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PROLOGUE

Another bottle of milk.

After all, it had been his fault it fell off the table and smashed. The entire quart. It was only right that he should walk the six blocks to the dairy to buy another one. He had a quarter in his little fist, biting into his skin as he squeezed.

And Thomas, you make sure you bring me back the change, do you hear me?

That’s what Mother had said as he left the house, his backside still stinging from the wallop he’d just received. Five sharp spanks that, strangely, kept time with Sinatra’s newest song—Young at Heart—as it drifted effortlessly out of the radio cabinet. Father had not interfered, watching from the kitchen doorway and shaking his head sadly. But

Thomas had a child’s stiff endurance for unfair treatment, and he bore his lot in stoic silence.

Small and sullen, avenging himself on sidewalk ants. On a wayward wildflower at the base of a streetlamp. On maple keys that had fluttered their unfortunate way into his path. All ground underfoot.

He made his way down the sidewalk, little feet stomping their vengeful way through the dusk that gathered in shop doorways, in between buildings, under the occasional tree. But the shadows reminded him that the dairy would close soon, and there was no milk delivery on Sunday.

He began to run, contemplated shortcuts, chose one.
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In the narrow courtyard behind the tenement, the coalman’s horse and wagon waited in the gathering gloom. The swayback nag, broken down old beast with the crisscross scars of its master’s heavy lash along its rump, snorted as the child stopped short. The children in this part of the city avoided the coalman—intuition, maybe. There was just something about him: about his crook-backed posture and dry, dead voice; about the mechanical way he shoveled coal into the chutes; about the way he sometimes leered at them.

The grownups pretended sympathy, the way grownups did. The coalman was in his fifties and, thirty-odd years ago, had seen and done things in the Great War, the sorts of things that crawl into a man’s soul like an infection. Incurable, mind numbing. Some of the fathers, their own recent war experiences in Europe still haunting them, spoke authoritatively of this. They forgave him his odd demeanor without the inconvenience of asking him anything directly. A man had a right, they said, to tend to pain in his own way.

No one but the children considered the possibility that the coalman was just plain broken, a husk hiding needs that consumed him. Impotently recorded in a litany of vicious scars on the hide of an unfortunate horse—like a language, a warning.

The horse snorted again.

A bottle of milk, the boy thought, and turned to retrace his steps.

But the coalman was already upon him.
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When the coalman was finished, there were limited options. At his feet lay the broken corpse of a child, naked and bloody from the waist down. The horse stood nearby, still sullen and indifferent, a spectator to one more act of violence, a rhythmic performance like the metered beatings it often endured.

The coalman still panted, sweat gathering in droplets at the clumped ends of his straw-like hair before running in rivulets down his grimy neck. He gathered up the little bundle almost tenderly, lifting it from the alley shadows that gathered beneath the cart and in the corners where bricks met asphalt.

Hush, he whispered. Shhh.

He carried it toward the coal chute, a crude X chalked on its steel door. Marked to be sealed tomorrow, the bowels of this building (and soon all of them) already converted to oil. They had bricked up the other end some time ago. The monsters interred below could no longer eat; they now felt only perpetual thirst.

A filthy finger pushed wayward hair from the child’s forehead.

Shhhh.

He pulled open the steel mouth of the chute. Then a gnarled digit traced its way gently across the little bridge of the nose, along the ocular bone, and then across the child’s open sightless eye.

The finger went rigid, jagged nail catching above the iris.

Then it pushed.
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AUGUST, 1987


SCOTTY


[image: ]

1

Summer rainclouds hang over the city, swollen and languid jellyfish trailing their tendrils of drizzle across storefronts and streets, along the tar slabs of flat-roofed strip malls, in between the pungent narrows separating dumpster backs from alley walls. They ride the lazy current, pushed or dragged across the western tip of one Great Lake to skim the northern shore of the next one. The city’s harbour, a grey and mottled mirror, wears the somber clouds like a bruise.

The city itself mostly ignores the rain, or its denizens momentarily note (perhaps) droplets making their shaky way down the outside of a bus window. Or how a sullen, greasy-coated dog pauses to shake before returning to nudge and nose some invisible street stain. Senses dulled to these minor shifts in the circuitry, people slip effortlessly back into their own tiny worlds.

But the senses, Scotty knows, process a reality that sometimes isn’t real.

When it rains like this, Scotty’s apartment smells like wet dog. His widowed neighbour smells like hot dog water and old broccoli—not just when it rains but all the time. The girl he likes on the third-floor smells good, like lemongrass some days and on others like peach yogurt. But her cramped flat smells of her boyfriend’s stale clothes and recently extinguished scented candles, waxy and saccharine.

Tribal, when he comes over, smells of leather and weed and occasionally of violence. His brother Sirius smells of nothing. Sometimes regret, but Scotty knows this is imaginary.

How can regret have a smell?

Then again, Scotty doesn’t own a dog.
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In the rundown breakfast counter down the street from Scotty’s apartment building lingers the heavy and predictable scent of bacon, that smoky aroma that creeps across the roof of the mouth and into the nose from behind. It’s from the kitchen, this Scotty knows, but the coffee tastes of it, too. Salt and grease and rind, comforting and constant.

When it rains, all street smells are suppressed, replaced by an acidic overtone that pervades everything. This is how Scotty imagines the clouds must smell, brooding above this industrial sprawl, absorbing the exhaust of the steel mills and the diesel fumes from trains, from tankers, from trucks.

Down by the harbour, the slate grey water always smells a little of diesel, or maybe of newly poured asphalt, but also of dead fish and of something else.

Escape, he thinks, on the empty afternoons he sometimes spends on one of the wharfs, or even on the abandoned public beach. The sand, lead-heavy and grey like the water, is littered with bits of discarded trash and the occasional bloated carp, black flies swarming about the soggy mush where an eye used to be. Scotty finds comfort in these incidental beach corpses, stopping to watch the frantic dance of busy insects as they buzz about, reckless and random, on and above and around the decay.

He thinks Escape, but not because of the dead fish; it is because of the vastness of the water. No morbid and cliché melodrama for Scotty, fish just an occasional sideshow act and nothing more.

But the fish, living or dead, are like him: utterly silent.


[image: ]



Except for Scotty’s social worker, Simon, Tribal visits more than anyone else, content to sit in comfortable silence as Scotty works on one of his baffling projects. Scotty is an artist of no particular faith—no degree, that is; everything he’s learned came from silent observation, careful listening, tortured contemplation. Sirius, Tribal’s brother, takes more of an interest in Scotty’s apartment assemblages and alley installations, but he doesn’t say much about what he’s thinking.

Today Tribal is restless. He leans on the arm of a battered and rain-damaged faux leather chair, a street find that arrived one night with Sirius.

“You gonna eat that? Hey, Scotty!”

Scotty looks up at Tribal from between his hands, cassette in one and scissors in the other. Not at Tribal’s face, though; just at the hand that gestures at the last few inches of a sub.

“You gonna eat that?”

No, head turning toward the far wall.

“You mind?” Tribal is already reaching for it.

Whatever. Slight movement of the shoulders. Maybe a shrug.

“Cheers.”

Tribal’s cassette is damaged, caught in the tape heads and stretched. Scotty has a surgeon’s reputation for tape splicing, though, a skill of which he is modestly proud. He coaxes the damaged piece of the ribbon out and examines it under the lamp. Careful pair of snips, a little scotch tape, good as new. Minus the damaged song, of course. This piece, this small audio hernia, he rolls carefully into a tight coil and slips into a matchbox he retrieves from a drawer. It has fifteen or twenty neighbours already, crinkled coils of industry standard, but a few lengths of type II chromium dioxide; even a strip of metal type IV—although that one isn’t damaged at all. A future transplant, Scotty thinks, careful and knowing smile in place.

Tribal is finished, wiping his mouth carelessly with the back of his hand and catching his lip on one of the sharp outcroppings of a pewter ring.

“Fuck!”

He pulls the ring off and drops it with a sneer on the table. Then he notices the proffered cassette, Scotty holding it out, eyes blankly staring at the floor. Tribal reaches out and takes it, slips it into a pocket.

“Hey, cheers, man—appreciated.”

Scotty’s hands burrow into his pockets. No problem.

Tribal rises, shrugs his leather into place, and hands Scotty a gritty plastic bag containing two pieces of filthy cardboard. Scotty takes it, appreciation for payment, and adds them to the pile of others he has accumulated. As Tribal reaches the door, though—back turned to Scotty, fist paused on the doorknob—he stops.

“Scotty?”

Tribal lets the sound hang there in the silence for eight or ten heartbeats.

“No? Oh well—worth a shot, eh? Later, brother.”

Then he’s gone.
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It’s that Scotty can’t.

Talk, that is—so simple and automatic for everyone else, it seems; Scotty watches in wonder as it pours out of mouths at cafes, in stores, on the streets. A torrent of words, sounds that wash over everything the way smells just can’t.

But as soon as a noise—a voice—targets him, the claws tighten and the pounding begins. It starts deep in his chest, lungs and heart conspiring together to constrict even the shallowest of breaths. Scotty folds in on himself, like an origami box.

Simple and automatic.

Or maybe it’s more like being underwater, submerged there by force, air just out of reach. Because there is distortion involved as well, this Scotty contemplates as he submerges himself in the dirty zinc tub in his coffin of a washroom. Head below the surface, he stares up at the ceiling through the film of water. He knows that the paint above him is peeling away from the old and water-stained plaster, but through the shimmering liquid lens it looks beautiful, a mosaic of vague and undulating shapes, indiscernible geometry at play. He attempts to make sense of it, searching for a familiar pattern, forcing himself to stay under just a little too long, lungs protesting in the tight vacuum of his thin chest—but it’s a sensation he’s used to.

He stays under just a little longer.
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Scotty was five when his father left them—there was no traumatic fight, no smashing of dishes or throwing of glasses, of ashtrays, of those things you heard other people doing in that cavernous collection of squalid apartments. Just some tears, angry and quiet, his mother hunched on the broken kitchen chair (her favourite) with arms crossed and his father already a ghost as he swept through their small flat, collecting his things. He didn’t take much—a battered suitcase half-full of clothes, some records, his toolbox.

Scotty watched in awe, knowing something was changing but not sure what it was. His dad walked around him and out the door. Didn’t even look at him to say goodbye.

It was some time before his mother moved from the chair. When she finally did, it was to cross to the small and cluttered counter to dig through her purse for a cigarette. She glared down at Scotty, squatting barefoot on the filthy linoleum and playing with a three-wheeled car he’d found on the street a while ago.

“He left because of you—because of you!” She lit the cigarette with a shaking hand. And then, venomous, “Why don’t you talk anymore?”

But now—so many years later and living alone—Scotty remembers words, the sound of his small voice. I remember so long ago, just vague snippets of memory really, I remember speaking to kids—to mom, maybe even to dad—I remember but he dreams about it, too, and it’s hard to sort out one from the other. Dreams from memories, that is.

In his head, his words are high-pitched and enthusiastic, or high-pitched and whiny—a tiny child’s repertoire, range limited to what little heap of sounds could be collected from the immediate surroundings. Food and feelings, words for the things at eye level and below, nothing much above that.

Scotty remembers.

It was in a place swarming with other children, that’s where it happened. He can’t recall the exact moment or precise place—schoolyard, maybe, or it might have been in the classroom—the place where he simply and irrevocably shut down. Stopped talking.

The other children were the first to notice, of course. Some coaxed, others teased, most just ignored. When the teacher finally realized something was different, she refused to let it go. At first, just amused little inquiries as if they were playing a game. Soon, though, her patience wore thin and she became insistent, demanding.

Then threatening.

She spoke in a voice Scotty had never heard before, in front of everyone (in front of Everyone), and he learned in that moment that necessity was one of the world’s secret sources of magic; he saw, behind the inexplicable terror that rose immediately and unbidden within his small frame, that there was a retreat deep within him. A place of solace, of refuge. The road, however, was long—a complicated path that twisted back on itself so many times that he was soon lost in the depths of his own sojourn.

That piece of him still near the surface crumpled and folded under the weight of interrogation, but the real Scotty—he learned then and there how to disappear while in plain sight. He weathered the storm, submerged deep in himself like his mind was a secret diving bell.

Without thinking about it, he began holding his breath anytime someone spoke to him. At him, really. Conserving air. There was only so much in the bubble.

Practice. Necessity. Scotty hardened himself to the outside world, his tiny surface repelling gentle inquiries, angry demands, concern, or ridicule like so much inclement weather—drizzle, hail. When the words came at him, Scotty had to begin the sequence quickly; that cold and relentless clawing was so immediate, so insistent, that he lost his breath if he reacted too slowly. And once lost, it was almost impossible to find again. His breath and he would play a game, one hiding mischievously within the huge and looming shadows that appeared forest-like with the onslaught of words, the other frantically searching for that small parcel of air before it was too late.

But the sequence, when he began it in time, was simple: with breath trapped in his small lungs, there was no place for it to run, to hide. Then, they (his breath and he) would climb into the bubble and seal the door. And descend. Down below the tiled floors of doctor’s offices and beneath the feet of social workers, in between the cracks of sidewalks, under the game-worn grass and sunburnt dirt of playgrounds—Scotty and his breath companion tucked into an earth-borne bathysphere, safe from sight and sound.

When he was alone, left behind in the cramped apartment with no more words of assurance than one might afford a cat, Scotty often shared his loneliness with the plastic clock that hung crookedly on the cracked plaster of the kitchen wall.

Their time together went like this: the child holds his breath until the second hand ticks its steady pace almost all the way around, jumping with precision from one black mark to another. Jump, stop, jump, stop—a game. He had filled his small lungs just before the slender jumping stick leapt onto the middle of the 3; he gasps for air just after it passes the 2.

And it was a game, one he played often. But not when his mother was around, she fiercely opposed to this type of play. But, then again, she took issue with just about everything he did. She became his echo, as silent to him as he was to her. Occasionally she would lash out at him with words, sharp and succinct and equivocal, but mostly he existed in the cramped flat as if he were little more than a small and ragged ghost.

Like his missing father’s tiny shadow.
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His mother talked to others, though—talked in long, endless tumbling sentences, words spilling out of her until she had to pause for breath, sucking in as much air as possible to fuel the mechanism. She talked mostly on the phone this way, but rarely she got hold of a neighbour in the elevator or the lobby or someone on the street. Scotty became aware this way of body language, his mother’s listener (they rarely spoke back) always with a shoulder turned, always in a polite suspension of movement. Or just looking back as they walked away, smiling and nodding, simulating (he realized later) urgency.

Or not. Some few, those who had recently migrated to this run-down corner of the city or those too steeped in their own cares to bother with propriety, just ignored her. Or told her to shut the hell up. She reacted badly to this. Compiled a mental list of enemies.

Scotty knows the list—his mother recited it over and over, a mantra of hate, under her breath and sometimes louder when she was alone (Scotty didn’t count as company). It was an unconscious sort of thing, name followed by apartment number when known, invented appellation where necessary, fluctuating volume but always the same order Susan McCoy 205 Nanc Radcliffe 516 Ted Radcliffe 516 that smutty bitch in 1101 Moira Hepburn 211 John the asshole Calum MacLeod 908 that Polack on the sixth floor and so on. It is a list without sequence, unless chronology of when the offense occurred counts.

And then she, too, fell silent. Stopped eating, sleeping, even smoking. She simply lost interest in her daily routine, as if the accumulated weight of words and glances and sneers and offences had finally reached a critical mass and the bridge that connected her to the outside world gave way, collapsed.

Collapsed seemed closest, Scotty pondering this as he thinks back on those last months of his mother’s feeble existence. She had died in her bed, shriveled up inside her frail husk until nothing was left. He discovered her—or what was left behind, at least—just a skinny nine-year-old. Ghost-silent, he too bone-thin and alarmingly pale.

Like his missing mother’s tiny shadow.
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After Tribal leaves, Scotty rummages through the meagre offerings in the long, narrow cupboard beside the fridge. A bag of rice, three cans of brown beans, a tin of Spam, and a small can of sliced black olives that was there when he first arrived. On the lowest shelf is a box of macaroni, but it has been shredded and chewed, its contents spilling out like desiccated pieces of miniature intestines. Tiny black droppings litter the area around the box. He sighs, reaches for the rice—the bag is still intact; they haven’t made it that far yet.

Rice it is.

Scotty reaches for his sketchbook on top of the fridge. He flips through the pages until he gets to the picture of boiled rice, cut out from a magazine and taped in place. Below it, he has drawn a cup with oblong grains in it; beside it are two more cups with ripple lines near the brim.

The sketchbook is worn, its covers tattered. It has been with him for years, filled with pictures of simple foods and drawings of how to prepare them. Hot dogs, baked beans, rice, pasta, even grilled cheese—a collection of foster home staples he surreptitiously observed being prepared by a motley assortment of would-be mothers. An occasional man.
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Scotty started the collection when he was fourteen. Sitting awkwardly at the kitchen table in a tiny north-end home, he’d watched as this newest guardian—a kind woman, heavy-set and old, sad-eyed and quiet—pulled two slices of bread from the bag, buttered them both, and laid one butter-side-down on the dented skillet. The sharp scent of burning butter accompanied the angry hiss; muttering, the wrinkled hand fumbled with the burner’s dial.

He had only arrived the night before, rescued from people he had only lived with for three weeks. Scotty does not think of it this way, though. Memory is mercurial, fickle.

One of them, the woman who came for me, used that word—rescued. It was more like being pulled out of a bad sleep, a nightmare. And pushed into another kind of sleep … a different sleep.

“Rescued” was accurate, though: Scotty had been taken from his group home and delivered to a little house, welcomed by a young woman who reeked of cigarette smoke and something else, something sweet. But just days after arriving, the woman had pushed him into the back of a strange car and driven him to a wretched hovel to be left with someone. A relative, maybe.

Scotty didn’t hear the knock that night the social workers came to retrieve him, just the storm of angry voices as his keeper tried to push her surprise visitors back out the door. A lanky middle-aged man and a stocky woman had walked into his tiny room, materializing in the doorway in the wake of a cacophony of shouting.

“You gotta be kidding me,” the man had said, wincing at the stench.

Because Scotty, already too thin and small for his age, sat listlessly on the stained, bare mattress, back against a wall black with mildew. Shirtless, his frail ribs hovered over the hollow of his stomach like a protective roof. A network of spidery blue veins snaked their way beneath his translucent skin. Against the other wall, an arm’s-length away, were three litter boxes, heavy and dark with cat urine, studded with black feces that spilled out and across the sticky floor.

Nothing else was in the room. Not even a window. The stench of ammonia, sharp and pungent, crawled along the floor and walls like a vengeful ghost—it haunted everything in the room and beyond it. And there was something else, something cloying. The woman gagged, disappeared from the doorway.

The man lifted a camera to his face and snapped a picture. Another one. And another. Scotty stared ahead as if unaware, eyes locked on the corner of the room. Finished with the camera, the man took latex gloves out of his pocket and put them on. He stepped carefully toward Scotty, avoiding the trails of litter and lumps of cat droppings as best as he could.

“Hey,” he said gently, “Scott, right? C’mon, Scott—we’re getting you out of here. We have a nice place for you, I promise. Scott?”

But Scotty had slipped away already, down into the floor and below the sad foundations of this latest cell. Scotty and his breath, companions on this sojourn.

The man reached out a hand to shake him lightly, and then he noticed what Scotty had been watching, the place where the other smell emanated from.

The cat’s carcass crawled with maggots.
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Scotty tests the rice with a spoon, stirring it to see how gluey it is. Seems done, he thinks and he turns off the burner.

He adds three heaping spoons of brown beans and some cubed Spam, burying it all under the hot rice. He can’t remember if he saw someone do this or if he made it up himself. Doesn’t matter, he figures, although memory vaguely connects this recipe (such as it is) to a shabby mobile home he stayed in for a while. Maybe a couple of months, but he can’t be sure. It was quiet, though—mostly retired folks in the trailer park, with little flower gardens kept behind white plastic picket fences. Because of the rabbits, he remembers. I remember seeing rabbits hopping around, and the people muttering about them.

Scotty spoons up some of the mess right out of the pot and tests it gingerly with his lips. He winces; still searing hot. Rice and oatmeal. And hardboiled eggs. Why do they all stay hot for so long?

Scotty had been—twelve? thirteen?—something like that, and the old couple in that trailer had been kind to him. Bewildered by him, too, unable to comprehend Scotty’s profound silence and his tendency to be at once sitting in front of them and absent at the same time, as if that chair were occupied by someone a light year away.

“He certainly is a shy boy,” the old man would say. Not cruelly, not impatiently. His wife, however, would set her quivering, palsied hand gently on Scotty’s shoulder. Scotty remembers its frail weight, its plethora of purplish-grey liver spots.

“Poor child,” she’d say. “He’s been through so much.”

It’s all Scotty could remember her saying. Or maybe it was the last thing she said to him because Scotty recalls the panic, the wailing siren, the clump and clatter of heavy boots as the paramedics stormed in early one morning. They left with the old woman on a stretcher, her panicked husband holding her hand tightly in his own, as if she might die immediately without his touch. Even in his terror the old man remembered Scotty, calling to a neighbor to look in on the boy even as he climbed into the back of the ambulance.

Scotty spent that quiet day inside, drawing in his sketchpad. A social worker arrived just before suppertime, a narrow-shouldered man in a short-sleeved dress shirt and stained knitted tie. Scotty watched him get out of the car, walk toward the trailer. He didn’t recognize him. The neighbor, a nervous woman with huge pink curlers in her thin hair, let him in.

“Good evening,” he said. “I’m here to pick up the boy.”

“How’s Ethel?” the woman asked.

“Not well, I’m afraid. Scott?” The social worker turned to look at him. Or at his shell, at least. The man pointed at the back of Scotty’s thin hand, covered in grey blotches.

“What’s all over his skin?” he asked the woman.

“He drew on himself. What’s wrong with Ethel? Do you know?”

“I’m sorry, I don’t. I just know that the Kowalskis can’t take care of Scott any longer and I have to take him with me. Scott?”

“He don’t speak,” she said. “Don’t you know nothing more?”

“I’d tell you if I knew. I got a call and here I am. When did he draw on himself?”

“I dunno. Today sometime.”

The social worker took out a notepad and a nubby pencil.

“You ever see him do this before?”

The woman picked incessantly at a scab on her own hand while she paced in what little space she had. “Nah,” she finally offered. “Ethel would know, eh? Ethel would know.”
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Then where? Hospital, Scotty thinks, because so often that was the intermediary step. But this might not be true. He recalls being placed in the car, though, the man’s hand gently holding his wrist as he inspected the small marks left behind by the grey marker. Not for long, but for long enough to anchor itself in memory.

Ethel, Scotty thinks. I’m gonna call this ‘Ethel’s recipe.’

He takes the sketchbook into the front room, digs through the pile of odds and ends on the scarred table—wire, paper, cardboard, glue, paint. He finds a felt marker, but it’s yellow. That won’t do. Piece of a pencil next. Then another marker, this one grey. Scotty uncaps it, places the sketchbook on the slice of exposed table, and writes:

EtLs rspE

There, he thinks. Now I won’t forget. She was nice.

She used to hum. He’d forgotten about that. She’d hum to herself, simple songs but melodic and in perfect tune. “We have a radio,” she’d said once. “But the reception—well.”

Scotty smiles at the memory, then he begins to replace the cap. But his hand, pen lid pinched between two fingers, suddenly freezes—he stares at the back of it.

What—when did I …

Because three small grey spots stare back at him, ink still wet.
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Her hands, too, Scotty thinks as he scrubs away at the grey ink under the kitchen faucet. It is stubborn, though. Momma—her hands and arms. They were covered in spots like that.

Or maybe something different. Sores rather than liver spots, it’s hard to recall. Scotty remembers, though—that moment he realized that his mother was no more than a dry shell wrapped in sheets that stunk of old urine and worse.

He remembers.
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It took him all morning. Scrawny and ragged and small for his age, Scotty exhausted himself pulling and tugging the bundle across the filth and flotsam of the warren-like flat, beyond the threshold and into the corridor, and then along that hideous carpet (threadbare in places, a cacophony of once-bright geometric shapes on a deep blue background, like demented clown confetti vomit after some midnight carnival). The elevator—when it worked—was down the hall and to the right. It stunk like a basement bingo hall, stale smoke and unwashed flesh, an old person smell, but it was preferable to the rank stench of urine in the concrete stairwell.

Scotty met no one. He didn’t even have to wait long for the elevator, the old, sad door sliding open and Scotty once again tugging at the burden until its length was safely within the sagging confines of the car itself.

Then he pressed “> <“ and “B” and waited for the slow, squeaky descent to begin.

The poured concrete floor of the basement was a dingy, uneven grey. Scotty’s blanket-wrapped bundle, as light as it was, resisted his feeble tugs by snagging on the rough surface every few feet. By the time he had pulled it around the first corner, he was gulping at the fetid air. He slid down, thin back scraping against the rough mortar, needing to rest until the burning sensation in his stick-like legs subsided.

At some point, the crumbling brick walls of the basement had been whitewashed. Now, though, the shoddy surfaces were yellowed from decades of cigarette smoke, or discoloured by ashy grime, black mildew, countless incidental and equivocal abuses. The low ceiling, too, narrow corridor for pipes of every width—they, too, discoloured. Paint peeled away from the rusty clutter that gathered like bulbous tumors around their joints; asbestos insulation sagged on others, like loose skin on ancient bone. Tied around many of the pipes were the frayed remains of rope—not long ago, when many of the apartment building’s current tenants first arrived in a squalling, chaotic mass (refugees, the older folks had said), they had run clotheslines from the basement pipes. His neighbours complained, disdainful and superior, but Scotty loved the web-like network of lines. He snuck down to the basement corridors whenever he could, a tiny and lonely child invisible to the foreign women that gathered daily in the labyrinthine basement with their own running, laughing, crying, whining, sleeping, playing offspring.

It was the colours of the hanging clothes, so bright even under the weak glow of the bare light bulbs. Like a shabby carnival, a gypsy riot of colourful cloth still ripe with the odours that could somehow never be washed out: food smells, stale smells, pipe smoke, the echo of a hundred grandfathers. These things remained.

Scotty would drift through this underworld of clinging reds and earthy browns, of olive and tangerine and eggplant, of bustling women and the occasional old man. To all of them he was invisible.

But not to their children—to them, he was a new plaything, a natural phenomenon native to this new and foreign landscape. The little ones began to follow him around. Then the bigger ones. They spoke at him, too, but in a tongue he could not understand. Scotty marveled at their words, syllables so raw and strange that even his breath didn’t flee, as if it, too, were mildly curious about these creatures from another world. But they soon lost interest in him and went back to their own games. They simply ignored him.

At some point, the super put an end to the makeshift laundry mat—fire hazard, he’d bellowed above the angry protests of the soft hipped matrons, knife in hand, slashing away at the ropes until nothing but frayed tatters remained around the larger pipes. They raised their arms and shook their cracked hands in frustration, loose, doughy flesh from armpits to elbows swinging back and forth, keeping rhythm with their fury. But they didn’t argue for long or re-spin their webs; these were people used to having things taken away.

Scotty didn’t dwell on these things—he simply remembered in passing the time of sagging ropes and damp cloth and alien smells, the way a child might recall a pleasant taste when he comes across a torn and filthy candy wrapper caught against a chain link fence. Instead, Scotty stood up.

He entangled his cramped fingers into the stale and tattered quilt, making tight fists in the fabric. Then he pulled.

At the end of the dim corridor was a metal door, bumpy with rust beneath an old layer of reddish-brown paint. Corrosion had once again found its way to the surface, though, a persistent tumor that slowly ate away at the edges.

The door was never locked; even at nine years old, Scotty knew that the super was a lazy, swag-bellied braggart who rarely left his own bolt hole of an apartment. In short, quick tugs, Scotty pulled the heavy door open enough for the two of them, him and his bundle. And with sweat matting down his unkempt hair and stinging his eyes, he dragged his burden into the cloying blackness before groping about for the lights, a stiff and spring-heavy switch (he knew this) at the bottom of a circuit panel. With a hollow click, a single bare bulb awakened and cast its dim glow into the cavernous darkness.

The furnace was a monstrous thing, a squat-bellied dragon held captive by
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“Little Bones is an exceptional book—dark, sometimes brutally so, but also beautifully written and
sometimes transcendent. The ending gave me goosebumps. David Baillie is a literary treasure.”
—Elizabeth Hand, author of Curious Toys and Generation Loss
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