Minnesota Gothic
by Thomas M. Disch

Gretel was caught in the bright net of autumn—wandering vaguely in the golden, dying woods, vagudy
uncertain where she was but not yet frightened, vaguely disobedient. Ripe gooseberries piled in her
basket; the long grass drying. Autumn. She was seven yearsold.

The woods opened onto a vegetable garden. A scarecrow waved the raggedy stumps of his denim arms
at the crows rustling in the cornstalk sheaves. Pumpkins and squash dotted the spent earth, as plump and
sdf-sufficient as a convention of dum landlords. Further down the row, an old woman was rooting in the
ground, mumbling to hersdlf.

Gretel backed toward the wood. She was afraid. A strand of rusted barbwire snagged at her dress. The
crowstook to the air with graceless to-do. The woman pushed hersalf up and brushed back atangle of
greasy white hair. She squinted at Gretel, who began to cry.

"Little girl?" Her voice crackled like sticks of dry wood burning. “Little girl, come here. | give you some
water, eh? Y ou get lost in the woods.”

Gretel tore her dress |oose from the barb and stepped nervoudy around the fat pumpkins, tripping on
their vines. Her fear, asis often the way with fear, made her go to the old woman, to the thing she
feared.

"Yes, | know you," the old woman grated. "Y ou live two houses down theroad. | know your mother
when sheislittle." Shewinked, asthough they had shared an amusing secret. "How old are you?”'

Gretel opened her mouth but couldn't speak.

"Youreonly alittle girl,” the old woman went on, with atrace of contempt. "Y ou know how old | amn?
A hundred yearsold!" She nodded her head vigoroudy. "I'm Minnie Haeckd "

Gretel had known who the woman was, athough she had never seen her before. Whenever Gretel was
especidly bad or muddied her Sunday frock or wouldn't est dinner, her mother would tell her what
terrible things Old Minnie Haecke did to naughty pigletswho didn't eat cauliflower. Mother aways
concluded these revelaions with the same warning: "Y ou do it once more, and I'm going to take you to
live with that old Minnie. It'sjust what you deserve." Now too, Gretdl recognized the clapboard house
with the peding paint and, around it, the sheds—omens of amore thorough disintegration. The house
was not as formidable viewed across the vegetable garden asit had seemed in brief glimpses from the car
window, the white hulk looming behind avell of dusty lilacs. It looked rather like the other old
farmhouses along the gravel road—the Brandts, the Andersons.

Minnie took Gretel by the hand and led her to an iron pump. The pump groaned in time to the woman's
dow heave and stagger and atrickle of water spilt over itsgray lip, blackening it.

"Silly girl!" Minnie gasped. "Usethe dipper.”

Gretel put the enamel dipper under thelip of the pump to catch thefirst gush of cold water. She drank
greedily.

From inside the house, there was the bellow of aman'svoice. "Minnie! Minnie, isthat you?"



Minniejerked the dipper out of Gretd's hand and bent over thelittle girl. "That's my brother," she
whispered, her dry voice edged with fear. "Y ou must go. Firgt, | give you something.” Minnietook Gretel
to asagging wooden platform at the back of the house, where there was a pile of heavy, dirt-crusted
tubersthe color of bacon grease. Minnie put one of these in Gretel's basket on top of thetiny green
gooseberries.

"Minniel" the voiceroared.

"Y eah, yeah!" Minniereturned. "Now then, that'sfor you. Y ou giveit to your mother, understand? And
wak home down the road. It's not far. Y ou know how?"

Gretel nodded. She backed away from Minnie and, when she was far enough, turned and ran to the
road, clutching the basket with itsterrible vegetable to her chest.

Mother was outside the house, collapsed in alawn chair. The radio was turned on full-volume. Mother
flexed her polished toes to the dow, urban beat of the music.

"Did you bring in the mail, love?* Mother asked. Gretel shook her head and stood at a distance from her
mother, waiting to recover her breath.

"| tore my dress," she brought out at last. But Mother was not in amood to be upset by small things. It
was avery old dress, and it had been torn before.

"What'sin your basket, love?" she asked. Gretel glanced down guiltily at the hard, ominous vegetable.
She handed it to her mother.

"| was picking gooseberries.”
"Thisisn't agooseberry, though," Mother explained gently. "It's arutabaga. Where did you get it?'
Gretel told about Minnie.

"lsn't that nice of her. She's such asweet old lady. WEell have the rutabagafor dinner. Did you thank her,
| hope?'

Gretel blushed. "l was afraid."

"There was nothing to be afraid of, love. Minnieis aharmless old woman. She does the Sweetest things
sometimes, and she'shad ahard time of it, living al donein that firetrap of ahouse that really should be
torndown ..."

"But she'snot done, Mommie. Her brother lives there with her."

"Nonsense, Gretel. Minnie doesn't have any brother, not any more. Now, put the rutabaga and the
gooseberriesin the kitchen and go back and seeif theré's any mail.”

At dinner Gretdl ae everything on her plate but the diced rutabagas. She sat staring at the yellowish
lumps morosely, while her mother cleared away the dishes.

"Y ou're not to leave the table until you've eaten every one of them, so take dl the time you need.”

Finaly, at eight o'clock, Gretd bolted down the cold, foul-tasting lumps of rutabaga, fighting against her
reflex to gag. When she had quite finished, Mother brought in her dessert, but Gretel couldn't edt it.

"Redly, Gretel darling, therésno reasonto cry.”



The next day, Gretdl was sick. Purdly for spite, her mother was convinced. But, of course, that wasn't it
at dl. It was only the spell beginning itswork.

L eft to her own devices, Gretel would not have renewed her acquaintance with Minnie Haecke.
Unfortunately, late in October, Grandfather Bricks died; her mother's father, who had built the farmhouse
they wereliving in. Mother wasto meet Daddy in the city and then fly to Cdifornia, where the Bricks had
retired. Gretel, who was too young to attend a cremation, was deposited a Minnie Haeckd's doorstep
with acanvas bag of playthings and a parting kiss. She watched her mother drive down the gravel road
until there was nothing to be seen but acloud of dust and aglint of chrome from thelast hill of the
horizon. Minnie was hunched over a swaybacked chair on the front stoop.

"Y our old grandfather is dead, en? He used to bring Minnie afruitcake at Chrissmas." Minnie sucked in
her cheeks and made a sound of regret. "People are dways dying. What do you think of that?' Gretel
noticed with distaste that the old woman's mouth contained, instead of proper teeth, brown stumps, at
irregular intervals, that Gretel surmised were snuff. Her mother had told her once that Minnie chewed
uff.

"Come into the parlor, child. Y ou can play there. Nobody uses the parlor nowadays."

The creaking pine floor was covered with arag rug. There was ahuge leather chair that rocked on
hidden springs and a handsome mahogany table with alace cloth. The bay window was hung with
curtains that had once been feedbags, their red check now a sunbleached, dusty pink. On thewalls,
decades of calendars advertised the First Commercial Bank of Onamia. They pictured a perpetua
January of wintry woods and snowy roads, ponds and icebound houses.

"Can you read?'
"Alittle"

Minnie opened atin box that lay on the table and handed Gretd asmall bundle of cards and envelopes.
They smdled of decayed spices. Minnie shook the box. A gritty black ball rolled into Grete's | ap.

"Y ou take an apple,” Minnie explained, "and you stick it full of clovesand let it dry for awhole year. It
shrinks up like this. Doesn't it smdl nice?' Minnie picked up the black bal and held it under her nogtrils,
ameling it noidly. "Y ou read the letters now, en?'

Thefirst was apostcard showing aship. "Dear All," sheread. | amin France. It gets cold at night,
but | don't mind it. How is everyone? They say the war isalmost over." Thesgnature, likethetext,
was printed in crude, black letters—"Lew."

"My daddy wasin the war, too. Heflew aplane.
"Thisisadifferent war, along time ago.”

The next postcard had no picture. GREETINGS FROM NEW Y ORK, it said in front. On the back
there was only Lew's clumsy signature.

"WhoisLew?' Gretd asked. "Does helive upstairs?”

"Y es, but you can't see him. He can't walk now, and he doesn't like little girls. Read some more, en? The
big one.”

Gretel took the largest envelope and opened it. The letter was typewritten and crinkly with age. " Dear
Miss.... isthat how you spdll Haeckel?" She giggled at the vagaries of spelling. "We re—gret to inform



you that your brother, Lew Haeckel, hasbeen ..."
"Go on," Minnie prodded.

"Thewords are too hard."

"You can't read very well."

"I'monly in firgt grade. Read them yoursdlf."

"Thisetter isfrom the hospital. He was there for weeks. Then they sent him home. It cost me alot of

"What happened?’ Gretel asked, although she was not terribly interested.

"He used to drink." Minnie looked at Gretel narrowly. ™Y our mother drinkstoo, en?" Gretdl thought so.
"Hewasin acar accident. That'swhat happensto drinkers. Y ou stay in herewhile | work outside, eh?
Thenweeat?"

Gretel promised to be good. Minnie replaced the lettersin their box carefully and went out through the
kitchen. Gretd climbed into the largest leather rocker and pumped it with her body, like aswing, until she
had filled the room comfortably with its creaking. The corners of the parlor sank into shadow and the
deep colors of the room deepened with dusk. Gretel rocked the chair harder, but it was a poor defense
againg the encroaching darkness. And there was no light switch on the wall. She went to find Minnie.

The hall was even darker, and darker yet the staircase to the second floor. Piles of mail-order catalogues
and old magazines formed a sort of banister on the sairs.

"Hey—you!" He had a smooth, urgent voice. Gretel peeked up the stairsat him shyly. Hewasfat, and he
could hardly stand up. In the dark, Gretel could make out few details. He was leaning against the wall for
support with one hand. With the other, he waved a cane a Gretel, as though he would catch her inits
crook. "Come up here. | want to talk to you. Don't be afraid. C'mon, sugar.”

"I'm not supposed to see you." Gretd liked to tease.

"Don't pay attention to Minnie. She's crazy, you know. I'll tell you athing or two about her.” Thenhis
voice hushed so that Gretel couldn't understand his words. She advanced up two of the steps.

"That's right. Cmon in to my room. In here." He vanished from the top of the Sairs, and Gretel listened to
him shuffle dong the corridor. She followed him and was relieved to see a shaft of light in the corridor.

Hisroom was asty of cast-off clothes, out-of-date magazines, and tinsfull of cigar ashes and buitts.
These—and Lew—were dl piled on the double bed at the center of the room; there was no other
furniture except a dresser without drawers upon which akerosene lamp was burning. Lew, collapsed in
the debris of the bed, was breathing heavily—pa e cheeks billowed and dacked like amechanical toy.
Hisbely sagged out of ablue navy-issue knit swesater, and his thighs had split through the seams of his
trousers, which were fouled with weeks, months of use.



" She keeps me prisoner here. | can't get downstairs by mysdlf. She won't let me go anywhere, see my
friends”

Gretd gared in amazement—not at this confidence—at him.
"And shetriesto starve me, too. Cmere, sugar. What's your name?"
"Gretd."

"Forty yeard I've been acrippleinthisleg for forty years. She doesn't let me out of her sight. Come over
here and sit on the bed, why doncha? | don't bite."

Gretd didn't move from the doorway. Lew picked up his cane again and tried to hook her around the
neck, playfully.

"You afraid of your old Uncle Lew?"
Gretel pursed her lipsat what she knew to be alie.

"Y ou know why she does dl this? Y ou wannaknow? She'sawitch. That'swhat it is, honest to God.
When she was akid, she could take off warts. She's put her name down in the devil's book, and shelll
never get any older now. And if she hasamind to, she can turn you into amouse. Y ou'll haveto hop on
her thumb and beg for crumbs of bread. Y ou can hear her mumbling al thetime, al sorts of crazy things.
Charms and such. And cursing, oh, she can curse." He stopped for breath again and struggled to hisfeet.
Gretel backed further away.

"She hexed me. | was athousand milesaway, | wasin New Y ork. But that don't matter oneiotato her.
She made my leg go bum." He staggered forward angrily. "It's all her fault!" he shouted after Gretel as
she clambered down the stairs and out of the house. Minnie was nowhere to be seen.

Gretel found her in one of the lean-to sheds shoveling corncobsinto atin bucket. "It'sdark insgde," she
complained. She had decided not to mention Uncle Lew.

"There areratsin the shedsasbig asyou are," Minnie said between shovelsful. ™Y ou only see them at
night. Big rais.”

"What are those?' Gretel pointed.

"Corncobs. | burn them up, and they never get used. Every day | burn some more." She laughed,
athough Gretd did not recognize it as such. "Now we go indde. | turn on alamp.”

The kitchen table and the cupboards were stacked with unwashed dishes and pans. Minnie, apparently,
had aslittle use for sogp as Lew. Minnie lighted the kerosene lamp and made afire in the stove. They ate
dinner in slence: vegetables from Minnie's garden and canned meet from Mother'slarder. Minnie ate with
aspoon, but she offered Gretel afork aswell.

"Nibble, nibble, little mouse" Minnie chortled.

Gretd looked up a Minniewith delight, for she remembered theline. "Who isnibbling at my house?' she
concluded. Minnie looked at her suspicioudy. "Mommie read methat story lots of times. My nameisin
it—Gretd."

"What are you talking about? Y ou want some cake, en?”'

The cake tasted nothing at al like the ones Mother took from boxes, but it wasn't bad. Gretel had two



pieces.
"| take you home now. | come and get you in the morning. Y ou can't deep here”

Gretel kept closeto Minnie on the gravel road, but she wouldn't hold the old woman's hand. Even with a
swester, it was cold. Owls hooted in the dark woods, and there were other, less definite noises.

"You're afraid of thedark, en?'

"It'sscary a night.”

"l likethe night best of all. | build afirein the stove and sit down and warm my old bones. When you go
back to the city?"

"Daddy hasto find anew apartment. I'm studying my lessons a home. | can read anyhow. Most
first-graderscan't read at al."

"Hereyou are. Y ou want meto put you to bed?"

"No. We have dectric lights, so | won't be afraid by mysdlf. Minnie?!
e

"Areyou redly awitch?'

Minnie choked on her phlegm and spat and choked again. Thistime Gretel knew her laughter for what it
was. She went into the house angrily and locked the door behind her. Even upstairsin her chintz
bedroom she could hear Minnie, as she walked back aong the road, rasping with glee and
mumbling—something—loudly.

The morning drizzled—cold, aclothes-damping mist that did not fall but hung, filmed the house and
leafless trees but would not wet the earth. Gretel was awakened by atattoo of pebbles on the clouded
window. She dressed hersdlf, degpily, in the warmest clothes she could find and joined Minnie outside,
wishing that her mother were there with the Buick. While they trudged down the road, Minnieinterrupted
her grumbling long enough to ask Gretel if she had been with her brother the day before.

"Yes. Hetold meto. And he said you were awitch. Can you take off warts?'

"| stop the toothache, too—and meades. Once, | am at every lying-in, but no more. They cometo Old
Minniefor alove-dall, for asick horse. For everything.”

Gretel congdered thisin slence. She did not quite dareto ask if Minnie could turn children into mice. She
remembered, with grave suspicion, the ratsin the corncrib that only came out at night—rats asbig as
hersdf. She fdlt serious and wary but no longer afraid. And she fdlt, too, though she could not have said
why, atouch of contempt for the old woman shuffling through the mist, bent under the oversized
pea-jacket.



"Aren't we going to your house?' Gretel asked asthey walked past the dripping lilac bushes.
"Not now. Y ou are warm enough, eh?'
"Isitfa?

"Not far." Half amiledidn't seem far to Minnie. A dirt track led from the road to the Onamia Township
Cemetery. Minnie paced in acircle about a small stone that rose bare inches above the clovered grass.
Therewas an inscription on it which read smply:

HAECKEL
1898-1923
Threetimes she circled it, crooning anxioudy, and then three times again, but in the other direction.

"Who'sinsgde?' Gretel asked, but Minnie wasn't listening to her ward. "My grandfather,” she perssted,
"isgoing to be burned. Mommieis bringing the asheshomein ajar. Isthat your brother?!

Minnie finished her pacing and started back to the road, till oblivious of Gretdl. Gretel was piqued. She
consdered hiding from her unresponsive guardian, as she had often hid from her mother when she (her
mother) needed to be punished, but it was too cold and wet aday to go into the woods. Gretel would
remember not to forget.

Minni€e's stove was dready crackling; the kitchen was soaked in awarmth that drew ahistory of odors
from the cracks in the woodwork: smells of last year's apples and this summer's onions, of nutmeg and
cinnamon, the scrapings of stews, the coffee burnt on the iron stove, the musk of drying wood in the
orange crate by the stove, of snuff, and, strangely, of cigars. There was awooden sign above the porch
door, painted in crude, black letters. Gretdl sounded them out—CIGAR FACTORY NO. 4.

"Isthisacigar factory?"

"Not any more. My brother makes cigars before heistoo sick. It makes alittle money. It isagood thing
to make some money. | sell vegetablesin town. And go to the sick people. It isn't much. He makes them
just to smoke nowadays. | haveto sdll the land sometimes.”

"Hasyour brother lived herealong time?!

"Oh, along time. Can you cook?'

"Mommiewon't let me. I'mtoo little."

"| teach you to make cookies, eh? Little cookies—just for you."

"Okay. Isheasold asyou are?’

"We don't talk about him now. What isthis, eh?’

Gretel shrugged at the handful of white powder Minnie had taken from aglass cannister.

"Silly girl. It'sflour. Everyone knowsflour." Minnie put three more handsful of flour into amixing bowl.
"Firdt, you put the sugar with thelard. Then, theflour.”



"Ich."

Undaunted, Minnie detailed dl the rest of the stepsin making the dough. Without cups and measuring
spoons, Gretel was doubtful if the resultswould be edible. "What isit?' she asked, losing dl patience.

"It'sgingerbread. Y ou don't know anything."

Gretel gasped. Gingerbread. She stuck her finger into the magic brown dough and tasted it. Like swan or
mermaids, like nighttime or a candy cottage with panes of sugar. She gloated at the forbidden, old
Sweetness.

"You don't eat it yet. Werall it out on the table and you can cut out the people. Little gingerbread girls,
eh? Then we bakeit: Then we eat.”

"Aren't you going to make anything?' Gretel asked cautioudly.

"I have acutter. | show you." Minnie dug through adrawer of unfamiliar-looking utensilsand drew forth a
cookie-cutter in triumph.

"Whet isit?"

"It'sarabbit.”

Gretd examined it closdly, first on the outside, then its cutting edge. "It's a toad! ™
Minnie backed away from thelittle girl. She cocked her head to one side.

"Tell me about therats," Gretel said anxioudy. She came over to Minnie and took her hand. "Arethey
very big? Asbig asme? Aretherealot of them? Tel me! ™

"l don't know what you're saying." Minnie began to cough. It was not alaughing cough.

"Y ou don't want to tell me, do you?' The old woman lowered hersaf onto astool, bent double with the
pain that spread across her chest and into her ssomach. Gretel put her hands on Minnie's shoulders and
pushed her back up to stare intently into her rheumy eyes. "Why is he alive? How did you make him
comediveagan?'

"Devil'schild!" Minnie screamed. "Leave me bel”
"Hedied. A long time ago. | know. Y ou showed methe letter. It said he died. Killed—I read it."

Minnie pushed Gretel away from her and ran out the kitchen door. For amoment she stood, uncertain, in
the migt, then walked at a quick hobble to the road, turned toward the cemetery.

It had happened months before, in spring, while she helped Mother in the flower garden. Squeezing the
clods of earth between her hands until, sudden asthe pop of aballoon, they broke between her fingersin
adft of loam—enjoyable. Then, one, as she squeezed, squished. Dried mud flaked from back and belly,
and Gretel had found, locked tight in her two hands, the toad. Her fear was not of warts; she had not



heard that atoad's touch bred warts. Gretel had been spared many of the old wives tales. her mother's
urbane imagination fed on cancer, heart disease, and, more recently, thalidomide. Gretel'sfear was
greater and less definite—without specific remedy. Through the summer, it sank maignant rootsin the
country soil, hung like pollen inthe air, infected the water in the pumps. She seeded the countryside with
her fear, subdued but ready to spring to her pale blue eyes, like arabbit started from its hole, & the
dightest provocation. Diffuse, private, echoing the bedtime legends—the Grimms and Andersens—that
then composited their severd horrorsin her own dreams: an enchantment.

Y et, she was not helpless. She had anatural talent for exorcism. She was thorough, and she could be
ruthless. And if fear could not be circumvented, it could bejoined.

Without haste or bravado then, Gretdl climbed the stairs once more. Shetiptoed through the hall and
inched open the door to Lew Haeckd's room. He was there, degping. A thread of brown sdivarolled
out the side of hismouth. Gretdl raised the blind, and ahazy, gray light spilled into the room, acrossthe
double bed, benesth hiseyelids.

"Whadayawant?' He raised himsdlf on one ebow, blinking. "Why, hello sugar.”
"Minnies making gingerbreed,” Gretel announced.

"Well, she's not making any for me." Lew looked a Gretd cannily. "What'swrong, kid?'
"Issheawitch, redly?’

"You bet your lifesheis."

"Andthemouse..."

Sowly, Lew began to understand. Hisfat lips curled into asmile, showing brown teeth like Minni€'s.
"Oh, she can do that, too. Y ou think she's up to something?' He looked around nervoudy. "Whereis
she?'

"Shewent ... outsde." Gretdl did not dare mention the cemetery. " She made dough, but she hasn't made
the cookies yet. She's going to make a toad."

"With the gingerbread, huh? A gingerbread toad?"
Gretel nodded.

"And you're afraid. Well, you can beat her at witching. She's pretty dumb, you know. For awitch.” He
began to speak more softly. ™Y ou think shelll turn you into atoad? Isthat it, honey?' Gretel crept closer
to the bed to hear what he was whispering. " She can do that. A black toad hopping in the mud. Y ou
wouldn't like that, apretty girl likeyou." A chuckle, soft and lewd. "Y ou've got to watch out for that
gingerbread. I'll tell you what ..." Hisvoice was awisp of sound. Gretd stood at his bedside, frozen with
attention. "Y ou go downstairs and take that dough, and make a cookie like Minnie ..." His hand snaked
out to circle her waist. Shewastoo horrified at hisimplicationsto notice.

"And eat it!" sheexclamed.

"That's right, sugar. Then you won't have to worry about any old gingerbread toad. Y ou'll take thewind
out of her sails, dl right.”

He hdd her firmly now, pulled her closer to him.



"Youreapretty little girl, you know that? How about akissfor your old Uncle Lew, seeing as how he's
helped you out?'

"Let go." Shetriedto pull hishand away. Hisface bent toward hers, smiling. "Let me go! | know about
you. Stop it!"

"Whadayaknow, huh?"

"You're dead,” Gretel screamed. "They buried you. Minnieisthere now. Y ou werekilled. Dead.”

The man's hulk shook with something like laughter. His grip loosened. Gretel broke away and retreated
to the doorway. He quieted suddenly, athough hisbody continued to tremble like atreein alight breeze.
He pulled himsdf up in his bed and spat into one of thetin cans.

"You'regredt, kid. You'l be the greatest witch yet. No fooling.” When Gretel was hdfway down the
dairs, he cdled out after her—"WEell get dong, sugar. Y ou and me. Just wait." A drop of blood fell from
Gretel's lip where she had been biting it. It made ablot on her jumper, the Size of apea.

In the kitchen, sherolled out the dough, according to Minni€singructions, and cut out afive-inch witch
with agreasy knife. The gingerbread witch stuck to the table. She scraped it free with the knife and
reassembled it on the cookie sheet, which Minnie had already prepared. She took three raisins from the
bag on the table and gave the gingerbread figure eyes and a black mouth—Ilike Minni€'s. She put the
cookie sheet in the oven and nibbled fingers of the raw dough while she waited.

She brought the cookie sheet out of the oven. The witch was arich brown on top, but crisp and black
underneath. She had ill to wait for it to cool. She was afraid Minnie would return, and sat at the parlor
window to watch theroad. Updtairs, Gretel could hear Lew shuffling abot.

And, then, in the kitchen. The gingerbread witch was warm but—Gretel touched her tongue to it—not
too warm to eet, easier, too, if you closed your eyes. One bite beheaded her. Thethreeraisins were
cinders, too dry to chew. Sherinsed down the rest of it with water.

Outside thewindow, Gretel could see awind spring out of the wood, tearing through the corn sheaves,
griking the sodden clothes of the scarecrow, tumbling his hat into afurrow, lifting it into the air. Higher.

Lew was standing in the doorway, holding to the frame. Except for aweek's stubble of beard, hisface
was white as his shirt collar. He was wearing a suit that was moderately clean.

"You doneit, sure as hell, sugar." He spoke in short bursts of breath. "As good as roast on her spit and
serve her up at a church supper with whipped potatoes and green pess.”

"Youtold meto."

"l needed to get away from her, get some fresh blood. Run with the tide. Minnie was old-fashioned. She
kept me prisoned here." He pointed out the window to the scarecrow. "But the spell's broke." Heinhaled
deeply; hisbdly lifted and fell. A spate of blood darkened his cheeks and ebbed away. "Y ou and me,
sugar, were going places. Y ou gonnakiss me now, for old times?"



Gretd wrinkled her nose. "Y ourefat and ugly.”

"That's how she wanted me. A witch aways keeps something beside her—a cat, amouse, a cricket
maybe."

"Ras?'

"Rats, too. Or ablack toad." He grinned. Gretel shuddered. "But Minnie had to have something that
looked like her brother—s0 she dug him up. | had to do al the work, dragging this hulk around.”

"Go away."

"Not any more, sugar. I'm yours now. Y ou outwitched her, but you've still got alot tolearn ... and alot
of timeto learnit. You're stuck with me, likeit or not. And I likeit."

"l don't want you." He shrugged and sat beside her at the table. The chair creaked under hisweight. He
wrapped his paw about her forearm. ™Y ou're ugly. Y ou stink!" It was the harshest word she knew, but
gnceit was, inthis case, accurate, it seemed, like coffee made from used grounds, to lack full strength.

"If you don't like metheway | am, just say the word."
Gretel'seyeswidened. "You mean ..."

"Gary Cooper," he suggested. "Fabian.”

"NO."

He leered. "—Bobby Kennedy?'

"No," Gretel said. "'l want ..."

Gretd, for the sake of propriety, bundled into her warm clothes and set off for the cemetery to find
Minnie. The clouds had cleared away, but the sun they revealed wasfeeble, an invalid's sun.

"Comedong, Hansdl," she caled to the lovely cocker spaniel pup. He ran to her with an obedient yip. A
bead of sdivaglistened on thetip of his distended black-pink tongue.

Gretd glanced back once at the clapboard house that agrateful township would soon—and at long
last—have an opportunity to raze. It seemed to take forever to get to the cemetery.

Minnie was there under the poplar, where Gretel had expected her to be. The used-up body was draped
indecoroudy over the stone. The haf hour of sunlight had dried the grass, but Minnieswool dresswas
gtill damp and clinging. Her fingernails were caked with mud and shredded grass from digging around the
stone. Hansel began to whine.

"Oh, shut up!" Gretel commanded.

He sat back on his haunches and watched a powerful, dow smile spread across his mistresss face.

TheEnd
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