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Smithfield struck the ground with the blades of the posthole digger, and the tool sank into the dirt with a satisfying crunch.  He displaced the chunk of earth and jabbed again, as if he wanted to strike at the heart of the land, to dig it out and lay it bare, brown and warm and still beating like the organ of a vanquished giant.  The hole for the gatepost had to be deep, so it could support the thick cedar column he had chosen on which to hang the gate.  The great beam lay on the ground waiting for the man to finish preparing its place.  His eight-year-old daughter sat on it comfortably, as if it were a bench laid especially for her, and watched her father at work, his sunburned neck glistening as living streams of sweat rolled down his grimed and craggy face.  After a while he stopped digging and took 

off his straw sunhat to run his fingers through his wet hair.  The hat had pressed it close and flat on the top, but it curled and stood up where it stuck out from the sweatband.  It made Esther Lee think of the fringe of yellow petals around the sunflowers, before they dried and withered or got struck bare by the late summer rain.  The little girl laughed quietly, so Smithfield wouldn't hear her.  She leaned close to the ground and murmured into the clover, as if she was telling her joke to the bees.


Smithfield set the digger firmly in the hole so that it stood up by itself.  He took a faded blue bandana from his pocket and swabbed his face, leaving streaks in the layer of grime across his jaws.  He winked at the little girl and said, "Whew!  That's thirsty work, Baby Girl."


Esther Lee raised her eyebrows.  "I can help," she said.


Smithfield shook his head.  "Naw, Littlebit.  You're too slight."  He gave her a sly look.  "Tell you what, though.  You can run to the house and bring me back some icewater."


Esther Lee scowled fiercely.  "I don't want to do that," she said.


Smithfield gazed up at the sky and shrugged his shoulders.  "Well, alright," he said, "but I'll bet if I asked Billy Ray Royal to do it, he'd be more'n glad to get me some water."


Esther Lee gave her father a look as if he had cheated her at checkers.  "Oh, alright," she said.  She stood up and headed toward the house without a backward look.  


Smithfield chuckled at her retreating back, the stiff, angry cast of her narrow shoulders.  String-bean he called her sometimes;  Esther Lee was too much name for such a little creature.  He wondered at times how he and Sarah Jean could have conceived a child so unlike either one of them.  Smithfield  was six feet four and weighed two eighty.  His wife was a large-boned woman with thick, round shoulders and broad hips, a draft-horse of a girl when he married her, and she'd put on several pounds since then.   Smithfield liked a woman stout and solid, not all skin and bones like some he'd seen.  Somehow he'd expected Sarah Jean to bear him nothing but sons.  She was strong, after all, and had no problems, other than the usual female complaints.  But for a long time they'd had no luck at all, and then she'd miscarried.  After that, just when Sarah Jean thought she couldn't have a child anymore, this one came along, this delicate, big-eyed bird of a child, who looked nothing like either of her stalwart and fair-haired parents.  



Smithfield began to wonder if he shouldn't put cement at the bottom of the hole.  He wanted the beam sturdy, because he liked to think that his gate would be standing when all else around it was long gone; that someone would come upon it and say, years from now, the sort of man that built that gate, he was a worthwhile sort of fellow.  He built things to last.  Besides, this was to be more than a gate.  It was to be a monument to all Smithfield Davis had accomplished with his two hands.  The gate that had been there before was a small, narrow gate barely wide enough to drive his pickup through.  But the new one was to swing wide upon a path broad enough for threshers and harvesters to pass, for Smithfield was anticipating a big yield, and the necessity of hiring some machines to bring it in this year.  The new gate was a sign of his success, as would be the additions he was planning to build on the barn and the cornbin.  


Smithfield was a builder by nature.  One of his chief regrets was that he had allowed someone else to construct his home.  The brick house was built by a local contractor on an FHA loan, and Smithfield would never be done finding fault with it.  Already he'd discovered a flaw in the foundation, problems with the chimney, and an exposed doorframe that was being eaten away by carpenter ants.  He always imagined that visitors spotted these and other imperfections in his home and that they reflected poorly on him.  But it was hard correcting other people's mistakes.  Instead, Smithfield concentrated on pointing them out to others and explaining what he would have done differently if he had been the builder.  And he worked his land, of which he was justifiably proud.  His fields were planted according to almanac specifications, and his yields were famed for quality as well as abundance.  Passersby slowed down in their cars to look at his ripening corn, and many of the neighbors came to buy produce from him.  


Smithfield was particularly proud of his fences, which were straight and strong, and always in excellent repair.  If he found a section that had rusted or begun to sag, he replaced it with new wire.  He pulled out rotten posts and put in new ones.  None of his livestock had ever been known to break out of his pens, which was more than most of the neighbors could say, and not even the rabbits could invade his vegetable patches.  The new gate would lead into the main field, which he planned to cultivate in soybeans next year, after he sold the cattle.  Smithfield Davis had ever-expanding dreams, and he made sure his fields and fences continued to expand right alongside.


Esther Lee came back with a quart-sized Mason jar full of icewater, holding it with both hands and spilling a little with every step.  She bit her lip and knit her brows, concentrating completely on her task, until she pulled up short at her father's feet and lifted the jar to him like an offering.


"Thanks, Littlebit."  He took the jar from her and upended it, like a man priming a dry well, to reawaken the life in his parched throat.  He drained the jar to the last drop, frosted the glass with his breath, and rattled the ice as he righted it again.  Esther Lee watched him guzzle the water, and her eyes glowed with admiration.  To her he seemed a bottomless well, a giant of limitless capacity, like something out of a Jack tale or a fairy story.   He handed the jar back to her and took the digger in his hands again.  Esther Lee went back to her post to watch him, but before she could sit down, her mother called from the house in a deep, full, lowing voice, to come back and help her put supper on.  Esther Lee looked off in the direction of the house, back to her father with a tragic expression, then she turned and stomped toward the house, kicking clods and grumbling all the way. 


Sarah Jean put Esther Lee to work peeling potatoes for supper, but the girl was so clumsy at it that her mother lost patience and took the knife away.  She put her in a corner of the kitchen with a tray of silverware and told her to polish them while she finished the potatoes.  Sarah Jean liked for the utensils to shine, even the ones used for every day, but more important than that was that Esther Lee should learn to take pride in her work, and in the presentation of the meal.  Sarah Jean's main ambition, apart from the perennial duty of running her household, was to see that Esther Lee acquired from her all the domestic wisdom her mother possessed, so that when she grew up she too could find a man like Smith and earn his love.  But the child's sour-faced pout and intentionally audible sighs got on Sarah Jean's nerves after awhile, so she sent her outside to gather eggs for the cornbread.

 
Esther Lee went out to the henhouse gladly.  It was good to get out of the hot kitchen where the air was so close and full of steam and stifling odors, of spices and boiling meat and stagnant, gray dishwater.  You could throw all the windows open, although Sarah Jean disapproved of this because of the dust that blew in, and it still wouldn't be enough to overcome the heavy air inside, or the caustic smells of Octagon soap and bleach and blueing powder that wafted in from the laundry.  Esther Lee couldn't breathe deeply until she got outside.  The second she slipped out the back door she just stood and inhaled, as if she would like to draw all of the sky's free air into her body, till it filled her to overflowing.


She skipped out to the chicken yard, a small fenced-in area that enclosed the coop but gave the fowls room to scratch and peck and strut to their fill.  When she got inside the gate she slowed down and circled slowly around to check the west wall of the coop.  It used to be one of Esther Lee's favorite pastimes to go and watch the chickens, or throw corn to them and watch their wild, greedy scuffling.  But lately she was less fond of the place because she had discovered a hole in the ground near the side of the coop, a round, black entry like the one her father had pointed out to her in the garden before.  She knew it was the work of a chicken snake, and though she had never seen it, the snake writhed in her imagination; big, sinister, hungry -- and not only for chickens.  Upon discovering the hole, her first thought had been to run and tell her daddy.  But then she imagined herself bringing him the snake's dead carcass, presenting it to him and declaring herself the slayer.  He would be amazed and proud, would praise her for her bravery and say not even Billy Ray Royal could have done better.  For some weeks she had taken to sitting near the hole and watching it for long stretches, poised with a rock or a stick in her hand.  She intended to catch that chicken snake coming out  of his hole, to ambush him and bash his slimy head in.  But wait as she would, he never showed.  Esther Lee began to doubt he was even down there anymore.  She told herself he had moved on or died or something.  Nevertheless, she still eyed the hole with loathing and suspicion, and she never forgot to give that side of the coop a wide berth.  



Esther Lee made a basket out of her shirt front and put each egg she found carefully in the artificial pocket.  The fat leghorn hens were not laying well lately.  Esther Lee wondered whether something might be upsetting them.  They almost seemed nervous, the way they clucked and fussed and ruffled their white wings every few moments.  Esther practiced moving her head the way the hens moved theirs, in sudden jerky starts and stops, with eyes wide and alert.  But this game proved dangerous to the eggs she carried, so she left off and started back to the house.


As long as Esther Lee was dawdling, Sarah Jean decided she could turn down the burners on the stove and go finish her dusting.  She'd got through all of it except for the mantel.  Sarah Jean dusted the livingroom mantel twice a week, on Thursday and on Sunday.  On Sunday she dusted the pictures, too, lingering especially over the eight-by-ten wedding picture, where Smith sat with his arms folded, grinning like a chess cat, and she stood behind him with a hand on his shoulder.  She was all resplendent in her off-white gown, and the veil was lifted to show her taut face and red lipstick smile.  (She remembered the moment well; she hadn't dared show her teeth because of the watercress sandwich she'd eaten.  She feared some of the salad greens might have stuck in her teeth.)  It was Sarah Jean's favorite picture in spite of this reminiscence.  she was so pretty and slender then, and Smith was as attentive as a jackrabbit buck.  Sarah Jean smiled as she dusted the frame, but her eyes were wet.


He was far out in the fields now, out there working his beloved land.  He had a passion for planning and building, and Sarah Jean liked to think it was for all of them, that at the center of his designs was his family, his wife and child.  But other times she felt as if he would go right on with his work-happy existence even if she were not there.  She so wanted to be a part of it all, even when she didn't understand what he was after, but he didn't seem to need her, except to keep his house and to feed him.  She took it as a sign of appreciation when he held out his plate for second or third helpings at dinner, or when he fell back against his pillow at night and snored like a buzz saw, comfortable and content.  Sarah Jean told herself that it was she who made his life bearable; that it was she who enabled him to go out every day, all day, building fences and barns, plowing and planting, like he had a world to feed singlehandedly.


If she was ever lonely, she attributed it to the fact that she had only one child.  Then she resolved to redouble her efforts in perfecting that child, in making her as capable and caring a woman as possible.  Now and then she would nudge Smith while he was reading the paper or the seed catalog and say, "Look at her, Smith, stitching that hem," or "How about that peach cobbler Esther Lee made," and Sarah Jean would give him no peace until he agreed that she was "raising a proper little woman there."  But even between child-rearing and housekeeping, Sarah Jean's days were not so full that she did not find herself again and again coming to the windows to stare out across the fields.


At supper Sarah Jean always served her family, standing beside their chairs and ladling out the stew meat and vegetables, and deftly scooping up a brick of cornbread to lay on each plate, carefully like she was laying a cornerstone.  No one could eat until she had finished serving all three plates, and then she would sit down and nod at Smith to say grace.  At mealtimes Sarah Jean felt as if she was the queen of her house, and the light of hunger in her man's face, or the satisfied noises that he made as he shoveled down the food, these were a kind of worship that she relished.    Regardless of what she could not give him, Sarah Jean prided herself that her husband respected her for the way she kept house and laid the table.  He was a man who admired capability, so she worked hard to prove hers to him daily.   Even still, sometimes she felt compelled to remind him of her worth, in case he failed to acknowledge all she did for him.

 
"I think I'll get Billy Ray Royal to help me dig a irrigation ditch along the north field," Smithfield said as he sopped up gravy with his cornbread and popped it into his mouth quickly, before it could crumble.


Sarah Jean made a face.  "Why come you're always bringing that boy onto this place?  He makes me nervous the way he's always looking into everything."


"He's a bright boy," said Smithfield.  "He likes to know what's behind things.  Cut that out, Littlebit.  Quit picking and eat."


The child was mashing her cornbread with a fork and spreading the crumbs with such violence that most of them fell over the edge of her plate.  


"What you making a mess like that for?" said Sarah Jean, brushing the crumbs off the table and into her hand.  


"Boy like that could run this place by himself almost.  He knows the machines, he's good with the animals.  Why, you ought to see the heifer I give him--"  Smithfield began.


Sarah Jean's thin lips twitched at one corner.  "You give that boy one of our heifers?"


"One of my heifers," said Smithfield, drawing up his shoulders.  "What's that to you, if I did?"


Sarah Jean leaned over her plate and murmured down at her food, as if she were blessing it again, or perhaps cursing it.


"What?"  Smithfield demanded.


"I say, just because that widow woman was married to your old crony, why come you got to make her boy your special burden?"


At that instant Esther Lee turned over her glass, and cherry Kool- Aid and ice cubes streamed out across the table like something alive and frightened in search of escape.  Sarah Jean threw a scalding gaze at the child.  "Go get a rag and clean that up fore it runs on the floor."


"No!" said Esther Lee, with such force that her narrow chest heaved.


Livid, Sarah Jean slapped the girl and knocked her from her chair.


Esther Lee just lay on the floor in the pool of sticky liquid and screamed and squeezed hot tears from her eyes.  "Lord have mercy," said Smithfield.  He got up from the table and took his plate out to the toolshed, where he wouldn't have to listen to any fussing or crying.


Smithfield wolfed down his dinner in the solitude of the shed, and put his empty plate down on the workbench.  He was still hungry.  He was used to seconds or thirds of Sarah Jean's food, but he wasn't willing to go back into the kitchen.  The sounds of crying were likely to sour the food in his belly.  Weakness made Smithfield sick to his stomach, and if there was any such thing as the picture of weakness, it was that pitiful little whisper of a child racked by the violence of her own sobs.  Her whole body shook when she cried, and she seemed like something that might fly into bits at any moment.  The sight of her called to mind another vision, that of a hollowed out skin of a man, once strong and loud and vigorous, but lately so wasted by disease that he could barely raise his head from his pillow.  It called to mind a remembrance of pain and fear, of the sting of a flat stick of cedar kindling against his bottom, wielded in a cruel arc of judgement that descended on him with a power and a surety he had learned to respect.  In a kind of double image, he saw the earlier man, the container of all that fearsome power and life, and this wasted latter thing, the husk that sat in a wheeled chair with its ponderous head trembling under its own weight, and its big eyes staring into the heart of some vast and invisible cavern, as if waiting for a dragon to emerge.  And while that frail thing stared, its dying bowels released their corruption, and the stink of it filled the boy's nostrils, and he felt a looseness in his own guts, so he willed them to tighten, and tighten more.  "You're not my father," he said, and in saying it he made it true.  


Smithfield picked up a two-by-four and set it next to the blade of his table saw.  Might as well work, he figured, as long as he was out here.  He could start cutting beams for the addition on the barn. 


The following afternoon Billy Ray Royal stopped by.  He was a sturdy, well-built boy, going on fifteen, but seeming at times much older.  Smithfield guessed this was mainly due to an unnameable quality of the boy's sharp face, a kind of shiftiness that made him seem one moment a child and the next a hard and ancient man of the world.  His quick, subtle face could move instantly between these two expressions, or he could present one or the other, depending on the slant of his mouth or the way the light struck him.  Smithfield had known the boy's father years back, and he couldn't really see any resemblance, but something about the boy recalled his old friend to him with a wistful but vague sense of something lost.  


Smithfield was just about to drag the cedar post into the hole, and the boy helped him lift it.  For a joke, Smithfield shifted his position so the boy would find himself bearing most of the weight.  Billy Ray gritted his teeth and returned the challenge with his eyes, sweating and grunting as he lowered the post into the hole.  Smithfield packed the earth around the base, stomping it down thoroughly, and he grinned at the boy, who was still puffing from his great effort.  "You think you're a tough little son of a gun, don't you?" Smithfield asked.


The boy drew himself up like a posturing peacock.   "I could take you on," he said.


Smithfield clapped a hand on the boy's shoulder.  "You might could at that."  He gently steered the boy along the path to the toolshed.  "Now, what's this I hear from your ma about you cutting school?"


The boy shrugged.  "I had something important to do."


"Your schooling's important, son.  You're getting to be a man.  You got to make plans for your life."  


"I got plans."


"Sure enough?  What you planning to do with yourself?"


"Going to be a scientist."  Smithfield held the door open for Billy Ray and then followed him into the toolshed.  Billy Ray went straight to the table saw with a hungry look in his eyes.  With the tip of one finger he touched the jagged blade.


"Be careful there.  That thing'll take your hand off in the blink of an eye.  Want me to show you how to use it?"


"I already done used one before."


Smithfield looked skeptical.  "When?"


The boy shrugged.  He bent over and ran his finger through the sawdust on the floor of the shed.  When he straightened up he was staring at his fingertip with a kind of rapt attention that made Smithfield feel he'd been forgotten.  


"Guess it needs sweeping in here," the man said.


Billy Ray turned his finger around and showed the bit of sawdust to Smithfield.  "That was a tree once," he said.  He wiped his hands on his pants and went back to examining the table saw.  "Almost anything you can put together," he went on, "can be took apart.  Everything, no matter how big or small, can be broke into something smaller.  Until you get down to the last, smallest thing.  And you can't take that apart.  You can't break it down, cause if you did, it would blow up the world."


Smithfield leaned on the workbench and gave the boy a long, quizzical stare.  "That what they teach you in school?" he asked.


Billy Ray nodded.


"Maybe you was right to cut."


Esther Lee sat in the garden amidst the sunflowers, hidden by their thick stems and the cool shadows they cast.   She sat between the furrows and made herself very small, so no one looking across the field would spot her.  She liked the way the tall, leafy plants towered over her, and the way the big yellow flowers trembled in the breeze like ponderous old heads nodding their approval of her.  She made believe that she was a tiny fairy child, like Thumbelina, born in a flower and belonging to this gentle flower clan.  And because she was so small she could drink the dew and converse with the butterflies and ride on the swallow's back, tucked warm between his downy feathers.  And everything big was a wonder to her, because she could see it so clearly and from such an exalting angle.  That was the magic of the sunflowers, that she could see them the way the bee saw the clovers.


She felt a drop of wetness and heard a soft skittering overhead.  But the sun was out; the sky was clear, all blue and soft golden light, with fluffy clouds floating like the creamy foam that topped the fresh milk.  But it came again, the light pattering, and drops of water on her head.  She stood up and parted the leafy stems to glare at the boy with the water hose.  


"What do you think you're doing?" Esther Lee demanded.


Billy Ray's lips jerked toward the mischievous side of his face.  "I'm watering the flowers," he said.


"You see me in here!" the girl accused.


"You don't want them to dry up, do you?"


"Why don't you dry up!"


At that he pointed the hose directly at her and pressed the stream of water with his thumb.  Esther Lee gave a little scream of indignation and ran off through the garden.  She could hear his hoarse, boyish laughter behind her, and she wished she could find a place to hide and watch him without him knowing.  But she kept running, and looking behind her, until she got tired.  She lay down on the ground in a shadowed spot between two rows of corn and fell asleep with the green stalks whispering over her head.


Sarah Jean watched him from the window.  He was out there playing with the hose, arcing the stream of water over her vegetables, and soaking the roots of her fruit trees.  He had his shirt off, and no belt, so his trousers sagged around his hips.  Vulgar and wild as a Indian, she thought to herself.  She couldn't see what it was about the boy that made Smith so caring of him.  He was untidy and lazy, from what she'd seen.  The boy was always hanging around their place, looking for a handout, which he was likely to find, with Smith so obliging of him.  He was nosy, too.  More than once she'd caught him peeking in at the windows of the house like a burglar, and she'd observed that you couldn't leave a lidded box or a bag in his presence, because the minute your back was turned he'd be into it, no asking leave of anybody.  He always had to know what was in things or under things or back of things, which was a disturbing fault in Sarah Jean's opinion.  She suspected he would steal, too, although she had no evidence of it yet.  


He was drinking from the hose now -- she'd warned him about that.  It was one of her pet peeves, such a nasty, vulgar habit, and there he was, bold as you please.  She raised the back kitchen window higher and hollered at him.  "Billy Ray!  Billy Ray, what did I tell you?  You put that hose down and shut that water off!"


He dropped the hose and went to the spigot on the side of the house to turn it off.  Sarah Jean, coming out of the side door, met him there, her hands on her hips.  "Who told you to wet up my garden?  I thought you was out in the field helping Mr. Davis."


"I was," said Billy Ray.  "I got thirsty."


"Well, I suppose Mr. Davis is thirsty, too.  You might of took him a cool drink.  Did you ever think of that?"


"He didn't say nothing to me about it."


"Mr. Davis is a very hard working man.  He's not shiftless like some people.  He's thinking about getting his work done.  And what are you out here drinking from the hose like a animal for, anyway?"


"I got thirsty."


"Well, how come you don't come to the door like a civilized person and ask for a cool drink.  I got iced tea and lemonade, and you can drink out of a glass, stead of --"


"Can I have a drink of icewater, Ma'am?"  


She frowned at him for a minute and then said, "Come on in here."


She held the door open and kept her eyes on him as he passed, watching him as if she suspected he might be rabid.  He came in and looked around the kitchen, at the shining linoleum and the ornamental carved cabinet facades, the sparkling chrome and formica around the sink.  Sarah Jean figured he was not used to a clean house or nice things.  She knew his mother worked outside the home, and what she brought in couldn't be much more than just enough to feed them and keep the lights on.  She didn't expect Billy Ray to say anything.  Sarah Jean knew something about pride, but she gloated inwardly, because he had to feel the difference.  He had to see in everything around him that she came first.  No matter what Smith might give this orphan boy, he provided best for his own.  


"Sit there," she said and pointed to a straight-backed chair against the wall by the kitchen table.  She went to the refrigerator and asked him what he wanted while she peered in.


"Just water," he said.  "Nothing satisfies you like pure water."


"Most boys your age like sweet drinks."  She brought him a glass, frosty and cold, sweating with condensation.  "I got a sweet tooth myself," she went on, her voice soft and droning.  "Sweet tea and Kool-Aid and soda pop.  My mama used to say I ought of been the sweetest child in creation, drinking all them sugary drinks."


The boy took a deep draught of the cold water.  When he finished, he leaned back and belched as loud as he could.  "Nothing like it," he said and grinned at her.


Sarah Jean's eyes sparked.  He was mocking her, the little savage, sitting here in her kitchen half naked and nasty with the dirt from the field, and he was mocking her.  "Who do you think you are?" she said.


He shrugged.  "Is your whole house nice as this here?" he asked.


Sarah Jean softened her scowl a bit.  "I try to keep it up.  Lord knows I try."


"Can I see all of it?"


Sarah Jean never refused a request for a tour of her home.  She led the boy into the livingroom, thankful that she had recently dusted, and told him the stories about all the curios in the China cabinet.  She pointed out her parents' pictures, and Smith's, and the wedding picture; and he looked at Esther Jean as a baby, and snaggle-toothed in her school-day picture.   She showed him the den where the family watched t.v. and played checkers, and told about how it was a trial to keep it clean with Smith and Esther Lee so careless.  And so on it went, to the bathroom and the guest bathroom and Esther Lee's room that used to be the nursery.  And there was the sewing room where her antique foot-pedal Singer was still in working condition, and the dress form Smith had made for her with his own two hands.  


Sarah Jean hesitated before her and Smith's bedroom door.   But then she was overcome by the idea that he must see the carpet she had laid herself, and the big original painting on the wall, of a house in the mountains that a blind man had painted from memory.  Billy Ray had gone through every room with her, listening politely and without comment, and Sarah Jean grew every moment more determined to show him something that would impress him.  He almost looked bored.  She wanted to show him something that would make his mouth drop open, or that would send such a pang of envy through him that a shadow would pass over his cocky, young-old face.  If she could not get him to admit that she had everything and he had nothing, at least she had to see that he knew it.  "This is me and Smith's room," she said and held the door for him to go in before her.


He went in and turned around a couple of times, taking it all in.  He studied the picture for a long time.  Sarah Jean couldn't speak for the moment; her heart was fluttering, and she couldn't catch her breath.  She felt as if she were standing on her tip toes, all poised and strained and close to falling.  He had to say something.  Something.


"There's a light on in that house," he said.  


"What?"  Sarah Jean rocked on her heels and blinked at him.  


"In that there picture," he explained, pointing.  "See the glow coming from the window?  It's dusk, and it looks like there's a lamp inside."


Sarah Jean looked at the picture.  She had never noticed the detail before.  "It was painted by a blind man," she said.


Billy Ray put his hands in his pockets and turned around a few times more, looking at this and that.  Then he faced Sarah Jean, a little impatience showing in his eyes.  "Ain't this house got a cellar?" he said.


"A what?"  


"A cellar.  Can I see the cellar?"


"There ain't nothing down there but a lot of junk," said Sarah Jean.  
"But that's where all the interesting things are.  Your fuse box and your meter and your hot water heater, wires and pipes--"


Sarah Jean walked over to where he stood, shaking her head in wonder as she came.  "Boy," she said, staring fiercely into his eyes, "what do you want to see all that for?"


He smiled a sheepish, uncertain smile and backed up a step.  "I just do," he said.


Sarah Jean followed forward.  "Boy," she said.  "Boy."  She put her hand on his chest and stroked his skin with the flat of her palm.  Billy Ray took another step backward, his eyes darting off to the side of the woman who was moving toward him like a sleepwalker.  Just beyond her he could see the bedroom window, and through it a closely cropped view of the north field.


Esther Lee, in her dream was laying against the breast of a big, dark giant with a shaggy green beard.  He was talking softly to her, whispering, but she didn't know what he was saying.  The smell of his earthy brown flesh filled her nostrils with freshness, and the sound of his great heart pounded in her ears, and through her whole body, so that it felt like it was her own heartbeat and her own blood roaring in her ears.  She opened her eyes and knew she was in the cornfield, and the light was fading from the sky overhead as if someone had pulled out a stopper to let it drain away.  She sat up and brushed the soil from her cheek.  Her mother would scold her tonight about her clothes, and make her take a bath.  Esther Lee rose to her feet and began brushing herself off when she saw it and froze.  If she'd remembered to scream she might have screamed, but as it was she had forgotten even to breathe.  It was coming toward her, pale and subtle against the dirt, sliding and curving toward her, moving as nothing else in creation moved.  It had eyes, and its eyes had her, locked in its will, and it came for her on its belly, licking out its tongue.


The snake stopped suddenly and lay like something made of stone.  Esther Lee couldn't move.  Her hands were empty and clenched on emptiness, and her brain whirled, casting about for a response.  She didn't even dare to run.  The snake made a kind of laborious rolling maneuver and climbed out of the furrow, sliding quickly away through the receding rows of corn.  


Esther Lee's mouth was dry and her hands were moist.  She could breathe again, but her heart would not slow down.  She wanted to cry, or to pick up something and throw it down hard so it would break.  But there was nothing to throw.  



It was no fair!  He came on her when she was sleeping and defenseless, when she had no stick or rock handy, when she wasn't even looking for him.  He came on her in a place where she had felt safe, and proved to her that he could come and go as he pleased.  Worse yet, he proved that she was afraid and unready.  Even if she had had a rock, she would have been too paralyzed to use it.  There was a snake in her garden, and it was nothing like the huge monster she had imagined.  He was more terrible than that because he was small and pale and blended in, and when you couldn't see him, you had to wonder where he was.


Esther Lee ran from the garden.  She wanted to cry, so she ran faster.  She wanted to be safe, to be held and reassured, but she didn't know where to go.  It was as if the snake was living in her, had found a hole and built a nest in her heart.  She couldn't run fast enough.


Smithfield stepped quietly into the toolshed, where he found the boy sitting at the workbench with nuts and screws and motor parts spread out like a puzzle before him.  He was fumbling with a blade casing and a screwdriver, but when the door opened the tool slipped from his fingers and clattered onto the tabletop.  He looked up at Smithfield with big, wide eyes, but he didn't speak.  



"What are you up to, Billy Ray?"  Smithfield asked, closing the shed door.


"I was just, ah, cleaning your saw.  I seen it was all gummed up inside with oil and sawdust, and I figured I'd take it apart and clean it for you."


Smithfield approached the table and leaned across it, examining the boy's work.  


"You don't mind, do you?" Billy Ray asked.  "I mean, I can put it back together in no time."


"Leave off," said Smithfield.  "It's getting late."  


"I'm almost done."


Like a hawk striking a rabbit, Smithfield's hand shot out and grabbed Billy Ray by the collar of his T-shirt.  He dragged the boy off his seat and across the tabletop, scraping tools and parts onto the floor.  He had Billy Ray in the air with his feet dangling over the edge of the table.  "I said leave off!" Smithfield said.  He emphasized his words with a shake that rattled the boy's teeth.  


"Ow!  You're hurting me, Smitty.  Let go!"


Smithfield shook Billy Ray again and then threw the boy across the small room, where he slammed against the wall and lay crumpled and cowering on the floor. 


Smithfield picked up a hammer.  "Boy," he said, shaking his head.  "Boy...."


Billy Ray had tears in his eyes.  "Leave off," he said.  "Leave off, Smitty.  I ain't done nothing."


""I seen you!" Smithfield roared and threw the hammer.  Billy Ray dodged and scrambled on his hands and knees, trying to make for the door.  Smithfield ran and kicked him in the ribs.  "I'll teach you to climb through windows!" he screamed.  He grabbed Billy Ray by the back of his collar and swung him hard against the pane of the one window.  The boy's head went through the glass.  "She told me what you done!  She told me!"


Billy Ray had fallen again, half blinded by the blood that was streaming from the gash in his forehead.  Smithfield kicked him again, and this time the boy rolled and scuffled his way to the door, threw himself against it, and ran out into the darkness.  Smithfield started to give chase, but he was too winded.  He sat down at the workbench, wiped his eyes, and started trying to reassemble his table saw.


He wanted to use the saw tonight, all night.  He wanted to cut and hammer and sand something, to plane and sand it till it started to take shape in his hands.  It would be smooth and solid and strong like a tree, and so he would be those things too, because he had made it.  He would not be a soft, blind, sentimental milksop for women to laugh at, or for shifty devils to come into his house and make a fool of.  He would not be the kind of man whose wife let a smooth young foxcub take her in her husband's bed and then throw it in his face like spittle, with a contemptuous howl of a laugh.  Well, she could go, and good riddance, and if she tried to come back he'd knock the rest of her teeth out.


He got the saw put back together and plugged it in, then looked around for something to cut.  He found a sheet of plywood and positioned it against the blade.  He flipped the switch and pushed the wood into the blade, glad to see it devour and shred the flimsy material.  he pushed harder and the saw vibrated and growled at a new pitch.  It felt and sounded angry, shook with its own inanimate rage.  Smithfield pushed a thick piece of pinewood onto the blade.  The stick flew into a shower of splinters.  Smithfield smiled.


There was a loud crack as the blade struck a knot in the wood.  The saw slipped in the brace that suspended it.  Smithfield reached to steady it just as the chain belt snapped.  The spinning blade popped out, turned in the air, and took off Smithfield's right hand.  A screw shot out of the saw and smashed the lightbulb overhead, and the machine itself fell whirring and growling onto the floor and whipped about like a thrashing animal, until it jerked the cord out of the socket and fell silent.  


Smithfield was too surprised to cry out.  He felt a terrific pressure in his muscles, as if an ocean of pain and blood were rushing in one huge wave to the end of his arm.  He looked at the place where his arm ended suddenly in a messy pulp of torn flesh and shattered bone, and it hung there defeated over a growing pool of blood on the floor.  The hand was down there, too, chewed up and drained to a withered pallor so that it stood out starkly against the red stains and dampened sawdust, even in the fading light.  


Smithfield  swayed dizzily and fell, unable to make it to the door.  He was too weak to crawl or even to call out for help.  He gripped his arm tightly with his left hand, but it barely slowed the gushing of blood.  He felt something else, too, a kind of swelling movement in his chest.  It thrust its way upward, expanding, and then it broke out, a thin, broken whimper.  When Smithfield heard it, it shocked him into momentary silence.  Then he let the rest out, and it tumbled forth in sobs and wheezing snuffles, sounds such as only a child would make when it cried.


The door of the shed creaked open slowly.  Esther Lee knew she was not allowed into her father's fortress, but her mother was sitting in the car with the doors locked, crying over the steering wheel, and she wouldn't answer.  Esther Lee wanted company, and comfort, and she had looked everywhere else.  She was a little afraid to enter, but she continued pushing on the door.  He might be angry, but it was a choice between braving her father or being alone with that snake on the loose.  It would be hard, going in there and telling him about it, having to admit that she was not as brave or as strong as her father wanted her to be.  


Esther Lee poked her head around the door.  "Daddy," she whispered.  It was dark inside, but she could just about make him out, lying in a heap near the wall and reaching his hand out to her.  

