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The Smell of Bats was heavy on the Wind





3

West


“Goodbye,” Vesta said.

“See you later,” replied Dean.

He hung up and stood under the rising moon, feeling utterly human. The sun was beginning to set, and Dean Konig could see its orange rays reflected in the mirrored windows of the office across the way. The wind blew cool against his face, rushing in from the east, her direction. Speaking with Vesta across such great distances made him feel singular and lawless and free.

Dean’s life was otherwise devoted to work. He was a member of the Collective. Over the years, the Collective had become famous for their ambitious, large-scale, and futuristic art projects. The seven members of the Collective operated the Center for Constant Creation (CCC), located on five acres of dreamy and desolate landscape in California’s High Desert. The facility had two main structures, an office and a studio, both angular and pastel-colored, in mid-century modern designs that complemented the sandy expanse of terrain. Dean could not remember the last time he had left the grounds.

The memory of her voice, echoing in his ears, split him in two. He was here, in the dry Mojave Desert. And he was there, in Pennsylvania, with Vesta, in the green landscape where spring was turning into summer, where humidity and flowers 4and lightning bugs marked the end of one season and the start of another.

The desert was boundless, without edge or limit. Where it stopped and something else began, Dean didn’t know. It had all once been under the sea. But the truth was, he’d never really explored. Never traversed the Mojave’s parallel mountain ranges or seen Death Valley and its endemic species, ghost towns, and sudden cities.

Above him, the moon brightened, turning red like a warning. He took a deep breath, pushed his secret phone, the phone he used only to connect with Vesta, deep into the pocket of his white jumpsuit, and walked into the office. It was time for the Collective’s evening meeting.

Twice a day, at sunrise and sunset, the seven Collective members gathered in the office around a gigantic octagonal glass coffee table. This year, all their discussions had one main priority: to perfect the language and messaging around their latest project, Moon2. The Collective had been issuing press releases, brainstorming, and analyzing ancient lunar myths and cultural depictions of the moon. They researched and talked for hours, poring over the public’s responses (social media, forums, articles) before deciding how to craft the week’s press release. Their conversations flowed toward consensus. In these meetings, Dean often felt he was melting, voice and body disintegrating into desert anonymity.

Dean was the first one in the room. He took his place on one of the blue velvet floor pillows around the coffee table. He rubbed his head as he struggled to recall his pre-CCC days. What had he done? Was he an artist? What had qualified him to join a prestigious arts collective? Before he started talking to Vesta, he hadn’t asked himself such questions. Her distant 5presence somehow made him curious. The questions were there, pressing against his skull, but the answers eluded him.

The moon, he thought, gazing out the window, is a relatively fast-moving celestial entity. Locked in an elliptical orbit with Earth, it takes 27.3 days to complete one cycle. The moon drives the tides and carries the sun’s light to us. Ever since Dean and the Collective had begun studying the moon, it had become heavy with factoids, myths, and potential marketing lingo.

It was when he began Moon2 research, about a year ago, that he had decided to contact Vesta Furio, a young artist he’d met only once about a decade prior. She responded quickly and, at her suggestion, they began to video chat regularly. This was a major breach of the CCC’s rules, which forbade any unauthorized entry.

As the launch date neared, the Collective grew giddy. They believed that Moon2 was not merely an art project, but a historical event. Still—no matter how important the work seemed, the projects were never his. No, not in the way Vesta’s paintings were hers—printed with her moods and intensities. The Collective members were like angels, and a good angel was meant to become invisible—receding after its messages were successfully delivered.

He played with the silver zipper on his standard-issue white jumpsuit, moving the metal rapidly up and down, up and down, as he thought of her—her paint-stained shirts, oversized clothing, and messy hair.

Dean looked outside, where the prototype of Moon2 was sprawled out on the office’s concrete patio, not yet inflated. It looked like a giant parachute, except that its pearlescent white skin emitted an alien glimmer, swimming creepily in the warm wind. He wasn’t sure which Collective member had placed it 6there, or where, in fact, the strange object had been constructed. Next month: a test launch.

If deflated and spread out completely, the fabric of the actual Moon2, which no one had yet seen, would cover the entire American West. Or, that’s what the Collective had said in a recent press release. Dean wasn’t exactly sure where the American West started and where it ceased. Was there a point at which it was strongest? A heart of the West? Some beating center? While he could easily picture himself and his surroundings draped in a shining lunar tarp, he wasn’t sure if this factoid was true or not. Perhaps it didn’t matter. The goal was to create language that would excite the public all summer.

The rest of the Collective began to file in. Dean sighed. Outside, the test moon got very still.
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East


What Velour Bellmer thought of most that spring were dead things. A string of creatures, freshly deceased or almost gone, formed a line in her mind—a decrepit and gleaming path leading into a new sort of summer.

A roadkill bullfrog she’d watched slow-fry day after day, no one coming to scoop up the body. Only two days after dying, it was not even a body, just a flat crisp merged with the unkempt road.

A vole she nearly tripped over in her backyard, gashed red with some terrible neck wound, whose spiritless mass, when prodded with a twig, felt gelatinous and gummy, its guts boiling under the first of many waves of heat.

A young duck mauled by a creature she first took for a wolf, but which revealed itself as a bald eagle as it rose from the grass, huge wings beating, carrying off the body as the rest of the ducklings huddled together watching.

A baby bird glowing pink under the high sun. She’d scooped it up with a shovel then hurled it over the fence before the gardener arrived.

A deer at the mouth of the strip mall parking lot, its bloated bulk framed by thriving lilacs.
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Velour felt she was really seeing the country that June, in all its pretty gore. Before moving to the small rural village, she’d romanticized it. Then, for three decades, she resented its smallness. Finally, she had resolved to live there forever.

Her phone lit up with a message, bringing the screen to life. It was Lars, her son-in-law. He was worried about Vesta—his wife, her daughter. Has she seemed different to you lately? Distant? Velour ignored this. There was always something going on with Lars and Vesta. She clicked off her phone and the screen once again returned to its black mirror form. Lying face up on her lap, it reflected the sky: winged, soaring things, miniscule from their height. Pulling back her hat, she looked up, squinting against the sun, to see the real thing. Birds darted across the sky. Starlings. She wanted to photograph their manic gracefulness, the way they moved alone and then together, diving down and shooting up in synchronization. Starlings were typically active at dusk and dawn, periods of altering light, so why were they zipping around now?

Earlier in the spring, a family of starlings made their home inside a hole above her front door, a hole originally bored by a squirrel. She’d seen the gap, but by the time she told her slate roof guy about it, the birds had already established residence. He’d refused to destroy the nest and they’d had a standoff about it. Picturing the look of obstinate refusal on his squishy face still made her angry. Now the feathered family dive-bombed her every time she walked out the front door. They’d covered her white house with hooks of white shit.

Time felt as slippery, blurred, and hard to grasp as those frenzied starlings reflected in her phone. In which direction were things moving? Were they getting better or worse? She certainly couldn’t tell, didn’t know. As her phone lit up again, the 9birds disappeared into digital blue. Beside her, twelve cigarettes floated in dingy water, her yellow glass ashtray overflowing with rain from the night before.

The oppressive languor of noon. She didn’t want to move. Didn’t want to go back inside her home. And even if she did, it would be hard, with her house filled to the brim with so much stuff. She didn’t want to wander around the unincorporated village in which she’d lived for the better part of her life. So, she opted to do nothing. This nothing, Velour felt, was part of aging and dying. Technically, she was sixty-eight, but she thought of herself as seventy. It was better that way, she reasoned. A form of preparation. She’ll have been seventy for two whole years before actually turning seventy, which she hoped would soften the blow.

“Hi! Hi there! Velour!”

Mindy Rogers’s shrieking voice made Velour wince. She was a stout woman who affected what Velour took to be a faux southern accent. She had recently moved to the development up the hill from Velour’s house, the Residenz, with her sons and husband and was now shoving her big face between two of Velour’s seventeen-foot-high privacy trees. Velour had installed the trees precisely when the Residenz was finished and new people began poking around her place as though it was a pit stop on a loopy bucolic tour. Mindy’s fat, intrusive head undermined the majesty of the trees, and Velour hoped that if she ignored her, Mindy would recede into the foliage and continue on her silly journey.

Mindy, of course, only pushed her face farther into the yard, unavoidable as a full moon.

“Just thought I’d say hello. I love your house. Have I told you that? It’s so real. I saved a copy of the magazine. I loved the pictures. Gosh. I’d like to see. Does it still look like that in there?”
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The structure was built in the early nineteenth century, and Velour had spent many years designing and perfecting its interior, filling it with artwork by her father and her mother, her daughter and her late husband, while also staying true to that earlier era. She’d uncovered a walled-in fireplace and restored it to its former glory and added new appliances to the kitchen, among other updates, melding everything together to produce an effect that was low-key magisterial. The crowning achievement had come about last year, when House Wisdom Magazine profiled it: “An Artist’s Quirky Country Chic.” Velour sighed, rising out of her chair to address Mindy.

“Yes,” she said, “of course it does.”

“You’ve had so many delivery trucks come by lately,” Mindy said. “It doesn’t hardly seem like there could be enough room for all that stuff.”

“Do you keep tabs on everyone’s deliveries?” Velour asked, finishing the question off with a wicked smile.

“Well, um, no . . .” Mindy stuttered as she retracted her head into the leaves. “I’m gonna keep on my walk,” she said, “have a nice day.”

Velour waved, then lit a victory cigarette. She couldn’t really enjoy her triumph, though, as she felt the disease of embarrassment in her chest. She hadn’t realized people had been clocking all the deliveries. Goddamn snoops.

After the House Wisdom profile spread, and after her home had reached maximum perfection, something snapped inside— Velour had become obsessed with accumulating. Trinkets, objects, furniture, anything. Every purchase gave her an electric hit, and for that instant she felt immortal, indestructible: like death wasn’t possible. She’d filled the first floor of her home to the brim, letting her obsession run wild.
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Some afternoons, she’d drive around for hours looking for items left on the side of the road or sit in a dark room and compulsively type strings of words (“Antique Victorian era table, marble top, good condition”) into a search bar, clicking around for pieces that made her feel hopeful, alive, free. The feeling was what mattered. Practicality be damned.

For example, last winter, back when she could still fit large items downstairs, she’d found a gorgeous floral couch with ornate peg legs from the 1950s. At nine hundred bucks, it was a steal. The piece lived, however, in Palm Beach, Florida, and thus cost over $1,000 to ship to her doorstep in southeastern Pennsylvania.

Velour imagined her items—unique, beautiful, and strange, with origins spanning centuries—spilling out onto the street and rising up over the slick and soulless homes of the Residenz, demolishing its gaudy structures and crushing its residents, squashing Mindy and her McMansion.

Vesta and Lars begged her to stop, trying to tempt her into reversing course by emphasizing how much money she’d get if she sold everything she’d accumulated, not only because the items were valuable, but because they had been owned and touched by her. Collectors were crazy for Velour Bellmer, Lars insisted. They wanted her artistic legacy, family history, taste—hell, even her junk. Lars had gone so far as to suggest featuring her collection at his art space in Manhattan, Gallery X, but the thought of buyers walking around her things, nodding and whispering and raising their eyebrows, made her sick. She couldn’t understand why her daughter and son-in-law were so clueless on this front, especially when they benefited from her hobby.

Recently, she gifted Vesta and Lars two bright red, space-age-style swivel chairs from the late 1960s. When she first saw 12them, she was struck by the thought that in their afterlives, Lars and Vesta might become those chairs: vinyl and steel and spinning in the ether. She found the chairs to be so incendiary and weird that she craved them for herself. So, she experienced the gift as a loss, and wasn’t that precisely what true giving meant? But Vesta and Lars had never even brought the chairs inside! They were still in their front yard.

She stared at the California poppies in her own yard. The aerospace orange flowers were trance-inducing, evocative of the drugs and possibilities of yore: quaaludes and opium and cigarettes on airplanes. The combination of staring hard into that hue, afternoon coffee, nicotine, and so successfully dissing Mindy had an effect on her mood that was rousing yet smooth. She was out of cigarettes, but there was a fresh pack in her bedroom. She took a moment to let her eyes wander over the tiger lilies dotting her yard as she steeled herself to face the interior of her home.

She squeezed between two Louis XV parlor chairs with floral upholstery and an old card table with a painted eagle and folding wings, then four Windsor chairs, a bright green glass lamp, and a rolled up art nouveau rug. After shoving past the rug, she drifted up the stairs to the second floor, which was utterly clean as compared to the first. Upstairs, all was calm. The walls were Ballet White, and the ceilings light blue, a color that was thought to keep ghosts and unwanted visitors away. With each step up, she felt lighter and lighter—as she ascended into restful, protective cyan.

Approaching her bedroom, she paused. There was something lying in the hallway a few inches from the closed attic door. A gleaming lump, brown like shit on the two-hundred-year-old hardwood. She froze, then winced. To her disgust and astonishment, the lump began to move and moan at a high and distressed 13pitch. Heart pounding, she rushed into her bedroom, grabbed the green glass vase from atop her dresser and returned to place the vase firmly over the lump. Holding the vase down tight with her hand, she examined the thing more closely. Its squealing had increased, but the antique glass muffled the sound.

It was somehow extremely pathetic, even more so now that it was trapped and tinted green, and she grew hot with the urge to bash it with something heavy. She shook her head. It was out of the question. There were absolutely no messes allowed on the second floor.

A screeching sound pierced the walls, startling her. It seemed to come from above, mimicking the sound from inside the vase. Was she hearing things, hallucinating? Breathing deep to steady her heart, she regarded the blob. It had a delicate spine, visible through damp fuzz. It was the tiniest spine Velour had ever seen. She said the words out loud—“tiny spine”—as the cries from upstairs grew louder. Frightened, Velour sat on the floor and texted Mac.


Velour: can you come over here

Mac: what’s up?

Velour: i trapped something

Mac: what??

Velour: in a vase i’m looking at it

Mac: but what did you trap?

Velour: don’t know

14

Mac: what do you want me to do?

Velour: Help

Mac: bad timing

Lisa’s having a bad day not good

Velour: it won’t take long

Mac: she’s real bad

Velour: Please!

Mac: i will c what i can do

Velour: back door is unlocked



Mac Wallace lived at the very top of the Residenz. Factoring in the time it would take him to disentangle from his wife, Velour guessed his travel time would be at least twenty minutes. She resigned herself to waiting. She got up. At first, she circled the vase. Then, she began to trace a creaky piece of hardwood like a tightrope walker, making a familiar noise in order to drive out the foreign one coming from up above, which began, after a while, to remind her of her dead mother. When her late mother was living in the house, she was constantly calling to Velour, sometimes with a purpose, but often only to confirm Velour’s presence, wanting to know that her only child was still there, alive and capable of replying.

The thing inside the vase moved, gently rolling, babyish. Then, it let out a squeak. The air changed. A chill shot up Velour’s neck. She walked into her bedroom, trying to shake it 15off, and looked into her mirror, which was over one hundred years old with beveling around its edges and an original silver chain. Velour squinted, the floral designs engraved across the glass squiggling over her forehead. Her reflection enlarged as she leaned far into herself, examining the lines on her face and tossing her hat onto the clean, bone-white bed behind her. Two of the screenless windows in her bedroom were open, and her long gray hair blew in the warm wind.

Finally: Mac’s heavy steps clomping up the back set of stairs. She could tell by his pace and force that his hands were in his pockets, and that he both did and did not want to be there. She was still looking in the mirror, examining her wrinkles, when he appeared behind her in the glass, their eyes making contact. They both looked so tense and drawn that they burst into peals of laughter.

When Mac knelt down before the captured creature, Velour thought he might start praying, and when the thing made its awful sound, Velour recoiled but Mac remained still and attentive, as though listening for the Lord’s good word. Velour crouched on the other side of the vase and they looked at one another through the viridescent glass, the thing writhing between them.

Mac raised his eyebrows.

“Do you know what you got going on?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“That’s a pup,” said Mac, pointing.

“What?”

“A pup,” he repeated.

“That’s no puppy!”

“No. A bat. A bat pup. A newborn bat.”

At the word bat, Velour went cold. “That’s impossible. I’ve never had bats here. In thirty-five years, not one.”
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“There’s a first time for everything. We’ve got a male satellite colony living in a barn across from the Residenz. That means there’s a maternity colony nearby.”

She moaned. “What is a maternity colony?”

He pointed at the vase, “raise the pups.”

“I hate you,” Velour blurted out.

“Don’t shoot the messenger,” he protested, following her as she walked into her bedroom.

“What are you doing?” he asked. But she didn’t reply.

She tore a page out of a magazine on her nightstand, slid it under the vase, and carried the impromptu apparatus—pup, vase, paper—to the open window. She felt collected and empowered. The solution was so simple. She should have done it right away. She cupped the pup in her hand, the page between them, and felt its lightness. Its pure potential pulsed in her palm like a seed. Its head rested on the intricate art deco ring around her middle finger.

“Vel. Don’t,” Mac cried, grabbing at her, but she’d already let go.

She whirled around to face him. “What?”

Outside, there was a small splat.

“Pups can’t fly,” he said.

They looked down. The bat had hit the windshield of a parked car and was lying there, crumpled and motionless.

“Oh God,” she cried, burying her head in Mac’s chest.

“It’s okay,” he said, enveloping her in a tight embrace. She breathed in his musky smell—hay, plastic, detergent. She squeezed him tighter, her nails digging into his back, then felt her body relax. They stood there, near the open window, the metallic chirps of starlings filling the air.
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Mac dropped to his knees and began tugging at Velour’s long dark skirt. He shoved it up over her hip bones until she stood half-naked next to the open window, two stories above the pup. He grabbed her, nuzzling his face into her thighs. She closed her eyes. She saw the pup on the windshield and the orange poppies swaying in the breeze. She gripped his hair, pulling him closer. Years ago, they’d agreed that these transgressions didn’t really count. Doesn’t count, doesn’t count, thought Velour. They were off the map, unrecorded. And so maybe the pup was too.
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West


The trial balloon’s fabric rippled across the concrete porch. Dean watched, transfixed, from the meeting table. He felt that the prototype—the test moon, the trial balloon—though apparently inactive, was somehow watching him. He was finding it more difficult to focus at the Collective meetings. Besides Vesta, his thoughts were also occupied by Kelly, his best friend in the Collective, who had disappeared a few months prior. Kelly was funny, brave, and assertive. She’d had concerns about the group’s trajectory and about Moon2 and was unafraid to voice them. When she vanished suddenly, everyone acted like she’d never existed at all.

All seven Collective members were now seated around the coffee table, each on their own floor pillow. A crystal salt lamp glowed at the table’s center. Artworks, posters, and mementos of past projects adorned the walls around them. Beside the orange lamp sat a small, cylindrical, voice-activated recording device. It turned and twitched, following their voices, capturing and transcribing them verbatim. Dean wasn’t sure where the transcripts went. However, he knew this tiny machine sent them somewhere.

20

Liza: We’re live. All Collective members are present at tonight’s meeting: Tulip, Dean, Marla, Edwin, Jules, Bobby, and myself, Liza. This is the second and final meeting of the day.

Edwin: Let’s finalize the language for this press release.

Marla: Yeah. I was thinking about the tugboat. It’s a brilliant idea. A tugboat that pulls the moon.

Jules: The slow humor of it.

Marla: A glittering image!

Liza: So what is the tugboat’s name? The name we came up with isn’t right.

Bobby: What’s wrong with Oeagrus?

Marla: It’s ponderous.

Bobby: But Oeagrus was the first sailor to join Jason on the voyage of the Argos.

Marla: I know, and I appreciate your enthusiasm for the myths, Bobby. But Oeagrus sounds wrong.

Liza: Any suggestions, Marla?

Marla: Yes, what about Demy? Tugboat Demy. Short for Demeter, sticking with the Greek theme. It’s light. Gender-neutral, friendly.

[Laughter all around]

Jules: That’s great. Demy! I love it.
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Tulip: I think it’s very cute and accessible. It’ll work. I think it counteracts some of the more heady language we’ve been using, breaks it up a bit. It says, “Hey, we don’t take ourselves seriously. And this second Moon isn’t that serious either, it’s not anything to worry about.”

Liza: Okay, do we have consensus? Bobby, you seem to be pouting.

Bobby: No, I’ll go with it.

Liza: Okay, then, let’s have a show of consensus.

[Fingers snapping all around the room]

Dean: But people are worrying.

Liza: Excuse me, Dean?

Dean: Like Tulip said, people are worried about the moon.

Marla: Not that many people, considering the scope of the project. We’ve always factored in that some people will be opposed. I mean, we’re launching a celestial body here.

Jules: Technically speaking, it’s not a celestial body. I mean, look at the test moon. It’s luminous. But let’s be real. It’s a balloon.

Liza: It’s not just a balloon, Jules. It is so much more than a balloon.

Dean: A celestial body is by definition naturally occurring in the universe. Stars are self-luminous. Moons are not.
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Marla: Why so pedantic lately, Deano?

Tulip: It’s a piece of art evocative of a celestial body. What we’re launching is a change of energy and vibe, a vibrational shift. Obviously. A different era entirely. There will be the times pre-Moon2 and the times post-Moon2. The before times and the after times. This means that Moon2’s launch is an event. A true event. Firmly situated in the great art happenings of the 1960s, but on a solar scale. Cosmic. Thus, we are lubricating the public for the start of a new era. The point is, we want people to feel as cozy as possible under the circumstances. We don’t want them freaking out.

Jules: We’re fluffing them.

Edwin: Right!

Dean: What about—

Marla: Jules, you were going to report on the general reception of our last press release. Are you prepared? If so, you’ve got the floor.

Jules: Of course I’m prepared. The last press release, which I personally felt was incredibly well-crafted, our best yet, focused on framing Moon2 as Astra Art. We used artistic terminology mixed with space-age lingo. We used events like the moon landing to present the artfulness of scientific advancements and immortal, history-making images. The press release spoke of a large, well-lit moon that will not compete with the moon but on the contrary, might even be seen as a complement to it, something we can all behold, and which will not orbit, per se, but will move around 23in the atmosphere. Simultaneously, we continued working on avoiding the terms “real” and “fake.” We don’t want the original moon to be considered the “real” one and Moon2 the “fake” or the “imitation.” Rather, we want them to be viewed as different, but equal. Moon2 is bringing something new to the table, to the sky. The moon and Moon2 are both real and true.

Bobby: You’re forgetting that we rolled out the phrase Moon1.

Jules: Of course! That went over well. Vogue Australia ran an online story about the beauty of Moon1.

Marla: I’ve been keeping away from the inter-net today. What else has been going on?



As Jules continued his update, Dean checked out. He was gazing at a collage with images of other CCC art projects, enacted or imagined, astral and earthly, on the pure white wall of the meeting room, in a Pepto-Bismol pink frame, and lit by battery-operated ovular sconces. Among the images was Vivienne Volker, Vesta’s grandmother, whom Dean had taken care of for the last eleven years of her life, when she was an artist in residence at the CCC. He thought of Vesta’s hair: wheat-colored and headed for the edge of his screen. He felt smaller than a human but bigger than a figurine, flat and shiny. Like he was inside one of her strange paintings about to slip off the side of the canvas into oblivion, eternity. He looked around the table at the Collective members. What was it about them, exactly, that was so different from Vesta? He looked at Bobby’s tan hands, Edwin’s black eyes, Tulip’s bony chest, and a small green stain on Jules’s jumpsuit. He studied Liza’s lips, which she’d painted 24maroon, and then turned to Marla’s dirty blonde hair, the line where strands met scalp, squinting until blurred.


Liza: Dean?

Dean: What?

Liza: Time for you to give us an update.

Dean: Oh. Right. Okay. So, as everyone knows, it’s been our goal to wind down the Comatose Birther Program. We’ve made progress in this area recently. A medical corporation has offered to buy the old beds and monitoring equipment, so we will be freeing up some space, as you all wanted. As you know, we are down to one artist in the Birther program: Binky Stratford. Her pregnancy is proceeding nicely. Her vital signs are optimal and the baby is well-positioned and growing healthfully. Binky has entered her third trimester.

Marla: We got an email from Switzerland. The adoptive parents are requesting another ultrasound photo.

Dean: Will do.

Edwin: Great. Let’s move on and get back to Moon2.

Dean: Hold on.

Liza: What?

Dean: I know everyone wants to focus on Moon2, but since I’ve taken over Binky’s care, I can’t help but think of Kelly. Since Kelly was 25the one who brought Binky in. I’m finding it difficult. We never talk about her. Or where she went. We don’t even know what happened. It’s strange. I mean, don’t you find that strange?

Jules: Sure, I guess. But, she wandered off. Kelly was like that. We found consensus on that idea, remember?

Dean: I’m having trouble accepting it.

Bobby: Reluctant consensus is still consensus.

Dean: So we’re all just going to go along with this? No mentioning Kelly? Really?

Bobby: Dean, dude, just calm down. I know you two were close, but she wasn’t doing her job. She wandered off. It’s as simple as that.
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East


The torn magazine page fluttered around Velour’s room. When it settled on the floor near her bed, she could see it was imprinted with the pup’s greasy stain. The cloudy mark cast a shadow over a photograph of a colonial-style Windsor Barrel Back Bench with Spindle Legs. She looked closer and realized it was an advertisement for high-end doll furniture.

She began to shake, as though infected with the bat’s newborn terror. But that was impossible, just as it was impossible that the loud screeching sounds from the attic, which she was now hearing, were being made by her dead mother. She wondered how many bat babies could fit on the miniature bench, which was, according to the advertisement, seventeen inches long and made of solid wood. She crouched down, called the number, and ordered one. Then she collapsed back on her pillow and fell asleep to scratching sounds and that high-pitched noise from above.

Velour woke to a hard knocking at her front door. She floated down the stairs in her cream cashmere robe, squeezing between a bench and a French console vanity with a matching blush pink cushion from the roaring twenties. She caught her bedraggled reflection in the smeared mirror, and grimaced. She stuck her 28tongue out. An antique dentist’s chest with flat file drawers and custom knobs blocked her from reaching the front door.

“Yeah?” she yelled over the chest.

“I need to ask you some questions.”

“Who is it?”

She couldn’t make out the man’s answer.

“Go around to the back,” she cried.

She walked to the back of the house, through the hallway and mudroom and shoved her feet into her big duck boots and tied her robe tighter, then pushed past a pink barrel chair, a wooden table teeming with candelabras, their arms entwined over orange, blue, and red sets of candlesticks still wrapped in plastic, and opened the back door. Stepping onto the porch, the drama of the split morning sky made her gasp. It was cut in half: the top slice a bright peach and the bottom powder blue. She caught quick glimpses through the high trees of a young man walking along the side of the house: there, not, there, not.

Every now and then, an overachieving art history PhD candidate or rogue sycophant would travel to see her, wanting to know about the daughter of Hans Bellmer and Vivienne Volker. Perhaps he was snooping around, doing research. She wasn’t listed, but anyone could find anyone now. It was impossible to hide. If you wanted information, you simply had to sort through the air. Velour walked in a small circle around the metal table. At the center of the table, her crystal ashtray overflowed with old smokes. She’d need to empty it soon.

She reached into the pocket of her robe for her pack of cigarettes, lit one with her mother’s heavy silver Zippo, then wiped lines of dew from the iron patio chairs with her hand. She inhaled smoke and the June haze, thick with blooms. As the man came closer, she could see he was tall and young, clear and 29hard like the ashtray. He walked with a purposeful gait. He wore camouflage pants, a white T-shirt, and clunky brown boots. She thought he was beautiful, and somehow familiar.

Velour sat down. As he neared, she could see that his blond eyebrows were sloped with distress. He was pale and thin. Perhaps he was sick, Velour thought, or maybe a vegan. Without speaking, the young man reached his long, vascular arm out to greet her. Their hands shook over the ashtray. Smoke rose up, mixing with his new smell. She was suddenly dizzy, overwhelmed. His eyes were piercing and unblinking, and Velour’s face grew warm as she returned his gaze, trying to discern their color. She sensed he was about to deliver news, about which she both wondered and didn’t care, suspended and split like the morning sky.

“Hello,” she said.

“Hi,” he whispered, frowning. “You’re probably wondering who I am.”

“Yeah. Is everything okay?”

“I’m Radko. Radko Toth. I work at the bat conservancy, and I specialize in bat care, rescue, and exclusions. I got a call from one of your neighbors, who said she found a baby bat. A dead one.”

His voice was soft, and he spoke with a slight accent that she’d heard from people who grew up around here. Her daughter had it too: a lilt at the end, making statements sound like questions. Velour did not.

“Where did she find it?”

“On her car.”

“Oh.”

“Oh is right. I had her take a picture and send it over to my cell. I mean, you wouldn’t believe the amount of calls I get 30from people thinking they saw a bat or bat guano or whatnot when it’s really something totally else, nothing to do with bats at all. And therefore, I can be of no help. The amount of calls I go on, the times I get into the field, and actually see a bat? Well, I’m sorry to say it’s minimal. Minimal. You’d be shocked.”

“You’re a bat expert.”

“Of sorts.”

“And the photo?”

He hung his head, looking down at his big boots, moving side to side. “It was a baby bat all right. Worst part is, it was a little brown bat. If I see bats, I see big browns. Little browns are phenomenally rare. Endangered-endangered.”

“Little brown bat,” Velour repeated, “Can I see the picture?”

“Oh no. No, you don’t wanna see that. It’s very sad. Your neighbor was right to call me. Only thing is, the picture is all we have. We can’t seem to find the pup.”

“But it was definitely dead?”

“I’ve seen bats do the most amazing things.”

“Like what?”

His face was sparkling, features lit as his thick lips moved in fast circles, oddly transfixing. Velour had never seen anyone so passionate about anything. She tapped a long column of ash into the crystal without looking away from him.

“They call out to each other. But we humans cannot hear them. I’m talking about the mama bats and their pups. Truth? Bats are more like whales than they are like mice or rats. They’re advanced. With linguistics. Sound. We don’t understand. Maybe never will. I’ve cared for them, nursed them back to health. Seen spectacles, you know, the sky black with bats. Point being, anything could have happened. The mama could have swooped 31down and got him. Maybe. Or, maybe he was just shocked, and now he’s back, kickin’ it with his fam. I hope so. As long as his spine wasn’t broken.”

“But he was dead,” Velour said.

“How do you know that?”

“You said so.”

“Did I? Well, I’m telling you, miracles happen in the bat world.”

A tear was forming in his eye. He looked away, into the bluing sky and Velour stared at the hard pillar of his stomach. The sky was beginning to resolve, its colors blending then separating, moving from soft to hard to soft again.

“The sky black with bats,” she repeated.

“Like night in day.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah. Anyway, the reason I’m here is this. I need to check your house for bat activity. Seeing as it’s maternity season and all.”

“Maternity season.”

“Oh, yeah. They have their babies like May or June and nurse until August or so. Whenever a pup appears, we have to check out the whole area. In this case, I’m beginning with your house. This house. Right here.”

“My house?”

“What I’d like to do is start with a full exterior scan. I brought my ladder. We do know of a few male satellite colonies in the area. But we haven’t found the maternity colony they’re associated with. But with this pup, we could be getting closer. I hope the maternity colony is someplace safe, but we’ll see. Bats have got loads more time than us.”

“They live long?”

32
“Oh, no. I wish. Twenty years and lately, much less. I mean bats have more time. Like I’m running around doing all kinds of shit, caring for my business and my wife and kid, going to meetings. And while I’m doing all that and while you’re doing what you’re doing, you know what bats are doing?”

“What?”

“They’re becoming intimate with structures. Figuring out how to get in and out of them. Bats know about structures so that means I have to know about structures. You can’t know anything about bats if you don’t know about structures. I mean, I have to know about the most hidden, unexpected places inside and outside structures. Ever had bat visitors before?”

“No.”

“Oh, really?” Radko looked up at the house, surprised.
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