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~Chapter 7~

The Cowboy & the Gypsies
He longed...for swarthy skin, dark eyes, and black wavy hair.


Three faces blinked up at him.


“Who’s this—?” The man stood up.


It was difficult for Evan to tell whether or not they could see him in the shadows of the rafters. The old woman craned her neck forward, squinting.


“You coming down then?” The man stepped toward the bag where it had fallen, prodded it cautiously with the toe of his boot. As he turned his head the firelight caught the gold in his ear, and Evan knew they were Gypsies.


“It’s just a kid,” the old woman told them. “Raklo.” Her face bobbed from side to side, eyes pinched nearly shut. She wore a headscarf, a fringed, delicately embroidered shawl, and a bright red ankle-length skirt.


“You should might as well come down, kid. Ain’t I got your bag?” The man picked up the backpack and held it above his head, grinning a broad-toothed grin.


Something soft as a prayer, smooth as a curse, fell away in the pit of Evan’s gut, and the wind played the airvent like a cathedral tune. He could see the three of them watching as he eased along the rafter to an angle beam. He tucked his shirt around the dog, swung down to the gate of a crib, and jumped to the ground. He retucked his shirt and hitched up his pants. He hacked phlegm, spit, took a deep breath, spit again, and stepped into the light. Like a Gypsy, he would lie through his teeth.


“What you doing here, kid?”


Evan looked at the man.


“Smart kid.” The man grinned that same broad-toothed grin, not too threatening, and glanced at the old woman and then at the other one—not a boy, Evan could see, but a girl. She sat on her haunches in front of the fire, elbows on her knees, hands dangling between splayed legs. Her jeans fit more like a boy’s than a girl’s. In place of a jacket to ward of the rain and the wind, she wore a loose-fitting shirt draped over a blouse, but it was hardly damp. She studied Evan with big dark eyes—almost purple looking eyes, like moons on a night when there’s going to be a storm. But dark.


“We been hired as security,” the man lied. “Ain’t we keeping guard against potato thieves?”


He tossed his head back and laughed, just as you would expect a Gypsy to laugh. He was a little off balance. His left arm appeared to be longer than his right, and he stood on an angle to one side. He was as swarthy and creased as you would expect a Gypsy to be, with the same black eyes of the girl, yet a little florid in the jowls, the chest. He wore a close-cropped mustache and sideburns. A black felt hat with a flat brim sat square on his head, and from the hatband jutted a small green feather. Beneath the hat his hair was black and tousled, and, in spite of his laugh, he had a wild-eyed tragic look. You had only to look at him to know how dreadful it all was, and yet he threw his head back and laughed in a condescending, sometimes jovial, way. Like Uncle Goose, he had the trace of a paunch, squeezed and bagged by his belt.


“You’re not with the carnival.” Evan said it with a tone of accusation and looked at the girl.


“What? Ain’t she the fat lady? Ain’t I the freak?”


“Why aren’t you with the tribe camped down by the river?”


The dark eyes went flat and the man limped toward Evan. “I ask the questions.” His voice was too loud and there was nothing funny in it this time.


“Come on.” The old woman waved her hand at the two of them. “Bring him here, Nikki. Be nice to him. Maybe he’ll talk. You want to talk, kid? You hungry?” She gestured toward the pot suspended above the fire.


Her kindness surprised him. Working beside them in the potato fields, he had come to know that Gypsies seldom broke bread with gaje—their word for outsiders, non-Gypsies—and with her invitation, the notion of her invitation, he felt the flesh around his jaw go slack.


“Come on, kid. Sit down here.” The old woman patted the blanket she sat on, indicating a place beside her. “You maybe got some funny notions about us.” She smiled a sly smile, as though reading his mind. “Sit.”


The girl took off her baseball cap and shook out a tangle of dark pretty hair. She looked at Evan from beneath heavy-lidded eyes, her face tipped toward the fire. She had dense black lashes, and the shadows of the fire played against her swarthy skin and shone wet upon her black thick hair. “What’s that? You try to kill yourself?” She pointed toward his bandaged wrist, toward the spot of blood on the underside, then as quickly lost interest. “What you got in there?” She nodded at the bulge in his shirt.


“This?” He glanced from his wrist to his waist. He undid a button and withdrew the bundle. He knelt on the blanket beside the old woman and glanced up at the man for approval. The man gestured almost imperceptibly and Evan spread open the bundle before them. The old woman looked blankly at the girl.


The girl reached out and poked it with a long brown finger. “It’s dead.”


Evan looked at the dog and poked it himself. He poked it and groomed back its coat. The little body was all saggy and limp, somewhat caved in on itself around the guts. He looked at the man, then at the old woman, then at the girl. Something weak got down inside him and sapped at his bones. He tried to contain himself, but the more he tried the more difficult it became, and all at once he felt his insides come apart like a window smashed by a rock. His eyes burned and he ducked his head. The old woman placed a hand on his arm. She said nothing. The man hunkered and flipped the T-shirt back around the dog and took it away. Now something went through him like a wedge. He blinked fast and chewed the inside of his cheek, then shuddered and reclaimed his breath.


When he looked up, he found the girl studying him curiously. Her black eyes didn’t move. “Gajo,” she said in a husky voice. “Go dig yourself a well before we all float away. Maybe try to kill yourself all over again. Ain’t nothing in this world worth your tears.”


“Armanda.” The old woman turned a shallow eye to her, softly trilling the “r” in her name. “Can’t you see?”


“Sorry, mamio.” She stood up and slapped the dirt from her behind. “Look.” She stooped and brought her head up close to Evan’s, showing him her unblemished face. “Nothing personal, understand?”


He started to say something clever, something like, Hope your I.Q.’s as big as your mouth, but it was more juvenile than clever, and the man stepped back out of the darkness, chuckling, and said to him instead: “The heart ain’t so hard as the head.”


“She’s a good girl, my Armanda—so to speak. Come. We wash first.”


He stood up and the girl stood her ground, forcing him to sidle around her as he stood. She smiled a bit, at least he thought she did, and watched him go. The old woman led him behind the camper into the shadows where they both scrubbed their hands in a porcelain basin with a strange rose-smelling soap. She drew up the flame in a lantern and he could see how the sides of the truck groaned with a tableau of images, both bright and fading, some in bas relief, carved and painted by the hand of some artisan with a New Age flair. The images were all garish and ugly and in a wicked sort of way beautiful as a gnarled root rotting with age. Here an apostle, or perhaps the Savior himself, haloed with face screwed up in anguish, searching for meaning in the rafters above. There, a whirling Gypsy girl, red skirts flaring, her body lithe as a snake’s, hands at arms length clasped in a nave above her head. Some old hag chuckling over a gazing ball. Death in the form of a skeleton with scepter and scythe. The fool in his conical cap with drooping bells. Some woman-like bird with a raven’s head. An armored knight with leveled lance, galloping toward an invisible foe. The sun. The moon. Stars. A face without eyes. Another without lips. One without ears. The camper was a study in rugged and colorful finesse with countless stories to tell. And to complete the image, hanging by the back door, a slab of salt-cured pork, a bag of jerky, some garlic bulbs (to ward off vampires?), and a variety of other spices and herbs.


“I didn’t try to kill myself,” he explained with some urgency, toweling his hands. “It’s not what you think.”


“Nor is it ever. Come.”


She led him back to the fire and, sitting, patted the blanket once again. A demon rose in his throat and he knew he must be half possessed or losing his mind altogether. Otherwise, why this sudden emotion and desire to explain himself? He looked at her. Such a handsome old crone, she was gnarled in all the right places. Nubby and pinched. Even a wart or some other disgusting growth lay like a slug at the side of her nose. She was a squat woman with a disturbing way of reaching forward her neck like a menace, and he was drawn to her. “Eat and you will feel better. Maybe talk some. Coffee?”


“Thanks, I don’t drink it.”


The old woman looked at him and stirred the steaming pot and ladled a stewy-looking paste into a wooden bowl and told the girl to get him a soda.


“Here, kid. Eat.”


“My name’s Evan.”


“Cowboy,” said the girl. “You’re a cowboy. Mud and dung all over your boots. I don’t give a shit what you say. And that’s what I’m calling you.”


Evan looked at the old woman who shut and opened her eyes wearily and shrugged her shoulders. “Eat, Evan.”


The man called Nikki chuckled sadly, at the same time ladling himself a bowl full of stew. He took off his jacket and sat down across from Evan and crossed his legs in the fashion of a Buddhist Monk. He thumbed back his hat and blew on the stew to cool it, and then he used his hand, dipping into the stew and licking his fingers. From time to time fireglow sparked the small gold ring in his ear.


“You eat, Armanda.” The old woman shoved a bowl toward the girl who had wandered aimlessly about for a minute then returned, whistling, to the fire.


“Mamio wants meat on my bones. Fatten ’em up for the kill.”


“Eat!”


Evan picked at the lumps with his spoon. He stirred the heat up from the bottom of the bowl and, as they watched him, tasted the stew. It was hot with spices and pasty and surprisingly good.


“What is this?”


The girl shrugged; her shoulders moved loosely beneath the frail white blouse. “Potatoes.”


“Cut me up in pieces,” droned the old woman mysteriously, “and bury me alive; the old ones will live and the young ones die.”


“That’s backwards, mamio.”


Evan chewed slowly, his mouth genuinely amazed. “It doesn’t taste like potatoes.”


“What is and what isn’t is less than can be.”


“Mamio—grandma—adds things. Makes it different than it seems.”


The old woman dished up a separate bowl and set it aside, together with a napkin, spoon, and a cup of wine, as though expecting someone else to momentarily step out of the shadows. The girl tore a chunk of bread from the loaf and placed it next to the bowl. Evan looked at each of them in turn, but no one spoke, and he kept to himself. They ate in silence. A sorrowful wind breathed through the airvent, and beating wings sounded in the darkness of the rafters. Evan thought for a moment he heard someone crying again, as down by the river. Sobs both womanly and soft. But it was only the wind, the wind, a sorrowful wind, and the rustle of wings in the dark.


The smoke of the fire drifted toward them, then away. The girl—Armanda—ate her stew with her fingers like the man. She swept the dark glossy hair from her face and behind a shoulder, where it fell to the middle of her back. She tilted her head and sampled the stew. Both she and the old woman wore Gypsy-like earrings: she, large golden hoops that pierced the ear directly without dangling; the old woman, ruby colored stones dangling from delicate chains. The old woman leaned toward the fire and stoked it with the serving spoon. She wore a massive necklace of gold balls that otherwise hung to her waist but now swung out and threw back the flames; at the end depended a gold coin the size of a silver dollar. She wore both gold and silver bracelets. The girl wore only an ankle chain and a loose gold bracelet on her left wrist. The neck of her blouse fell open around her own surprisingly slender brown throat, and as she leaned in toward the fire Evan could see the shadows of her breasts playing beneath.


“How old are you, kid?” The man unrolled a pack of cigarettes from the sleeve of his shirt and tapped one out.


“Sixteen,” he lied


“Armanda, she’s sixteen.”


“Almost seventeen,” said the girl.


“You want to talk now? Here.” The old woman took the bowl from his lap and set it aside and then took his right hand between both of hers. She spread his fingers and studied the open palm. “You’re a runaway,” she said.


Evan snatched back his hand.


“Look here. In the old woman’s eye. Yana knows.” She leaned toward him. She had the face of a toad. “Yana knows more than you think. A runaway who’s come now to seal our fate.”


“O, mamio.”


Evan looked at her, anuran in feature according to the lines of her face, salient as a poisonous frog but ancient-eyed. He wanted to say, but didn’t, how psychic powers and second sight were hardly necessary to peg him for a runaway. But to seal their fate? He looked at her and felt the blood drain from his face and stupidly wondered should he close his eyes would they cut his heart out to eat it cold. In those sunken eyes he saw a hint of the eyes of the girl, and he felt the tug of that face in his heart. Perhaps because Aunt Missy had warned, Never trust a Gypsy, he let them in—a little weak, desirous, and spellbound. Just generalizations at first and then particulars by degrees. He told them of his father’s death, his mother’s. The loss of a sister, too, before he was born. He told them about Missy and the strop. When he tried to hold back it was useless, and he found himself bemoaning the loss of his dog. It sounded queer in the telling, simple-minded even, somehow removed from the fact, especially as he went on to confess the spite of a rooster with the intelligence to lurk in ambush up in the loft. He told them one thing or another, and thought once to have revealed too much. And he almost told how he had stolen into his aunt and uncle’s room in the middle of the night and stood at their bedside watching them sleep. He altered the details somewhat, padding the story here and trimming events there, but he was merciless when it came to the characters of Missy and Goose, tender toward the memory of his parents, and before he finished they had the gist of the truth.


The old woman made a sour face at the whole thing and spat. “Gaje!”

“What?”


The girl looked away darkly. “I know this cowboy,” she said. “I seen him before.”


The man chewed his potatoes.


Evan studied them, each in turn. He didn’t like the way he felt—sour as dirt and acid mixed, the grit and sting of it now searing his throat and up through the flesh of his jaw. He looked at the old woman, wondering, but she dropped her head and refused even the glint of an eye. The shun made him feel as if, by telling his tale, he had stolen something from their race, or perhaps, in some strange way, compromised himself and sullied his own. Such horrors recounted embarrassed him more than he’d thought. He felt shameful, belonging to such a despicable breed whose name was so easily spat with italic disdain—gaje! Although it wouldn’t have made any difference in the end, he longed at the moment for swarthy skin, dark eyes, and black wavy hair. Who then would he be? How would he come to conclusions? What decisions would he make? But each of them remained silent. He had bared his soul to them, and now they were mute. Marime. He had heard the word before and now uttered it beneath his breath—outcast, polluted. Gaje were marime unless concessions were made, and not one of them—neither the lunatic, the tramp, nor the witch—would pull him back into the circle of an eye. Such was the scourge of Missy and Goose, time to dust off his shoes and hit the road. Why had he ever thought— 


He stood up. “I got a train to catch.”


All three of them stared at the fire. The man appeared to be listening to some distant strain, and Evan, too, thought he heard that weeping and a rustle of wings. He could see that a cold scum now encrusted the stew in the still untouched bowl where it had been placed between the old woman and the girl, an expected guest perhaps delayed or sidetracked altogether. But the bread had been torn, leaving crumbs, and a closer look revealed the cup was empty of wine. But who? When? The man sat too far away. Of course, Evan had been less than attentive in telling his tale and had certainly been oblivious to that extra place setting in the heat of his telling. He looked at each of them in turn, but not one looked back.


“Thanks for the stew. Wherever you’re going I hope you have good luck. Can I have my bag, now.” He picked up the backpack and shouldered the harness. “So long.”


He started past the pickup and into the shadows toward the big log doors. The earth trembled and boxcars banged in the yard outside. Behind him he heard whispering, then the voice of the old woman, emphatically: “No!”

“Who’s phuro, here, mamo? Who’s in charge? Sonia tells me—”


“Sonia! Don’t give me Sonia! Maybe she tells you wrong.”


“Hey, kid. How much money you got? Any?”


“Papa!”


“Nikki, Nikki. I seen it in his palm. The possibility and potential, though I wouldn’t say but you struck out my eyes.”


Evan turned around. In the firelight they appeared as shadowy images from another world, moving far off behind a veil. “What did you see?”


But the man was insistent.


“You want my money?”


“O, don’t think that. I just worry about you.”


The girl stood up and came toward him. He watched her fingers nibble at the buttons of her blouse, one then two, and how she reached a hand inside. “Watch out for Gypsies, Cowboy.”


“You,” the old woman hissed toward her granddaughter, “watch out for gajo!”


Evan watched in a stupor as the girl floated toward him, dreary as a phantom amid shadows and light, a hand working at her breast. He watched and as he watched, he failed to understand why the one who had befriended and consoled him in the first place, she who had taken him behind the truck to cleanse himself, who had begged him to talk, now acted so hostile. He had a sudden impulse to rush to the light and examine the troubling chart of his palm as if he might find all the answers and the world at large contained therein. But he could trace those creases one by one, inspect his very bones, and it wouldn’t do much to dispel his “funny notions” about them. The old woman reached out her neck as if to strike, then pulled it back.


The girl moved closer to him, black almost, with the fire at her back. She held the bowls she had gathered from the supper in her left hand, reaching into her blouse with her right, passing him on his right next to the pickup. He could smell her hair as she passed, breathing, “Be careful of the choices you make, Cowboy, if choices you have.” She was so close that their shadows, to the old woman and the man, must have momentarily merged, slipped together as one.


“I know you,” she whispered. “I seen you before.”


“You’ve never seen me.”


“O, yes. I’ve seen you in nightmares and dreams, now come to seal our fate.”


There was a cool, mint scent to her hair and he breathed deep without thinking. For an instant she was inside him, and he held her, filled with possibilities, more than possibilities, a remnant of hope, her scent familiar and unknown. At the same time something poked into the palm of his hand, his surprised fingers curling around it as she passed.


“I’ll let these bowls soak awhile,” she called back, holding the supper things above her head.


“How much?” the man repeated.


“Enough.”


“Now—” The man changed the tone of his voice so that it almost sang. “—I was just saying to Nikolai—” He pointed with both of his thumbs at his chest. “—maybe we can give this kid a lift. Save him grief and risk of hopping a freight. Not to dissuade him, of course. Surely a kid like this can think for himself. So I say to myself, Nikolai, what’s this kid to you? But maybe he’s got some bucks and could do with a lift—to our mutual satisfaction. See? How much dough you got?”


“I’ll take the train, thanks.” Evan was fumbling with the thing in his hand, holding it away from the light. It was paper, all twisted and crisp.


“Goddamit,” said Nikolai. “How much?”


He jammed the wad in his pocket, pretending to grope around, and pulled it back out. He held it up close so he could unfold the bill and see it in the dim light. “Fifty?”


“Hell!” The man yawned, stretched, and stood. He chuckled gravely. “Where you going with Fifty bucks?”


“I can work.”


“Yah! You got muscles, eh? Lessee.”


Evan met him halfway between the pickup and the dwindling fire. The man limped slightly, tilted a little to one side, his right shoulder higher than his left. The old woman disappeared with the girl, and Evan could hear their hushed voices bickering on the other side of the truck. Evan opened his hand and showed Nikolai the wadded bill.


“Okay. You get fifty dollars worth of space from here.” He snapped his fingers and held toward Evan an open palm.


As Evan gave him the money, Nikolai grinned and, reaching toward him in a friendly gesture, cupped with his hand and shook gently the back of his neck.


“You’re adopted, kid.”

