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Matt’s place was plenty big for all of us, but it was weird being there without him.
Mark and Johanna and the kids moved into the big place, which was only fair—and anyway, they filled it up in a way that Matt never could, and it just seemed right.

I paid a trucker to move me and my trailer down from Spokane, and I had him leave it out by the main road.  Mark and I jerry-rigged water and septic and a little electricity.  I eat with them at the big place a lot of nights anyway.  It’s nice to spend time with the kids.

The first year we didn’t have much of a harvest.  There was lots of fruit, but it was wormy and ugly and not fit for market.  We turned some of it into cider and gave the rest to the hogs.

I guess it’s understandable—we were too new at this to know what we were doing, and anyway, Matt’s death was still new and we weren’t exactly ourselves.  The kids could feel it, and they tried to help, which was sweet.

Anway, the second year went better.  We kept up with the spraying and we let some chickens loose in there to help eat up the larvae.  They roosted in the branches and seemed happy, and the kids had fun gathering eggs, which they started to call ‘apples’ for a family joke.

By the time the fruit ripened it looked like Eden in there—all that deep color and heaviness and scent.  Sexy.

The kids pitched in and really worked hard, bringing it all in and getting it ready to sell.  We were so proud of them, the way they rose to the task and worked so hard.  They’re going to be so great.  You can see it already.  They’re growing up so fast.  They called the apples ‘eggs,’ of course.

There was one old tree that didn’t bear either year—looked like it had had a hard life—all those scars from grafting and pruning.  It was right in the middle between the apples and the pears—and since it wasn’t bearing, we didn’t know which it was.  The kids just called it the ‘Rooster Tree,’ because Old Stewpot liked to sit up there and frown at everybody.

Anyway, the next spring the whole orchard bloomed like never before, and we’d all go in there and sit, not talking, just enjoying it, overwhelmed.

A little later on one of the girls noticed that the Rooster Tree was setting fruit.

“Who knows,” I told them.  “Old tree—maybe it’s having a second spring.”

The kids all laid bets about whether it was apples or pears, or, you know, ‘eggs,’ or ‘rooster eggs’ or what.  We spent weeks and weeks debating the opposite of ‘egg.’

When the weather started getting really hot, it became obvious that the Rooster Tree was bearing neither.

“Doesn’t look like apples,” I said.

“Doesn’t look like pears,” Mark said.

We didn’t mention anything to the kids, who were probably drawing their own conclusions.  I don’t know how much Johanna suspected.

Anyway, we had to wait until late September for all the fruit to get ripe.  Mark and I came to an understanding that morning without actually talking about it, or even really looking at each other.  It just seemed right.

We met up after dark with some ladders and some bushel baskets.

“You ready for this?” Mark asked.

I probably just shrugged.

It was hard work, up on those rickety ladders.  And the fruit was heavy.  We climbed up and down those ladders for hours, and stacked the fruit in a big pile by the shed.  It was probably the hardest I’ve ever worked in my life.

When the limbs were bare, we stood there sweating, and feeling cold.

“Let’s do this,” I said, and Mark handed me the key.

I unlocked the shed door and we dragged it open.

The two buckets were right where they had always been, one underneath each tap.

I reached for the first tap and tried to turn it, but it was corroded and refused to move.  I had to stand aside and let Mark try, and he was eventually able to get it turning.  The pipes knocked and coughed dust for a couple of seconds, and the knocking was probably the loudest sound I’ve ever heard.  Water of death filled up the bucket.

It took both of us to lift it, and we stumbled outside and clumsily dumped it on the fruit.  The fruit settled, and oozed, and lymph and pus and mitosis slowly did their work.

I hope that’s something I never see again: a corpse being born.  It was blue, and limp, and cold.

“Let’s go,” Mark said, and we went back into the shed.

The second tap was easier to loosen, and water of life filled the second bucket.

We heaved it outside, and soaked the corpse.

The damn thing got an erection, of course, but that faded after a few seconds, and the whole body began to tighten, and color, and breathe.

That was when I could hear six other bodies holding their breaths.

“Come on out,” I said, and they slid silently from the shadows.

“Kids,” I said, “Say hello to your Uncle Matt.”
