood’s all warped. If I get it up, it’s not going to come back down. When it rains it’ll get all over your floor. You really want that?”

She sighed and wiped hair back from her sweaty temples. She spoke quietly, perhaps to herself. “Yes.”

He wondered if it was true. Because the more things went wrong around the farm, the more his presence was required. This was the terrible unarticulated truth. Jo Beth Burke was thirty-eight, which meant she had been Ry’s age when she gave birth to him. At nineteen she was married, living with her husband, feeding farmhands, keeping house, and nursing a child. He, on the other hand, was a year past graduating near the bottom of a class of forty kids, and he’d yet to make a single feint toward a life of his own. There were community colleges within a few hours’ drive. There were jobs holding road signs in Bloughton. There were other farms that, despite the hard times, would pay him hourly wages. They might keep a close eye on him for a while—the son of Marvin Burke, poor messed-up kid—but eventually his pedigree would be overlooked. His hand strayed from the ladder and touched the swelling of a new pimple alongside his nose. It seemed symbolic of the issue: Was he an oily-faced kid, or was he a man?

Sarah’s head poked out from under her mother’s arm. A faint pinkness of eye was all that betrayed her earlier crying. One thing was clear: She had gotten paid. It glittered all over her.

“Mom’s got stuff for the Crowleys,” she taunted. “Don’t you want to go to the Crowleys’?”

Four miles was a long way to go for your nearest neighbor, but that was the distance to the Crowley farm. Sarah had somehow gotten it into her head that Ry was in love with Esther Crowley, the eighteen-year-old daughter with a mane of black hair that sometimes caught under her ass when she sat down. He was not, in fact, in love with her, but he had, in fact, nearly had sex with her two years ago, a traumatic incident that marked the only attempt at physical relations he’d ever had with a girl. He refused to think of it, ever—he’d think of algebra, baseball statistics, anything to keep the memory away. How Sarah suspected the truth was beyond him, but he was pretty sure Jo Beth had never picked up on it. He’d like to keep it that way.

“We do have some mending for them. A nightgown. A beautiful nightgown.” Jo Beth paused. “But I can drive it over if you want.”

That pause—did she suspect after all? His mother imagining him putting his clumsy hands to a girl’s bare skin made his ears boil. He took the hammer from his belt loop. “I’ll do it. It’s fine. It’ll take me like twenty minutes.”

“You should take longer,” Sarah suggested. “You and Esther could watch the Jaekel Belt together. It’s very romantic.”

Ry sighed. “But I can’t do it tonight.”

“Then I’ll have to do it myself,” Jo Beth said.

“Well, enjoy the walk.”

Her face fell. “The car? Oh, Ry.”

He gripped the hammer more tightly. “Don’t give me that. The car what? The car is not my fault.”

“But you said you’d have it done.”

“What am I supposed to do? Grow spark plugs next to the strawberry patch? I put the order in with Phinny and he’ll be here.”

“When? I just feel so bad about that nightgown; she must be wearing something of Kevin’s—”

“Tonight? Tomorrow? He’ll be here when he gets the part.”

“Ry, how many times is this going to happen?”

“That depends on how many times you plan on incinerating the spark plugs.”

“Can we order more than one box?”

“Can we get a new car?”

“Ry.” She shielded her eyes even though the falling sun was behind her. “Can we order more than one? Is it too late?”

“Will you calm down? Phinny’s bringing a bunch. The Crowleys can wait for their damn pajamas. I’ll install the plug and drive over there tomorrow morning, end of story.”

Ry chanced a look at his mother and saw both resignation and gratitude. He should have felt good about that, about solving yet another of the farm’s myriad problems, but instead felt only the sensation of further sinking. He was six foot three and shaved every day; his continued presence here was becoming a mockery. He mashed his lips and told himself that he deserved an extra year of childhood—a year at the very least—for all those months stolen by doctors, psychiatrists, and the Unnamed Three.

“Fine,” Jo Beth said with hushed complacency. Beside her Sarah had twisted so that she could stare at the sky again, and her mother’s arm supported her weight with offhand expertise. “Sarah lost another tooth. Didn’t you, Sarah?”

“I know,” Ry said.

“I’m worried it’s infected somehow. She’s all snotty.”

“You don’t want me to stay up!” Sarah accused. “You want me to miss the Jaekel Belt!”

But Ry heard it too, the nasal buzz that presaged a sore throat and cough. It seemed that for every two weeks Sarah spent bursting with energy she spent another throwing up into a bowl.

“She’s going to have perfect teeth,” Jo Beth said. This slide into dreamy prognostication announced a temporary cease-fire. She pressed Sarah’s head into her side and began waddling back around the corner of the house. Ry felt snubbed. He swung himself back toward the window and regarded his misshapen reflection in the aged glass.

Swiftly he withdrew several nails from his pocket and transferred them to his lips. He made sure the sash was lodged solid against the frame and centered the first nail over the weatherboard. He raised the hammer, aimed, and with one mean blow sunk the nail. No matter how many times the bedroom window jammed, his mother insisted on trying to open it. Well, no more. He drove another nail and sad flakes of paint scattered. She would have to be more creative in her assignments of busywork. A third nail, a fourth, each like the sealing of a coffin.

The detestable job done, he lifted the inside of his elbow to wipe at eyes so sweaty they felt full of tears. That was as far as he got. There between the brooder house and calf shed was Sniggety, winding his way around abandoned machine parts and the tractor wheel that had once housed a miniature rose garden. The dog moved with his trademark limp, but with hackles raised. It was the birds. Ry had forgotten them again, but there they were, still screaming.

It was only because he was facing the doghouse that his gaze swept the front yard. He paused, blinked, and looked again. The long shadows thrown by the trees made it difficult to see, and the driveway itself was a quarter of a mile long. After a time, though, Ry became convinced. Standing on the road, next to their mailbox, was a man.

13 HRS., 46 MINS. UNTIL IMPACT

At first Ry was sure that it was Phinny Rochester. The man ran a shop out of his garage about twelve miles west. Phinny got a good price for his salvage and a fair commission from his special orders—at least, that was Ry’s impression. He had visited Phinny’s plenty of times with Marvin. The men loathed each other, and when Marvin loathed a man he visited him as often as possible, displaying his shaved scalp, flashing the gap in his teeth, talking uninterrupted for staggering amounts of time—thirty, sixty, ninety minutes. Phinny, to his credit, never backed down, and would nod as many times as was necessary. Most of these encounters would be scored a draw.

The first time Ry visited the shop after Marvin’s incarceration, Phinny Rochester looked as if he had exhaled a long-held breath. He beckoned Ry with oil-stained fingers, grinning behind kaleidoscopic whiskers. He cut Ry no better deals than he had cut Marvin, which made Ry trust him; in fact, he had quickly become Ry’s only real confidant. Ry had plenty of secrets—the severity of the farm’s debt, his regretful sexual encounter with Esther Crowley, the untold lengths of his father’s depravity, the Unnamed Three—and if he were ever to tell anyone about them, he figured it would be Phinny.

Ry had put in the order for two packs of spark plugs six days ago. Over the past two years Ry had grown increasingly embarrassed of the family car, a school-bus-yellow 1973 Volkswagen Beetle. Jo Beth was defensive of it; once the fate of the farm had calcified, she had wasted no time selling off the F-150 that exhaled Marvin’s odor each time you sat down in it. Ry’s long legs barely fit in the Beetle. He had to admit, though, that the vehicle would be right at home battling for parking spots in town.

Ry jumped off the ladder, still four rungs from the bottom. He took a few steps toward the driveway, felt strangely vulnerable, and slapped his thigh to engage Sniggety. The dog scratched his muzzle but otherwise made no move. At least there was the weight of the hammer at his side. Ry wiped his palms on his shirt and began the walk around the eastern side of the house. The man waiting at the road did not move. Ry risked a wave. Still nothing. You did not live this far out in the country and not wave at others. Even Marvin Burke had done it.

Twenty feet away features began to distinguish themselves. Ry slowed. The man was old, maybe in his seventies, and had gray hair crisscrossing his skull, thistles and bits of leaves caught within the wisps. His thin legs wore what looked like pajama pants, the shins fuzzy with burrs and striped with dried mud. His shoes were flimsy and had been all but cut to ribbons. The only pristine item on him was a black overcoat far too big for his skinny frame, zipped to the neck despite the heat. The man stood with his hands behind his back.

Ry stopped ten feet away. He put on a smile. The man met his eyes only for a moment. His chest beat up and down and he breathed through an open mouth only half-stocked with teeth.

“Howdy,” Ry said.

The man nodded. He paused and nodded again.

“Nice time for a walk.” Ry weighed this pleasantry and judged it sufficient. “What can I help you with?”

The man parted his lips. They were trembling. Ry leaned away. There were red scratches on the man’s neck and face.

Ry heard his sister’s cry far behind. “Mom! Ry’s talking to a man!”

Ry’s chest tingled. They had been spotted. Sarah would be on her way. He heard a screen door slam.

“Everything all right, sir?” Ry asked.

“Obliged,” the man said. “Your family.”

Ry heard feet crunching through the gravel behind him. He took a half step forward to urge the conversation along. “Say again? Something about my family?”

The man raised his face. His stubble was pure white and sprinkled his haggard cheeks like snow.

“I been watching you,” he said.

Sarah arrived panting at Ry’s side and on instinct he threw an arm around her. She slingshotted forward, then back.

“Sarah, go inside—”

“Hello,” she said. The man’s watery eyes lowered to Sarah’s level and his mouth hung agape. He leaned toward her, too close, within grabbing range, biting distance. His hands, though, remained clasped behind his back.

“I’m Sarah.” She sounded stuffy.

Back at the house the screen door slammed again. Jo Beth was coming.

“Mister,” Ry said. “Maybe you better keep on.”

“Are you here to see the meteors?” Sarah asked. “They’re easier to see in the country.”

“I …”

“Where were you hiding?” Sarah searched the road, the nearby trees, the ditch.

“In plain sight,” the man said.

“Mister,” Ry repeated.

“You’re missing teeth,” Sarah continued. “I lost a tooth today. A front one. Well, sort of near the front. It got lost in the field but I got money anyway.”

The man cocked his head as if mystified by this creature. He turned his attention back to Ry. “I saw you had a pretty little miss, a young sir like yourself, a lady, and a dog. It reminded me of kindness. I mean that it reminded me of my home. The home of myself. Where I’m from.” He winced and looked at the ground.

There was the sudden disruption of gravel. The man’s eyes shifted upward.

Jo Beth had arrived. She inserted a shoulder in front of Ry and wiped her hands on the apron she still wore. There were pockets in the apron; Ry wondered if they were big enough to conceal a knife.

“How do you do? I’m Jo.”

“Obliged,” the man said. “I am Jeremiah. I’m troubling you for water and food. I know I’m troubling you. But I’ve come some way and desire water and food. This is my request.”

Jo Beth took in the entirety of Jeremiah’s appearance with a slowness that did not disguise itself. The man tipped his knees together like a child who needed to urinate. Ry, meanwhile, felt the shame of youth. He had danced around this man to no avail, while it had taken his mother six words to establish control.

“I can give you water,” Jo Beth said at last. “Sarah, why don’t you go fill that red thermos on top of the fridge.”

Sarah coughed but did not move.

“And a bit of food?” Jeremiah’s eyes twinkled hopefully. “If it’s not too much trouble? To sit down to some food would be … It would be something I could not ever repay.”

“Where are you from?” Jo Beth asked.

Jeremiah looked pained and turned his head to gaze down the dusty road. “I come from Wisconsin way.”

“That’s very far.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You came directly from there?”

“No.” His eyes became dejected. “No, ma’am.”

“Where did you come from, then? Today.”

Jeremiah’s shoulders were shaking. “If I’ve bothered you, ma’am, I am sorry. I will be on my way—”

“You haven’t bothered me.” There was a command to his mother’s voice that Ry hadn’t heard in a long time, as well as an undertone of sympathy. “But you’re on my property. I have a little girl.”

“Eleven,” Sarah said. “That is my age.”

“So.” Jo Beth stopped kneading the apron and let it drop. “Where did you come from today?”

“The woods,” Jeremiah said.

“Black Glade?” Her voice betrayed her surprise.

The man looked confused.

“That’s the forest over yonder,” Jo Beth said. “At the end of the property there. Goes for miles and miles. Was that the woods you were in?”

“No, ma’am.”

She considered this. “Where else were you?”

“Fields.”

“Fields,” she repeated. “And where did you sleep?”

“I did not.” Jeremiah was shaking his head in a miserable figure-eight pattern. “You are kind, ma’am, very kind.”

Jo Beth laughed lightly. “Because I’m asking you questions?”

“Yes.” Jeremiah’s voice was phlegmy. “No one’s asked me anything for the longest time.”

“Well.” Jo Beth nodded as if this was what she had been waiting to hear. “How are you with cars?”

“Mom,” Ry said. “It’s not me; it’s the part.”

“Right,” she said. “I keep forgetting.”

“I’m no help with engines,” Jeremiah said. “I never was a farmer.”

“You’re in the wrong part of the country then,” Jo Beth said.

Jeremiah nodded at the ground. “I expect I am.”

“Bluefeather?” Jo Beth ducked her face to try to find the truth in his eyes. “That’s where you lived before now, isn’t it?”

Jeremiah nodded. His shoulders shook so violently that Ry wondered if the old bones might jar loose from their whittled sockets. Bluefeather—the word was familiar, though Ry couldn’t remember why.

“And they didn’t give you a set of civilian clothes when they released you? That doesn’t seem very kind.”

The man looked bewildered. He angled his head but held his tongue.

“My husband’s in Pennington,” Jo Beth said. “There’s a man who doesn’t deserve to be released. But that is simply not the case with everyone. That’s probably hard for you to believe after so many years, but you have to try.” She gave him a small smile. “Why didn’t you wait until we were asleep and just take what you wanted?”

“I thought it,” Jeremiah said. “Lord forgive me, I thought it.” He raised his woeful face to blink at each of them in turn. “You look like such fine folk. I couldn’t do it. I swear to you I couldn’t do it. I’ll sit—” With his spittle-covered chin he indicated the drainage ditch. “I’ll sit beneath the telephone pole. Anyone drives by, I’ll hide. You can bring out whatever you want and I’ll be grateful.”

A breeze sent the hair on his head flying. The hand Jeremiah brought out to pat it down was not a hand at all. It was a pincer. Sarah gasped and Ry dug his nails into her shoulders. A few seconds later Ry realized it was not a deformity; rather, the man’s index, middle, and ring fingers were gone, and in their absence the surviving pinkie and thumb seemed abnormally long. Loosed from its clasp, Jeremiah’s other hand now hung free at his side and it was just as troubled, though in different formation: Only the index and thumb remained, giving the hand the look of fleshy tweezers.

Silence fell across the group and it took the man a moment to realize the cause. He looked down at his insectile appendages and turned them over in the fading light. “Cell doors, that’s what done it,” he said. “Would I have clung so hard if I were guilty?”

Bluefeather—Ry finally remembered. It was the prison in nearby Lomax County. When Marvin Burke had been sent far across the state to a facility known as Pennington nine years ago, Ry had become aware, for a brief period, of the state’s penal system. Bluefeather, if Ry’s memory was accurate, was high security. This man’s striped pajama bottoms and slippers were state-issued prison garb; that nice new overcoat was stolen; and those missing fingers had been sacrificed by a man desperate not to hear the cold finality of a door locking into place. It was the worst thing Ry could imagine—a wandering ex-convict happening upon their defenseless farm—yet he saw the tension escape from his mother’s bearings.

“I was just about to get started on supper,” she said. Ry knew it was the man’s hands that had clinched it. Jeremiah was old and weak and those were points in his favor. But hands like that could not wield a weapon. This man was at their mercy, not the other way around.

“There’s chicken,” Jo Beth said. “Dumplings, green beans, milk. Come along and we’ll fix you a plate. Then you can be on your way.”

12 HRS., 56 MINS. UNTIL IMPACT

It was a strange hour filled with the rattle and thuds of Jo Beth’s food preparation, the wheeze of the old fan on top of the fridge, and the incessant stream of chatter and coughing coming from Sarah. While Jeremiah sat hunched at the table with his hands in his lap, the girl crawled like a monkey over the rest of the furniture. Jeremiah tried to answer her first couple questions—What is your middle and last name? and Do you like our dog?—but before he could arrange the correct order of syllables, Sarah hurried on to topics of even greater import. Within minutes a pattern was set that both of them could live with: She would ask questions and he would sit there too shell-shocked to respond.

There must have been at least a few boys of Ry’s age in Bluefeather, because Jeremiah found him the easiest to behold. Dozens of odd moments passed between them; it was as if the man could sense the convict blood that beat just beneath Ry’s skin. While Sarah badgered their guest with more rhetoricals—If you could be shorter, how much shorter would you be?—Ry wondered what this man had looked like before prison had stolen his fingers, bent his back, sucked the color from his flesh and the life from his eyes.

“You could stay in the TV room,” Sarah said. “We have a couch in there that’s pretty good for sleeping.”

“Sarah,” Jo Beth said.

“What? It would just be for one night.”

Jeremiah shook his head miserably.

“Did they have beds in jail?” Sarah asked.

He nodded his head.

“Were they hard? I bet they were hard.” The tip of her tongue explored the new vacancy in the corner of her smile. Ry found it hard to look at. “If the sofa’s too soft there’s lots of floors. We have so many floors!”

“Sarah, this man has places he has to be.”

“We have wood floors, we have cement floors, we have carpet floors.”

Jo Beth turned from the counter, her red hair shades darker because of sweat, and approached the table with a serving bowl of green beans. Sarah recoiled as if the beans had made threats against her life.

“Do you have somewhere?” Jo Beth asked. “If not, maybe it’s best you do stay one night.”

“I’ve no fear of grass.”

“Well, we have a barn for that matter. At least you’d be out of the elements.”

“No. No.”

“I understand. I do.” Jo Beth turned back to the counter and produced the sound of knife against board. “It just doesn’t seem Christian to let you out there tonight, that’s all.”

“No.… No.… ”

It took them too long to realize that Jeremiah was crying. Unwilling to display his hideous hands, he did not wipe away the tears that carved four distinct paths through his face paint of dust. His warped back jagged in silent hiccups and his bottom lip fretted around as if attempting to gather the tears and stow them.

Jo Beth set the knife down and turned. “I’m sorry. It’s not my business.”

“I knew it from the road. I could tell you were kind. I passed so many homes, went so many miles.”

“Don’t cry.” Sarah’s voice was hushed and fragile. It had been so long since anything but irritable outbursts had disrupted the farm’s atmosphere that Ry had forgotten how his sister became awed by shows of emotion.

“My shoes split,” Jeremiah continued. “My ankles bloodied up.”

“We’ll get you a new pair. Ry’s got some old clothes that I bet would fit you. Don’t you worry. And you’re staying here tonight and that’s final.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“We’ve got an old army cot somewhere.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“It’s in the attic,” Sarah offered. “Hey, that’s another place you could stay.”

Ry hoped that his mother would recommence her work at the cutting board; she did not. He hoped the sizzle from the stove-top chicken would continue to distract everyone, but it had been removed from the burner. Even Jeremiah’s sobs had softened, so all that remained was the echo of Sarah’s words. If her legs hadn’t been curled up beneath her, Ry would have given them a hell of a kick.

One did not make cavalier offers about going into the attic. You didn’t even talk about it without first measuring
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