“WE ALL START OUT KNOW NG MAG C...
BUT THEN WE GET THE MAGQ C
EDUCATED RI GHT OUT OF QOUR SOULS.”
—Robert R M Cammon

“ AN EXUBERANT CELEBRATI ON OF
CHI LDHOOD MYSTERY AND
MARVEL... BY FAR McCAMVON S

FI NEST BOXK. "

—Ki r kus Revi ews

“BOY'S LIFE | S A WONDERFUL BOOK. | T RECAPTURES
THE MMG C OF BEING A CH LD IN A WORLD OF
PCSSIBILITIES AND PROMSE. | T IS ABOUT BEI NG BORN
‘WTH WH RLW NDS, FOREST FI RES AND COVETS | NSI DE
US,” AND IT REM NDS US OF A MAG CAL TI ME BEFCRE
THE MAG C WAS ‘ CHURCHED QUT, SPANKED OUT,

WASHED OUT, AND COVBED QUT.’ BOY'S LIFE IS FOR
THE BOYS-AND G RLS—+N ALL OF US.”

—Atl anta Journal -Constitution

Robert R MCanmon captivated nmillions of readers with his storytelling power
in such bestsellers as Mne, Swan Song and Stinger. Now he has created his
tour de force: BOY'S LIFE, a masterpiece of nagic and nystery, of the

spl endors of growing up in a small town, and of the wonders beyond. Narrated
by one of the nmpbst engagi ng young voices in nodern fiction, BOY' S LI FE takes
us back to our own chil dhoods, when bicycles were enchanted steeds and

anyt hi ng was possible...

Zephyr, Al abarma, has been an idyllic home for el even-year-old Cory Mackenson...
a place where nonsters swmin the belly of the river, and friends are
forever. Then, on a cold spring norning in 1964, as Cory acconpani es his
father on his mlk route, they see a car plunge into a | ake sone say is
bottom ess. A desperate rescue attenpt brings Cory’s father face-to-face with
a vision that will haunt him a nurdered man, naked and beaten, handcuffed to
the steering wheel, a copper wire knotted around his neck. As Cory struggles
to understand the forces of good and evil at work in his hometown, from an
anci ent woman call ed the Lady who conjures snakes and hears the voices of the
dead, to a violent clan of noonshiners, he realizes that not only his life but
his father’s sanity may hang in the bal ance...

“I'T' S MCAWMON S THE PRI NCE OF TI DES...
| NCREDI BLY MOVI NG " —Pet er Straub

A Literary Guild Main Sel ection

Critical Acclaimfor
Robert R MCanmon’s

“BOY'S LIFE | S REALLY JUST GORGEQUS—HT' S MCAMMON S THE PRI NCE OF TI DES...

| NCREDI BLY MOVI NG-BOYHOOD AS | T SHOULD HAVE BEEN, RECOLLECTED | N GENUI NE AND
GENERQUS DETAIL. | LOVED IT, AND I WANT MY SON TO READ I T, TQO.”

—Peter Straub

“ENTHRALLI NG... M dway t hrough BOY' S LI FE, the young hero | earns of a book



“about [a] town and the people in it...maybe there wasn't a real plot to it..

but the book was about life...[it] was sweet and deep and left you w shing for
nore.’ That's a perfect description of McCammon’s fictional autobiography as
wel |, an exuberant cel ebration of chil dhood nmystery and marvel ... McCanmon

paints with a score of bull’s-eye details...BOY'S LIFE is teeming with smartly
realized characters... A CORNUCOPI A OF Bl TTERSWEET FANTASY STORYTELLI NG THAT | S
BY FAR McCAMMON S FI NEST BOOK. "

—Ki rkus Revi ews

“BOY'S LIFE, THE FI RST ‘ MAI NSTREAM NOVEL FROM ROBERT R McCAMMON, IS A
WONDERFUL STORY OF POWERFUL EMOTI ONS, MARVELQUS | MAGES AND | NVENTI VE
NARRATI VE... FI LLED W TH ENOUGH ADVENTURE, JOY, DI SCOVERY AND HEARTACHE FOR A
DOZEN BOYS' LI FETI MES.”

—Houst on Chronicle

“FOR SHEER SCREWBALL STORYTELLI NG EXUBERANCE, McCAMMON S BOOK |'S HARD TO TOP.
There will be times when nost adults will find thensel ves faintly enbarrassed
to be gobbling the thing Iike hot buttered popcorn, but gobble they will all
the sane...Not one to husband his narrative energies, MCanmon wites here as
if he had several lives to squander, weavi ng together...enough plots and
subplots to fill a half-dozen ordi nary novels.”

—Entertai nment Weekly

“THI S SUPERBLY TOLD TALE COMBI NES THE SENSI BI LI TI ES OF MARK TWAI N, FLANNERY

O CONNOR AND STEVEN SPI ELBERG-SHI FTI NG FROM THE MORAL TO THE MAG CAL, AND ALL
THE WHI LE SUCCEEDI NG AS A SOLI D COM NG OF- AGE STORY AND A FI NE MYSTERY...
FORTUNATELY, M:CAMVON HAS NOT... HAD THE MAG C TAKEN QUT OF HM ALLOW NG US TO
W LLI NGLY, AND HAPPI LY, SUSPEND OUR DI SBELI EF AND DEVOUR THI' S BOUNTI FUL BOCK. "
—Newsday

“McCAMMON CAPTURES THE JOYS AND FEARS OF LATE CHI LDHOOD W TH SURE STROKES,
ABLY CONVEYING H'S LOVE FOR THE TI ME, THE PLACE AND ALL THE ATTENDANT FORMS OF
POP CULTURE: MONSTER MOVI ES, COM C BOOKS, ROADSI DE CARNI VALS AND BASEBALL.

| NDI VI DUAL EPI SODES RESONATE W TH WONDER, HUMOR AND TRAGEDY... AS AN AFFECTI NG
PAEAN TO THE MAGQ CAL PGSSI BI LI TI ES OF BOYHOOD... THE NOVEL WORKS EXCEEDI NGLY
VELL.”

—San Franci sco Chronicle

“BOY’ S LIFE | S CERTAI NLY UNLI KE ANY OF McCAMMON S OTHER NOVELS, AND IS EASI LY
H S BEST TO DATE, DI SPLAYI NG A RANGE THAT | S ASTONI SHING. A TOUR DE FORCE OF
STORY-TELLING IT IS A POAERFUL STORY ABOUT THE MAGQ C | NHERENT | N EVERYDAY

LI FE, ABOUT THE MANY WONDERS AND PAI NS OF GRON NG UP, ABOUT THE STRANGE BEAUTY
AROUND US THAT WE SO OFTEN M SS...BOY' S LI FE HAS A VWEALTH OF SMALL, ANECDOTAL
GEMS THAT G VE IT ALL LIFE. LIKE A KALElI DOSCOPE TURNI NG TO REVEAL FASCI NATI NG
PATTERNS I N THE LI GHT, SO McCAMMON SHOAS US A MULTI TUDE OF | NCI DENTS AND
CHARACTERS | NTERTW NI NG TO CREATE ONE OF THE MOST ENTERTAI NI NG BOOKS I N A LONG
TIME. "

—BookPage

“McCammon hangs this expertly told episodic tale on the bones of a skel eton

t hat becones symbolic of evil doings in the quiet waters of small-town life...
Thi s evocative novel is successful on nore than one level. THE MYSTERY W LL
SATI SFY THE MOST FI NI CKY AFI Cl ONADG, McCAMMON HAS ALSO PRODUCED A BO STEROUS,
PO GNANT TRAVELOGUE THROUGH A STORMY SEASON IN ONE BOY' S LI FE, PECPLED W TH
THE ZANI EST, MOST MEMORABLE SOUTHERN CHARACTERS SI NCE THOSE OF HARPER LEE.”
—Publ i shers Weekly
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We ran like young wild furies,
where angels feared to tread.
The woods were dark and deep

Bef ore us denons fl ed.

W checked Coke bottle bottons
to see how far was far.

Qur worlds of magi c wonder

were never reached by car

We | oved our dogs |ike brothers,
our bikes like rocket ships.

We were going to the stars,

to Mars we’' d make round trips.
We swung on vines |ike Tarzan
and flashed Zorro' s keen bl ade.
W were Janes Bond in his Aston
we were Hercul es unchai ned.

We | ooked upon the future

and we saw a di stant |and,

where our fol ks were al ways agel ess,
and time was shifting sand.

We filled up life with living,
with grins, scabbed knees, and noi se.
In glass | see an ol der nan,

but this book’s for the boys.

| WANT TO TELL YOU SOME | MPORTANT THI NGS BEFORE WE START our j ourney.

| lived through it all. That's one problem about relating events in first
person. The reader knows the narrator didn’t get killed. So whatever m ght
happen to ne—wahat ever did happen to me—you can be sure | lived through it all,

though I might be alittle better or worse for the experience, and you can
make up your own mi nd which.

There m ght be sone places where you'll say, “Hey, how cone he knows this
event right here happened or this person said or did this or that if he wasn't
even there?” The answer to that question is that | found out enough | ater on
to fill in the blanks, or in some cases | made up what happened, or in other
cases | figured it ought to have happened that way even if it didn't.

I was born in July of 1952. | am approaching ny fortieth birthday. CGosh,
that’s sone nunber, isn't it? | amno |longer, as ny reviews used to say, a
“prom sing young talent.” | amwhat | am | have been witing since | was in
grammar school, and thinking up stories |ong before I understood exactly what
it was | was doing. | have been a published witer since 1978. O is it
“aut hor”? Paperback witer, as the Beatles said. Hardback author? One thing' s
for sure: | certainly have devel oped a hard back. | have suffered kicks and
sm | ed at ki ndnesses just |ike any other brother or sister on our spinning
honme. | have been bl essed, to be able to create characters and worlds out of



whol e cloth. Witer? Author?

How about storyteller?

| wanted to set ny nenories down on paper, where | can hold them You
know, | do believe in magic. | was born and raised in a nagic tine, in a mgic
town, among magi ci ans. Ch, nost everybody else didn't realize we lived in that
web of magic, connected by the silver filanments of chance and circunstance.

But | knew it all along. Wien | was twelve years old, the world was ny magic
lantern, and by its green spirit glow | saw the past, the present, and into
the future. You probably did too; you just don’t recall it. See, this is ny
opinion: we all start out knowing magic. W are born with whirlw nds, forest
fires, and conmets inside us. W are born able to sing to birds and read the
cl ouds and see our destiny in grains of sand. But then we get the nmagic
educated right out of our souls. W get it churched out, spanked out, washed
out, and conbed out. We get put on the straight and narrow and told to be
responsi ble. Told to act our age. Told to grow up, for God's sake. And you
know why we were told that? Because the people doing the telling were afraid
of our wildness and youth, and because the nmagi c we knew made them ashaned and
sad of what they'd allowed to wither in thensel ves.

After you go so far away fromit, though, you can't really get it back.
You can have seconds of it. Just seconds of knowi ng and renenbering. Wen
peopl e get weepy at novies, it's because in that dark theater the gol den poo
of magic is touched, just briefly. Then they cone out into the hard sun of
l ogic and reason again and it dries up, and they're left feeling a little
heartsad and not know ng why. Wen a song stirs a nenory, when notes of dust
turning in a shaft of light takes your attention fromthe world, when you
listen to a train passing on a track at night in the di stance and wonder where
it mght be going, you step beyond who you are and where you are. For the
briefest of instants, you have stepped into the magic realm

That’s what | believe.

The truth of life is that every year we get farther away fromthe essence
that is born within us. W get shoul dered with burdens, some of them good,
some of them not so good. Things happen to us. Loved ones die. People get in
wrecks and get crippled. People |ose their way, for one reason or another
It’s not hard to do, in this world of crazy mazes. Life itself does its best
to take that memory of mmgic away fromus. You don't know it’s happening unti
one day you feel you’ ve |ost sonething but you re not sure what it is. It's
like smiling at a pretty girl and she calls you “sir.” It just happens.

These nenories of who | was and where | lived are inportant to nme. They
make up a large part of who |'mgoing to be when ny journey w nds down. | need
the menory of magic if | amever going to conjure magic again. | need to know

and renmenber, and | want to tell you

My nane is Cory Jay Mackenson. My honmetown was a pl ace called Zephyr, in
south Al abama. It never got too cold there, or too hot. Its streets were
shaded with water oaks, and its houses had front porches and screens on the
wi ndows. There was a park with two baseball fields, one for the kids and one
for the grown-ups. There was a public sw nmm ng pool where the water was bl ue
and cl ear and children plunbed the deep end for pennies. On the Fourth of July
there was a barbecue, and at the end of summer a witing contest. Wen | was
twel ve years old, in 1964, Zephyr held about fifteen hundred people. There was
the Bright Star Cafe, a Wolworth's, and a little Piggly-Wggly grocery store.
There was a house where bad girls lived out on Route Ten. Not every famly had
a television set. The county was dry, which nmeant that bootl eggers thrived.
The roads went south, north, east, and west, and at night a freight train
passed through on its way to Birm nghamand left the smell of scorched iron in
its wake. Zephyr had four churches and an el enentary school, and a cenetery
stood on Poulter HIlI. There was a | ake nearby so deep it might as well have
been bottom ess. My hometown was full of heroes and villains, honest people
who knew the beauty of truth and others whose beauty was a lie. My homet own
was probably a lot like yours.

But Zephyr was a magic place. Spirits wal ked in the nmoonlight. They cane



out of the grassy graveyard and stood on the hill and tal ked about old times
when Coca-Cola really had a bite and you could tell a Denocrat froma
Republican. | know 1’ve heard them The breeze in Zephyr bl ew through the
screens, bringing the incense of honeysuckl e and awakeni ng | ove, and jagged
bl ue Iightning crashed down upon the earth and awakened hate. W had

wi ndstorns and droughts and the river that |ay al ongside ny town had the bad
habit of flooding. In the spring of ny fifth year, a flood brought snakes to
the streets. Then hawks came down by the hundreds in a dark tornado and lifted
up the snakes in their killing beaks, and the river slinked back to its banks
i ke a whi pped dog. Then the sun cane out like a trunpet call, and steam
swirled up fromthe bl ood-specked roofs of my homet own.

We had a dark queen who was one hundred and six years old. W had a
gunfighter who saved the life of Watt Earp at the OK Corral. W had a
nmonster in the river, and a secret in the | ake. W had a ghost that haunted
t he road behind the wheel of a black dragster with flames on the hood. W had
a Gabriel and a Lucifer, and a rebel that rose fromthe dead. W had an alien
i nvader, a boy with a perfect arm and we had a di nosaur | oose on Merchants
Street.

It was a magi c pl ace.

In nme are the nenories of a boy’'s life, spent in that real m of
enchant nment s.

| remenber.

These are the things | want to tell you

ONE
The Shades of Spring

Bef ore the Sun—bown in the Dark—Fhe | nvader—asps at Easter—Fhe Death of a
Bi ke—a d Mobses Cones to Call—-A Sunmons from the Lady

1
Bef ore the Sun

“CORY? WAKE UP, SON. IT'S TIM."

| let himpull me up fromthe dark cavern of sleep, and | opened ny eyes
and | ooked up at him He was already dressed, in his dark brown uniformwth
his name—TFom~aritten in white letters across his breast pocket. | snelled
bacon and eggs, and the radio was playing softly in the kitchen. A pan rattled
and gl asses clinked; Momwas at work in her elenent as surely as a trout rides

acurrent. “It’s time,” nmy father said, and he switched on the | anp beside ny
bed and left ne squinting with the last inmages of a dreamfading in ny brain.
The sun wasn’t up yet. It was md-March, and a chill w nd bl ew through

the trees beyond ny window | could feel the wind by putting nmy hand agai nst
the glass. Mom realizing that | was awake when ny dad went in for his cup of
coffee, turned the radio up a little Iouder to catch the weather report.
Spring had sprung a couple of days before, but this year winter had sharp
teeth and nails and he clung to the South like a white cat. W hadn’t had
snow, we never had snow, but the wind was chill and it blew hard fromthe

| ungs of the Pole.

“Heavy sweater!” Mom called. “Hear?”

“l hear!” | answered back, and | got my green heavy sweater from ny
dresser. Here is ny room in the yellow |lanplight and the space heater
runbling: Indian rug red as Cochise’s blood, a desk with seven nystic drawers,
a chair covered in material as velvety blue-black as Batman's cape, an
aquari um holding tiny fish so pale you could see their hearts beat, the
af orementi oned dresser covered with decals from Revell nodel airplane kits, a



bed with a quilt sewn by a relative of Jefferson Davis's, a closet, and the
shel ves. Ch, yes, the shelves. The troves of treasure. On those shelves are
stacks of me: hundreds of conic books—Justice League, Flash, Geen Lantern
Bat man, the Spirit, Blackhawk, Sgt. Rock and Easy Company, Aquaman, and the
Fantastic Four. There are Boy's Life magazi nes, dozens of issues of Fanpbus
Monsters of Filmand, Screen Thrills, and Popul ar Mechanics. There is a yell ow
wal I of National Geographics, and | have to blush and say | know where all the
African pictures are.

The shelves go on for mles and mles. My collection of marbles gleans in
a mason jar. My dried cicada waits to sing again in sumer. My Duncan yo-yo
that whistles except the string is broken and Dad’s got to fix it. My little
book of suit cloth sanples that | got from M. Parlowe at the Stagg Shop for
Men. | use those pieces of cloth as carpet inside ny airplane nodels, along
with seats cut fromcardboard. My silver bullet, forged by the Lone Ranger for
a werewol f hunter. My Civil War button that fell froma butternut uniform when
the storm swept Shiloh. My rubber knife for stalking killer crocodiles in the

bat ht ub. My Canadi an coins, snpboth as the northern plains. I amrich beyond
neasure.
“Breakfast’s on!” Momcalled. | zipped up nmy sweater, which was the sane

hue as Sgt. Rock’s ripped shirt. My blue jeans had patches on the knees, |ike
badges of courage nmarki ng encounters with barbed wire and gravel. My flanne
shirt was red enough to stagger a bull. My socks were white as dove w ngs and
nmy Keds midni ght black. My nomwas col or-blind, and nmy dad thought checks went
with plaid. I was all right.

It’s funny, sonetinmes, when you | ook at the people who brought you into
this world and you see yourself so clearly in them You realize that every
person in the world is a conprom se of nature. | had ny nother’s snmall-boned
frame and her wavy, dark brown hair, but ny father had given me his blue eyes
and his sharp-bridged nose. | had ny nother’s |ong-fingered hands—an “artist’s
hands,” she used to tell nme when | fretted that ny fingers were so skinny—and
nmy dad’ s thick eyebrows and the small cleft in his chin. | w shed that sone
nights I would go to sleep and awaken resenbling a man’'s man |i ke Stuart
VWhitman in Grmarron Strip or dint Walker in Cheyenne, but the truth of it was
that I was a skinny, gawky kid of average height and | ooks, and | could bl end
into wal | paper by closing ny eyes and holding nmy breath. In nmy fantasies,

t hough, | tracked | awbreakers along with the cowboys and detectives who

par aded past us nightly on our television set, and out in the woods that cane
up behind our house | hel ped Tarzan call the lions and shot Nazis down in a
solitary war. | had a small group of friends, guys like Johnny WI son, Davy
Ray Callan, and Ben Sears, but | wasn’t what you might call popular. Sonetines
| got nervous talking to people and my tongue got tangled, so | stayed quiet.
My friends and | were about the same in size, age, and tenperanent; we avoi ded
what we could not fight, and we were all pitiful fighters.

This is where | think the witing started. The “righting,” if you will.
The righting of circunstances, the shaping of the world the way it shoul d have
been, had God not had crossed eyes and buck teeth. In the real world I had no
power; in ny world | was Hercul es unchai ned.

One thing | do know I got from ny granddaddy Jaybird, my dad s father
his curiosity about the world. He was seventy-six years old and as tough as
beef jerky, and he had a foul nmouth and an even foul er disposition, but he was
al ways prow i ng the woods around his farm He brought hone things that made
Grandmonma Sar ah swoon: snake-skins, enpty hornets’ nests, even aninmals he'd
found dead. He liked to cut things open with a penknife and | ook at their
i nsides, arranging all their bloody guts out on newspapers.

One time he hung up a dead toad froma tree and invited me to watch the
flies eat it with him He brought hone a burlap sack full of |eaves, dunped
themin the front room and exam ned each of themw th a nmagnifying gl ass,
writing down their differences in one of his hundreds of Nifty notebooks. He
collected cigar butts and dried spits of chew ng tobacco, which he kept in
glass vials. He could sit for hours in the dark and | ook at the noon.



Maybe he was crazy. Maybe crazy is what they call anybody who's got magic
in themafter they’'re no longer a child. But G anddaddy Jaybird read the
Sunday comics to nme, and he told me stories about the haunted house in the
smal |l ham et of his birth. Ganddaddy Jaybird could be nean and stupid and
petty, but he lit a candle of wonder in ne and by that light I could see a
| ong way beyond Zephyr.

On that norning before the sun, as | sat eating nmy breakfast with ny dad
and nomin our house on Hilltop Street, the year was 1964. There were great
changes in the winds of earth, things of which I was unaware. Al | knew at
that nmoment was that | needed anot her gl ass of orange juice, and that | was
going to help nmy dad on his route before he took me to school. So when
br eakfast was over and the dishes were cleared, after | had gone out into the
cold to say good norning to Rebel and feed himhis Gavy Train, MmKkissed
both Dad and ne, | put on ny fleece-lined jacket and got ny school books and
off we went in the coughy old pickup truck. Freed from his backyard pen, Rebe
foll owed us a distance, but at the corner of Hilltop and Shawson streets he
crossed into the territory of Bodog, the Doberman pinscher that bel onged to
t he Ranseys, and he beat a diplomatic retreat to a drunroll of barks.

And there was Zephyr before us, the town quiet in its dream ng, the noon
a white sickle in the sky.

A fewlights were on. Not many. It wasn't five o’ clock yet. The sickle
moon glittered in the slow curve of the Tecunseh River, and if A d Mses swam
there he swamwi th his leathery belly kissing nud. The trees al ong Zephyr’'s
streets were still w thout |eaves, and their branches nmoved with the wind. The
traffic lights—all four of themat what m ght be called mgjor
i ntersections—blinked yellowin a steady accord. To the east, a stone bridge
wi t h broodi ng gargoyl es crossed the wi de holl ow where the river ran. Some said
the faces of the gargoyles, carved in the early twenties, were representations
of various Confederate generals, fallen angels, as it were. To the west, the
hi ghway wound into the wooded hills and on toward other towns. A railroad
track cut across Zephyr to the north, right through the Bruton area, where al
t he bl ack people lived. In the south was the public park where a bandshel
stood and a coupl e of baseball dianmonds had been cut into the earth. The park
was nanmed for Clifford Gray Hai nes, who founded Zephyr, and there was a statue
of himsitting on a rock with his chin resting on his hand. My dad said it
| ooked as if Cifford was perpetually constipated and could neither do his
busi ness nor get off the pot. Farther south, Route Ten left Zephyr’'s limts
and wound |ike a black cottonmouth past swanpy woods, a trailer park, and
Saxon’ s Lake, which shelved into unknown dept hs.

Dad turned us onto Merchants Street, and we drove through the center of
Zephyr, where the stores were. There was Dol |l ar’s Barbershop, the Stagg Shop
for Men, the Zephyr Feeds and Hardware Store, the Piggly-Wggly grocery, the
Wolwrth's store, the Lyric theater, and other attractions along the
si dewal ked t horoughfare. It wasn’t much, though; if you blinked a few tines,
you were past it. Then Dad crossed the railroad track, drove another two
mles, and turned into a gate that had a sign above it: GREEN MEADOAS DAl RY
The mlk trucks were at the | oading dock, getting filled up. Here there was a
ot of activity, because Green Meadows Dairy opened early and the m | knmen had
t hei r appoi nted rounds.

Sonetimes when ny father had an especially busy schedule, he asked ne to
help himwith his deliveries. | liked the silence and stillness of the
nmornings. | liked the world before the sun. | liked finding out what different
peopl e ordered fromthe dairy. | don't know why; maybe that was ny granddaddy
Jaybird’ s curiosity in ne.

My dad went over a checklist with the foreman, a big crew cut man naned
M. Bowers, and then Dad and | started |oading our truck. Here cane the
bottles of mlk, the cartons of fresh eggs, buckets of cottage cheese and
Green Meadows’ special potato and bean sal ads. Everything was still cold from
the ice room and the mlk bottles sparkled with frost under the |oading
dock’s lights. Their paper caps bore the face of a smiling ml|kman and the



words “Good for You!” As we were working, M. Bowers came up and watched with
his clipboard at his side and his pen behind his ear. “You think you d like to
be a m | kman, Cory?” he asked me, and | said | mght. “The world' Il al ways
need m |l knmen,” M. Bowers went on. “lsn’t that right, TonP”

“Right as rain,” ny dad said; this was an all-purpose phrase he used when
he was only half |istening.

“You come apply when you turn eighteen,” M. Bowers told ne. “We' |l fix
you up.” He gave nme a clap on the shoulder that alnost rattled nmy teeth and
did rattle the bottles in the tray | was carrying.

Then Dad clinbed behind the big-spoked wheel, | got into the seat next to
him he turned the key, and the engine started and we backed away fromthe
| oadi ng dock with our creany cargo. Ahead of us, the nbon was sinking down and
the last of the stars hung on the lip of night. “Wat about that?” Dad asked.

“Being a milkman, | mean. That appeal to you?”

“It’d be fun,” | said.

“Not really. Oh, it’'s okay, but no job’s fun every day. | guess we’'ve
never tal ked about what you want to do, have we?”

“No sir.”

“Well, | don't think you ought to be a nmilkman just because that’s what |
do. See, | didn't start out to be a m|kman. G anddaddy Jaybird wanted ne to

be a farnmer like him G andnomma Sarah wanted ne to be a doctor. Can you
i magi ne that?” He glanced at ne and grinned. “Me, a doctor! Doctor Tom No
sir, that wasn’t for me.”

“What’'d you start out to be?” | asked.

My dad was quiet for a while. He seened to be thinking this question
over, in a deep place. It occurred to me that maybe no one had ever asked him
this before. He gripped the spoked wheel with his grown-up hands and
negoti ated the road that unwound before us in the headlights, and then he
said, “First man on Venus. Or a rodeo rider. O a man who can | ook at an enpty
space and see in his mnd the house he wants to build there right down to the
last nail and shingle. Or a detective.” My dad made a little | aughing noise in
his throat. “But the dairy needed another mlkman, so here I am”

“l wouldn’t nmind bein a race car driver,” | said. My dad sonetinmes took
me to the stock car races at the track near Barnesboro, and we sat there
eating hot dogs and watching sparks fly in the collision of banged-up netal
“Bein’ a detective would be okay, too. 1'd get to solve nmysteries and stuff,

i ke the Hardy Boys.”

“Yeah, that’d be good,” ny dad agreed. “You never know how things are
gonna turn out, though, and that's the truth. You aimfor one place, sure as
an arrow, but before you hit the mark, the wind gets you. | don’t believe I
ever met one person who becane what they wanted to be when they were your
age.”

“1"d like to be everybody in the world,” | said. “1’'d like to live a
mllion tinmes.”

“Wel | ”—and here ny father gave one of his sagely nods—that would be a
fine piece of magic, wouldn’t it?” He pointed. “Here's our first stop.”

That first house nust’ve had children in it, because they got two quarts
of chocolate mlk to go along with their two quarts of plain nmilk. Then we
were off again, driving through the streets where the only sounds were the
wi nd and the barking of early dogs, and we stopped on Shantuck Street to
deliver butterm |k and cottage cheese to sonebody who rust’ve liked things
sour. W left bottles glistening on the steps of nobst of the houses on Bevard
Lane, and ny dad worked fast as | checked off the list and got the next itens
ready fromthe chilly back of the truck; we were a good team

Dad said he had sonme customers down south near Saxon’s Lake and then he'd
swi ng back up so we could finish the rest of the street deliveries before ny
school bell rang. He drove us past the park and out of Zephyr, and the forest
closed in on either side of the road.

It was getting on toward six o' clock. To the east, over the hills of pine
and kudzu, the sky was beginning to lighten. The wi nd shoved its way through



the trees like the fist of a bully. W passed a car going north, and its
driver blinked the lights and Dad waved. “Marty Barkl ee deliverin' the
newspapers,” Dad told me. | thought about the fact that there was a whole
wor | d goi ng about its business before the sun, and people who were just waki ng
up weren't part of it. W turned off Route Ten and drove up a dirt drive to
deliver mlk, butterm |k, and potato salad to a small house nestled in the
woods, and then we went south toward the | ake again. “College,” ny dad said.
“You ought to go to college, it seens to ne.”

“l guess so,” | answered, but that sounded like an awful |ong distance
fromwhere | was now. Al | knew about coll ege was Auburn and Al abama
football, and the fact that sone people praised Bear Bryant and others

wor shi pped Shug Jordan. It seened to nme that you chose which college to go to
according to which coach you |iked best.

“Cotta have good grades to get into college,” Dad said. “Gotta study your
| essons.”

“Do detectives have to go to coll ege?”

“l reckon they do if they want to be professional about it. If |I'd gone
to college, | mght’'ve turned out to be that man who builds a house in enpty
space. You never know what's ahead for you, and that’'s the—=

Truth, he was about to say, but he never finished it because we cane
around a wooded bend and a brown car junped out of the forest right in front
of us and Dad yel ped |i ke he was hornet-stung as his foot punched the brake.

The brown car went past us as Dad whi pped the wheel to the left, and
saw that car go off Route Ten and down the enbanknent on ny right. Its lights
weren’t on but there was sonebody sitting behind the wheel. The car’s tires
tore through the underbrush and then it went over a little cliff of red rock
and down into the dark. Water splashed up, and | realized the car had just
pl unged into Saxon's Lake.

“He went in the water!” | shouted, and Dad stopped the milk truck, pulled
up the hand brake, and junped out into the roadside weeds. As | clinbed out,
Dad was al ready running toward the | ake. The wi nd whi pped and whirl ed around
us, and Dad stood there on the red rock cliff. By the faint pinkish light we
could see the car wallowing in the water, huge bubbles bursting around its
trunk. “Hey!” Dad shouted with his hands cupped around his nmouth. “Get out of
there!” Everybody knew Saxon’s Lake was as deep as sin, and when that car went
down into the inky depths it was gone for good and ever. “Hey, get out!” Dad
shout ed agai n, but whoever was behind the wheel didn't answer. “l think he's
been knocked cold!” Dad told ne as he took off his shoes. The car was starting
to turn onto its passenger side, and there was an awful how i ng sound com ng
fromit that nust’ve been the rush of water pouring into the car. Dad said,
“Stand back.” | did, and he | eaped into the |ake.

He was a strong swinmer. He reached the car in a few powerful strokes,
and he saw that the driver’s wi ndow was open. He could feel the suction of
wat er nmoving around his | egs, drawing the car down into the unfathoned deep
“Cet out!” he hollered, but the driver just sat there. Dad clung to the door,
reached in, and grabbed the driver’s shoulder. It was a man, and he wore no
shirt. The flesh was white and cold, and ny dad felt his own skin crawl. The
man’ s head |l olled back, his mouth open. He had short-cropped blond hair, his
eyes seal ed shut with black bruises, his face swllen and mal formed fromthe
pressures of a savage beating. Around his throat was knotted a copper piano
wire, the thin nmetal pulled so tightly that the flesh had split open.

“Ch Jesus,” ny dad whi spered, treadi ng water

The car lurched and hissed. The head lolled forward over the chest again,
as if in an attitude of prayer. Water was rising up over the driver’s bare
knees. My dad realized the driver was naked, not a stitch on him Sonething
glinted on the steering wheel, and he saw handcuffs that secured the man’'s
right wist to the inner spoke.

My dad had lived thirty-four years. He'd seen dead nen before. Hodge
Kl enson, one of his best friends, had drowned in the Tecunseh Ri ver when they
were both fifteen years old, and the body had been found after three days



bl oated and covered with yellow bottommud Iike a crusty ancient nmunmmy. He'd
seen what remained of Walter and Jeani ne Traynor after the head-on collision
Six years ago between Walter’s Buick and a | ogging truck driven by a kid
eating pep pills. He'd seen the dark shiny mass of Little Stevie Caul ey after
firemen doused the flanes of the crunpled black dragster naned M dni ght Mona.
He had | ooked upon the grinning rictus of death several times, had taken that
sight like a man, but this one was different.

This one wore the face of nurder

The car was going down. As its hood sank, its tail fins started rising.
The body behind the wheel shifted again, and ny father saw something on the
man’ s shoul der. A blue patch, there against the white. Not a bruise, no; a
tattoo. It was a skull with wi ngs swept back fromthe bony tenples.

A great burst of bubbles blew out of the car as nore water rushed in. The
| ake woul d not be denied; it was going to claimits toy and tuck it away in a
secret drawer. As the car began to slide down into the murk, the suction
grabbed my father’s |l egs and pulled hi munder, and standing on the red rock
cliff I saw his head di sappear and | shouted “Dad!” as panic seized ny guts.

Underwat er, he fought the | ake's muscles. The car fell away beneath him
and as his legs thrashed for a hold in the liquid tonb, nore bubbles rushed up
and broke him |l oose and he clinmbed up their silver staircase toward the attic
of air.

| saw his head break the surface. “Dad!” | shouted again. “Come on back
Dad!”

“I"'mall right!” he answered, but his voice was shaky. “I’mcomn’ in!”
He began dog-paddling toward shore, his body suddenly as weak as a
squeezed-out rag. The | ake continued to erupt where the car disturbed its
i nnards, |ike sonmething bad being digested. Dad couldn’'t get up the red rock
cliff, so he swamto a place where he could clanber up on kudzu vi nes and

stones. “I'mall right!” he said again as he cane out of the |lake and his |egs
sank to the knees in nud. Aturtle the size of a dinner plate skittered past
hi m and submerged with a perplexed snort. | glanced back toward the mlk

truck; | don't know why, but | did.

And | saw a figure standing in the woods across the road.

Just standing there, wearing a long dark coat. Its folds noved with the
wi nd. Maybe 1’'d felt the eyes of whoever was watching ne as |I’'d watched ny
father swimto the sinking car. | shivered a little, bone cold, and then
bli nked a couple of times and where the figure had been was just w ndswept
woods agai n.

“Cory?” ny dad called. “G me a hand up, son!”

I went down to the nuddy shore and gave himas much help as a cold,
scared child could. Then his feet found solid earth and he pushed the wet hair
back fromhis forehead. “Cotta get to a phone,” he said urgently. “There was a
man in that car. Went straight down to the bottom”

“l saw...l saw.” | pointed toward the woods on the other side of Route
Ten. “Somebody was—

“Come on, let’s go!” My father was already crossing the road with his
sturdy, soggy legs, his shoes in his hand. | junp-started my own | egs and
followed himas close as a shadow, and nmy gaze returned to where |I’'d seen that
figure but nobody was there, nobody, nobody at all

Dad started the nmilk truck’s engine and switched on the heater. His teeth
were chattering, and in the gray twilight his face | ooked as pale as candle
wax. “Dammedest thing,” he said, and this shocked nme because he never cursed
in front of me. “Handcuffed to the wheel, he was. Handcuffed. My God, that
fella’s face was all beat up!”

“Who was it?”

“l don’t know.” He turned the heater up, and then he started driving
south toward the nearest house. “Sonmebody did a job on him that's for sure!
Lord, I'mcold!”

A dirt road turned to the right, and ny father followed it. Fifty yards
of f Route Ten stood a small white house with a screened-in front porch. A rose



garden stood off to one side. Parked under a green plastic awning were two
cars, one a red Mustang and the other an old Cadillac splotched with rust. My
dad pulled up in front of the house and said, “Wait here,” and he wal ked to
the door in his wet socks and rang the bell. He had to ring it two nore tines
bef ore the door opened with a tinkle of chinmes, and a red-haired wonan who
made three of my nom stood there wearing a blue robe with black flowers on it.

Dad said, “Mss Grace, | need to use your tel ephone real quick.”

“You're all wet!” Mss Gace's voice sounded like the rasp of a rusty saw
bl ade. She gripped a cigarette in one hand, and rings sparkled on her fingers.

“Somet hi n” bad’ s happened,” Dad told her, and she sighed |ike a redheaded
raincloud and said, “All right, cone on in, then. Watch the carpet.” Dad
entered the house, the chiney door closed, and | sat in the mlk truck as the

first orange rays of sunlight started breaking over the eastern hills. | could
snell the lake in the truck with ne, a puddle of water on the floorboard
beneath nmy father’s seat. | had seen sonebody standing in the woods. | knew

had. Hadn’t 1? Why hadn’t he conme over to see about the man in the car? And
who had the man in the car been?

| was puzzling over these questions when the door opened again and M ss
Grace came out, this tine wearing a fl oppy white sweater over her blue gown.
She had on sneakers, her ankles and cal ves thick as young trees. She had a box
of Lorna Doone cookies in one hand and the burning cigarette in the other, and
she wal ked to the mlk truck and smled at me. “Hey there,” she said. “You're
Cory.”

“Yes'm” | answered.

Mss Grace didn’t have much of a smile. Her lips were thin and her nose
was broad and flat and her brows were bl ack-penciled streaks above deep-set
bl ue eyes. She thrust the Lorna Doones at ne. “Want a cookie?”

| wasn’t hungry, but nmy fol ks had al ways taught me never to refuse a
gift. I took one.

“Have two,” Mss Grace offered, and | took a second cookie. She ate a
cooki e herself and then sucked on the cigarette and bl ew snoke through her
nostrils. “Your daddy’'s our mlkman,” she said. “l believe you ve got us on
your list. Six quarts of mlk, two butterm|ks, two chocol ates, and three
pints of cream?”

| checked the list. There was her name—& ace Stafford—and the order, just
as she’'d said. | told her 1'd get everything for her, and | started putting
the order together. “How old are you?” Mss Grace asked as | worked. “Twelve?”

“No, ma’am Not until July.”

“1"ve got a son.” Mss Gace knocked ashes from her cigarette. She chewed
on anot her cookie. “Turned twenty in Decenber. He lives in San Antoni o. Know
where that is?”

“Yes ma’ am Texas. Were the Alanp is.”

“That’s right. Turned twenty, which nakes ne thirty-eight. I’man old
fossil, ain't |?”

This was a trick question, | thought. “No ma’am” | decided to say.

“Well, you're a little diplomat, ain’t you?” She smiled again, and this

time the smle was in her eyes. “Have another cookie.” She left me the box and
wal ked to the door, and she hollered into the house: “Lainie! Lainie, get your
butt up and come out here!”

My dad energed first. He | ooked old in the hard |ight of norning, and
there were dark circles under his eyes. “Called the sheriff’'s office,” he told
me as he sat in his wet seat and squeezed his feet into his shoes. “Sonmebody’s
gonna neet us where the car went in.”

“Who the hell was it?” Mss G ace asked.

“l couldn’t tell. Hs face was..” He glanced quickly at me, then back to
the woman. “He was beat up pretty bad.”

“Must’ ve been drunk. Moonshinin', nost likely.”

“l don’t think so.” Dad hadn’t said anything over the phone about the
car’s driver being naked, strangled with a piano wire, and handcuffed to the
wheel . That was for the sheriff and not for Mss Grace’'s or anybody else’s



ears. “You ever see a fella with a tattoo on his left shoul der? Looked |like a
skull with wings growin out of its head?”

“l1’ve seen nore tattoos than the Navy,” Mss Grace said, “but | can't
recall anything like that around here. Why? Fella have his shirt off or
sonet hin' ?”

“Yeah, he did. Had that skull with wings tattooed right about here.” He
touched his left shoul der. Dad shivered again, and rubbed his hands together

“They’' || never bring that car up. Never. Saxon's Lake is three hundred feet
deep if it’s an inch.”

The chimes sounded. | | ooked toward the door with the tray of mlk quarts
in ny arms.

Agirl with sleep-swllen eyes stunbled out. She was wearing a long plaid
bat hrobe and her feet were bare. Her hair was the color of cornsilk and hung
around her shoul ders, and as she neared the mlk truck she blinked in the
light and said, “I’mall fucked up.”

| think I rnust’ve alnost fallen down, because never in ny life had
heard a fenale use a word that dirty before. Ch, | knew what the word neant
and all, but its casual use froma pretty nouth shocked the fool out of ne.

“There’s a young nan on the premises, Lainie,” Mss Grace said in a voice
that could curl an iron nail. “Watch your |anguage, please.”

Lainie | ooked at nme, and her cool stare nade ne recall the tine I'd put a
fork in an electric socket. Lainie’s eyes were chocol ate brown and her |ips
seened to wear a half smle, half sneer. Sonething about her face |ooked tough
and wary, as if she’'d run out of trust. There was a small red mark in the
hol | ow of her throat. “Wo's the kid?” she asked.

“M. Mackenson’s son. Show sone cl ass, hear?”

| swal l owed hard and averted ny eyes from Lainie’s. Her robe was creeping
open. It hit me what kind of girl used bad words, and what kind of place this
was. | had heard from both Johnny WIson and Ben Sears that there was a house
full of whores sonewhere near Zephyr. It was conmon know edge at the
el ementary school. Wen you told sonebody to “go suck a whore,” you were
standing right on the razor’s edge of violence. |I'd always inagined the
whor ehouse to be a nmansion, though, with drooping willow trees and bl ack
servants who fetched the custoners mint juleps on the front porch; the
reality, however, was that the whorehouse wasn’'t nmuch of a step up froma
br oken-down trailer. Still and all, here it was right in front of ne, and the
girl with cornsilk hair and a dirty nouth earned her living by the pleasures
of the flesh. | felt goose bunps ripple up ny back, and I can't tell you the
ki nd of scenes that noved |like a slow, dangerous stormthrough ny head.

“Take that milk and stuff to the kitchen,” Mss Gace told her.

The sneer won out over the snmile, and those brown eyes turned bl ack. “I
aint got kitchen duty! It’s Donna Ann’s week!”

“It’s whose week | say it is, mssy, and you know why | ought to put you
in the kitchen for a whole nmonth, too! Now, you do what | tell you and keep
your smart mouth shut!”

Lainie’s lips drew up into a puckered, practiced pout. But her eyes did
not register the chastisenment so falsely; they held cold centers of anger. She
took the tray fromnme, and standing with her back to my dad and M ss G ace,
she stuck out her wet pink tongue in my face and curled it up into a funnel
Then the tongue slicked back into her nouth, she turned away from nme, and
dism ssed all of us with a buttstrut that was as w cked as a sword slash. She
swayed on into the house, and after Lainie was gone Mss G ace grunted and
said, “She’s as rough as a cob.”

“Aren’t they all?” Dad asked, and M ss Grace bl ew a snmoke ring and
answer ed, “Yeah, but she don’t even pretend she’s got manners.” Her gaze
settled on ne. “Cory, why don’'t you keep the cookies. Al right?”

| | ooked at Dad. He shrugged. “Yes, na’am” | said.

“CGood. It was a real pleasure to neet you.” Mss G ace returned her
attention to my father and the cigarette to the corner of her mouth. “Let ne
know how everyt hing turns out.”



“I will, and thanks for lettin’ me use the phone.” He slid behind the
wheel again. “I'll pick up the mlk tray next trip.”

“Ya'll be careful,” Mss Grace said, and she went into the white-painted
whor ehouse as Dad started the engine and | et off the hand brake.

We drove back to where the car had gone in. Saxon’s Lake was streaked
with blue and purple in the nmorning light. Dad pulled the mlk truck off onto
a dirt road; the road, both of us realized, was where the car had cone from
Then we sat and waited for the sheriff as the sunlight strengthened and the
sky turned azure.

Sitting there, ny mind was split: one part was thinking about the car and
the figure I thought 1’'d seen, and the other part was wondering how ny dad

knew M ss Grace at the whorehouse so well. But Dad knew all of his custoners;
he tal ked about themto Momat the dinner table. | never recalled him
mentioning Mss Grace or the whorehouse, however. Well, it wasn't a proper

subj ect for the dinner table, was it? And anyway, they wouldn't tal k about
such things when | was around, even though all ny friends and everybody el se
at school fromthe fourth grade up knew there was a house full of bad girls
somewher e around Zephyr.

I had been there. | had actually seen a bad girl. | had seen her curled
tongue and her butt nove in the folds of her robe.
That, | figured, was going to make nme one heck of a celebrity.

“Cory?” ny father said quietly. “Do you know what kind of business M ss
G ace runs in that house?”

“1.7 Even a third-grader could ve figured it out. “Yes sir.”

“Any other day, | would ve just left the order by the front door.” He was
staring at the lake, as if seeing the car still tunmbling slowy down through
the depths with a handcuffed corpse at the wheel. “Mss Gace has been on ny
delivery route for two years. Every Moinday and Thursday, |ike clockwork. In
case it’'s crossed your m nd, your nother does know | come out here.”

| didn't answer, but | felt a whole lot lighter

“l don’t want you to tell anybody about M ss Grace or that house,” ny
father went on. “I want you to forget you were there, and what you saw and
heard. Can you do that?”

“Why?” | had to ask.

“Because Mss Grace nmight be a lot different than you, nme, or your
not her, and she ni ght be tough and nean and her |ine of work m ght not be a
preacher’s dream but she’'s a good lady. | just don't want talk gettin
stirred up. The less said about Mss Grace and that house, the better. Do you
see?”

“l guess | do.”

“CGood.” He flexed his fingers on the steering wheel. The subject was
cl osed.

| was true to ny word. My cel ebrityhood took flight, and that was that.

| was about to open my nouth to tell himabout the figure |I'd seen in the
woods when a black and white Ford with a bubble light on top and the town sea
of Zephyr on the driver’'s door rounded the corner and slowed to a stop near
the mlk truck. Sheriff Anory, whose first name was J.T., standing for Junior
Tal madge, got out and Dad wal ked over to nmeet him

Sheriff Amory was a thin, tall nman whose |ong-jawed face rmade ne think of
a picture 1'd seen: Ichabod Crane trying to outrace the Headl ess Horseman. He
had big hands and feet and a pair of ears that mght’ve shaned Dunbo. If his
nose had been any |arger, he woul d’ ve made a dandy weat her-vane. He wore his
sheriff's star pinned to the front of his hat, and underneath it his done was
al nost bal d except for a weath of dark brown hair. He pushed his hat back up
on his shiny forehead as he and nmy dad tal ked at the | ake’s edge and | watched
nmy father’s hand notions as he showed Sheriff Anory where the car had cone
fromand where it had gone. Then they both | ooked out toward the | ake's stil
surface, and | knew what they were thinking.

That car m ght’ve sunken to the center of the earth. Even the snapping
turtles that lived along the | akeshore couldn’'t get far enough down to ever



see that car again. Woever the driver had been, he was sitting in the dark
right nowwith mud in his teeth.

“Handcuffed,” Sheriff Amory said, in his quiet voice. He had thick dark
eyebrows over deep-set eyes the color of coal, and the pallor of his flesh
suggested he had an affinity to the night. “You' re sure about that, Ton? And
about the wire, too?”

“1"msure. Whoever strangled that fella did a hell of a job. Near about
took his head off.”

“Handcuffed,” the sheriff said again. “That was so he wouldn’t float out,

I reckon.” He tapped his lower lip with a forefinger. “Well,” he said at |ast,
“I believe we’ve got a nurder on our hands, don’t you?”

“I'f it wasn't, | don’t know what nurder is.”

As they talked, |I got out of the mlk truck and wandered over to where

t hought 1’'d seen that person watching ne. There was nothi ng but weeds, rocks,
and dirt where he’d been standing. If it had been a man, | thought. Could it
have been a woman? | hadn’t seen long hair, but then again | hadn’'t seen much
of anything but a coat swirling in the wind. | wal ked back and forth along the
line of trees. Beyond it, the woods deepened and swanpy ground took over.
found not hi ng.

“Better come on to the office and let ne wite it up,” the sheriff told

my father. “If you want to go hone and get sone dry clothes on, that’'d be
fine.”

My dad nodded. “1’ve got to finish ny deliveries and get Cory to school
to0o.”

“Ckay. Seems to nme we can’t do nuch for that fella at the bottom
anyhow.” He grunted, his hands in his pockets. “A nurder. Last nurder we had
in Zephyr was in 1961. You renenber when Bo Kal |l agan beat his wife to death
with a bowlin trophy?”

| returned to the mlk truck and waited for nmy dad. The sun was up good
and proper now, lighting the world. O, at least, the world |I knew But things
wei ghed heavy on nmy nmind. It seened to nme that there were two worlds: one
before the sun, and one after. And if that were true, then maybe there were
peopl e who were citizens of those different worlds as well. Some noved easily
t hrough the | andscape of night, and others clung to the bright hours. Maybe
had seen one of those darktine citizens, in the world before the sun. And—a
chilling thought —+aybe he had seen nme seeing him too.

| realized | had brought mud back into the mlk truck. It was sneared al
over ny Keds.

| | ooked at the soles, and the earth |I had coll ected.

On the bottomof ny left Ked was a small green feather

2
Down in the Dark

THE GREEN FEATHER WVEENT | NTO My POCKET. FROM THERE IT found its way into a
VWhite OM cigar box in my room along with ny collection of old keys and
dried-up insects. | closed the box lid, placed the box in one of the seven
nmystic drawers, and slid the drawer shut.

And that was how | forgot about it.

The nore | thought about seeing that figure at the edge of the woods, the
nore | thought |I’'d been wong, that nmy eyes had been scared from seei ng Dad
si nk underwater as the car went down. Several tinmes | started to tell Dad
about it, but something else got in the way. Momthrew a gut-busting fit when
she found out he’'d junped into the | ake. She was so nad at hi m she sobbed as
she yelled, and Dad had to sit her down at the kitchen table and explain to
her calmMy why he had done it. “There was a man at the wheel,” Dad said. “I
didn’t know he was al ready dead, | thought he was knocked cold. If |I’'d stood
there wi thout doing anything, what would |I have thought of nyself after it was



over?”

“You coul d’ve drowned!” she fired at him tears on her cheeks. *You
could’ ve hit your head on a rock and drowned!”

“l1 didn"t drown. | didn’'t hit ny head on a rock. |I did what | had to do.”
He gave her a paper napkin, and she used it to blot her eyes. A last salvo
cane out of her: “That lake's full of cottonnouths! You coul d ve swum right
into a nest of "em”

“l didn’t,” he said, and she sighed and shook her head as if she lived
with the craziest fool ever born.

“You' d better get out of those danp clothes,” she told himat |ast, and
her voi ce was under control again. “l just thank God it’s not your body down
at the bottom of the |ake, too.” She stood up and hel ped hi munbutton his
soggy shirt. “Do you know who it was?”

“Never saw hi m before.”

“Who woul d do such a thing to another human bei ng?”

“That’s for J.T. to find out.” He peeled his shirt off, and Momtook it

fromhimwith two fingers as if the lake’s water carried leprosy. “l’ve got to
go over to his office to help himwite it up. I'lIl tell you, Rebecca, when
| ooked into that dead man's face my heart al nost stopped. |’ve never seen

anything like that before, and | hope to God | never see such a thing again,
either.”

“Lord,” Momsaid. “What if you’'d had a heart attack? Wio woul d’ ve saved
you?”

Worrying was ny nother’s way. She fretted about the weather, the cost of
groceries, the washi ng nachi ne breaki ng down, the Tecunseh River being dirtied
by the paper nmill in Adans Valley, the price of new clothes, and everything
under the sun. To ny nother, the world was a vast quilt whose stitches were
al ways com ng undone. Her worrying sonehow worked |i ke a needle, tightening
t hose dangerous seans. |If she could imagi ne events through to their worst
tragedy, then she seened to have sone kind of control over them As | said, it
was her way. My father could throw up a fistful of dice to nake a deci sion,

but my nother had an agony for every hour. | guess they bal anced, as two
peopl e who | ove each ot her shoul d.
My mother’s parents, Grand Austin and Nana Alice, |lived about twelve

mles south in a town call ed Waxahat chee, on the edge of Robbins Air Force
Base. Nana Alice was even worse a worrier than Mom sonething in her soul
craved tragi c manna, whereas G and Austin—who had been a | ogger and had a
wooden leg to show for the slip of a band saw—warned her he woul d unscrew his
| eg and whop her upside the head with it if she didn't pipe down and give him
peace. He called his wooden leg his “peace pipe,” but as far as | know he
never used it for any purpose except that for which it was carved. My nother
had an ol der brother and sister, but ny father was an only child.

Anyway, | went to school that day and at the first opportunity told Davy
Ray Callan, Johnny W/ son, and Ben Sears what had happened. By the time the
school bell rang and | wal ked horme, the news was noving across Zephyr like a
crackling wildfire. Murder was the word of the hour. My parents were fighting
of f the phone calls. Everybody wanted to know the grisly details. | went
outside to ride my rusted old bike and | ead Rebel for a chase in the woods,
and it cane to ne that naybe one of those people who called already knew the
details. Maybe one of themwas just trying to find out if he’d been seen, or
what Sheriff Anory knew.

| realized then, as | pedal ed ny bike through the forest and Rebel ran at
nmy heels, that sonmebody in nmy honetown mght be a killer

The days passed, warnming into the heart of spring. A week after Dad had
junped into Saxon’s Lake, this was the story: Sheriff Amory had found no one
m ssing from Zephyr or fromany of the surrounding conmunities. A front-page
article in the weekly Adams Vall ey Journal brought forth no new infornmation
Sheriff Anory and two of his deputies, sone of the firenen, and a half dozen
vol unteers got out on the |lake in rowboats and dragged nets back and forth,
but they only cane up with an angry catch of snapping turtles and



cot t onnout hs.

Saxon’ s Lake used to be Saxon’s Quarry back in the twenties, before the
st eam shovel s had broken into an underground river that woul d not be capped or
shunted aside. Estimates of its depth ranged fromthree hundred to five
hundred feet. There wasn’'t a net on earth that could scoop that sunken car
back to the surface.

The sheriff cane by one evening for a talk with Dad and Mom and they |et
me sit inonit. “Wwoever did it,” Sheriff Anmory explained, his hat in his lap
and his nose throwi ng a shadow, “mrust’ve backed that car onto the dirt road
facin’ the |lake. W& found the tire marks, but the footprints were all scuffed
over. The killer nmust’ve had sonethin’ wedged agai nst the gas pedal . Just
bef ore you rounded the bend, he rel eased the hand brake, slammed the door, and
j unped back, and the car took off across Route Ten. He didn’'t know you were
gonna be there, of course. If you hadn’t been, the car woul d’ve gone on into
t he | ake, sunk, and nobody woul d ever have known it happened.” He shrugged.
“That’s the best | can conme up with.”

“You tal ked to Marty Barkl ee?”

“Yeah, | did. Marty didn’'t see anything. The way that dirt road sits, you
can drive right past it at a reasonable clip and never even knowit’'s there.”

“So where does that |eave us?”

The sheriff pondered nmy dad’ s question, the silver star on his hat
catching the lanplight. Qutside, Rebel was barking and ot her dogs picked up
the tribal call across Zephyr. The sheriff spread his big hands out and | ooked
at his fingers. “Tom” he said, “we have a real strange situation here. W' ve
got tire marks but no car. You say you saw a dead man handcuffed to the whee
and a wire around his throat, but we don’'t have a body and we’'re not likely to
recover one. Nobody’'s missin fromtown. Nobody’'s missin’ in the whole area,
except a teenaged girl whose mother thinks she ran off with her boyfriend to
Nashville. And the boy don't have a tattoo, by the way. | can't find anybody
who's seen a fella with a tattoo |ike the one you described.” Sheriff Anmory
| ooked at ne, then nmy nother, and then back to nmy dad with his coal -bl ack
eyes. “You know that riddle, Ton? The one about a tree fallin in the woods,
and if there’s nobody around to hear it, does it make a noise? Well, if
there’s no body and no one’'s missin’ anywhere that | can tell, was there a
nmur der or not?”

“l know what | saw,” Dad said. “Are you doubtin’ ny word, J.T.?"

“No, | didn’t say that. I'"monly sayin’ | can't do anything nore until we
get a murder victim | need a name, Tom | need a face. Wthout an
identification, |I don't even know where to start.”

“So in the meantine sonebody who killed another man is wal kin’ around as
free as you please and doesn’t have to be scared of gettin’ caught anytinme
soon. Is that it?”

“Yep,” the sheriff admitted. “That about sunms it up.”

O course Sheriff Anmory promi sed he’'d keep working on it, and that he'd
call around the state for information on m ssing persons. Sooner or |ater, he
sai d, somebody woul d have to ask after the man who had gone down in the |ake.
When the sheriff had gone, ny father went out to sit on the front porch by
hinself with the light off, and he sat there al one past the time Momtold ne
to get ready for bed.

That was the night nmy father’s cry awakened ne in the dark

| sat up in bed, nmy nerves jangled. | could hear Momtal king to Dad

through the wall. “It’s all right,” she was saying. “lIt was a bad dream | ust
a bad dream everything’s all right.”
Dad was quiet for a long tine. | heard water running in the bat hroom

Then the squeak of their bedsprings. “You want to tell me about it?” Mom asked
hi m

“No. CGod, no.”

“I't was just a bad dream”

“l don’t care. It was real enough.”

“Can you get back to sleep?”



He sighed. | could imagine himthere in the darkened bedroom his hands
pressed to his face. “I don’t know,” he said.

“Let me rub your back.”

The bedsprings squeaked again, as the weight of their bodies shifted.
“You're awful tight,” Momsaid. “All up in your neck, too.”

“That hurts like hell. Right there, where your thunmb is.”

“It’s a crick. You rust’ve pulled a nuscle.”

Sil ence. My neck and shoul ders, too, had been conforted by my nother’s
suppl e hands. Every so often the springs spoke, announcing a novenent. Then ny
father’s voi ce cane back. “I had another nightmare about that man in the car.”

“I figured so.”

“l was lookin" at himin that car, with his face beat all to pulp and his

throat strangled with a wire. |I saw the handcuff on his wist, and the tattoo
on his shoulder. The car was goin’ down, and then...then his eyes opened.”

I shivered. | could see it nyself, and ny father’s voice was al nost a
gasp.

“He | ooked at ne. Right at me. Water poured out of his eyeholes. He
opened his nmouth, and his tongue was as bl ack as a snake’s head. And then he
said, ‘Come with nme.’”

“Don’t think about it,” Mominterrupted. “Just close your eyes and rest.”

“l can’t rest. | can't.” | pictured ny father’s body, lying like a
qguestion mark on the bed as Mom kneaded the iron-tight nuscles of his back
“My nightmare,” he went on. “The man in the car reached out and grabbed ny
wist. His fingernails were blue. His fingers bit hard into my skin, and he
said, ‘Cone with me, down in the dark.’ The car...the car started sinkin’
faster and faster, and | tried to break | oose but he wouldn’t let nme go, and
he said, ‘Cone with ne, come with me, down in the dark.’” And then the | ake
cl osed over ny head and | couldn’'t get away fromit and | opened ny nouth to
scream but the water filled it up. Ch Jesus, Rebecca. Ch, Jesus.”

“I't wasn't real. Listen to me! It was only a bad dream and everythin's
all right now”

“No,” Dad answered. “lIt’s not. This thing is eatin’ at nme, and it’s only
gettin worse. | thought | could put it behind ne. I nean, my God, |’ve seen a
dead person before. Up close. But this...this is different. That w re around
his throat, the handcuff, the face that sonebody had pounded into putty...it’'s
different. And not knowi n’ who he was, or anythin’ about him..it’'s eatin at
me, day and night.”

“1t’ 11 pass,” Momsaid. “That’s what you tell ne whenever | want to worry
the warts off a frog. Hang on, you tell me. It’ll pass.”
“Maybe it will. | hope to God it will. But for right now, it’s in my head

and | can’t shake it loose for the life of me. And this is the worst thing,
Rebecca; this is what’'s grindin inside of ne. Wiwoever did it had to be a

| ocal. Had to be. Woever did it knew how deep the [ ake is. He knew when t hat
car went in there, the body was gone. Rebecca...whoever did this thing mght be
somebody | deliver mlk to. It mght be somebody who sits on our pew at

church. Sonmebody we buy groceries or clothes from Somebody we’ ve known al

our lives...or thought we knew. That scares nme like |I’ve never been scared
before. You know why?” He was silent for a nonent, and | could inagine the way
the pul se throbbed at his tenple. “Because if it’'s not safe here, it’s not
safe anywhere in this world.” H s voice cracked a little on the last word. |
was glad I wasn’'t in that room and that | couldn't see his face.

Two or three minutes passed. | think my father was just |ying there,
letting Momrub his back. “Do you think you can sleep now?” she finally asked
him and he said, “I'"Il try.”

The springs spoke a fewtimes. | heard my nother nurnur something cl ose
to his ear. He said, “I hope so,” and then they were silent. Sonetinmes ny dad
snored; tonight he did not. | wondered if he |lay awake after Mom had drifted
off, and if he saw the corpse in the car reaching for himto drag hi m under
What he’' d said haunted nme: if it’s not safe here, it's not safe anywhere in
this world. This thing had hurt nmy father, in a place deeper than the bottom



of Saxon’s Lake. Maybe it was the suddenness of what had happened, or the
vi ol ence, or the col d- bl oodedness of it. Maybe it was the know edge that there
were terrible secrets behind closed doors, even in the kindest of towns.

I think ny father had al ways believed all people were good, even in their
secret souls. This thing had cracked his foundations, and it occurred to ne
that the nurderer had handcuffed ny father to that awful nonment in tinme just
as the victimhad been handcuffed to the wheel. | closed ny eyes and prayed
for Dad, that he could find his way up out of the dark

March went out like a |anb, but the nurderer’s work was unfini shed.

3
The | nvader

THI NGS SETTLED DOMAN, AS THI NGS W LL.

On the first Saturday afternoon in April, with the trees budding and
flowers pushing up fromthe warnmng earth, | sat between Ben Sears and Johnny
W son surrounded by the scream ng hordes as Tarzan—Gordon Scott, the best
Tarzan there ever was—plunged his knife into a crocodile’ s belly and bl ood
spurted in scarlet Eastnman col or.

“Did you see that? Did you see that?” Ben kept saying, elbowing nme in the
ribs. O course | sawit. |I had eyes, didn’t I? My ribs weren’t going to | ast
until the Three Stooges short between the double features, that was for
certain.

The Lyric was the only novie theater in Zephyr. It had been built in
1945, after the Second Wirld War, when Zephyr’'s sons narched or |inped back
hone and they wanted entertai nment to chase away the ni ghtmares of swastika
and rising sun. Sone fine town father dug into his pockets and bought a
construction man from Bi rmi ngham who drew a bl ueprint and nmarked of f squares
on a vacant | ot where a tobacco barn used to be. | wasn’t there at the tine,
of course, but M. Dollar could tell you the whole story. Up went a pal ace of
stucco angel s, and on Saturday afternoons we devils of the common cl ay
hunkered down in those seats with our popcorn, candy, and Yoo-Hoos and for a
few hours our parents had breathi ng space agai n.

Anyway, ny two buddies and ne were sitting watching Tarzan on a Saturday
afternoon. | forget why Davy Ray wasn’'t there; | think he was grounded for
hitting Molly Lujack in the head with a pine cone. But satellites could go up
and spit sparks in outer space. A man with a beard and a cigar could jabber in
Spani sh on an island off the coast of Florida while blood reddened a bay for
pi gs. That bal d- headed Russi an coul d bang his shoe. Sol diers could be packing
their gear for a trip to a jungle called Vietnam Atom bonbs could go off in
t he desert and bl ow dunm es out of tract-house living roons. We didn't care
about any of that. It wasn't magic. Magic was inside the Lyric on Saturday
afternoons, at the double feature, and we took full advantage of getting
ourselves lost in the spell

| recall watching a TV show—=77 Sunset Strip”—where the hero wal ked into
a theater naned the Lyric, and | got to thinking about that word. | |ooked it
up in my massive two-thousand-four-hundred-and-ei ghty-three-page dictionary
Granddaddy Jaybird had given me for ny tenth birthday. “Lyric,” it said:
“Melodic. Suitable for singing. Alyric poem O the lyre.” That didn’'t seem
to make much sense in regards to a novie theater, until | continued foll ow ng
lyre in ny dictionary. Lyre took me into the story-poens sung by traveling
m nstrel s back when there were castles and kings. Which took ne back to that
wonder ful word: story. It seemed to me at an early age that all human
conmuni cati on—whether it’'s TV, novies, or books—begins w th somebody wanting
to tell a story. That need to tell, to plug into a universal socket, is
probably one of our grandest desires. And the need to hear stories, to live
lives other than our own for even the briefest monment, is the key to the magic
that was born in our bones.



The Lyric.

“Stab it, Tarzan! Stab it!” Ben yelled, and that el bow was worKki ng
overtime. Ben Sears was a plunp boy with brown hair cropped close to his
skul I, and he had a high, girlish voice and wore horn-ri med gl asses. The
shirt wasn’'t made that could stay tucked into his jeans. He was so clunsy his
shoel aces could strangle him He had a broad chin and fat cheeks and he woul d
never grow up to resenble Tarzan in any girl’s dream but he was nmy friend. By
contrast to Ben’'s chubby exuberance, Johnny WIlson was slim quiet, and
booki sh. He had sone Indian blood in himthat showed in his black, |umnnous
eyes. Under the summer sun his skin turned brown as a pine nut. H's hair was
al nrost bl ack, too, and slicked back with Vitalis except for a cowick that
shot up like a wild onion at the crease of his part. H s father, who was a
foreman at the sheet rock plant between Zephyr and Uni on Town, wore his hair
exactly the same way. Johnny’s nother was the library teacher at Zephyr
El enentary, so | suppose that’s how he got his affinity for reading. Johnny
ate encycl opedi as |i ke any other kid m ght eat Red Hots or Lenmpbnheads. He had
a nose |like a Cherokee hatchet and a small scar warped his right eyebrow where
his cousin Philbo had hit himwth a stick when we were all playing soldiers
back in 1960. Johnny WIson endured school yard taunts about being a
“squawboy,” or having “ni gger blood,” and he’d been born with a clubfoot to
boot, which only doubled the abuse directed at him He was a stoic before
knew t he nmeani ng of the word.

The novi e nmeandered to its conclusion like a jungle river to the sea.
Tarzan defeated the evil el ephant poachers, returned the Star of Sol omon to
its tribe, and swung into the sunset. The Three Stooges short subject cane on
i n which Me wenched out Larry’s hair by the handfuls and Curly sat in a
bathtub full of lobsters. W all had a grand old tine.

And then, w thout fanfare, the second feature began

It was in black and white, which caused i nmedi ate groans fromthe

audi ence. Everybody knew that color was real life. The title cane up on the
screen: Invaders from Mars. The novie | ooked old, like it had been nade in the
fifties. “I’mgoin for popcorn,” Ben announced. “Anybody want anythin ?” W

said no, and he negotiated the raucous aisle alone.

The credits ended, and the story started.

Ben returned with his bucket of buttered popcorn in tinme to see what the
young hero saw through his tel escope, ained at the stormy night sky: a flying
saucer, descending into a sand hill behind his house. Usually the
Sat ur day- aft ernoon crowd holl ered and | aughed at the screen when there was no
fighting going on, but this tine the stark sight of that om nous saucer com ng
down silenced the house.

| believe that for the next hour and a half the concession stand did no
busi ness, though there were kids |leaving their seats and running for a view of
daylight. The boy in the nmovie couldn’t make anybody believe he’'d seen a
flying saucer come down, and he watched through his tel escope as a policenman
was sucked down into a vortex of sand as if by a grotesque, otherworldly
vacuum cl eaner. Then the policeman came to visit the house and assure the boy
that no, of course no flying saucer had | anded. Nobody el se had seen this
flying saucer |and, had they? But the policeman acted...funny. Like he was a
robot, his eyes dead in a pasty face. The boy had noticed a weird X-shaped
wound on the back of the policeman’s neck. The policeman, a jolly gent before
his walk to the sand hill, did not smle. He was changed.

The X-shaped wound began to show up on the backs of other necks. No one
bel i eved the boy, who tried to make his parents understand there was a nest of
Martians in the earth behind his house. Then his parents went out to see for
t hensel ves.

Ben had forgotten about the bucket of popcorn in his lap. Johnny sat with
his knees pulled up to his chest. | couldn’t seemto draw a breath.

Oh, you are such a silly boy, the grim unsmiling parents told hi mwhen
they returned fromtheir walk. There is nothing to be afraid of. Nothing.
Everything is fine. Cone with us, let us go up to where you say you saw this



saucer descend. Let us show you what a silly, silly boy you are.

“Don’t go,” Ben whispered. “Don’t go don’'t go!” | heard his fingernails
scrape agai nst the arnrests.

The boy ran. Away from hone, away fromthe unsmling strangers.
Everywhere he | ooked, he saw the X-shaped wound. The chief of police had one
on the back of his neck. People the boy had al ways known were suddenly
changed, and they wanted to hold himuntil his parents could cone pick himup
Silly, silly boy, they said. Martians in the ground, about to take over the
worl d. Who woul d ever believe a story like that?

At the end of this horror, the army got down in a honeyconb of tunnels
the Martians had burrowed in the ground. The Martians had a machi ne down there
that cut into the back of your neck and turned you into one of them The
| eader of the Martians, a head with tentacles in a glass bow, |ooked Iike
somet hi ng that had backed up out of a septic tank. The boy and the arny fought
agai nst the Martians, who shanbl ed through the tunnels as if fighting the
wei ght of gravity. At the collision of Martian machines and arny tanks, with
the earth hanging in the bal ance...

.the boy awakened.

A dream his father said. H s nother snmiled at him A dream Nothing to
fear. Go to sleep, we'll see you in the norning.

Just a bad, bad dream

And then the boy got up in the dark, peered through his tel escope, and
saw a flying saucer descending fromthe storny night sky into a sand hil
behi nd hi s house.

The End?

The lights came up. Saturday afternoon at the novies was over.

“VWhat’s wong with then?” | heard M. Stellko, the Lyric' s manager, say
to one of the ushers as we filed out. “Why’'re they so darned quiet?”

Sheer terror has no voice.

Sonehow we managed to get on our bikes and start pedaling. Sone kids
wal ked home, sonme waited for their parents to pick themup. Al of us were
i nked by what we had just w tnessed, and when Ben, Johnny, and | stopped at
the gas station on Ridgeton Street to get air put in Johnny's front tire,
caught Ben staring at the back of M. Wite s neck, where the sunburned skin
fol ded up.

We parted ways at the corner of Bonner and Hlltop streets. Johnny flew
for hone, Ben cranked his bike with his stunmpy legs, and |I fought the rusted
chain every foot of the distance. My bike had seen its best days. It was
ancient when it canme to me, by way of a flea market. | kept asking for a new
one, but ny father said | would have to do with what | had or do w thout.
Money was tight some nonths; going to the novies on Saturday was a |uxury. |
found out, sonetine later, that Saturday afternoon was the only tinme the
springs in ny parents’ bedroom coul d sing a synphony w t hout me wonderi ng what
was goi ng on.

“You have fun?” ny nother asked when | cane in from playing with Rebel

“Yes ma’am” | said. “The Tarzan novie was neat.”

“Doubl e feature, wasn't it?” Dad inquired, sitting on the sofa with his
feet up. The television was tuned to an exhi bition baseball gane; it was
getting to be that tine of year

“Yes sir.” | wal ked on past them en route to the kitchen and an apple.
“Wel |, what was the other novie about?”
“Ch...nothin ,” | answered.

Parents can snell a nouse quicker than a starving cat. They let ne get ny
appl e, wash it under the faucet, polish it, and then bring it back into the
front room They let nme sink nmy teeth into it, and then ny dad | ooked up from
the Zenith and said, “Wat’'s the matter with you?”

| crunched the apple. Mom sat down next to Dad, and their eyes were on
me. “Sir?” | asked.

“BEvery other Saturday you burst in here like gangbusters wantin’ to tel
us all about the novies. W can’t hardly stop you fromactin 'em out scene by



scene. So what’'s the matter with you today?”

“Unh...1 guess |...don’t know, exactly.”

“Conme here,” Momsaid. Wien | did, her hand flew to ny forehead. “Not
runnin’ a fever. Cory, you feel all right?”

“I"'mfine.”

“So one novi e was about Tarzan,” ny father plowed on, bulldog stubborn
“What was the ot her novie about?”

| supposed | could tell themthe title. But how could | tell themwhat it
was really about? How could | tell themthat the novie | had just seen tapped
the primal fear of every child alive: that their parents would, in an instant
of irreversible tinme, be forever swept away and repl aced by cold, unsniling
aliens? “It was...a nmonster novie,” | decided to say.

“That nust’ve been right up your alley, then.” Dad’'s attention veered
back to the baseball gane as a bat cracked like a pistol shot. “Woa! Run for

it, Mckey!”

The tel ephone rang. | hurried to answer it before my fol ks could ask ne
any nore questions. “Cory? H, this is Ms. Sears. Can | speak to your nother
pl ease?”

“Just a minute. Mon?” | called. “Phone for you!”

Mom t ook the receiver, and | had to go to the bathroom Nunber one
thankfully. I wasn’'t sure | was ready to sit on the toilet with the nenory of

that tentacled Martian head in ny nind

“Rebecca?” Ms. Sears said. “How are you?”

“Doin’” fine, Lizbeth. You get your raffle tickets?”

“l sure did. Four of them and | hope at |east one is |ucky.”

“That’s good.”

“Well, the reason I'mcallin’ is, Ben got back fromthe novies just a
little while ago and | was wonderin’ how Cory is.”

“Cory? He’s—2 She paused, and in her mnd she was considering ny strange
state. “He says he's fine.”

“So does Ben, but he acts a little...] don’t know, maybe ‘bothered’ is the
word I'’mlookin for. Usually he hounds the heck out of Simand ne wantin’ to
tell us about the novies, but today we can’'t get himto talk. He's out back
right now Said he wants to make sure about somethin’, but he won't tell us
what . ”

“Cory’s in the bathroom” my nother said, as if that, too, was a piece of
t he puzzle. She cast her voice lower, in case | could hear over ny waterfall
“He does act a little funny. You think sonethin’ happened between 'em at the
novi es?”

“l thought of it. Maybe they had a fallin -out.”

“Wel |, they’ ve been friends for a long tine, but it does happen.”

“Happened with me and Any Lynn MG aw. W were fast friends for six years
and then we didn't speak for a whole year over a |ost packet of sew n’
needl es. But | was thinkin’, naybe the boys ought to get together. If they’ ve
had an argument, maybe they ought to work it out right off.”

“Makes sense.”

“l was gonna ask Ben if he'd like Cory to spend the night. Wuld that be
all right with you?”

“l don’t mind, but I'lIl have to ask Tom and Cory.”

“VWait a minute,” Ms. Sears said, “Ben’s comin’ in.” My nother heard a
screen door slam “Ben? |'ve got Cory’s nother on the phone. Wuld you I|ike
Cory to spend the night here tonight?” My nother |istened, but she couldn’'t
make out what Ben was saying over the flush of our toilet. “He says he' d like
that,” Ms. Sears told her.

| energed fromthe bathroom into the well-neaning conplicity. “Cory,
woul d you like to spend the night at Ben's house?”

| thought about it. “lI don’t know,” | said, but |I couldn't tell her why.
The last tinme |I'd spent the night over there, back in February, M. Sears
hadn’t come home all night and Ms. Sears had wal ked the floor fretting about
where he mght be. Ben told me his father took a ot of overnight trips and he



asked nme not to say anything.

“Ben wants you to cone,” Mm prodded, m staking my reluctance.

I shrugged. “Ckay. | guess.”

“Go make sure it’s all right with your father.” Wiile | went to the front
roomto ask, ny nmother said to Ms. Sears, “lI know how i nportant friendship
is. W ll get "empatched up if there’'s any problem”

“Dad says okay,” | told her when |I returned. If ny father was watching a
basebal | game, he would be agreeable to flossing his teeth with barbed wire.

“Li zbeth? He'll be there. 'Round six 0’ clock?” She put her hand over the
nmout hpi ece and said to me, “They’'re havin' fried chicken for dinner.”

I nodded and tried to sumon a smle, but ny thoughts were in the tunnels
where the Martians plotted the destruction of the human race, town by town.

“Rebecca? How re things goin’?” Ms. Sears asked. “You know what | rmean.”

“Run on, Cory,” she told ne, and |I did even though | knew i nportant
t hi ngs were about to be discussed. “Well,” she said to Lizbeth Sears, “Tonis
sleepin’ alittle better now, but he still has the nightmares. | wish | could
do somethin’ to help, but | think he just has to work it out for hinself.”

“l hear the sheriff’s about given it up.”

“It’s been three weeks without any kind of lead. J.T. told Tom on Friday
that he sent word out all over the state, Georgia and M ssissippi, too, but he
hasn't come up with a thing. It’s like the man in that car cane from anot her
pl anet.”

“Now, there’s a chilly thought.”

“Somethin’ else,” my nother said, and she sighed heavily. “Tom s..
changed. It’s nore than the nightmares, Lizbeth.” She turned toward the
kitchen pantry and stretched the cord as far as it would go so there was no
chance of Dad hearing. “He's careful to lock all the doors and wi ndows, where

before he didn't care about locks. Up until it happened, we |left our doors
unl ocked nost of the tine, |ike everybody el se does. Now Tom gets up two or
three times in the night to check the bolts. And | ast week he came home from
his route with red nud on his shoes, when it hadn’t rained. | think he went

back to the |ake.”

“What on earth for?”

“l don’t know. To wal k and think, | suppose. | renenber when | was nine
years old | had a yellow cat that got run over by a truck in front of our
house. Calico’s blood stayed on the pavenent for a long time. That place
pulled me. | hated it, but | had to go there and see where Calico died. |
al ways thought that there was somethin’ | could ve done to keep himalive. O
maybe up until it happened, | thought everythin’ lived forever.” She paused,
staring at pencil marks on the back door that showed the steady progress of ny
growmh. “I think Tomis got a lot on his mnd right now”

Their conversation rolled on into the realmof this and that, though at
the center of it was the incident at Saxon’s Lake. | watched the baseball gane
with Dad, and | noticed that he kept closing and opening his right hand as if
he were either trying to grasp something or free hinself froma grip. Then it
got time to get ready to go, and | gathered up ny pajamas, ny toothbrush, and
anot her set of socks and underwear and shoved everything down in nmy arny
surplus knapsack. Dad told ne to be careful and Momtold ne to have fun, but
to be back in the norning in time for Sunday school. | rubbed Rebel’s head and
threw a stick for himto chase, and then I clinbed on ny bi ke and pedal ed
away.

Ben didn't live very far, only a half mle or so frommy house at the
dead end of Deerman Street. On Deerman Street | pedal ed quietly, because
guardi ng the corner of Deerman and Shantuck was the sonmber gray stone house
where the notorious Branlin brothers lived. The Branlins, thirteen and
fourteen years of age, had peroxided blond hair and delighted in destruction
Otentines they roaned the nei ghborhood on their matching bl ack bicycles like
vul tures searching for fresh meat. | had heard from Davy Ray Callan that the
Branlins sonetinmes tried to run cars off the street with their speeding bl ack
bi kes, and that he’d actually w tnessed Gotha Branlin, the oldest, tell his



own nother to go to the bad place. Gotha and Gordo were |ike the Black Pl ague;
you hoped they woul dn’t get you, but once they laid a hand on you, there was
no escape.

So far | had been insignificant to their careening meanness. | planned
for it to stay that way.

Ben’ s house was nuch |like ny own. Ben had a brown dog naned Tunper, who
got up fromhis belly on the front porch to bark ny arrival. Ben canme out to
meet ne, and Ms. Sears said hello and asked if | wanted a gl ass of root beer
She was dark-haired and had a pretty face, but she had hips as big as
wat er nel ons. Inside the house, M. Sears cane up fromhis woodshop in the
basement to speak to ne. He was large and round, too, his heavy-jow ed face
ruddy under crewcut brown hair. M. Sears was a happy man with a buck-t oot hed
grin, woodshavings clinging to his striped shirt, and he told nme a joke about
a Baptist preacher and an outhouse that | didn't really understand, but he
| aughed to cue ne and Ben said, “Aw, Daddy!” as if he'd heard that dunb joke a
dozen ti nes.

| unpacked ny knapsack in Ben's room where he had nifty collections of
basebal | cards, bottle caps, and wasps’ nests. As | got squared away, Ben sat
down on his Superman bedspread and said, “Did you tell your folks about the
novi e?”

“No. Did you?”

“Unh-uh.” He picked at a | oose thread on Superman’s face. “How cone you
didn' t?”

“l don’t know. How cone you didn't?”

Ben shrugged, but thoughts were working in his head. “l guess,” he said,
“it was too awmful to tell.”

“Yeah.”

“I went out back,” Ben said. “No sand. Just rock.”

We both agreed the Martians woul d have a tough time drilling through al

the red rock in the hills around Zephyr, if they were to come calling. Then
Ben opened a cardboard box and showed ne his G vil War bubbl e gum cards t hat
had gory paintings of guys getting shot, bayoneted, and cl obbered by cannon
balls, and we sat naking up a story for each card until his nother rang a bel
to say it was time for fried chicken

After dinner—and Ms. Sears’s wonderful black bottom pie washed down with
a glass of cold Green Meadows m |l k—we all played a ganme of Scrabble. Ben's
parents were partners, and M. Sears kept trying to pass made-up words that
even | knew weren’t in the dictionary, |ike “kafl oonf and “goganus.” Ms.
Sears said he was as crazy as a monkey in itching powder, but she grinned at
his antics just like I did. “Cory?” he said. “Didja hear the one about the
three preachers tryin to get into heaven?” and before | could say “No” he was
off on a joke-telling jaunt. He seemed to favor the preacher jokes, and | had
to wonder what Reverend Lovoy at the Methodi st church would think of them

It was past eight o' clock and we’d started our second game when Tunper
barked on the front porch and a few seconds |later there was a knock on the
door. “I1’'Il get it,” M. Sears said. He opened the door to a wry,
craggy-faced man wearing jeans and a red-checked shirt. “Hey, Donny!” M.
Sears greeted him “Come on in, you buzzard!”

M's. Sears was watchi ng her husband and the man naned Donny. | saw her
jaw t ense.

Donny said sonething in a low voice to M. Sears, and M. Sears called to
us, “Me and Donny are gonna sit on the porch for a while. Y all go on and

pl ay.”

“Hon?” M's. Sears drew up a smile, but | could tell it was in danger of
slipping. “lI need a partner.”

The screen door closed at his back

Ms. Sears sat very still for a long noment, staring at the door. Her

sm |l e had gone.
“Mon?” Ben said. “It’s your turn.”
“All right.” She tried to pull her attention to the Scrabble tiles. |



could tell she was trying as hard as she could, but her gaze kept slipping
back to the screen door. Qut on the porch, M. Sears and the wiry nman naned
Donny were sitting in folding chairs, their conversation quiet and serious.
“All right,” Ben's nother said again. “Let me think now, just give ne a

m nute.”

More than a minute passed. Of in the distance, a dog began barking. Then
two nore. Tunper took up the call. Ms. Sears was still choosing her tiles
when t he door flew open again.

“Hey, Lizbeth! Ben! Come out here, and hurry!”

“What is it, SinP Wat’ s—=

“Just come out here!” he hollered, and of course we all got up fromthe
table to see

Donny was standing in the yard, |ooking toward the west. The nei ghborhood
dogs were really whooping it up. Lights burned in wi ndows, and ot her people
were energing to find out what the uproar was about. M. Sears pointed in the
direction Donny was | ooking. “You ever seen anythin I|ike that before?”

| looked up. So did Ben, and | heard himgasp as if he’'d been
st omach- punched.

It was coming down fromthe night sky, descending fromthe canopy of
stars. It was a glowing red thing, purple spears of fire trailing behind it,
and it left a white trail of snoke agai nst the darkness.

In that instant ny heart al nost expl oded. Ben took a backward step, and
he m ght have fallen had he not collided with one of his nother’s hips. | knew
in my hanmmering, rioting heart that everywhere across Zephyr kids who had been
in the Lyric theater that afternoon were | ooking up at the sky and feeling
terror peel the lips back fromtheir teeth.

| came very close to wetting ny pants. Sonehow | held ny water, but it
was a near thing.

Ben bl ubbered. He made mangl ed sounds. He wheezed, “It’'s...it’s...it’s./

“A conmet!” M. Sears shouted. “Look at that thing fall!”

Donny grunted and slid a toothpick into the corner of his nouth. |
gl anced at himand by the porch light saw his dirty fingernails.

It was falling in a long, slow spiral, ribbons of sparks flaying out in
its wake. It nade no noi se, but people were shouting for other people to | ook
and some of the dogs had started that kind of how ing that makes your backbone
qui ver .

“Comin’ down between here and Union Town,” Donny observed. Hi s head was
cocked to one side, his face gaunt and his dark hair slick with brilliantine.
“Comn’ down |ike a sonofabitch.”

Bet ween Zephyr and Union Town lay eight niles of hills, woods, and swanp
cut by the Tecunseh River. It was Martian territory if there ever was, |
thought, and | felt all the circuits in nmy brain jangle like fire alarns goi ng
off. 1 looked at Ben. His eyes seened to be bul ging outward by the cranial
pressure of pure fear. The only thing | could think of when | stared at the
fireball again was the tentacled head in the glass bow, its face serenely
evil and slightly Oriental. | could hardly stand up, ny | egs were so weak.

“Hey, SinP” Donny’'s voice was | ow and slow, and he was chewi ng on the
t oot hpi ck. “How about we go chase that bugger down?” H's face turned toward
M. Sears. H's nose was flat, as if it had been busted by a big fist. “Wat do
you say, Sin®”

“Yeah!” he answered. “Yeah, we’'ll go chase it down! Find out where it
falls!”

“No, Sim” Ms. Sears said. In her voice was a note of pleading. “Stay
with me and the boys tonight!”

“1t’s a comet, Lizbeth!” he explained, grinning. “How many tinmes in your
life do you get to chase a conet?”

“Please, Sim” She grasped his forearm “Stay with us. Al right?” | saw
her fingers tighten.

“About to hit.” Donny’s jaw nuscles clenched as he chewed. “Tine's
wastin'.”



“Yeah! Tine’'s wastin’, Lizbeth!” M. Sears pulled away. “I’Il get ny
jacket!” He rushed up the porch steps and into the house. Before the screen
door could slam Ben was running after his father

M. Sears went back to the bedroom he shared with his wife. He opened the
cl oset, got his brown poplin jacket, and shrugged into it. Then he reached up
onto the closet’s top shelf, his hand wi nnowi ng under a red bl anket. As M.
Sears’ s hand energed, Ben wal ked into the room behind himand caught a glint
of metal between his father’s fingers.

Ben knew what it was. He knew what it was for

“Daddy?” he said. “Please stay hone.”

“Hey, boy!” His father turned toward him grin in place, and he slid the
nmet al object down into his jacket and zipped the jacket up. “I’m gonna go see
where the comet comes down with M. Blaylock. | won't be but alittle while.”

Ben stood in the doorway, between his father and the outside world. His
eyes were wet and scared. “Can | go with you, Daddy?”

“No, Ben. Not this time. | gotta go now.”

“Let me go with you. Ckay? | won't make any noi se. Ckay?”

“No, son.” M. Sears’'s hand cl anped down on Ben’s shoul der. “You have to
stay here with your nother and Cory.” Though Ben stiffly resisted, his
father’s hand noved him aside. “You be a good boy, now,” M. Sears said as his
bi g shoes carried himtoward the door

Ben made one nore attenpt by grasping his father's fingers and trying to
hold him “Don’t go, Daddy!” he said. “Don’t go! Please don’t go!”

“Ben, don’t act like a baby. Let nme go, son.”

“No, sir,” Ben answered. The wetness of his eyes had overflowed onto his
pudgy cheeks. “lI won't.”

“I"’mjust goin’ out to see where the conet falls. | won't be gone but a
little while.”

“If you go...if you go.” Ben’s throat was clogging up with enotion, and he
could hardly squeeze the words out. “You'll come back changed.”

“Let’s hit the road, Sim” Donny Bl ayl ock urged fromthe front porch

“Ben?” M. Sears said sternly. “I"'mgoin with M. Blaylock. Act like a
man, now.” He worked his fingers free, and Ben stood there | ooking up at him

with an expression of agony. Hi s father scraped a hand through Ben' s cropped
hair. “I"Il bring you back a piece of it, all right, Tiger?”

“Don’t go,” the weeping tiger croaked.

H s father turned his back on him and strode out the screen door to
where Donny Bl ayl ock waited. | was still standing with Ms. Sears in the yard,
watching the fiery thing in its last few seconds of descent. Ms. Sears said,
“Sin? Don’t do it,” but her voice was so weak it didn't carry. M. Sears did
not speak to his wife, and he followed the other man to a dark blue Chevy
parked at the curb. Red foam dice hung fromthe radi o antenna, and the right
rear side was smashed in. Donny Bl ayl ock slid behind the wheel and M. Sears
got in the other side. The Chevy started up |like a cannon going off, shooting
bl ack exhaust. As the car pulled away, | heard M. Sears laugh as if he d just
tol d anot her preacher joke. Donny Bl ayl ock must’ve stonped the gas pedal
because the rear tires shrieked as the Chevy tore away up Deerman Street.

| |l ooked toward the west again, and saw the fiery thing di sappear over
the wooded hills. Its glow pul sed against the dark |like a beating heart. It
had conme to earth somewhere in the w | derness.

There was no sand anywhere out there. The Martians, | thought, were going
to have to slog through a I ot of nud and wat erweeds.

| heard the screen door slam and | turned around and saw Ben standi ng on
the front porch. He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. He stared al ong
Deerman Street, as if he were tracking the Chevy's progress, but by that tine
the car had turned right on Shantuck and was out of sight.

In the distance, probably up in Bruton, dogs were still baying. Ms.
Sears rel eased a long, strengthless sigh. “Let’s go in,” she said.

Ben's eyes were swollen, but his crying was done. No one seenmed to want
to finish the game of Scrabble. Ms. Sears said, “Wiy don’t you boys go play



in your room Ben?” and he nodded slowy, his eyes glazed as if he’'d taken a

heavy blow to the skull. Ms. Sears went back to the kitchen, where she turned
on the water. In Ben’s room | sat on the floor with the Cvil War cards while
Ben stood at the w ndow.

I could tell he was suffering. 1’d never seen himlike this before, and
had to say sonething. “Don’t worry,” | told him “It’s not Martians. It was a

neteor, that’'s all.”

He didn't answer.

“A meteor’s just a big hot rock,” | said. “There’'re no Martians inside
it.”

Ben was silent; his thoughts had him

“Your dad’'ll be okay,” | said.
Ben spoke, in a voice terrible inits quiet: “He'll come back changed.”
“No, he won’t. Listen...that was just a novie. It was made up.” | realized

that as | said this | was letting go of something, and it felt both painful
and good at the same tine. “See, there’s not really a machine that cuts into
t he backs of people’s necks. There's not really a big Martian head in a gl ass
bow. It’'s all made up. You don’'t have to be scared. See?”

“He’I'l cone back changed,” Ben repeated.

| tried, but nothing | could say would make himbelieve any differently.
Ms. Sears cane in, and her eyes | ooked swollen, too. But she nanaged a brave
smle that hurt nmy heart, and she said, “Cory? Do you want to take the first
bat h?”

M. Sears was not home by ten o’ clock, when his wife switched off the

light in Ben's bedroom | |lay under the crisp white sheet beside Ben
listening to the night. A couple of dogs still conversed back and forth, and
every once in a while Tunper offered a nuttered opinion. “Ben?” | whispered.
“You awake?” He didn’t answer, but the way he was breathing told me he wasn't
sleeping. “Don’t worry,” | said. “Ckay?”

He turned over, and pressed his face against his pillow

Eventually | drifted off. I did not, surprisingly, dreamof Martians and

X-shaped wounds on the backs of |oved ones’ necks. In ny dreammy father swam
for the sinking car, and when his head went under, it did not come back up. |
stood on the red rock cliff, calling for him until Lainie came to me like a
white mist and took my hand in a danp grip. As she led me away fromthe | ake,
I could hear ny nother calling to me fromthe distance, and a figure stood at
t he edge of the woods wearing a |long overcoat that flapped in the w nd.

An eart hquake woke me up

| opened ny eyes, ny heart poundi ng. Something had crashed; the sound was

trapped inside my head. The lights were still off, and the night stil
rei gned. | reached out and touched Ben beside nme. He drew in a sharp breath,
as if my touch had scared the wits out of him | heard an engi ne boom and
| ooked out the window toward Deerman Street to see a Chevy’'s taillights as
Donny Bl ayl ock pull ed away.

The screen door, | realized. The sound of the screen door slanm ng had
jolted me awake.

“Ben?” | rasped, ny nouth thick with sleep. “Your dad s cone hone!”

Sonet hing el se crashed down in the front room The whol e house seened to
shake.

“SimP” It was Ms. Sears’s voice, high-pitched. “Sin®”

| got out of bed, but Ben just lay there. | think he was staring at the
ceiling. I wal ked through the hallway in the dark, my feet squeaking the
boards. | bunped into Ms. Sears, standing where the hall net the front room
no lights on anywhere.

| heard a hoarse, terrible breathing.

It was, | thought, the sound a Martian mght nmake as its alien lungs
strained on earthly air.
“SimP?” Ms. Sears said. “I'mright here.”

“Right here,” a voice answered. “Right..here. Right...fuckin ...here.”
It was M. Sears’s voice, yes. But it was different. Changed. There was



no hunor init, no fun, no hint of a preacher joke. It was as heavy as doom
and just as mnean.

“Sim I'mgoing to turn on the |light now”

dick

And there he was.

M. Sears was on the floor on his hands and knees, his head bowed and one
cheek mashed against the rug. His face | ooked bloated and wet, his eyes sunken
in fleshy folds. The right shoul der of his jacket was dirty, and dirt was
sneared on his jeans as if he’'d taken a fall in the woods. He blinked in the
light, a silver thread of saliva hanging fromhis lower lip. “Were is it?” he
said. “You see it?”

“I't’s...beside your right hand.”

Hs left hand groped. “You're a goddamed liar,” he said.

“Your other hand, Sim” she told himwearily.

Hi s right hand noved toward the netal object lying there. It was a
whi skey flask, and his fingers gripped it and pulled it to him

He sat up on his knees and stared at his wife. A fierceness passed over
his face, ugly inits swiftness. “Don’t you smart-nmouth ne,” he said. “Don’t
you open that big fat smart nouth.”

| stepped back then, into the hallway. | was seeing a nonster that had
slipped fromits skin.

M. Sears struggled to stand. He grabbed hold of the table that held the
Scrabble tiles, and it went over in an explosion of vowels and consonants.
Then he made it to his feet, and he unscrewed the cap off the flask and |icked
the bottle neck.

“Come on to bed, Sim” she said; it was spoken w thout strength, as if
she knew full well what the outconme of this would be.

“Come on to bed!” he nocked. “Come on to bed!” His lip curled. “I don't
wanna cone to bed, you fat-assed cow”

| saw Ms. Sears trenble as if she’'d been stung by a whip. A hand pressed
to her mouth. “Ch...Sim"” she nopaned, and it was an awful sound to hear

| backed away sone nore. And then Ben wal ked past me in his yell ow
paj amas, his face bl ank of expression but tear tracks glistening on his
cheeks.

There are things nuch worse than nonster novies. There are horrors that
burst the bounds of screen and page, and conme hone all tw sted up and grinning
behi nd the face of sonebody you | ove. At that nonent | knew Ben woul d have
gladly | ooked into that glass bow at the tentacled Martian head rather than
into his father’s drunk-red eyes.

“Hey, Benny boy!” M. Sears said. He staggered and caught hinself agai nst
a chair. “Hey, you know what happened to you? You know what ? The best part of
you stayed in that busted rubber, that’'s what happened.”

Ben stopped beside his nmother. Whatever enption tortured himinside, it
did not show on his face. He nust’ve known this was going to happen,
realized. Ben had known when his father went wi th Donny Bl ayl ock, he woul d
cone hone changed not by the Martians but by the home brew in that flask.

“You're a real sight. The both of you.” M. Sears tried to screw the cap
back on, but he couldn’'t make it fit. “Standin’ there with your smart nouths.
You think this is funny, don’'t you, boy?”

“No sir.”

“Yes you do! You can't wait to go laugh and tell everybody, can you?
Where' s that Mackenson boy? Hey, you!” He spotted nme, back in the hall, and
flinched. “You can tell that goddammed mi | kman daddy of yours to go straight
to hell. Hear nme?”

I nodded, and his attention wandered away from me. This was not M. Sears
tal king, not really; this was the voice of what the flask flayed raw and
bl oody inside his soul, what it stonped and ki cked and tortured until the
voi ce had to screamfor rel ease

“What’ d you say?” He stared at Ms. Sears, his eyelids swollen and heavy.
“What ' d you say?”



“I...didn"t say—=

He was on her like a charging bull. Ms. Sears cried out and retreated
but he grabbed the front of her gown with one hand and reared his other hand
back, the flask gripped init, as if to smash her across the face. “Yes you
did!” he shouted. “Don’t you backtal k nme!”

“Daddy, don’t!” Ben pleaded, and he flung both arns around one of his
father’s thighs and hung tight. The nonent stretched, M. Sears about to
strike his wife, ne standing in a state of shock in the hallway, Ben hol di ng
on to his father’s |eg.

Ms. Sears’s lips trenbled. Wth the flask poised to strike her face, she
spoke: “Il...said...that we both | ove you, and that...we want you to be happy.
That’'s all.” Tears welled up and trickled. “Just happy.”

He didn't speak. Hi s eyes closed, and he opened them again with an
effort.

“Happy,” he whi spered. Ben was sobbing now, his face pressed against his
father’s thigh, his knuckles white at the twining of his fingers. M. Sears
| owered his hand, and he let go of his wife’'s gown. “Happy. See, |’ m happy.
Look at nme smile.”

H s face didn’'t change

He stood there, breathing roughly, his hand with the flask in it hangi ng
at his side. He started to step one way and then another, but he couldn’t seem
to deci de which way to go

“Why don’t you sit down, SinP” Ms. Sears asked. She sniffled and w ped
her dripping nose. “Want nme to hel p you?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Help.”

Ben let himgo, and Ms. Sears gui ded her husband to his chair. He
collapsed into it, like a large pile of dirty laundry. He stared at the
opposite wall, his nouth hangi ng open. She drew up another chair close beside
him There was a feeling in the roomas if a stormhad passed. It m ght cone
agai n, sonme other night, but for nowit was gone.

“l don’t think—= He stopped, as if he’'d |l ost what he was about to say. He
bl i nked, searching for it. “lI don't think I’mdoin’ so good,” he said.

Ms. Sears | eaned his head gently on her shoul der. He squeezed his eyes
shut, his chest heaved, and he began to cry, and | wal ked out of the house
into the cool night air in my pajamas because it didn't seemright for me to
be in there, a stranger at a private pain.

| sat down on the porch steps. Tunper plodded over, sat beside nme, and
licked ny hand. | felt an awful |ong way from hone.

Ben had known. What courage it nmust have taken for himto lie in that
bed, pretending to sleep. He had known that when the screen door slammed, |ong
after mdnight, the invader who wore his father’'s flesh would be in the house.
The knowi ng and the waiting nust’ve been a desperate torment.

After a while, Ben cane outside and sat on the steps, too. He asked nme if
| was all right, and I said | was. | asked himif he was all right. He said
yeah. | believed him He had learned to live with this, and though it was a
horrible thing, he was grappling with it the best he coul d.

“My daddy has spells,” Ben explained. “He says bad things sonetines, but
he can't help it.”

| nodded.

“He didn’t mean what he said about your daddy. You don’t hate him do

you?”
“No,” | said. “I don’t.”
“You don't hate me, do you?”
“No,” | told him *“l don't hate anybody.”

“You're a real good buddy,” Ben said, and he put his arm around ny
shoul ders.

M's. Sears cane out and brought us a blanket. It was red. W sat there as
the stars slowy wheeled their course, and soon the birds of norning began to
peep.

At the breakfast table, we had bow s of hot oatneal and bl ueberry



muf fins. Ms. Sears told us that M. Sears was sleeping, that he would sl eep
nost of the day, and that if | wanted to | could ask ny nother to call her and
they’d have a long talk. After | got dressed and packed all ny bel ongings into
t he knapsack, | thanked Ms. Sears for having nme over, and Ben said he'd see
me at school tonorrow. He wal ked me out to ny bike, and we talked for a few
m nut es about our Little League baseball teamthat woul d soon start
practicing. It was getting to be that tine of year

Never again would we nention to each other the novie where Martians
plotted to conquer the earth, town by town, father by mother by child. W had
both seen the face of the invader.

It was Sunday norning. | pedaled for home, and when | | ooked back at the
house at the dead end of Deerman Street, my friend waved so | ong.

4
Wasps at Easter

THE METEOR, AS | T TURNED QUT, MJST' VE BURNED | TSELF TO cinders as it flanmed
down from outer space. A few pine trees had caught fire, but it started
rai ni ng on Sunday night and the fire hissed away. It was still raining on
Monday norni ng, when the school bell rang, and the rain fell all through that
| ong, gray day. The follow ng Sunday was Easter, and Mom sai d she hoped the
rai n—forecast to fall intermttently all week | ong—didn’t spoil the Merchants
Street Easter parade on Saturday.

Early on the norning of Good Friday, starting around six o’ clock or so,
there was al ways anot her parade of sorts in Zephyr. It began in Bruton, at a
smal | franme house painted purple, orange, red, and sunburst yellow A
processi on of black men in black suits, white shirts, and ties made their way
fromthis house, with a nunber of wonen and children in somber clothing
foll owi ng behind. Two of the men carried drunms, and beat a slow, steady rhythm
to time the paces. The procession wound its way across the railroad track and
al ong Merchants Street, the center of town, and no one spoke to each other
Since this was an annual event, many of Zephyr’s white popul ation enmerged from
their houses to stand along the street and watch. My not her was one of them
t hough my dad was already at work by that time of the norning. | usually went
wi th her, because | grasped the significance of this event just as everyone
el se did.

The three black men who led the way carried burlap bags. Around their
necks, dangling down over their ties, were necklaces of anber beads, chicken
bones, and the shells of small river nussels. On this particul ar Good Friday,
the streets were wet and the rain drizzled down, but the nmenbers of the black
parade carried no unbrellas. They spoke to no one on the sidewal ks, nor to
anyone who happened to be so rude as to speak to them | saw M. Lightfoot
wal ki ng near the parade’s center, and though he knew every white face in town
he | ooked neither right nor left but straight ahead at the back of the man who
wal ked before him An invaluable asset to the interlocked communities of
Bruton and Zephyr, Marcus Lightfoot was a handyman who coul d repair any object
ever devised by the human nmind though he m ght work at the pace of grass
growing. | saw M. Dennis, who was a custodian at the el enmentary school. | saw
Ms. Vel vadine, who worked in the kitchen at our church, and | saw Ms. Pearl
who was al ways | aughi ng and cheerful at the Merchants Street Bake Shoppe.
Today, though, she was nothing but serious, and she wore a clear plastic rain
hat .

Bringing up the very rear of the procession, even behind the wonmen and
children, was a spindly man wearing a bl ack tuxedo and a top hat. He carried a
smal | drum and his bl ack-gl oved hand beat it to mark the rhythm It was this
man and his wi fe whom many had conme out on the chilly, rainy norning to see.
The wife would arrive |ater; he wal ked al one, his face downcast.

W called himthe Mbon Man, because we didn't know his real name. He was



very old, but exactly howold it was inpossible to say. He was very rarely
seen outside of Bruton, except on this occasion, as was his wife. Either a
birth defect or a skin malady had affected one side of his Iong, narrow face,
turning it pale yellow while the other side renmai ned deep ebony, the two

hal ves nerging in a war of splotches down his forehead, the bridge of his

el egant nose, and his white-bearded chin. The Mbon Man, an enigma, had two

wat ches on each wist and a gilded crucifix the size of a ham hock hangi ng on
a chain around his neck. He was, we presuned, the parade’'s official tinmekeeper
as well as one of its royal personages.

The parade continued, step by steady step, through Zephyr to the gargoyle
bri dge over the Tecumseh River. It might take a while, but it was worth being
late to school to see, and because of it school never really got into session
until around ten o’ clock on Good Fridays.

Once the three nen with the burlap bags reached the center of the bridge,
t hey stopped and stood |ike black statues. The rest of the procession got as
cl ose as possible w thout blocking the bridge, though Sheriff Anory had set up
sawhorses with blinking lights along the route.

In a moment a Pontiac Bonneville covered hood to trunk with gl eam ng
pl astic rhinestones was driven slowy along Merchants Street from Bruton
follow ng the parade’s path. Wen it arrived at the center of the gargoyle
bridge, the driver got out and opened the rear door, and the Mboon Man took his
wi fe’'s winkled hand and hel ped her to her feet.

The Lady had arrived.

She was as thin as a shadow, and just as dark. She had a cotton-cloud of
white hair, her neck long and regal, her shoulders frail but unbowed. She wore
not a costume of outlandish col or and design, but a sinple black dress with a
silver belt, white shoes, and a white pillbox hat with a veil. She wore white
gl oves to her bony el bows. As the Moon Man hel ped her fromthe car, the driver
opened an unbrella and held it over her royal, ancient head.

The Lady, it was said, had been born in the year 1858. That nade her one
hundred and six years old. My mom said the Lady had been a slave in Louisiana,
and had run away with her nomma into the swanp before the Cvil War. The Lady
had grown up in a colony of |epers, escaped convicts, and slaves in the bayou
bel ow New Orl eans, and that was where she'd | earned everything she knew

The Lady was a queen, and Bruton was her ki ngdom No one outside
Brut on—and no one inside Bruton, as far as | understood—-knew her by any nane
but “the Lady.” It suited her; she was el egance, through and through

Soneone gave her a bell. She stood | ooking down at the sluggi sh brown
river, and she began to slowy swing the bell back and forth.

| knew what she was doing. My nomdid, too. Everyone who watched did.

The Lady was calling the river’s nonster up fromits mansion of nud.

| had never seen the beast that was called O d Mses. One night when
was nine years of age, | did think | heard A d Mses calling after a heavy
rain, when the air itself was as thick as water. It was a low runble, |ike the
deepest bass note froma church’s pipe organ, so deep your bones hear it
before your ears do. It went up into a hoarse roar that nade the town’s dogs
go crazy, and then the noi se was gone. It hadn’'t |asted but maybe five or six
seconds. The next day, that noise was the talk of the school. Train’s whistle,
was Ben’s and Davy Ray’s opinion. Johnny didn't say what he thought. At hone,
my folks said it nmust’ve been the train passing through, but we didn't find
out until later that the rain had washed away a section of track nore than
twenty mles from Zephyr and the freight to Birm ngham hadn’t even run that
ni ght .

Such t hi ngs nmake you wonder.

A mangl ed cow washed up, once, under the gargoyle bridge. Mssing its
head and guts, M. Dollar told ny father when he and | went to get scal ped.
Two nmen netting crayfish along the riverbank just beyond Zephyr spread the
story that a human corpse had fl oated past on the current, the body’ s chest
peel ed open like a sardine can and its arns and |l egs ripped off at the roots,
but no corpse was ever found downriver. One Cctober night, sonething hit a



subnerged piling of the gargoyle bridge and left cracks in the support col ums
that had to be filled with concrete. “A big tree trunk” was Mayor Swope’'s
of ficial explanation in the Adans Vall ey Journal

The Lady rang the bell, her armworking |like a netronome. She began to
chant and sing, in a voice surprisingly clear and | oud. The chant was al
African words, which | understood about as nuch as | grasped nucl ear physics.
She woul d stop for a while, her head slightly cocked to one side as if
wat ching or listening for something, and then she’d swing the bell again. She
never once said the name “A d Mses.” She kept saying “Danbal | ah, Danbal | ah
Dambal | ah,” and then her voice would sail upward in an African song again.

At | ast she ceased ringing the bell, and she lowered it to her side. She
nodded, and the Moon Man took it fromher. She was staring fixedly at the
river, but what she was seeing there | don’t know Then she stepped back and
the three men with the burlap bags stood at the edge of the gargoyl e bridge.
They opened the bags and brought out objects wapped up in butcher’s paper and
tape. Some of the paper was bl oody, and you could snell the coppery odor of
fresh neat. They began to unwap the gory feast, and as they did they threw
t he steaks, briskets, and beef ribs down into the swirling brown water. A
whol e pl ucked chicken went into the river, too, along with chicken intestines
poured froma plastic jar. Calf brains slid out of a green Tupperware bow ,
and wet red beef kidneys and |liver came out of one of the danp packages. A
bottl e of pickled pigs’ feet was opened, its contents splashing down into the
water. A pig s snout and ears followed the feet. The last thing in was a beef
heart bigger than a westler’s fist. It splashed in like a red stone, and then
the three men folded up their burlap bags and the Lady stepped forward again,
wat chi ng her footing on the blood that had dripped onto the pavenent.

It occurred to nme that an awful |ot of Sunday di nners had just gone into
the drink.

“Danbal | ah, Danbal | ah, Danball ah!” the Lady chanted once nore. She stood
there for maybe four or five mnutes, notionless as she watched the river nove
beneath the bridge. Then she breathed a Iong sigh and | saw her face behind
the veil as she turned toward her rhinestone Pontiac again. She was frowning;
what ever she had seen or had not seen, she wasn't too happy about it. She got
into the car, the Moon Man clinbed in after her, the driver closed the door
and slid behind the wheel. The Pontiac backed up to a place where it could
turn around and then started toward Bruton. The procession began to go back
the route it had cone. Usually by this tine there was a | ot of |aughing and
tal ki ng, and people would stop to speak to the white faces along the way. On
this particular Good Friday, however, the Lady’'s sonmber nood had carried and
no one seened to feel much Iike |aughing.

| knew exactly what the ritual was all about. Everybody in town did. The
Lady was feeding O d Mdses his annual banquet. Wen this had started, | didn't
know, it had been going on I ong before | was born. You mght think, as
Reverend Bl essett at the Freedom Baptist Church did, that it was pagan and of
the devil and should be outlawed by the mayor and town council, but enough
white people believed in Od Mses to override the preacher’s objections. It
was |ike carrying a rabbit’s foot or throwing salt over your shoulder if you
happened to spill any; these things were part of the grain and texture of
life, and better to do themthan not, just in case God' s ways were nore
nmysterious than we Christians could grasp

On the following day the rain fell harder, and thunderclouds rolled over
Zephyr. The Merchants Street Easter parade was cancel ed, nuch to the di smay of
the Arts Council and the Commerce C ub. M. Vandercanp Junior, whose fanily
owned the hardware and feeds store, had been dressing up as the Easter bunny
and riding in the parade’s last car for six years, having inherited the task
from M. Vandercanp Senior, who got too old to hop. This Easter the rain
doused all hopes of catching candy eggs thrown by the various merchants and
their famlies fromtheir cars, the |adies of the Sunshine Cub couldn't show
of f their Easter dresses, husbands, and children, the menbers of Zephyr’'s VFW
unit couldn’'t march behind the flag, and the Confederate Sweethearts—girls who



attended Adans Val l ey Hi gh School —eoul dn’t wear their hoop skirts and spin
their parasols.

Easter norning arrived, cloaked in gloom M dad and | were conpatriots
i n grousing about getting slicked up, putting on starched white shirts, suits,
and pol i shed shoes. Mom had an all-purpose answer to our grumbles, much the
same as Dad’s “Right as rain.” She said, “lIt’s only one day,” as if this made
the stiff collar and the necktie knot nore confortable. Easter was a fanily
day, and Mom phoned Grand Austin and Nana Alice and then Dad picked up the
tel ephone to call Ganddaddy Jaybird and Grandnoma Sarah. W would all, as we
did every Easter, converge on the Zephyr First Methodist church to hear about
the enpty tonb

The white church on Cedarvine Street, between Bonner and Shantuck, was
filling up by the time we parked our pickup truck. W wal ked through the
sloppy mst toward the light that streamed through the church’s stained-gl ass
wi ndows, all the polish getting soaked of f our shoes. People were sheddi ng
their raincoats and closing their unbrellas at the front door, beneath the
over hangi ng eaves. It was an old church, built in 1939, the whitewash com ng
of f and | eaving gray patches. Usually the church was primed to its finest on
Easter day, but this year the rain had defeated the paintbrush and | awn nower
so weeds were winning in the front yard.

“Come in, Handsone! Cone in, Flowers! Watch your step there, Noodl es!
Good Easter norning to you, Sunshine!” That was Dr. Lezander, who served as
the church’s greeter. He had never missed a Sunday, as far as | knew. Dr.
Frans Lezander was the veterinarian in Zephyr, and it was he who had cured
Rebel of the worns |ast year. He was a Dutchman, and though he still had a
heavy accent he and his wife Veronica, Dad had told me, had come from Hol | and
| ong before | was born. He was in his md-fifties, stood about five eight, was
br oad- shoul dered and bal dheaded and had a neatly trimed gray beard. He wore
natty three-piece suits, always with a bowtie and a | apel carnation, and he
made up nanes for people as they entered the church. “Good norning, Peach
Pie!” he said to nmy smling mother. To my father, with a knuckl e- poppi ng
handshake: “Rai ning hard enough for you, Thunderbird?” And to me, with a
squeeze of the shoulder and a grin that shot light off a silver front tooth:
“Step right in, Bronco!”

“Hear what Dr. Lezander called ne?” | asked Dad once we were inside
“Bronco!” Getting a new christening for a day was always a highlight of
church.

The sanctuary was steany, though the wooden ceiling fans revolved. The
@ ass sisters were up front, playing a piano and organ duet. They were the
perfect definition of the word strange. Wile not identical twins, the two
spinster sisters were close enough to be slightly skewed mrrors. They were
both I ong and bony, Sonia with piled-high whitish-blond hair and Kat hari na
wi th piled-high blondish-white hair. They both wore thick black-franed
gl asses. Soni a played the piano and not the organ, while Katharina did vice
versa. Dependi ng on who you asked, the @ ass sisters—who seenmed to al ways be
naggi ng each other but |ived together on Shantuck Street in a house that
| ooked |i ke gingerbread—aere either fifty-eight, sixty-two, or sixty-five. The
st rangeness was conpleted by their wardrobes: Sonia wore only blue in all its
varyi ng shades, while Katharina was a slave to green. \Wich brought about the
i nevitable. Sonia was referred to by us kids as Mss Blue d ass, and Katharina
was cal l ed...you guessed it. But, strange or not, they sure could play up a
storm

The pews were packed al nost solid. The place | ooked and felt like a
hot house where exotic hats had bl ooned. O her people were trying to find
seats, and one of the ushers—M. Horace Kayl or, who had a white nustache and a
cocked |l eft eye that gave you the creeps when you stared at it—anme up the
aisle to help us.

“Tom Over here! For God s sake, are you blind?”

In the whole wide world there was only one person who would holler like a
bull nmoose in church



He was standing up, waving his arnms over the mlling hats. | could fee
my mot her cringe, and my dad put his armaround her as if to steady her from
falling down of shane. G anddaddy Jaybird always did something to, as Dad said
when he thought |I wasn't listening, “show his butt,” and today woul d be no
excepti on.

“W saved you seats!” ny grandfather bellowed, and he caused the d asses
to falter, one to go sharp and the other flat. “Come on before sonebody steals
end ”

G and Austin and Nana Alice were in the same row, too. Gand Austin was
wearing a seersucker suit that |ooked as if the rain had drawn it up two
sizes, his winkled neck clenched by a starched white collar and a bl ue bow
tie, his thin white hair slicked back and his eyes full of msery as he sat
with his wooden | eg stuck out straight below the pewin front of him He was
sitting beside G anddaddy Jaybird, which had conmpounded his agitation: the two
got along like nud and biscuits. Nana Alice, however, was a vision of
happi ness. She was wearing a hat covered with small white flowers, her gl oves
white and her dress the glossy green of a sunlit sea. Her lovely oval face was
radi ant; she was sitting beside Grandnomma Sarah, and they got along like
dai sies in the sane bouquet. Right now, though, G andnmonma Sarah was tuggi ng
at & anddaddy Jaybird' s suit jacket—the sane black suit he wore rain or shine,
Easter or funeral—+o try to get himto sit down and stop directing traffic. He
was telling people in the rows to nove in tighter and then he would holler
“Room for two nore over here!”

“Sit down, Jay! Sit down!” She had to resort to pinching his bony butt,
and then he scowl ed at her and took his seat.

My parents and | squenched in. Gand Austin said to Dad, “Good to see
you, Tom” and they shook hands. “That is, if | could see you.” H's spectacles
were fogged up, and he took them off and cleaned the lenses with a
handkerchief. “I'd say this is the biggest crowd in a hal f-dozen Eas—=~

“Place is packed as the whorehouse on payday, ain't it, Ton?” G anddaddy
Jaybird interrupted, and Grandnomma Sarah el bowed himin the ribs so hard his
fal se teeth clicked

“l sure wish you'd let ne finish a single sentence,” Gand Austin told
him the red rising in his cheeks. “Ever since |’'ve been sittin’ here, |’'ve
yet to get a word in edgew —=

“Boy, you're lookin good!” G anddaddy Jaybird pl owed on, and he reached
across Grand Austin to slap ny knee. “Rebecca, you feedin’ this boy his neat,
aint you? You know, a growin’ boy’'s got to have meat for his nuscles!”

“Can’t you hear?” Grand Austin asked him the red now pulsing in his
cheeks.

“Hear what?” Granddaddy Jaybird retorted.

“Turn up your hearin’ aid, Jay,” G andnmomma Sarah said.

“What ?” he asked her.

“Hearin’ aid!'” she shouted, at her rope’'s end. “Turn it up!”

It was going to be an Easter to remenber.

Everybody said hello to everybody, and still wet people were coming into
the church as rain started to hammer on the roof. G anddaddy Jaybird, his face
l ong and gaunt and his hair a white bristle-brush, wanted to talk to Dad about
t he nmurder, but Dad shook his head and wouldn’'t go into it. G andnomma Sar ah
asked me if | was playing baseball this year, and | said | was. She had a
fat-cheeked, kind face and pale blue eyes in nests of winkles, but | knew
that oftenti mes G anddaddy Jaybird s ways made her spit wth anger

Because of the rain, the windows were shut tight and the air was really
getting muggy. The fl oorboards were wet, the walls | eaked, and the fans
groaned as they turned. The church snelled of a hundred different kinds of
perfune, shaving lotion, and hair tonic, plus the sweet aromas of bl ossons
adorning |l apels and hats. The choir filed in, wearing their purple robes.
Before the first song was finished, | was sweating under ny shirt. W stood
up, sang a hymm, and sat down. Two overstuffed women—Ms. Garrison and Ms.
Prat hnore—ame up to the front to tal k about the donation fund for the



poverty-stricken famlies of Adans Valley. Then we stood up, sang anot her
hym, and sat down. Both of mnmy grandfathers had voices like bullfrogs battling
in a swanp pond.

Pl unmp, round-faced Reverend R chnond Lovoy stepped behind the pul pit and
began to tal k about what a glorious day it was, with Jesus risen fromthe dead
and all. Reverend Lovoy had a comma of brown hair over his left eye, the sides
of his hair gone gray, and every Sunday w thout fail his brushed-back hair
pull ed 1 oose fromits shell acked nmoorings and slid down over his face like a
brown fl ood as he preached and gestured. H s wife was naned Esther, their
three children Matthew, Luke, and Joni

As Reverend Lovoy spoke, his voice conpeting with the thunder of heaven,
| realized who was sitting directly in front of ne.

The Denon.

She could read mi nds. That nmuch was an accepted fact. And just as it
dawned on nme that she was there, her head sw vel ed and she stared at ne with
t hose bl ack eyes that could freeze a witch at m dni ght. The Denon’s nane was
Brenda Sutley. She was ten years old, and she had stringy red hair and a
pallid face splashed with brown freckles. Her eyebrows were as thick as
caterpillars, and the untidy arrangenent of her features |ooked |ike sonebody
had tried to beat out a fire on her face with the flat side of a shovel. Her
right eye | ooked larger than the left, her nose was a beak with two gaping
holes in it, and her thin-lipped nmouth seened to wander from one side of her
face to the other. She couldn’t help her heritage, though; her nmother was a
fire hydrant with red hair and a brown nustache, and her red-bearded father
woul d’ ve made a fence post | ook brawny. Wth all those red kinks in her
background, it was no wonder Brenda Sutl ey was spooky.

The Denon had earned her name because she had once drawn a picture of her
father with horns and a forked tail in art class, and had told Ms. Dixon, the
art teacher, and her classmates that her pappy kept at the back of his cl oset
a big stack of nmgazi nes that showed boy denmons sticking their tails in the

hol es of girl denons. But the Denon did nore than spill her famly’s cl oseted
secrets: she had brought a dead cat to school in a shoebox w th pennies taped
to its eyeballs for showand-tell; she had made a graveyard out of green and

white Play-Doh for her art class project, with the names of her classmates and
the dates of their deaths on the headstones, which caused nore than one child
to go into hysterics when they realized they would not live to see sixteen

she had a fondness for bizarre practical jokes that involved dog nanure
pressed between sandwi ch bread; and it was widely runored that she was behi nd
t he expl osion of pipes in the girls’ bathroomat Zephyr El enmentary | ast
November, when every toilet was clogged with notebook paper

She was, in a word, weird

And now her royal weirdness was staring at ne.

A slow smile spread across her crooked mouth. | couldn’t | ook away from
t hose piercing black eyes, and | thought She’'s got me. The thing about adults
is, when you want themto pay attention to you and intervene, their mnds are
wor | ds away; when you want themto be worlds away, they' re sitting on the back
of your neck. | wanted ny dad or nomor anybody to tell Brenda Sutley to turn
around and listen to Reverend Lovoy, but of course it was as if the Denon had
willed herself to be invisible. No one could see her but nme, her victimof the
nonent .

Her right hand rose up like the head of a small white snake with dirty
fangs. Slowmy, with evil grace, she extended the index finger and ained it
toward one of her gaping nose holes. The finger w nnowed deep into that
nostril, and |I thought she was going to keep pushing it in until her whole
finger was gone. Then the finger was withdrawn, and on the tip of it was a
glistening green mass as big as a corn kernel

Her bl ack eyes were unblinking. Her nouth began to open

No, | begged her, mind to mnd. No, please don't do it!

The Denon slid her green-capped finger toward her wet pink tongue.

| could do nothing but stare as ny stomach drew up into a hard little



knot .

Green against pink. Dirty fingernail. A sticky strand, hangi ng down.

The Denon |icked her finger, where the green thing had been. | think I
nmust’ ve squirned violently, because Dad gripped ny knee and whi spered, “Pay
attention!” but of course he never saw the invisible Denmon or her act of
prickly torment. The Denon smiled at ne, her black eyes sated, and then she
turned her head away and the ordeal was over. Her nother lifted up a hand with
hai ry knuckl es and stroked the Denmon’s fiery locks as if she were the sweetest
little girl who ever drew God s breath.

Reverend Lovoy asked everyone to pray. | |owered my head and squeezed ny
eyes shut.

And about five seconds into the prayer, something thunped hard agai nst
t he back of ny skull.

| | ooked around.

Horror choked me. Sitting directly behind ne, their pewter-col ored eyes
t he hue of sharpened bl ades, were Gotha and Gordo Branlin. On either side of
them their parents were deep in prayer. | inmagined they prayed for
deliverance fromtheir brood. Both Branlin boys wore dark blue suits, white
shirts, and their ties were simlar except Gotha' s had black stripes on white
and Gordo’s had red. Gotha, the ol dest by one year, had the whitest hair;
CGordo’'s was a little on the yellow side. Their faces | ooked |ike mean carvings
in brown rock, and even their bones—ower jaws jutting forward, cheekbones
about to tear through flesh, foreheads |ike slabs of granite-suggested coil ed
rage. In the fleeting seconds that | dared to | ook upon those cunni ng vi sages,
CGordo thrust an upraised mddle finger in ny face and Gotha | oaded a straw
wi th anot her hard bl ack-eyed pea.

“Cory, turn around!” my nother whispered, and she tugged at ne. “d ose
your eyes and pray!”

| did. The second pea bounced off the back of ny head. Those things could
sting the whine out of you. Al during the rest of that prayer, | could hear
the Branlins back there, whispering and giggling like evil trolls. My head was
their target for the day.

After the prayer was over, we sang anot her hym. Announcenents were made,
and visitors wel coned. The offering plate was passed around. | put in the
dol l ar Dad had given nme for this purpose. The choir sang, with the d asses
pl ayi ng pi ano and organ. Behind ne, the Branlins giggled. Then Reverend Lovoy
stood up again to deliver his Easter sernon, and that was when the wasp | anded
on mny hand.

My hand was resting on nmy knee. | didn’'t nove it, even as fear shot up ny
spine like a lightning bolt. The wasp wedged itself between ny first and
second fingers and sat there, its blue-black stinger twtching.

Now |l et ne say a few things about wasps.

They are not |ike bees. Bees are fat and happy and they float around from
flower to flower without a care for human flesh. Yellow ackets are curious and
have nobod swi ngs, but they, too, are usually predictable and can be avoi ded. A
wasp, however, particularly the dark, slimkind of wasp that | ooks like a
dagger with a head on it, was born to plunge that stinger into norta
epidermis and draw forth a scream|like a connoi sseur uncorking a vintage w ne.
Brushi ng your head agai nst a wasps’ nest can result in a sensation akin to, as
| have heard, being peppered with shotgun pellets. | have seen the face of a
boy who was stung on the lips and eyelids when he explored an old house in the
m ddl e of summer; such a swollen torture | wouldn’t even wi sh on the Branlins.
Wasps are insane; they have no rhyme or reason to their stingings. They woul d
sting you to the marrow of your bones if they could drive their stingers in
that deeply. They are full of rage, like the Branlins. If the devil indeed
ever had a famliar, it was not a black cat or nonkey or |eather-skinned
lizard; it was, and always will be, the wasp.

A third pea got ne in the back of the head. It hurt a lot. But | stared
at the wasp wedged between ny first and second fingers, my heart beating hard,
my skin crawing. Something flew past my face, and | | ooked up to watch a



second wasp circle the Denon’s head and | and on her crown. The Denon mnust’ve
felt a tickle. She reached back and flicked the wasp of f wi thout know ng what
she was flicking, and the wasp rose up with an angry whir of black w ngs.

t hought sure the Denon was about to be stung, but the wasp nmust’ve sensed its
brethren because it flew on up to the ceiling.

Reverend Lovoy was really preaching now, about crucified Jesus and
weepi ng Mary and the stone that had been rolled away.

| 1 ooked up at the church’s ceiling.

Near one of the revolving fans was a small hole, no bigger than a
quarter. As | watched, three wasps energed fromit and descended down into the
congregation. A few seconds later, two nore canme out and swirled in the muggy,
saccharine air.

Thunder boonmed over the church. The noise of the rain al nbost drowned out
Reverend Lovoy's rising and falling voice. What he was saying | didn't know, |
| ooked at the wasp between ny fingers again, then back to the hole in the

cei ling.
More were coming out, spiraling down into the steany, closed-up,
rai n-danp church. | counted them Eight..nine...ten...eleven. Some of them clung

to the fan's sl ow bl ades and rode themlike a nerry-go-round. Fourteen...
fifteen...sixteen...seventeen. A dark, twitching fist of wasps pushed through
the hole. Twenty...twenty-one...twenty-two. | stopped counting at twenty-five.

There nust be a nest of themup there in the attic, | thought. Mist be a
nest the size of a football, pulsing in the danmp dark. As | watched,
transfixed at the sight as Mary nmust have been when a stranger on the road
showed her his wounded side, a dozen nore wasps boiled out of the hole. No one
el se seenmed to notice; were they invisible, as the Denon had been when she
pi cked a nose grape? The wasps spun slowy around and around the ceiling, in
emul ation of the fans. There were enough nowto forma dark cloud, as if the
out side storm had found a way in.

The wasp between ny fingers was noving. | |ooked at it, and wi nced as
anot her pea stung the back of my neck where the hair was stubbled. The wasp
craw ed al ong ny index finger and stopped on the knuckle. Its stinger |ay
against my flesh, and | felt the tiny little jagged edge of it |like a grain of
br oken gl ass.

Reverend Lovoy was in his elenent now, his arns gesturing and his hair
starting to slide forward. Thunder crashed outside and rain beat on the roof.
It sounded |ike Judgment Day out there, time to hew sone wood and call the
animal s together two by two. Al but the wasps, | thought; this tine around we
could fix Noah’s mistake. | kept watching that hole in the ceiling with a
m xture of fascination and dread. It occurred to nme that Satan had found a way
to slip into the Easter service, and there he was circling above our heads,
| ooking for flesh.

Two t hi ngs happened at once.

Reverend Lovoy lifted his hands and said, in his |oud preacher’s cadence,
“And on that glorious nmornin’ after the darkest day the angels cane down and
gakkkk!” He had raised his hands to the angels, and suddenly he found them
craming with little w ngs.

My mom put her hand on mne, where ny own wasp was, and squeezed in a
[ oving grip.

It got her at the same instant the wasps deci ded Reverend Lovoy’s sernon
had gone on | ong enough

She screanmed. He screaned. It was the signal the wasps had been waiting
for.

The bl ue-bl ack cloud of them over a hundred stingers strong, dropped
down like a net on the heads of trapped beasts.

| heard G anddaddy Jaybird bellow, “Shitfire!” as he was pierced. Nana
Alice let out an operatic, quavering high note. The Denon’s nother wail ed,
wasps attacking the back of her neck. The Denmon's father flailed at the air
with his skinny arms. The Denmpon started | aughi ng. Behind ne, the Branlins
croaked with pain, the peashooter forgotten. Al across the church there were



screans and holl ers and people in Easter suits and dresses were junping up and
fighting the air as if grappling the devils of the invisible dinmension.
Reverend Lovoy was dancing in a paroxysm of agony, shaking his multiple-stung
hands as if to disconnect themfromthe wists. The whole choir was up and
singing, not hymms this time but cries of pain as the wasps stung cheeks,
chins, and noses. The air was full of dark, swirling currents that flew into
peopl e’ s faces and wound around their heads like thorny crowns. “Get out! GCet
out!” somebody was shouting. “Run for it!” sonmebody el se hollered, behind ne.
The d asses broke, running for the exit with wasps in their hair. Al at once
everybody was up, and what had been a peaceful congregation barely ten seconds
bef ore was now a stanpede of terror-struck cattle.

Wasps will do that to you.

“My damm leg’'s stuck!” Grand Austin shout ed.

“Jay! Help him” G andnomma Sarah yell ed, but G and-daddy Jaybird was
already fighting his way out into the clogged, thrashing mass of people in the
ai sl e.

Dad pulled me up. | heard an evil humin nmy left ear, and the next
instant | took a sting at the edge of my ear that caused the tears to junp
fromny eyes. “OM” | heard nyself shout, though with all the screani ng and

hollering one little ow was of no consequence. Two nore wasps, however, heard
me. One of themgot me in ny right shoul der, stinging through my suit coat and
shirt; the other darted at nmy face like an African |ance and inpal ed nmy upper
lip. | gave a garbl ed shout—ewgol | ywowmow—ef the kind that speaks vol unes of
pai n but no syllable of sense, and I, too, fought the churning air. A voice
squeal ed with | aughter, and when | |ooked at the Denon through ny watering
eyes | saw her junping up and down on the pew, her nmouth split in a grin and
red whel ps all over her face.

“Everyone out!” Dr. Lezander hollered. Three wasps clung, pulsing and
stinging, to his bald skull, and his gray-haired, stern-faced wife was behind
him her blue-bl ossomed Easter hat knocked awy and wasps crawl i ng on her wide
shoul ders. She gripped her Bible in one hand and her purse with the other and
swung trenendous bl ows at the attacking swarns, her teeth gritted with
ri ght eous anger.

Peopl e were fighting through the door, ignoring raincoats and unbrellas
in their struggle to escape fromtornment into deluge. Conming into church, the
Easter crowd had been the nodel of polite Christian civilization; going out,
they were barbarians to the core. Wnen and children went down in the nuddy
yard, and the nen tripped over themand fell facefirst into rain-beaten
puddl es. Easter hats spun away and rolled |ike soggy wheels until the torrent
slammed them fl at.

| hel ped Dad pry Grand Austin’s wooden | eg | oose from under the pew.
Wasps were jabbing at ny father’s hands, and every tinme one would sting
could hear his breath hiss. Mom Nana Alice, and G andnmomma Sarah were trying
to get out into the aisle, where people were falling down and tangling up with
each other. Reverend Lovoy, his fingers swollen like |ink sausages, was trying
to shield his children’s faces between hinself and sobbing Esther. The choir
had di sintegrated, and sonme of themhad left their enpty purple robes behind.
Dad and | got Grand Austin out into the aisle. Wasps were attacki ng the back
of his neck, and his cheeks were wet. Dad brushed the wasps off, but nore
swarnmed around us in a vengeful circle Iike Comanches around a wagon train.
Children were crying and wonen were shrieking, and still the wasps darted and
stung. “Qut! Qut!” Dr. Lezander was shouting at the door, shoving people
t hrough as they knotted up. His wife, Veronica, a husky Dutch bear, grabbed a
struggling soul and all but flung the man through the doorway.

We were alnost out. Grand Austin staggered, but Dad held himup. M
not her was pl ucki ng the wasps out of G andnomma Sarah’s hair |ike living
nettles. Two hot pins jabbed into the back of my neck, one a split second
after the other, and the pain felt like nmy head was going to bl ow off. Then
Dad took hold of my armand pulled and the rain pounded on ny skull. W al
got through the door, but Dad slipped in a puddl e and went down on his knees



in the muck. | grasped the back of my neck and ran around in circles, crying
with the pain, and after a while my feet slipped out fromunder ne and ny
Easter suit met Zephyr’s nud, too.

Reverend Lovoy was the | ast one out. He slanmmed the church door shut and
stood with his back against it, as if to contain the evil wthin.

Thunder boonmed and rolled. The rain came down |ike hamers and nails,
beating us all senseless. Some people sat in the nmud; others wandered around,
dazed; others just stood there letting the rain pour over themto help coo
t he hot suffering.

I was hurting, too. And | inmagined, in my deliriumof pain, that behind
the church’s cl osed door the wasps were rejoicing. After all, it was Easter
for them too. They had risen fromthe dead of winter, the season that dries
up wasps’ nests and mummifies their sleeping infants. They had rolled away
their own stone and energed reborn into a new spring, and they had delivered
to us a stinging sernon on the tenacity of life that would stay with us far
| onger than anything Reverend Lovoy could have said. W had, all of us,
experienced the thorns and nails in a nost personal way.

Soneone bent down beside me. | felt cool mud being pressed agai nst the
stings on the back of ny neck. | |ooked into Granddaddy Jaybird’'s rain-soaked
face, his hair standing up as if he’d been el ectric-shocked.

“You all right, boy?” he asked ne.

He had turned his back on the rest of us and fled for his own skin. He
had been a coward and a Judas, and there was no satisfaction in his offering
of nud.

| didn’t answer him | |ooked right through him He said, “You'll be al
right,” and he stood up and went to see about G andnmonma Sarah, who huddl ed
with Mom and Nana Alice. He | ooked to ne Iike a half-drowned, scrawny rat.

| mght’ve punched himif 1'd been ny father’'s size. | couldn’t help but
be ashanmed of him a deep, stinging shame. And | couldn’t help but wonder, as
well, if sone of Granddaddy Jaybird' s cowardi ce m ght be inside ne, too. |
didn’t know it then, but | was going to find out real soon

Sonewher e across Zephyr the bells of another church rang, the sound

comng to us through the rain as if heard in a dream | stood up, ny lower lip
and shoul der and the back of my neck throbbing. The thing about painis, it
teaches you humlity. Even the Branlins were blubbering |like babies. | never

saw anybody act cocky after they got a hide full of stingers, have you?
The Easter bells rang across the watery town.
Church was over.
Hal | el uj ah

5
The Death of a Bike

THE RAI N KEPT FALLI NG

Gray clouds hung over Zephyr, and fromtheir swollen bellies cane the
deluge. | went to sleep with rain slamring the roof, and | awoke to the crash
of thunder. Rebel shivered and npaned in his doghouse. | knew how he felt. M
wasp stings had dimnished to red welts, but for day upon day no ray of
sunshine fell upon ny hometown; only the incessant rain came down, and when |
wasn’'t doi ng homework | sat in my roomrereadi ng old Fanous Monsters magazi nes
and ny stock of com c books.

The house got that rainy smell in it, an odor of danp boards and wet dirt
wafting up fromthe basenent. The downpour caused the cancellation of the
Saturday matinee at the Lyric, because the theater’s roof had sprung | eaks.
The very air itself felt slick, like green nold growi ng on danp stones. At the
di nner table a week after Easter, Dad put down his knife and fork and | ooked
at the steany wet w ndows and said, “W’'re gonna have to grow gills if this
keeps up.”



It did keep up. The air was heavy with water, the clouds cutting al
light to a dim swanpy nurk. Yards becane ponds, and the streets turned into
streans. School started letting out early, so everyone could get home, and on
Wednesday afternoon at seventeen minutes before three o' clock ny old bi ke gave
up the ghost.

One second | was trying to pedal through a torrent on Deernan Street. The
next second ny bike's front wheel sank into a crater where the pavenent had
broken and the shock thrumed through the rust-eaten frane. Several things
happened at once: the handl ebars col |l apsed, the front wheel’s spokes snapped,
the seat broke, the frame gave way at its tired old seans, and suddenly | was
lying on ny belly in water that flooded into ny yellowrain slicker. | lay
there, stunned, trying to figure out how the earth had knocked me down. Then |
sat up, wi ped the water out of ny eyes, and | ooked at ny bike, and just |ike
that | knew it was dead.

My bike, old in the ways of a boy’'s life long before it had reached ny
hands by nmerit of a flea market, was no longer a living thing. | felt it, as I
sat there in the pouring rain. Whatever it is that gives a soul to an object
made by the tools of nman, it had cracked open and flown to the watery heavens.
The frame had bent and snapped, the handl ebars hanging by a single screw, the
seat turned around |ike a head on a broken neck. The chain was off its
sprockets, the front tire warped fromits rim and the snapped spokes sticking

up. | alnpst cried at the sight of such carnage, but even though ny heart
hurt, | knew crying wouldn’t help. My bike had sinmply worn out; it had come to
the end of its days, pure and sinple. | was not its first owner, and maybe

that made a difference, too. Maybe a bi ke, once discarded, pines away year
after year for the first hand that steered it, and as it grows old it dreans,
inits bike way, of the young roads. It was never really mne, then; it
traveled with ne, but its pedals and handl ebars hel d the nenory of another
mast er. Maybe, on that rainy Wednesday, it killed itself because it knew
yearned for a bike built for me and me al one. Maybe. Al | knew for sure at
that nmoment was that | had to walk the rest of the way hone, and | couldn’t
drag the carcass with ne.

| pulled it up onto sonebody’s yard and left it under a dripping oak
tree, and I went on with ny drenched knapsack on ny back and ny shoes
squeaki ng with water.

VWen ny father, who was home fromthe dairy, found out about the bike, he
packed nme into the pickup truck, and off we went to fetch the carcass on
Deerman Street. “It can be fixed,” he told ne as the wi pers sl ogged back and
forth across the windshield. “W' ||l get sonmebody to weld it together or
somethin’. That’'ll be cheaper than a new bi ke, for sure.”

“Ckay,” | answered, but | knew the bike was dead. No armount of wel ding
was going to revive it. “The front wheel was messed up, too,” | added, but Dad
was concentrating on his driving.

We reached the place where 1'd pulled the carcass up under the oak tree.
“Where it is?” Dad asked. “Was this the place?”

It was, though the carcass was gone. Dad stopped the truck, got out, and
knocked on the front door of the house we sat before. | saw the door open, and
a white-haired woman peered out. She and Dad tal ked for a m nute or so, and
saw t he woman point toward the street. Then ny dad cane back, his cap dripping
wat er and his shoul ders hunched in his wet m |l kman’s jacket. He slid behind
t he wheel, closed the door, and said, “Wll, she wal ked out to get her nail,
she saw the bike lyin there under her tree, and she called M. Sculley to
cone pick it up.” M. Enmett Sculley was Zephyr’'s junkman, and he drove around
in a bright green truck with SCULLEY' S ANTI QUES and a tel ephone nunber painted
on the sides in red. My dad started the engine and | ooked at nme. | knew t hat
| ook; it was hard and angry, and | could read a grimfuture in it. “Wy didn't
you go to that woman’s door and tell her you were gonna come back for your
bi ke? Didn’t you think of that?”

“No, sir,” | had to admit. “I didn't.”

Vll, ny dad pulled the truck awmay fromthe curb and we started off



again. Not toward hone, but heading west. | knew where we were going. M.
Sculley’s junk shop lay to the west, past the wooded edge of town. On the way,
| had to endure ny father’'s tale, the one that began like this: “Wen | was
your age, | had to walk if | wanted to get somewhere. | wish I'd had a bike
back then, even a used one. Heck, if ny buddies and me had to walk two or
three mles, we didn't think a thing about it. And we were healthier for it,
too. Sun, wind, or rain, it didn't matter. W got where we were goi ng on our
own two | e—= And so on, you know the kind of speech |I mean, the generationa
paean of chil dhood.

We left the town Iimts behind us, and the glistening road wound through
the wet green forest. The rain was still com ng down, pieces of fog snagged on
the treetops and drifting across the road. Dad had to drive slowy because the
road around here was dangerous even when the pavenment was dry. My dad was
still going on about the dubious joys of not having a bike, which I was
beginning to realize was his way of telling nme |'d better get used to wal ki ng
if my old ride was unfixable. Thunder boonmed off beyond the hazy hills, the
road deserted before us as it curved beneath the tires like a wild horse
fights a saddle. | don’t know why | chose that nmonent to turn ny head and | ook
back, but 1 did.

And | saw the car that was comi ng up fast behind us.

The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and the skin beneath it tingled
like the scurrying of ants. The car was a bl ack, |ow slung, mean-I|ooking
pant her with gl eam ng chrone teeth, and it rocketed around the |ong curve ny
father had just negotiated with an uneasy alliance of brake and accel erator
The pickup truck’s engine was sputtery, but | could hear no sound fromthe
bl ack car that closed on us. | could see a shape and a pale face behind the
wheel. | could see red and orange flanmes painted on the sl ope of the ebony
hood, and then the car was on our tail and showed no sign of slow ng or
swerving and | | ooked at ny father and shouted, “Dad!”

He junped in his seat and jerked the wheel. The truck’s tires slewed to
the left, over the faded centerline, and ny father fought to keep us from
going into the woods. Then the tires got a grip again, the truck straightened
out, and Dad had fire in his eyes when he swung his face in ny direction. “Are
you crazy?” he snapped. “You want to get us killed?”

| | ooked back.

The bl ack car was gone.

It hadn’t passed us. It hadn't turned off anywhere. It was just gone.

“lI saw...l saw..”
“Saw what ? Where?” he demanded.
“l..thought | saw..a car,” | told him “It was...about to hit us, |

t hought . ”

He peered into the rearview mrror. O course he saw only the sane rain
and empty road | was seeing. He reached out, put his hand agai nst ny forehead,
and said, “You feelin’ all right?”

“Yes sir.” | didn't have a fever. O that, at least, | was certain. M
father, satisfied that I was not building up heat, pulled his hand away and
refastened it to the steering wheel. “Just sit still,” he said, and | obeyed

him He fixed his attention on the tricky road again, but his jaw nuscle
cl enched every few seconds and | figured he was trying to decide whet her |
needed to go see Dr. Parrish or get my butt busted.

| didn't say anything nore about the black car, because | knew Dad
woul dn’t believe me. But | had seen that car before, on the streets of Zephyr.
It had announced itself with a runble and grow as it roaned the streets, and
when it had passed you could snell the heat and see the pavement shi mrer.
“Fastest car in town,” Davy Ray had told me as he and | and the other guys had
| ounged around in front of the ice house on Merchants Street, catching coo
breezes fromthe ice blocks on a sultry August day. “My dad,” Davy Ray had
confi ded, “says nobody can outrace M dni ght Mbna.”

M dni ght Mona. That was the car’s name. The guy who owned it was naned
Stevie Cauley. “Little Stevie,” he was called, because he stood only a few



i nches over five feet tall though he was twenty years ol d. He chai n-snoked
Chesterfield cigarettes, and maybe those had stunted his grow h.

But the reason | didn't tell ny dad about M dni ght Mna streaking up
behind us on that rain-slick road was that | renenbered what had happened on a
ni ght |ast October. My dad, who used to be a volunteer firenman, got a
tel ephone call. It was Chief Marchette, he’d told Mom A car had wecked on
Route Sixteen, and it was on fire in the woods. My dad had hurried out to
hel p, and he’d conme home a couple of hours later with ashes in his hair and
his clothes snelling of burnt tinber. After that night, and what he’'d seen, he
hadn't wanted to be a fireman anynore.

We were on Route Sixteen right now. And the car that had w ecked and
burned was M dni ght Mona, with Little Stevie Caul ey behind the wheel

Little Stevie Caul ey’s body-—what was left of it, | nean—tay in a coffin
in the cemetery on Poulter Hill. Mdnight Mona was gone, too, to wherever
bur ned-up cars go.

But | had seen it, racing up behind us out of the mst. |I had seen
someone sitting behind the wheel

| kept nmy nouth shut. | was in enough trouble already.

Dad turned off Route Sixteen and eased the truck onto a nuddy side road
t hat wound through the woods. W reached a place where rusted old nmetal signs
of all descriptions had been nailed to the trees; there were at least a
hundred of them advertisenents for everything from G een Spot Orange Soda to
B. C. Headache Powders to the Grand A e Opry. Beyond the signpost forest the
road led to a house of gray wood with a sagging front porch and in the front
yard—and here | nean “sea of weeds” instead of yard as ordi nary people m ght
know it—a notley collection of rust-eaten clothes wingers, kitchen stoves,
| anps, bed-frames, electric fans, iceboxes, and other smaller appliances was
lying about in untidy piles. There were coils of wire as tall as mny father and
bushel baskets full of bottles, and am d the junk stood the netal sign of a
smling policeman with the red letters STOP DON T STEAL pai nted across his
chest. In his head there were three bullet holes.

| don’t think stealing was a problemfor M. Sculley, because as soon as
nmy dad stopped the truck and opened his door two red hound dogs junped up from
their bellies on the porch and began baying to beat the band. A few seconds
| ater, the screen door banged open and a frail-looking little wonan with a
white braid and a rifle cane out of the house.

“Who is it?” she hollered in a voice like a |unberjack’s. “Wadda ye
want ?”

My father lifted his hands. “It’s Tom Mackenson, Ms. Sculley. From
Zephyr.”

“Tom who?”

“Mackenson!” He had to shout over the hound dogs. “From Zephyr!”

Ms. Sculley roared, “Shaddup!” and she plucked a fly swatter from a hook
on the porch and swung a few tines at the dogs’ runps, which quieted them down
consi derabl y.

| got out of the truck and stood close to ny dad, our shoes nired in the
boggy weeds. “1 need to see your husband, Ms. Sculley,” Dad told her. “He
pi cked up ny boy’'s bi ke by m stake.”

“Unh-uh,” she replied. “Emett don’t nake no m stakes.”

“I's he around, please?”

“Back of the house,” she said, and she notioned with the rifle. “One of
t hem sheds back there.”

“Thank you.” He started off and | followed him and we’d taken maybe a
hal f - dozen steps when Ms. Sculley said, “Hey! You trip over sonethin’ and
break your legs, we ain't liable for it, hear?”

If what lay in front of the house was a mess, what lay behind it was
ni ght mari sh. The two “sheds” were corrugated netal buildings the size of
t obacco warehouses. To get to them you had to follow a rutted trail that
nmeander ed between nount ai ns of castaway things: record players, broken
statuary, garden hose, chairs, |awn nmowers, doors, fireplace mantels, pots and



pans, old bricks, roof shingles, irons, radiators, and washbasins to nane a
few. “Have nercy,” Dad said, nostly to hinself, as we wal ked through the
val l ey between the looning hills. The rain spilled and spattered over al

these itens, in some places running down fromthe nmetallic nmountaintops in
gurgling little streams. And then we cane to a big twi sted and tangl ed heap of
things that made ne stop in ny tracks because | knew | had found a truly
nmystical place.

Bef ore me were hundreds of bicycle frames, |ocked together with vines of
rust, their tires gone, their backs broken

They say that somewhere in Africa the el ephants have a secret grave where
they go to lie down, unburden their winkled gray bodies, and soar away, |ight
spirits at the end. | believed at that nmonent in time that | had found the
grave of the bicycles, where the carcasses flake away year after year under
rain and baking sun, long after the spirits of their wandering |lives have
gone. In some places on that huge pile the bicycles had nmelted away until they
resenbl ed nothing nore than red and copper | eaves waiting to be burned on an
autum afternoon. In sone places shattered headlights poked up, sightless but
defiant, in a dead way. \Warped handl ebars still held rubber grips, and from
some of the grips dangled strips of colored vinyl like faded flanmes. | had a
vision of all these bikes, vibrant in their new paint, with newtires and new
pedal s and chai ns that snuggled up to their sprockets in beds of clean new
grease. It made me sad, in a way | couldn’t understand, because |I saw how
there is an end to all things, no matter how nmuch we want to hold on to them

“Howdy, there!” somebody said. “Thought | heard the alarnms go off.”

My dad and | | ooked at a man who pushed a | arge handcart before him
t hrough the nmuck. He wore overalls and muddy boots, and he had a big belly and
a liver-spotted head with a tuft of white at its peak. M. Sculley had a
wri nkl ed face and a bul bous nose with small broken veins showing purple at its
tip, and he wore round-|ensed gl asses over gray eyes. He was grinning a square
grin, his teeth dark brown, and on his grizzled chin was a nol e that had
sprouted three white hairs. “Wat can | do for you?”

“1"”m Tom Mackenson,” my dad said, and offered his hand. “Jay’s son.”

“Ch, yeah! Sorry |I didn't recognize you right off!” M. Sculley wore
dirty canvas gl oves, and he took one of themoff to shake ny father’s hand.
“This Jay’ s grandson?”

“Yep. Cory’s his nane.”

“Seen you around, | believe,” M. Sculley said to ne. “I renmenber when
your daddy was your age. Me and your grandpa go back a piece.”

“M. Sculley, |I believe you picked up a bike this afternoon,” Dad told

him “In front of a house on Deerman Street?”

“Sure did. Wasn't much to it, though. Al busted up.”

“Well, it was Cory's bike. | think I can get it fixed, if we can have it
back.”

“Oops,” M. Sculley said. H's square grin faltered. “Tom | don’t think
can do that.”

“VWhy not? It is here, isnt it?”

“Yeah, it’s here. Was here, | nean.” M. Sculley notioned toward one of
the sheds. “1 took it in there just a few nminutes ago.”

“So we can get it and take it back, can’'t we?”

M. Sculley sucked on his lower lip, |ooked at me, and then back to Dad
“I don’t believe so, Tom” He pushed the handcart aside, next to the nmound of
dead bi kes, and he said, “Cone on and have a look.” W followed him He wal ked
with alinmp, as if his hip worked on a hinge instead of a ball-and-socket.

“See, here’'s the story,” he said. “Been nmeanin’ to get rid of those old
bi kes for over a year. Tryin' to clean the place up, ya see. Got to nmake room
for nore stuff comin’ in. So | said to Belle—that’s ny wife—+ said, ‘Belle,
when | pick up one nore bike I'’mgonna do it. Just one nore.”” He led us into
an open doorway, into the building s cool interior. Light bul bs hangi ng on
cords threw shadows between nore mounds of junk. Here and there | arger things
rose up fromthe gloomlike Martian machines and presented a glinpse of



nmysteri ous curves and edges. Somnet hi ng squeaked and skittered; whether mce or
bats, | don't know. The place sure |ooked |like a cavern, where |Injun Joe would
feel right at hone.

“Watch your step here,” M. Sculley cautioned us as we went through
anot her doorway. Then he stopped beside a big rectangul ar nachine with gears
and levers on it and he said, “This here crusher just ate your bike about
fifteen mnutes ago. It was the first one in.” He prodded a barrel full of
twi sted and crunpl ed netal pieces. Qther barrels were waiting to be filled.
“See, | can sell this as scrap netal. | was waitin’ for one nore bike to start
breakin’ "emup, and yours was the one.” He | ooked at me, the overhead bulb
shining on his rain-wet dome, and his eyes were not unkind. “Sorry, Cory. If
I"d known anybody was gonna cone claimit, |I'd have held on to it, but it was
dead.”

“Dead?” ny father asked.

“Sure. Everythin dies. It wears out and can't be fixed for |ove nor
nmoney. That’'s how the bi ke was. That’s how they all are by the tinme sonmebody
brings 'emhere, or sonmebody calls nme to come pick 'emup. You know your bike
was dead | ong before |I put it in that crusher, don't you, Cory?”

“Yes sir,” | said. “l1 do.”

“I't didn't suffer none,” M. Sculley told me, and | nodded

It seened to me that M. Sculley understood the very nucl eus of
exi stence, that he had kept his young eyes and young heart even though his
body had grown old. He saw straight through to the cosmc order of things, and
he knew that life is not held only in flesh and bone, but also in those
obj ects—a good, faithful pair of shoes; a reliable car; a pen that always
wor ks; a bike that has taken you many a mle—nto which we put our trust and
whi ch give us back the security and joy of nenories.

Here the ancient hearts of stone may chortle and say, “That's
ridiculous!” But let ne ask a question of them don't you ever w sh—even for
just a fleeting nonent—that you could have your first bi ke agai n? You renenber
what it |ooked like. You renenber. Did you name it Trigger, or Butterm |k, or
Fl icka, or Lightning? Wo took that bi ke away, and where did it go? Don't you
ever, ever wonder?

“Li ke to show you sonethin’, Cory,” M. Sculley said, and he touched ny
shoul der. “This way.”

My dad and | both followed him away fromthe bike-crushing machine into
anot her chanmber. A window with dirty glass let in alittle greenish light to
add to the overhead bulb's glare. In this roomwas M. Sculley s desk and a
filing cabinet. He opened a closet and reached up onto a high shelf. “I don't
show this to just anybody,” he told us, “but | figure you fellas nmght like to
see it.” He rummaged around, noving boxes, and then he said, “Found it,” and
hi s hand energed fromdark into |ight again.

He was hol ding a chunk of wood, its bark bl eached and dried nol | usks
still gripping its surface. Wat |ooked like a slimivory dagger, about five
i nches |1 ong, had been driven into the wood. M. Sculley held it up to the

light, his eyes sparkling behind his glasses. “See it? What do you make of
it?”

“No idea,” Dad said. | shook ny head, too.

“Look close.” He held the wood chunk with its enbedded ivory dagger in
front of ny face. | could see pits and scars on the ivory's surface, and its
edges were serrated like a fishing knife.

“It’s a tooth,” M. Sculley said. “Or a fang, nost likely.”

“A fang?” Dad frowned, his gaze junping back and forth between M.
Scul l ey and the wood chunk. “Mist’ve been a m ghty big snake!”

“No snake, Tom | cut this piece out of a log I found washed up al ong the
river when | was huntin’ bottles three sutmmers ago. See the shells? It nust be
froman old tree, probably laid on the bottomfor quite a while. |I figure that
last flood we had pulled it up fromthe nud.” He gingerly ran a gl oved finger
al ong the serrated edge. “1 do believe |I've got the only evidence there is.”

“You don’t mean..” Dad began, but | already knew.



“Yep. This here’s a fang fromthe mouth of O d Mdses.” He held it in
front of me once nore, but | drew back.

“Maybe his eyesight ain't so good anynore,” M. Sculley rmused. “Mybe he
went after that log thinkin' it was a big turtle. Maybe he was just mean that
day, and he snapped at everythin his snout bunped up against.” His finger
tapped the fang’s broken rim “Hate to think what this thing could do to a
human bein’. Wuldn't be pretty, would it?”

“Can | see that?” Dad asked, and M. Sculley let himhold it. M. Sculley
went to the wi ndow and peered out as Dad exam ned what he held, and after
anot her monent Dad said, “I swear, | believe you're right! It is a tooth!”

“Said it was,” M. Sculley rem nded him “I don’t lie.”

“You need to show this to sonebody! Sheriff Amory or Mayor Swope! Heck
t he governor needs to see it!”

“Swope’s already seen it,” M. Sculley said. “He's the one advised ne to
put it in ny closet and keep the door shut.”

“Why? Sonethin’ like this is front-page news!”

“Not accordin’ to Mayor Swope.” He turned away fromthe wi ndow, and |I saw
that his eyes had darkened. “At first Swope thought it was a fake. He had Doc
Parrish look at it, and Doc Parrish called Doc Lezander. Both of them agreed
it’s a fang fromsonme kind of reptile. Then we all had a sit-down talk in the
mayor’'s office, with the doors closed. Swope said he’d decided to put a lid on
the whole thing. Said it nmight be a fang or it mght be a fraud, but it wasn't
worth gettin’ fol ks upset over.” He took the pierced wood chunk back from ny
father’s hands. “I said, ‘Luther Swope, don’t you think people would want to
see real evidence that there’'s a nonster in the Tecunmseh River? And he | ooked
at me with that damm pipe in his nmouth and he says, ‘People already know it.
Evi dence woul d just scare 'em Anyway,’ Swope says, ‘if there’'s a nonster in
the river, it’s our nonster, and we don’t want to share it wi th nobody.’ And
that’s howit ended up.” M. Sculley offered it to me. “Want to touch it,
Cory? Just so you can say you di d?”

| did, with a tentative index finger. The fang was cool, as | imagi ned
t he muddy bottom of the river nust be.

M. Sculley put the piece of wood and the fang back up on the closet
shel f, and he cl osed the door. The rain was com ng down hard agai n outside,
bangi ng on the netal roof. “All this water pourin’ down,” M. Sculley said,
“must make A d Mdses nighty happy.”

“1 still think you ought to show sonebody else,” Dad told him *“Like
somebody from the newspaper in Birm ngham?”

“l would, Tom but maybe Swope’s got a point. Maybe A d Mdses is our
nmonster. Maybe if we |et everybody el se know about him they' d come try to
take himaway fromus. Catch himup in a net, put himin a big glass tank
somewhere |i ke an overgrown nudcat.” M. Sculley frowned and shook his head
“Nah, | wouldn’t want that to happen. Neither would the Lady, | reckon. She’'s
been feedin’ himon Good Friday for as long as | can renenber. This was the
first year he didn't like his food.”

“Didn’t like his food?” Dad asked. “Meanin what?”

“Didn’t you see the parade this year?” M. Sculley waited for Dad to say
no, and then he went on. “This was the first year O d Mses didn't give the
bridge a snmack with his tail, sane to say Thanks for the grub.’” It’s a quick
thing, it passes fast, but you get to know the sound of it when you ve heard
it so many years. This year it didn’t happen.”

| recalled how troubled the Lady | ooked when she left the gargoyle bridge
t hat day, and how the whol e processi on had been so sonber on the nmarch back to
Bruton. That nust have been because the Lady hadn’t heard O d Mdses smack the
bridge with his tail. But what did such a | ack of table manners nean?

“Hard to say what it nmeans,” M. Sculley said as if reading ny nmnd. “The
Lady didn't like it, that’s for sure.”

It was starting to get dark outside. Dad said we’d better be getting
hone, and he thanked M. Sculley for taking the tine to show us where the bike
had gone. “Wasn’t your fault,” Dad said as M. Sculley linmped in front of us



to show us the way out. “You were just doin’ your job.”

“Yep. Waitin' for one nore bike, | was. Like | said, that bike couldn't
have been fixed anyhow.”
| could ve told ny dad that. In fact, | did tell him but one sorry thing

about being a kid is that grown-ups listen to you with half an ear.
“Heard about the car in the lake,” M. Sculley said as we neared the
doorway. Hi s voice echoed in the cavernous room and | sensed ny father

tightening up. “Bad way for a man to die, without a Christian burial,” M.
Scul l ey continued. “Sheriff Anory got any clues?”
“None that | know of .” My father’s voice was a little shaky. | was sure

that he saw that sinking car and the body handcuffed to the wheel every tine
he lay down in bed and cl osed his eyes.
“Got nmy own ideas about who it was, and who killed him” M. Sculley

of fered. W reached the way out, but the rain was still falling hard onto the
mount ai ns of ol d dead things and the | ast of the sunlight had turned green
M. Sculley |ooked at ny father and | eaned agai nst the door frame. “It was

somebody who’' d crossed the Bl ayl ock clan. Mist’ve been a fella who wasn’t from
around here, 'cause everybody else in their right nmnd knows Wade, Bodean, and
Donny Bl ayl ock are neaner’n horny rattlers. They got stills hidden all up in

t he woods around here. And that daddy of theirs, Biggun, could teach the devil
some tricks. Yessir, the Blaylocks are the cause of that fella bein’ down at
the bottom of the | ake, and you can count on it.”

“l figure the sheriff thought of that already.”

“Probably did. Only trouble is, nobody knows where the Bl ayl ocks hide
out. They show up now and agai n, on sone errand of meanness, but trackin’
to their snakehole is another thing entirely.” M. Sculley |ooked out the
door. “Rain’s easin up sone. Reckon you don’t mnd gettin wet.”

We trudged through the nmud toward ny dad’s truck. | | ooked again at the
mound of bikes as we passed, and | saw sonmething | hadn’t noticed before:
honeysuckl e vines were growing in the mdst of the tangled netal, and the
little sweet white cups were sprouting am d the rust.

My father’s attention was snagged by sonething else that |ay over beyond
t he bi kes, something we had not seen on the way in. He stopped, staring at it,
and | stopped, too, and M. Sculley, |inping ahead, sensed our stopping and
turned around.

“l wondered where they brought it,” Dad said

“Yeah, gonna haul it off one of these days. Gotta make room for nore
stuff, y’ know. ”

You couldn’t tell much about it, really. It was just a rusted mass of
crunpl ed netal, but some of the metal still held the original black paint. The
wi ndshi el d was gone, the roof smashed flat. Part of the hood remained, though,
and on it was a ripple of painted flanes.

Thi s one had suffered.

Dad turned away fromit, and | followed himto the pickup. Real close,

m ght add.

“Come back anytime!” M. Sculley told us. The hound dogs bayed and Ms.
Scul l ey canme out on the porch, this time without her rifle, and Dad and
drove home al ong the haunted road.

em

6
A d Mses Cones to Cal

MOM HAD PICKED UP THE PHONE WHEN | T RANG PAST TEN o’ cl ock at ni ght about a
week after our visit to M. Sculley' s place.

“Tom ” she said, and her voice carried a frantic edge. “J.T. says the
dam s burst at Lake Hol man! They're callin’ everybody together at the
court house!”

“Ch, Lord!” Dad sprang up fromthe sofa, where he’d been watching the



news on television, and he slid his feet into his shoes. “It’|I|l be a flood for
sure! Cory!” he called. “Get your clothes on!”

| knew fromhis tone that 1'd better nove quick. | put aside the story |
was trying to wite about a black dragster with a ghost at the wheel and
fairly junped into ny jeans. Wen your parents get scared, your heart starts
poundi ng ninety nmiles a mnute. | had heard Dad use the word fl ood. The | ast
one had been when | was five, and it hadn’t done a whole | ot of danage except
stir up the swanmp snakes. | knew, though, frommy reading about Zephyr that in
1938 the river had flooded the streets to the depth of four feet, and in 1930
the spring flood had risen alnost to the rooftops of sone of the houses in
Bruton. So ny town had a history of being waterlogged, and with all the rain
we and the rest of the South had been getting since the beginning of April
there was no telling what night happen this year

The Tecunseh River fed out of Lake Hol man, which |ay about forty mles
north of us. So, being as it is that all rivers flowto the sea, we were in
for it.

| made sure Rebel would be all right in his dog run behind the house, and
then nmy mom dad, and |I jamed into the pickup truck and headed for the
courthouse, an old gothic structure that stood at the term nus of Merchants
Street. Most everybody' s lights were on; the nessage network was in ful
operation. It was just drizzling right now, but the water was up to the
pi ckup’ s wheel rinms because of the overl oaded drai npi pes and sonme people’s
baserments had already flooded. My friend Johnny Wl son and his fol ks had had
to go live with relatives in Union Town for that very reason

Cars and pickup trucks were filling up the courthouse’s parking lot. Of
in the distance, lightning streaked across the heavens and the low clouds lit
up. People were being herded into the courthouse’s main neeting room a |arge
chanmber with a nural painted on the ceiling that showed angels flying around
carrying bales of cotton; it was a hol dover fromwhen cotton crop auctions
used to be held here, twenty years ago, before the cotton gin and warehouse
were noved to fl oodproof Union Town. We found seats on one of the splintery
bl eachers, which was fortunate because the way other fol ks were com ng in,
there soon wasn’t going to be room enough to breathe. Sonebody had the good
sense to turn on the fans, but the hot air enmanating from people’ s nouths
seened i nexhaustible. Ms. Kattie Yarbrough, one of the biggest chatterboxes
in town, squeezed in next to Momand started jabbering excitedly while her
husband, who was al so a nil kman at G een Meadows, trapped ny father. | saw Ben
cone inwth M. and Ms. Sears, but they sat down across the roomfrom us
The Denon, whose hair |ooked as if it had just been conbed with grease,
entered trailing her nonstrous nother and spindly pop. They found pl aces near
us, and | shuddered when the Denmon caught ny repul sed gaze and grinned at ne.
Reverend Lovoy canme in with his famly, Sheriff Anory and his wife and
daughters entered, the Branlins cane in, and so did M. Parlowe, M. Dollar
Davy Ray and his folks, Mss Blue dass and Mss Geen d ass, and plenty nore
people | didn't know so well. The place got janmed.

“Quiet, everybody! Quiet!” M. Wnn Gllie, the assistant mayor, had
stepped up to the podi um where the cotton auctioneer used to stand, and behi nd
himat a table sat Mayor Luther Swope and Fire Chief Jack Marchette, who was
al so the head of Civil Defense. “Quiet!” M. Gllie hollered, the veins
standi ng out on his stringy neck. The tal king died down, and Mayor Swope st ood
up to speak. He was tall and slim about fifty years old, and he had a
| ong-j awed, somber face and gray hair conbed back froma w dow s peak. He was
al ways puffing on a briar pipe, like a |oconotive burning coal up a |ong,
steep haul, and he wore perfectly creased trousers and shirts with his
initials on the breast pocket. He had the air of a successful businessman,
whi ch he was: he owned both the Stagg Shop for Men and the Zephyr |ce House,
whi ch had been in his famly for years. His wife, Lana Jean, was sitting with
Dr. Curtis Parrish and the doctor’s wife, Brightie.

“Quess everybody’'s heard the bad news by now,” Mayor Swope began. He had
a mayorly appearance, but he spoke as if his mouth was full of oatneal nush.



“W ain't got a whole lot of tine, folks. Chief Marchette tells me the river’s
already at flood stage. Wen that water from Lake Hol man gets here, we're
gonna have us a real problem Could be the worst flood we’ve ever had. \Which
means Bruton' |l get swanped first, it bein’ closest to the river. Vandy, where
are you?” The mayor | ooked around, and M. Vandercanp Senior raised his
rickety hand. “M. Vandercanp is openin’ up the hardware store,” Mayor Swope
told us. “He's got shovels and sandbags we can use to start buildin’ our own
dam bet ween Bruton and the river, naybe we can hold the worst of the flood
back. Wi ch nmeans everybody’s gonna have to work: men, women, and children
too. |I've called Robbins Air Force Base, and they’'re sendin’ sone nmen to help
us. Folks are conmin’ over from Union Town, too. So everybody who can work
oughta get over to Bruton and be ready to nove sone dirt.”

“Hold on just one damm mi nute, Luther!”

The man who’ d spoken stood up. You couldn’t miss him | think a book
about a white whale was naned after him M. Dick Multry had a florid, puffed
face and wore his hair in a crew cut that resenbled a brown pincushion. He had
on a tent-sized T-shirt and blue jeans that mght’'ve fit ny dad, Chief
Marchette, and Mayor Swope all at the sane time. He lifted a bl ubbery arm and
aimed his finger at the mayor. “Wat you're tellin’ us to do, it seens to ne,
is to forget about our own hones! Yessir! Forget about our own homes and go to
work to save a bunch of niggers!”

This comrent was a crack in the comon clay. Sone hollered that M.
Moultry was wong, and sone hollered he was right.

“Di ck,” Mayor Swope said as he pushed his pipe into his nmouth, “you know
that if the river’s going to flood, it always starts in Bruton. That's the
low and. If we can hold it back there, we can-=

“So where are the Bruton people?” M. Multry asked, and his big square
head ratcheted to right and left. “1I don't see no dark faces in here! Wuere
are they? How come they ain't in here beggin us for hel p?”

“Because they never ask for help.” The mayor spouted a plunme of blue
snoke; the |l oconmptive' s engine was starting to stoke. “l guarantee you they're
out on the riverbank right now, tryin' to build a dam but they wouldn’t ask
for help if the water came up to their roofs. The Lady wouldn’t stand for it.
But they do need our help, Dick. Just like last tinme.”

“If they had any sense, they’'d nove out of there!” M. Multry insisted.
“Hell, I'"'msick and tired of that damm Lady, too! Wo does she think she is, a
damm queen?”

“Sit down, Dick,” Chief Marchette told him The fire chief was a
bi g-boned man with a chi sel ed face and piercing blue eyes. “There’s no tinme to
argue this thing.”

“The hell you say!” M. Multry had decided to be stubborn. H's face was
getting as red as a fireplug. “Let the Lady conme over here to white man’s | and
and ask us for help!” That brought a storm of assenting and dissenting shouts.
M. Multry's wife, Feather, stood up beside himand hollered, “Hell, yes!”
She had pl ati num bl ond hair and was nore anvil than feather. M. Multry
bel | owed over the noise, “lI ain't breakin' ny ass for no niggers!”

“But, Dick,” Mayor Swope said in a bew | dered way, “they’ re our niggers.”

The shouting and hol I ering went on, sone people saying it was the
Christian thing to keep Bruton from being flooded and ot hers sayi ng they hoped
the flood was a jindandy so it would wash Bruton away once and for all. M
fol ks kept quiet, as nost of the others did; this was a war of the |oudnouths.

Suddenly a qui et began to spread. It began fromthe back of the chanber,
where people were clustered around the doorway. Sonmebody | aughed, but the
| augh was choked of f al nost at once. A few people nunbl ed and nmuttered. And
then a man made his way into the chanber and you' d have thought the Red Sea
was parting as fol ks shrank back to give himroom

The man was sniling. He had a boyish face and |light brown hair cresting a
hi gh forehead.

“VWhat’s all this yelling about?” he asked. He had a Sout hern accent, but
you could tell he was an educated man. “Any probl em here, Mayor Swope?”



“Unh...no, Vernon. No problem 1Is there, D ck?”
M. Multry | ooked Iike he was about to spit and scow. Hs wife' s face

was red as a Christnas beet under her platinumlocks. | heard the Branlins
gi ggl e, but somebody hushed them up
“l hope there’'s no problem” Vernon said, still smling. “You know how

Daddy hates problens.”

“Sit down,” Mayor Swope told the Muultrys, and they did. Their asses
al nost busted the bl eacher.

“l sense sone...disunity here,” Vernon said. | felt a giggle about to
break frommy throat, but ny father grasped ny wist and squeezed so hard it
went away. Other people shifted uneasily in their seats, especially sone of
t he ol der wi dow wonren. “Mayor Swope, can | come up to the podi un®?”

“CGod save us,” ny father whispered, and Mom shivered with a silent |augh
beating at her ribs.

“Un...l...suppose so, Vernon. Sure. Cone on up.” Mayor Swope stepped back
pi pe smoke swirling around his head.

Ver non Thaxter stepped up to the podium and faced the assenbly. He was
very pale under the lights. Al of himwas pale.

He was stark naked. Not a stitch on him

H s doodad and balls hung out in full view He was a skinny thing,
probably because he wal ked so much. The soles of his feet nust’ve been as hard
as dried leather. Rain glistened on his white flesh and his hair was slick
with it. He |l ooked like a picture of a dark Hi ndu nystic 1’'d seen in one of ny
Nat i onal Geographi cs, though, of course, he was neither dark nor Hindu. I'd
have to say he was no mystic, either. Vernon Thaxter was downri ght,
ar ound- t he- bend- and-t hr ough-t he- woods crazy.

O course, wal king around town in his birthday suit was nothing new for
Vernon Thaxter. He did it all the tine, once the weather started warn ng up
You didn't see himvery much in |late autum or w nter, though. Wen he first
appeared in spring, it was always a start; by July nobody gave him a second
gl ance; by October the falling | eaves were nore interesting. Then it cane
spring again, and there was Vernon Thaxter with his private parts on public
di spl ay.

You nmi ght wonder why Sheriff Anory didn’t stand up right then and there
and haul Vernon off to jail for indecent exposure. The reason he did not was
because of Morwood Thaxter, Vernon's father. Morwood Thaxter owned the bank
He al so owned G een Meadows Dairy and the Zephyr Real Estate Company. Just
about every house in Zephyr was nortgaged t hrough Moorwood Thaxter’s bank. He
owned the land the Lyric theater stood on, and the |and where this courthouse
had been built. He owned every crack in Merchants Street. He owned t he shotgun
shacks of Bruton, and his own twenty-eight-room mansion at the hei ght of
Tenple Street. The fear of Morwood Thaxter, who was in his seventies and
rarely seen, was what kept Sheriff Anmory in his seat and had kept
forty-year-old Vernon naked on the streets of ny honmetown. It had been this
way as long as | renmenbered.

Momtold nme that Vernon used to be all right, but he’d witten a book and
gone to New York with it and a year |ater he was back honme wandering around
nude and nutty.

“CGentlemen and | adi es,” Vernon began. “And children, too, of course.” He
reached out his frail arnms and grasped the podiunis edges. “W have here a
very serious situation.”

“Mommal!l ” the Denmon suddenly squalled. “1 can see that feller’s di ngdo—=

A hand with hairy knuckl es cl anped over her mouth. | guess the el der
Thaxt er owned their house, too.

“A very serious situation,” Vernon repeated, oblivious to everything but
his own voice. “Daddy sent ne here with a nessage. He says he expects the
people of this town to show true brotherhood and Christian values in this tine
of trouble. M. Vandercanp Senior, sir?”

“Yes, Vernon?” the old man answer ed.

“WIIl you kindly keep a record of the nanmes of those abl e-bodi ed and

”



good-t hi nki ng men who borrow digging utensils fromyou for the purpose of
hel ping the residents of Bruton? My daddy woul d appreciate it.”

“Be glad to,” M. Vandercanp Senior said; he was rich, but not rich
enough to say no to Mborwood Thaxt er

“Thank you. That way mnmy daddy can have a list at hand when interest rates
go up, as they are bound to do in this unsettled age. My daddy has al ways felt
t hat those nen—and wonmen—who aren’t loath to work for their neighbors are
deserving of extra considerations.” He smled, gazing out at his audi ence.
“Anyone el se have anything to say?”

No one did. It's kind of difficult to talk to a naked man about anyt hi ng
but why he won’'t wear clothes, and nobody would dare bring up such a sensitive
subj ect.

“I think our mission is clear, then,” Vernon said. “Good luck to all.” He
t hanked Mayor Swope for letting himspeak, and then he stepped down fromthe
podi um and wal ked out of the chanber the way he’d conme. The Red Sea parted for
hi m agai n, and cl osed at his back.

For a minute or so everybody sat in silence; naybe we were waiting to
make sure Vernon Thaxter was out of earshot. Then sonmebody started | aughing
and sonebody el se picked it up, and the Denon started screamng wth | aughter
and jumpi ng up and down, but other people were hollering for the |aughers to
shut up and the whole place was like a nerry glinpse of hell. “Settle down!
Settl e down, everybody!” Mayor Swope was yelling, and Chief Marchette stood up
and bellowed Iike a foghorn for quiet.

“I1t’s dam bl ackmail!” M. Multry was on his feet again. “Nothin’ but
damm bl ackmail!” A few others agreed with him but Dad was one of the men who
stood up and told M. Multry to shut his nmouth and pay attention to the fire
chi ef.

This is howit got sorted out: Chief Marchette said that everybody who
wanted to work should get on over to Bruton, where the river flowed agai nst
the edge of town on its way to the gargoyle bridge, and he’'d have sone
vol unteers | oad the shovel s, pickaxes, and other stuff into a truck at M.
Vander canp’ s hardware store. The power of Mdorwood Thaxter was never nore
evi dent when Chief Marchette finished his instructions: everybody went to
Bruton, even M. Moultry.

Bruton’s narrow streets were already awash. Chickens flapped in the
wat er, and dogs were swinming. The rain had started falling hard again,
slammng on the tin roofs |ike rough nusic. Dark people were pulling their
bel ongi ngs out of the wood-frame houses and trying to get to hi gher ground.
The cars and trucks com ng over from Zephyr nade waves that rolled across
subnerged yards to crash foam agai nst the foundations. “This,” Dad said, “is
gonna be a bad one.”

On the wooded riverbank, nost of the residents of Bruton were already
| aboring in knee-deep water. A wall of mud was going up, but the river was
hungry. We left the pickup near a public basketball court at the Bruton
Recreation Center, where a |ot of other vehicles were parked, then we sl ogged
toward the river. Fog swirled over the rising water, and flashlight beans
crisscrossed in the night. Lightning flashed and t hunder booned. | heard the
urgent cries of people to work faster and harder. My nother’s hand gri pped
nm ne, and held on tightly while Dad went on ahead to join a group of Bruton
men. Soneone had backed a dump truck full of sand to the riverbank, and a

Bruton man pulled Dad up into it and they started filling little burlap bags
and tossing them down to other rain-soaked nmen. “Over here! Over here!”
sonmebody yelled. “It ain’t gonna hold!” someone el se shouted. Voices

crisscrossed and nerged |ike the flashlight beans. They were scared voices. |
was scared, too.

There is sonething about nature out of control that touches a prina
terror. W are used to believing that we’'re the masters of our domain, and
that God has given us this earth to rule over. We need this illusion like a
good night-light. The truth is nore fearsone: we are as frail as young trees
i n tornadoes, and our bel oved hones are one flood away fromdriftwood. W



plant our roots in trenbling earth, we live where nountains rose and fell and
prehistoric seas burned away in nmst. W and the towns we have built are not
permanent; the earth itself is a passing train. Wen you stand in nuddy water
that is rising toward your wai st and you hear peopl e shouting against the

dar kness and see their figures struggling to hold back the currents that will
not be denied, you realize the truth of it: we will not win, but we cannot
give up. No one on that di sappearing riverbank, there in the pouring rain,

t hought the Tecumseh was going to be turned aside. It had never been so.
Still, the work went on. The truck full of tools came fromthe hardware store
and M. Vandercanp Juni or had a clipboard where people signed their nanmes as
they accepted a shovel. Walls of nud and sandbags were built up, and the river
surged through the barricade like brown soup through a mouthful of weak teeth.
The water rose. My belt buckl e subnerged.

Li ght ni ng zi gzagged down fromthe heavens, followed by a crash of thunder
so |l oud you couldn’t hear the wormen scream “That hit somethin’ close!” said
Reverend Lovoy, who held a shovel and resenbled a nmud nman. “Lights are goin
out!” a black woman shouted a few seconds later, and indeed the power was
failing all over Bruton and Zephyr. | watched the lights flicker and di sappear
fromthe wi ndows. Then nmy honetown lay in darkness, and you couldn’t tell sky
fromwater. In the distance | saw what | ooked |like a candle glowing in the
wi ndow of a house about as far from Bruton as you could get and still be
wi t hi n Zephyr’s boundaries. As | watched, the |ight noved fromw ndow to
wi ndow. | realized | was | ooking at M. Morwood Thaxter’s nmansion up at the
hi gh point of Tenple Street.

| sensed it before | sawit.

A figure stood to ny left, watching nme. Wwoever it was wore a |l ong
raincoat, his hands in his pockets. The wind shrilled in off the thunderstorm
and noved the wet folds of the coat, and | al nost choked on ny heart because
renenbered the figure in the woods opposite Saxon’s Lake.

Then whoever it was started wadi ng past nmy nother and me toward the
| aborers. It was a tall figure—a man, | presuned—and he noved wi th purposeful
strength. Two flashlight beans seemed to fence in the air for a few seconds,
and the man in the raincoat wal ked into their conflict. The battling lights
did not reveal the man's face, but did reveal sonething else.

The man wore a drenched and dripping fedora. The band of that hat was
secured by a silver disc the size of a half-dollar, and a small decorative
feather stuck up fromit.

A feather, dark with wet, but a feather with a definite glint of green

Li ke the green feather 1'd found on the bottom of ny sneaker that
nor ni ng.

My mind raced. Mght there have been two green feathers in that hatband,
before the wi nd had pl ucked one out?

One of the beans, defeated, drew back. The other pranced away. The man
wal ked i n darkness.

“Mon?” | said. “MnP”

The figure was wadi ng away fromus, and had passed no nore than eight
feet fromme. He reached up with a white hand to hold the hat on his head.
“Mon?” | said again, and she finally heard me over the noise and answered,
“What is it?”

“1 think...1 think.” But | didn’t know what | thought. | couldn’t tell if
that was the person |'d seen across the road, or not.

The figure was nmoving off through the brown water, step after step

| pulled nmy hand free fromny nother’'s, and I went after him

“Cory!” she said. “Cory, take nmy hand!”

| heard, but | didn't listen. The water swirled around nme. | kept going.

“Cory!” Mom shout ed.

I had to see his face.

“Mster!” | called. It was too noisy, what with the rain and the river
and the working; he couldn’t hear. Even if he did, he wouldn’t turn around.
felt the Tecunseh’s currents pulling at ny shoes. | was sunken wai st-deep in



cold murk. The man was heading toward the riverbank, where ny dad was.
Fl ashl i ghts bobbed and weaved, and a shi mering reflection danced up and
struck the man’s right hand as he pulled it fromhis pocket.

Sonething netallic glinted in it.

Sonething with a sharp edge

My heart stuttered.

The man in the green-feathered hat was on his way to the riverbank for an
appointnent with ny father. It was an appoi ntnent, perhaps, that he’' d been
pl anni ng ever since Dad dove in after the sinking car. Wth all this
commotion, all this noise, and in all this watery dark, mght not the man in
the green-feathered hat find a chance to drive that blade into ny father’s
back? I couldn’t see ny dad; | couldn’t nake out anyone for sure, just
glistening figures straining against the inevitable.

He was stronger against the current than |I. He was pulling away from ne.
| lunged forward, fighting the river, and that was when ny feet slipped out
fromunder ne and | went down, the nuddy water closing over ny head. | reached
up, trying to grab sonething to hold on to. There was nothing solid, and
couldn’t get my feet planted. My mind screanmed that |'d never be able to draw
a breath again. | splashed and wal | owed, and then sonebody had gri pped ne and
was lifting me up as the nuddy water oozed fromny face and hair.

“lI"ve got you,” a man said. “You're all right.”

“Cory! What’'s wong with you, boy?” That was my nother’s voice, rising to
new hei ghts of terror. “Are you crazy?”

“l believe he stepped in a hole, Rebecca.” The man set nme down. | was
still standing in waist-deep water but at |east nmy feet were touching earth. |
wi ped clots of mud fromny eyes and | ooked up at Dr. Curtis Parrish, who wore
a gray raincoat and a rainhat. The hat had no band, therefore it had no silver
disc and no green feather. | turned around, |ooking for the figure |I'd been
trying to reach, but he had nerged with the other people nearer the river’s
edge. He and the knife he’d drawn from his pocket.

“Where’'s Dad?” | said, working up to another fever pitch. “l’ve gotta
find Dad!”

“Whoa, whoa, settle down.” Dr. Parrish took hold of ny shoulders. In one
hand he held a flashlight. “Tom s right over there.” He pointed the
flashlight’'s beamtoward a group of nuddied nen. The direction he indicated
was not the direction in which the nman with the green-feathered hat had gone.
But | saw ny father over there, working between a black man and M. Yarbrough
“See hin?”

“Yes sir.” Again | searched for the nysterious figure. Vani shed.

“Cory, don't you run away fromme like that!” Mm scol ded. “You scared ne
al nrost to death!” She took my hand again in a grip of iron

Dr. Parrish was a heavyset man, about forty-eight or forty-nine years
old, with a firm square jaw and a fl attened nose that rem nded everyone he'd
been a chanpi on boxer when he was a sergeant in the arnmy. Wth the sane hands
that had scooped ne fromthe hole at ny feet, Dr. Parrish had delivered ne
fromny nmother’s wonb. He had thick dark eyebrows over eyes the col or of
steel, and beneath his rainhat his dark brown hair was gray on the sides. Dr.
Parrish said to Mom “I heard from Chief Marchette a little while ago that
t hey’ ve opened up the school gym They're puttin’ in oil lanps and bringin in
some cots and bl ankets. Mst of the wonen and children are goin’ over there to
stay, since the water’s gettin’ so high.”

“I's that where we ought to go, then?”

“lI think it’d be the wise thing. There’s no use you and Cory standin’ out
here in this ness.” He pointed with the flashlight again, this time away from
the river and toward the swanpy basketball court where we’d parked. “They're
pi ckin’ up whoever wants to go to the shelter over that way. Probably be
another truck along in a few mnutes.”

“Dad won’t know where we are!” | protested, still thinking of the green
feather and the knife.

“1"1l let himknow Tomwould want you both in a safe place, and |’



tell you the truth, Rebecca: the way this is goin’, we'll be catchin’ catfish
in attics before nornin .”

We didn’'t need rmuch prodding. “Brightie s already over there,” Dr.
Parrish said. “You ought to go catch the next truck. Here, take this.” He gave
Mom the flashlight, and we turned away fromthe swollen Tecunseh and started
toward the basketball court. “Keep hold of nmy hand!” Mom cautioned as the
fl oodwat ers swept around us. | |ooked back, could see only the lights noving
in the darkness and glittering off the roiling water. “Watch your step!” Mm
said. Farther along the riverbank, past where ny father was working, voices
rose in a chorus of shouts. | did not know it then, but a frothy wave had just
swanped over the highest part of the earthen dam and the water churned and
foamed and nmen suddenly found thenselves up to their elbows in trouble as the
river burst through. A flashlight’'s beam caught a glinpse of brown-nottled
scal es in the nuddi ed foam and somebody hol | ered, “Snakes!” In the next
second, the nen were bowl ed over by the twisting currents, and M. Stell ko,
the Lyric’s manager, aged by ten years when he put his hand out to seize a
grip and felt a | og-sized, scaly shape noving past himin the turbul ence. M.
Stell ko was struck dunb and peed in his pants at the sane time, and when he
could find his voice to scream the nonstrous reptile was gone, follow ng the
flood into the streets of Bruton

“Hel p me! Sonebody help ne!”

We heard the voice of a woman from nearby, and Mom said, “Wit.”

Soneone carrying an oil |anp was splashing toward us. Rain hissed on the
| anp’ s hot gl ass and steaned away. “Please help ne!” the woman cri ed.

“VWhat is it?” Momturned the light onto the panic-stricken face of a

young bl ack woman. | didn’t know her, but Momsaid, “Nla Castile? Is that
you?”

“Yes ma’am it’s Nilal Wio' s that?”

“Rebecca Mackenson. | used to read books to your nother.”

This was before | was born, | presuned.

“I1t’s ny daddy, Mz Rebecca!” Nila Castile said. “I think his heart’s
gi ve out!”

“Where is he?”

“At the house! Over there!” She pointed into the darkness, water swirling
around her waist. | was about chest-deep by now. “He can't stand up!”

“All right, Nila. Settle down.” My nother, a framework of little terrors
with skin stretched over it, was amazingly cal mwhen someone el se needed
calmng. This, as | understood it, was part of being a grown-up. Wen it was
truly needed, ny nother could reveal sonething that was sorely lacking in
Granddaddy Jaybird: courage. “You |ead the way,” she said.

Water was rushing into the houses of Bruton. Nila Castile’s house, like
so many others, was a narrow gray shotgun shack. She led us in, the river
surgi ng around us, and she shouted in the first room “Gavin! |’'m back!”

Her light, and Momis light, too, fell on an old black man sitting in a
chair, the water up around his knees and newspapers and magazines swirling in
the current. He was clutching his hand to his wet shirt over his heart, his
ebony face seamed with pain and his eyes squeezed shut. Standing next to him
hol ding his other hand, was a little boy maybe seven or ei ght years ol d.

“Grandpap’s cryin’, Momma,” the little boy said.

“l know he is, Gavin. Daddy, |’ve brought sone help.” N la Castile set
the [anp down on a tabletop. “Can you hear ne, Daddy?”

“Chhhhh,” the old man groaned. “Hurtin’ mighty bad this tine.”

“W’re gonna hel p you stand up. Gonna get you out of here.”

“No, honey.” He shook his head. “Ad |egs...gone.”

“What’re we gonna do?” Nila |ooked at ny nother, and | saw the bright
tears in her eyes.

The river was shoving its way in. Thunder spoke outside and the |ightning
flared. If this had been a television show, it would ve been tine for a
commerci al .

But real life takes no pauses. “Weel barrow,” nmy nmother said. “Have you



got one?”

Nila said no, but that they’'d borrowed a nei ghbor’s wheel barrow before
and she thought it might be up on their back porch. Momsaid to me, “You stay
here,” and she gave nme the oil lanp. Now | was going to have to be courageous,
whether | liked it or not. Momand Nila left with the flashlight, and I stood
in the flooding front roomwith the little boy and the old nan.

“I"'mGvin Castile,” the little boy said.

“I"m Cory Mackenson,” | told him
Hard to be soci able when you' re hip-deep in brown water and the
flickering light doesn’t fill up the room

“This here’s ny grandpap, M. Booker Thornberry,” Gavin went on, his hand
| ocked with the old man’s. “He ain’t feelin good.”

“How conme you didn't get out when everybody el se did?”

“Because,” M. Thornberry said, rousing hinmself, “this is my home, boy.
My honme. | ain't scared of no damed river.”
“Everybody else is,” | said. Everybody with sense, is what | neant.

“Then everybody el se can go on and run.” M. Thornberry, whom | was
beginning to realize shared a stubborn streak with G anddaddy Jaybird, wi nced
as a fresh pain hit him He blinked slowy, his dark eyes staring at ne froma

bony face. “My Rubynelle passed on in this house. Right here. | ain't gonna
die in no white man’s hospital.”

“Do you want to die?” | asked him

He seemed to think about this. “Gonna die in ny own honme,” he answered.

“Water’'s gettin’ deep,” | said. “Everybody m ght get drowned.”

The old man scow ed. Then he turned his head and | ooked at the snall
bl ack hand he was cl ut chi ng.

“My grandpap took me to the novies!” Gavin said, attached to the thin
dark armas the water rose toward his throat. “W seen a Looney Tune!”

“Bugs Bunny,” the old man said. “W seen ol’ Bugs Bunny and that
stutterin’ fella |looks like a pig. Didn't we, boy?”

“Yes sir!” Gavin answered, and he grinned. “W gone go see anot her one
real soon, ain’'t we, G andpap?”

M. Thornberry didn't answer. Gavin didn't let go

| understood then what courage is all about. It is |oving soneone el se
nore than you | ove yourself.

My mother and Nila Castile returned, |ugging a wheel barrow. “Gonna put
you in this, Daddy,” Nila told him “W can push you to where Mz Rebecca says
they' re pickin’ up people in trucks.”

M. Thornberry took a | ong, deep breath, held it for a few seconds, and
then let it go. “Dam,” he whispered. “Damm old heart in a damm old fool.” His
voi ce cracked a little bit on that [ast word.

“Let us help you up,” Mm of fered.

He nodded. “All right,” he said. “It’s time to go, ain't it?”

They got himin the wheel barrow, but real soon Momand Nila realized that
even though M. Thornberry was a skinny thing, they were both going to have a
struggl e pushing himand keeping his head above water. | saw the predi canment:
out beyond the house on the underwater street, Gavin's head woul d be
subnmerged. A current might whisk himaway |ike a cornhusk. Who was going to
hol d hi m up?

“We’ll have to cone back for the boys,” Mm decided. “Cory, you take the
[ anp and you and Gavin stand up on that table.” The tabletop was awash, but it
woul d keep us above the flood. | did as Momtold ne, and Gavin pulled hinself
up, too. We stood together, me holding the lanp, a small pinewood island
beneath our feet. “All right,” Momsaid. “Cory, don't nmove fromthere. |If you
nmove, 1’11 give you a whippin you'll renenmber for the rest of your life.
Under st and?”

“Yes ma’ am”

“Gavin, we'll be back directly,” Nila Castile said. “W’ ve got to get
Grandpap to where people can help him Hear?”

“Yes ma’ am” Gavin answer ed.



“You boys mind your nothers.” M. Thornberry spoke up, his voice raspy
with pain. “1’Il whip both your butts if you don’t.”

“Yes sir,” we both said. | figured M. Thornberry had deci ded he want ed
to live.

Mom and Nila Castile began the | abor of pushing M. Thornberry in the
wheel barrow agai nst the brown water, each supporting one handl e and Mom
holding the light. They tilted the wheel barrow up as high as they could, and
M. Thornberry lifted his head up, the veins standing out in his scrawny neck
| heard ny nother grunt with the effort. But the wheel barrow was novi ng, and
they pushed it through the water that was swirling around the open doorway and
across the flooded porch. At the foot of the two cinderbl ock steps, the water
canme up to M. Thornberry’s neck and splashed into his face. They noved away,
the current at their backs hel pi ng them push the wheel barrow. | had never
t hought of ny nother as being physically strong before. | guess you never know
what a person can do until that person has to do it.

“Cory?” Gavin said after a minute or so

“Yeah, Gavin?”

“I cain"t swm” he said.

He was pressed up against ny side. He was starting to shiver now that he

didn’t have to be so brave for his grandpap. “That’'s okay,” | told him “You
won’t have to.”

| hoped.

We waited. Surely they'd be back soon. The water was | apping up over our
soggy shoes. | asked Gavin if he knew any songs, and he said he knew “On Top

of Ad Smoky,” which he began to sing in a high, quavering yet not unpl easant
voi ce.

Hi s singi ng—ore of a yodel, actually—-attracted sonmething that suddenly
cane paddling through the doorway, and | caught my breath at the noise and
swung the light onto it.

It was a brown dog, matted with nud. Its eyes gleamed wildly in the
light, its breathing harsh as it swam across the roomtoward us, through the
fl otsam of papers and other trash. “Cone on, boy!” | said. Whether it was a
boy or girl was incidental; the dog |ooked Iike it needed a perch. “Conme on!”
| gave Gavin the lanp, and the dog whi npered and yel ped as a sl ow wave slipped
t hrough the door and lifted the animal up and down again. Water snacked the
wal | s.

“Conme on, boy!” | |eaned down to get the struggling dog. | grasped its
front paws. It | ooked up into ny face, its pink tongue hangi ng out in the dank
yel low light, as a born-again Christian mght appeal to the Savior

| was lifting the dog out by its paws, and |I felt it shudder

Sonet hi ng went crunch.

As fast as that.

And then its head and shoul ders were coming out of the dark water and
suddenly there was no nore of the dog beyond the middle of its back, no

hi ndquarters, no tail, no hind | egs, nothing but a gaping hole that started
spilling a torrent of black bl ood and steani ng guts.

The dog made a little whining sound. That’s all. But its paws tw tched
and its eyes were on nme, and the agony | sawin themwll last in ny nind
forever.

| cried out—and what | said | will never know-and dropped the ness that
had once been a dog. It splashed in, went under, cane back up, and the paws
were still trying to paddle. |I heard Gavin shout sonething; wannawaterMars? it
sounded like. And then the water thrashed around the half of a carcass, the
entrails streaming behind it Iike a hideous tail, and | saw the skin of

somet hi ng break the surface.

It was covered w th di anond-shaped scal es the col ors of autumn | eaves:
pal e brown, shimrering purple, deep gold, and tawny russet. Al the shades of
the river were there, too, fromswrls of muddy ocher to noonlight pink. | saw
a forest of nussels |leeched to its flesh, gray canyons of scars and fishhooks
scarlet with rust. | saw a body as thick as an ancient oak twist slowy around



inthe water, taking its own sweet tine. | was transfixed by the spectacle,
even as Gavin wailed with terror. | knew what | was |ooking at, and though ny
heart pounded and | could hardly draw a breath, | thought it was as beautiful
as anything in God’s creation.

Then | recalled the jagged fang driven like a blade into the chunk of
wood at M. Sculley’'s. Beautiful or not, Od Mses had just torn a dog in
hal f.

He was still hungry. This happened so fast, nmy mind hardly had time to
see it: a pair of jaws opened, fangs glistened, and an old boot was in there
i rpal ed on one of themalong with a flopping silver fish. The jaws sucked the
remai ning half of the dog’s carcass in with a snarling rush of water and then
cl osed delicately, as one night savor a | enbnhead candy at the Lyric theater
| caught a quick glinpse of a narrow, pale green cat’s-eye the size of a
basebal |, shielded with a gelatinous film Then Gavin fell back off the table
into the water, and the | anp he was hol di ng hi ssed out.

| didn't think about being brave. | didn’t think about being scared.

| cain"t swim

That’'s what | thought about.

| jumped off the table to where Gavin had gone in. The water was heavy
with nmud, and up to ny shoul ders, which neant Gavin was nostrils-deep. He was
flailing and ki cking, and when | grabbed himaround the wai st he nust’ve

thought it was O d Mdses because he alnost jerked my arns off. | shouted,
“Gavin! Stop kickin'!” and | got his face up out of the water. *“Hunma hobba
humma, ” he was babbling, like a rain-soaked engine trying to fire its plugs.

| heard a noise behind me, in that dark and soggy room The noi se of
somet hing rising fromthe water

| turned around. Gavin yel ped and grabbed hold with both arns around ny
neck, all but throttling ne.

| saw the shape of O d Mdses—huge, horrible, and breathtaki ng—om ng up
fromthe water like a living swamp log. Its head was flat and triangular, |ike
a snake’'s, but | think it was not just a snake because it seemed to have two
small arms with spindly claws just bel ow what woul d have been the neck. |
heard what must have been its tail thwacking against a wall so hard the house
shook. Its head bunped the ceiling. Gavin's grip was making ny face balloon
wi th bl ood.

| knew without seeing that O d Mdses was |ooking at us, with eyes that
could spot a catfish through murky water at mdnight. | felt its appraisal of
us, like a cold knife blade pressed agai nst ny forehead. | hoped we didn’t
| ook nuch |i ke dogs.

O d Mses snelled Iike the river at noon: swanpy, steam ng, and pungent
with life. To say | respected that awesone beast would be quite an
understatenent. But right at that nonment | w shed | was anywhere el se on
earth, even in school. But | didn’t have nuch time for thinking, because Ad
Moses’ s snaky head began to descend toward us like the front end of a steam
shovel and | heard the hiss of its jaws opening. | backed up, hollering at
Gavin to let go, but he would not. If 1'd been him | wouldn't have let go,
either. The head cane at us, but just then | backed out of the front roominto
a narrow corridor—which | certainly didn't know was there—and O d Mses’s jaws
sl ammed agai nst the door frane on either side of us. This seemed to nake him
mad. He drew back and drove forward again, with the same result, except this
time the door frane splintered. Gavin was crying, making a whoop whoop whoop
sound, and a frothy wave from d d Mdses’s agitations splashed into ny face and
over my head. Something jabbed ny right shoul der, scaring a ripple up ny
spine. | reached for it, and found a broomfloating in the debris.

A d Mises made a noise like a | oconotive about to blowits gaskets. | saw
the awful shape of its head com ng at the corridor’s entrance, and | thought
of CGordon Scott’s Tarzan, spear in hand, fighting against a giant python.
pi cked up the broonstick, and when O d Mses hit the doorway again | jamed
that broomright down its gaping, dog-swallow ng throat.

You know what happens when you touch your finger to the back of your



throat, don’t you? Well, the sanme thing happens, evidently, to nonsters. dd
Moses made a gaggi ng noi se as loud as thunder in a barrel. The head drew back
and the broomwent with it, cornstraw bristles jamed in the gullet. Then, and
this is the only way | can describe it, Od Mses puked. | nmean it. | heard
the rush of liquid and gruesonme things flooding fromits nouth. Fish, sone
still flopping and sone |ong dead, went flying all around us along with
stinking crayfish, turtle shells, mussels, sliny stones, nud, and bones. The
snell was...well, you can imagine it. It was a hundred tinmes worse than when
the kid in school throws up his nmorning oatneal on the desk in front of you. |
dunked ny head underwater to get away fromit, and of course Gavin had to go,
too, whether he liked it or not. Underneath there, | thought that O d Mses
ought to be nore particul ar about what he scooped off the Tecunseh’s bottom

Currents thrashed around us. | came up again, and Gavin took a gasping
breath and yelled his head off. At that point | started yelling, too. “Help!”
| shouted. “Sonebody help us!”

A light speared through the front door, over the choppy water, and hit ne
in the face.

“Cory!” came the sound of judgnent. “l told you not to nove, didn't 17?”

“Cavin? Gavi n?”

“Lord God!” ny nother said. “What’'s that snell?”

The water was settling down. | realized A d Mdses was no | onger between
the two nmothers and their sons. Dead fish floated in a slinmy brown sludge on
the surface, but Momis attention was on ne. “l’mgonna tan your hide, Cory

Mackenson!” she shouted as she waded in with Nila Castile behind her

Then they wal ked right into the floating nonster disgorgenent, and from
the sound she nade | don’t believe nmy nother was thinking about whipping ne
anynor e.

Lucky nme.

7
A Summons fromthe Lady

NONE OF My FRI ENDS BELI EVED ME, OF COURSE.

Davy Ray Callan just |aughed and shook his head, and he said he coul dn't
have nade up a better story if he’'d tried. Ben Sears |ooked at me |like | had
seen one too many nonster novies at the Lyric. Johnny WIson thought about it
awhile, in that slow, deliberating way of his, and then he gave his opinion
“Nope. Didn't happen.”

“I't did!” | told themas we sat on the porch of my house in the shade
under a clear blue sky. “It really did, | swear it!”

“Ch yeah?” Davy Ray, the feisty one of our group and the one who was npst
likely to make up astounding tales, cocked his brown-haired head and stared at
me through pal e blue eyes that always held a hint of wild | aughter. “Then how
cone Od Mises didn't just eat you up? How conme a nonster ran froma kid with
a broon®”

“Because,” | answered, flustered and angry, “l1 didn’'t have ny
monster-killin ray gun with ne, that’s why! | don’t know But it happened,
and you can ask—~

“Cory,” ny nother said quietly fromthe doorway, “I think you' d better
stop tal kin’ about this now.”

So | did. And | understood what she nmeant. There was no use trying to
make anybody believe it. My mom herself couldn’'t quite grasp it, though Gavin
Castile had sputtered the whole story to his nother. M. Thornberry,
incidentally, was all right. He was alive and getting stronger day by day, and
| understand he wanted to get well so he could take Gavin to see nore Looney
Tunes.

My friends woul d have believed it, though, if they could ve snelled ny
cl othes before Momthrew themin the garbage. She threw her own tainted



cl othes away, too. Dad listened to the tale, and he nodded and sat there with
hi s hands fol ded before him bandages on his pal ns and fingers covering huge
blisters that had been rai sed by the shoveling.

“Well,” Dad said, “all | can say is, there're stranger things on this
earth than we can ever figure out if we had a hundred lifetines. | thank God
the both of you are all right, and that nobody drowned in the flood. Now
what’s for dinner?”

Two weeks passed. W left April and noved through the sunny days of May.
The Tecumseh River, having rem nded us who was boss, returned to its banks. A
quarter of the houses in Bruton weren’'t worth living in anynore, including
Nila Castile’s, so the sound of sawi ng and hamering in Bruton was al nost
around the clock. There was one benefit of the rain and the flood, though
under the sunshine, the earth exploded in flowers and Zephyr blazed wth
color. Lawns were deep eneral d, honeysuckle grew |like mad passion, and kudzu
bl anketed the hills. Sumer was al nost upon us.

| turned nmy attention to studying for final exams. Math was never ny
strongest subject, and I was going to have to nake a high grade so | wouldn’'t
have to go to—and the mere thought of this nade ne choke—sunmer school

In ny quiet hours, | did wonder how |I’'d managed to beat A d Mses away
with a bristle-brush broom | had been lucky in jaming it down the nonster’s
throat, that was for sure. But | figured it night have been sonething el se,
too. Od Mses, for all his size and fury, was |ike G anddaddy Jaybird; he
could holler a good ganme, but at the first sting he took off running. O
swi mm ng, as the case mght be. Od Mses was a coward. Maybe O d Mses had
gotten used to eating things that didn't fight back, like catfish and turtles
and scared dogs paddling for their lives. Wth that broomstick in his throat,
A d Moses night have figured there was easier prey where he cane from down at
the bottomof the river in that cool, nuddy banquet hall where nothing bites
back.

At least, that's nmy theory. | don’t ever want to have to test it again,

t hough.

| had a dream about the man in the |ong coat and the green-feathered hat.
| dreaned | was wading toward him and when | grasped his armhe turned his
face toward nme and it was a man with not human skin but di anond-shaped scal es
the col or of autumm | eaves. He had fangs |i ke daggers and bl ood dri ppi ng down
his chin, and | realized | had interrupted himin the process of eating a
smal | brown dog, the upper half of which he held struggling in his left hand.

It was not a pleasant dream

But maybe there was some truth in it. Sonewhere.

I was a wal ker in these days, bereft of two wheels to call ny own.
enj oyed wal king to and from school, but all nmy friends had bi kes and
definitely had lost a step or two of status. One afternoon | was pitching a
stick to Rebel and rolling around in the green grass with himwhen | heard a
cl ankety sound. | |ooked up, Rebel |ooked up, and there was a pickup truck
appr oachi ng our house.

| knew the truck. It was splotchy with rust and its suspensi on sagged,
and the noise it made caused dogs to bay in its wake. Rebel started barking,
and | had a time getting himaquiet. The truck had a netal frame thing bolted
in the bed fromwhich hung, clattering like asyluminmtes, a bew |l dering
array of tools, nost of which | ooked as antique and worthless as the truck. On
the driver’s door was stenciled, not very neatly, LIGHTFOOT' S FI X-1T.

The truck stopped in front of the house. Mirn came out on the porch
alerted by the clanor, but Dad wouldn’t be home from work for another hour or
so. The truck’s door opened, and a long, skinny black man wearing dusty gray
overalls got out, so slowy it seened that nmovenent m ght be painful for him
He wore a gray cap, and his dark skin was snoky with dust. He cane slowy
toward the porch, and I have to say that even if a bull had suddenly cone
chargi ng up behind him M. Marcus Lightfoot probably wouldn’t have hurried
hi s pace.

“CGood afternoon, M. Lightfoot,” Mdm said, her apron on. She had been



working in the kitchen, and she wi ped her hands on a paper towel. “How are
you?”

M. Lightfoot smled. Hs small, square teeth were very white, and gray
hair boiled up fromunder his cap. This is how he spoke, in a voice like a
slow |l eak froma cl ogged pi pe: “CGood af t er noon to you, t oo,
Mz Mackenson. Hey t here, Cory.”

Thi s was a good-paced conversational clip for M. Light-foot, who had
been a handyman in Zephyr and Bruton for nore than thirty years, picking up
the task fromhis father. M. Lightfoot was renowned for his skill with
appl i ances, and though he was slow as a toothache, he always got the job done
no matter how baffling the problem “Mghty fine.” He stopped, |ooking up at
t he blue sky. The seconds ticked past. Rebel barked, and |I put ny hand over
hi s nuzzle.

“Day,” M. Lightfoot decided.

“Yes, it is.” Momwaited for himto speak again, but M. Lightfoot just
stood there, this tinme | ooking at our house. He reached into one of his many
pockets, brought out a handful of penny nails, and clicked them around, as if
he were waiting, too. “Uh.” Momcleared her throat. “Can | help you with
anyt hin’ ?”

“Jus’ passin’,” he replied, slow as warm nol asses. “Wnderin’ i f
you” —and here he paused to study the nails in his hand for a few
seconds—ni ght need sonet hin’ fixed?”

“Well, no, not really. | can’t think of = She stopped, and her expression
told me she had thought of something. “The toaster. It went out on nme day
bef ore yesterday. | was gonna call you, but-—=

“Yes’' m I know.” M. Lightfoot nodded sagely. “Tine sure
does fly.”

He went back to the truck to get his tool box, an old netal fascination
filled with drawers and every kind of nut and bolt, it seemed, under the
wor kman’ s sun. He strapped on his tool belt, fromwhich hung several different
ki nds of hamrers, screwdrivers, and arcane-looki ng wenches. Mdm held the door
open for M. Lightfoot, and when he wal ked into the house she | ooked at nme and
shrugged, her statenment being: | don’t know why he’'s here, either. | left
Rebel the gnawed stick and went into the house, too, and in the cool of the
kitchen | drank a glass of iced tea and watched M. Lightfoot stare down the
t oaster.

“M. Lightfoot, would you care for sonmethin’ to drink?” Mm asked

“ ’\bne. ”
“l"ve got sone oatneal cookies.”
“Norre, t hank you kindly.” He took a clean white square of cloth

from anot her pocket and unfolded it. He draped the cloth over the seat of one
of the chairs to the kitchen table. Then he unplugged the toaster, set it on
the tabl e al ongside his tool box, and sat down on the white cloth. Al this had
been done at an underwater pace.

M. Lightfoot chose a screwdriver. He had the | ong, graceful fingers of a
surgeon, or an artist. Watching himwrk was a formof torture for the
pati ence, but no one can say he didn't know what he was doi ng. He opened the
toaster right up, and sat staring at the naked grills. “Uh-huh,” he said after
a |l ong nonment of silence. *“Unh-huh.”

“VWhat is it?” Mom peered over his shoulder. “Can it be fixed?”

“ See t here? Little ol’ red wire?” He tapped it with
the screwdriver’s edge. “Done cone a'l oose.”

“Is that all that’s wong? Just that little wire?”

“Yes'm that’'s.” He began to carefully rewind the wire around its
connection, and watching himdo this was |like a strange kind of hypnosis.
“All,” he finally finished. Then he put the toaster back together again,
plugged it in, pushed down the timer prongs, and we all saw the coils start to
redden. “Sonetimes,” M. Lightfoot said.

We waited. | think I could hear nmy hair grow ng.

“Just the.”



The world turned beneath us.
“Little things.” He began to refold the white cloth. W waited, but this
particular |ine of thought had either derailed or reached its dead end. M.

Li ghtf oot | ooked around the kitchen. “Anythin’ el se need
fixin ?”
“No, | think we’re in good shape now.”

M. Lightfoot nodded, but | could tell that he was searching for probl ens
like a bird dog sniffing game. He nade a slow circle of the kitchen, during
whi ch he delicately placed his hands on the icebox, the four-eyed stove, and
the sink’s faucet as if divining the health of the machinery through his

touch. Momand | | ooked at each other, puzzled; M. Lightfoot was certainly
acting peculiar.

“1 cebox ki nda stutterin’,” he said. “Want nme to t ake
a peek?”

“No, don’t bother with it,” Momtold him “M. Light-foot, are you
feelin all right today?”

“Surely, Mz Mackenson. Surely.” He opened a cupboard and listened to the
slight squeak of the hinges. A screwdriver was w thdrawn fromhis tool belt,
and he tightened the screws in both that cupboard door and the next one, too.
Mom cl eared her throat again, nervously this time, and she said, “Uh..M.

Li ghtfoot, how nmuch do | owe you for fixin the toaster?”

“1t’s,” he said. He tested the hinges of the kitchen door, and then he
went to ny nother’s M xMaster blender on the countertop and started exam ni ng
that. “Done paid,” he finished.

“Pai d? But...l don’t understand.” Mom had al ready reached up on a shelf
and brought down the mason jar full of dollar bills and change.
“Yes'm Paid.”

“But | haven’'t given you any nobney yet.”

M. Lightfoot's fingers dug into another pocket, and this tinme energed
with a white envel ope. He gave it to Mom and | saw that it had The Mackenson
Family witten across its front in blue ink. On the back, sealing it, was a
bl ob of white wax. “Well,” he said at last, “I ’spect " m done for.”
He picked up his tool box. “Today.”

“Today?” Mom asked.

“Yes’m You know.” M. Lightfoot now started | ooking at the |ight
fixtures, as if he longed to get into their electrical depths. “My nunber,” he
said. “Anythin’ needs fixin, you.” He smled at us. “Jus’ call.”

We saw M. Lightfoot off. He waved as he drove away in the clankety old
pi ckup, the tools jangling on their hooks and the nei ghborhood dogs goi ng
crazy. Momsaid, nostly to herself, “Tonmis not gonna believe this.” Then she
opened the envel ope, took a letter fromit, and read it. “Huh,” she said.
“Want to hear?”

“Yes ma’ am”

She read it to ne: “ ‘1'd be honored if you would cone to ny house at
seven o' clock this Friday evening. Please bring your son.” And | ook who it’'s
from” Mom handed the letter to me, and | saw the signature.

The Lady.

VWhen Dad got honme, Momtold himabout M. Lightfoot and showed hi mthe
letter al nost before he could get his milkman's cap off. “Wat do you think
she wants with us?” Dad asked.

“l don’t know, but | think she’s decided to pay M. Lightfoot to be our
per sonal handynan.”

Dad regarded the letter again. “She’s got nice handwitin, to be so old.
| woul d’ ve thought it’d be crinped up.” He chewed on his bottomlip, and just
watching himl could tell he was getting edgy. “You know, |’ve never seen the
Lady close up before. Seen her on the street, but.” He shook his head. “No.
don’'t believe | want to go.”

“What’re you sayin’ ?” Mom asked incredul ously. “The Lady wants us to cone
to her house!”

“l don’t care.” Dad gave her back the letter. “I’mnot goin .”



“Why, Ton?? G ve me one good reason.”

“Phillies are playin’ the Pirates on radio Friday night,” he said as he
retired to the confort of his easy chair. “That’s reason enough.”

“l don’t think so,” Momtold him setting her jaw

Here we cane to a rare fact of life: ny parents, though |I believe they
got al ong better than ninety-nine percent of the married couples in Zephyr,
did have their go-rounds. Just as no one person is perfect, no nmarriage of two

i nperfects is going to be without a scrape of friction here and there. | have
seen ny father blow his top over a missing sock when in fact he was nad he
didn’'t get a raise at the dairy. | have seen ny usually placid nother steam

wi th anger over a nuddy bootmark on the clean floor when in fact the root of
her discontent lay in a rude remark froma neighbor. So, in this tangled web
of civilities and rage riots that we know as life, such things will happen as
now began to take shape in ny parents’ house.

“It’s because she’'s colored, isn't it?” Momthrew the first punch
“That’s the real reason.”

“No, it’s not.”

“You're as bad as your daddy about that. | swear, Tom—=

“Hush!” he hollered. Even | staggered. The commrent about G anddaddy
Jaybird, who was to racismas crabgrass is to weeds, had been a very | ow bl ow
Dad did not hate colored people, and this | knew for sure, but please renmenber
that Dad had been raised by a nman who sal uted the Confederate flag every
nmorni ng of his life and who considered black skin to be the mark of the devil.
It was a terrible burden nmy father was carrying, because he | oved G anddaddy
Jaybird but he believed in his heart, as he taught me to believe, that hating
any other man—for any reason—was a sin against God. So this next statenent of
his had nore to do with pride than anything else: “And |’mnot takin charity
fromthat woman, either!”

“Cory,” Momsaid, “lI believe you have sonme math homework to do?”
I went to nmy room but that didn’t nean | couldn’t hear them
They weren't really loud, just intense. | suspected this had been brew ng

awhile, and canme froma lot of different places: the car in the | ake, the
wasps at Easter, the fact that Dad couldn’'t afford to buy nme a new bi ke, the
dangers of the flood. Listening to Dad tell Momthat she couldn’t put a rope
around his neck and drag himinto the Lady’'s house, | got the feeling that it
all boiled down to this: the Lady scared him

“No way!” he said. “I'"mnot goin to see sonebody who fools with bones
and ol d dead animals and—= He stopped, and | figured he'd realized he was
descri bi ng Granddaddy Jaybird. “1’mjust not,” he finished on a | ane note.

Mom had deci ded she had run this horse to death. |I could hear it in her
sigh. “1"d like to go find out what she has to say. Is that all right with
you?”

Silence. Then, in a quiet voice: “Yeah, it's all right.”

“I"d like to take Cory, too.”

This started another flare-up. “Wy? You want himto see the skel etons
hangin’ in that woman’s cl oset? Rebecca, | don’t know what she wants and
don’t care! But that wonan plays with conjure dolls and black cats and God
knows what all! | don't think it’s right to take Cory into her house!”

“She asks, right here in the letter, that we bring Cory. See?”

“l see it. And | don't understand it, either, but I'mtellin’ you: the
Lady is not to be messed with. You renenber Burk Hatcher? Used to be assi stant
foreman at the dairy back in ‘fifty-eight?”

“Yes.”

“Burk Hatcher used to chew tobacco. Chewed gobs of it, and he was al ways
spittin'. Got to be a bad habit he hardly even knew he had, and—don’t you dare
tell anybody this—but a couple of tines he forgot hinself and spat right in a
mlk vat.”

“Ch, Toml You don't nean it!”

“Right as rain, | do. Now, Burk Hatcher was wal kin” down Merchants Street
one day, had just got his hair cut at M. Dollars’s—and he had a full, thick



head of hair he could hardly pull a conmb through—and he forgot hinself and
spat on the sidewal k. Only the tobacco wattle never hit the sidewal k, 'cause
it got on the Moon Man's shoes. Smack dab all over 'em Wasn't on purpose, as
| understand it. The Mbon Man was just wal kin’ past. Well, Burk had a weird
sense of hunor, and this thing struck himas funny. He started | aughin’, right
there in the Moon Man's face. And you know what ?”

“What ?” Mom asked.

“A week later Burk’s hair started to fall out.”

“Ch, | don’t believe it!”

“It’s true!” The adanmance of my father’s voice indicated that he, at
| east, believed it. “Wthin one nonth after Burk Hatcher spat tobacco juice on
t he Moon Man’s shoes, he was balder’n a cue ball! He started wearin' a w g!
Yes ma’ am he did! He al nost went crazy because of it!” | could inmagi ne ny
father leaning forward in his chair, his face so grimny nother was having to
struggle to keep fromlaughing. “If you don’t think the Lady had sonethin’ to
do with that, you re crazy!”

“Tom | swear | never knew you put so nuch faith in the occult.”

“Faith, smaith! | saw Burk’s bald head! Heck, | can tell you a |lot of
things 1’'ve heard about that woman! Like frogs junpin' out of people’'s throats
and snakes in the soup bow and...uh-uh, no! I'mnot settin’ foot in that
house!”

“But what if she gets mad at us if we don’t go there?” Mm asked.

The questi on hung.

“Mghtn’'t she put a spell on us if | don't take Cory to see her?”

| could tell Momwas jiving my dad a little, fromher tone of voice.
Still, Dad didn't answer and he was probably nulling over the potential
di sasters of snubbing the Lady.

“l1 think I'd better go and take Cory, too,” Momwent on. “To show that we
respect her. Anyway, aren’'t you the least bit curious why she wants to see
us?”

“Nol "

“Not the tiniest |east bit?”

“Lord,” Dad said after another bout of thinking. “You could argue the
warts off a toad. And the Lady’'s probably got bottles full of those, too, to
go along with her numy dust and bat w ngs!”

The result of all this was that on Friday evening, as the sun began to
slide down across the darkening earth and a cool wi nd blew through the streets
of Zephyr, nmy nother and | got in the pickup truck and | eft our house. Dad
stayed behind, his radio tuned to the baseball gane he’'d been awaiting, but I
believe he was with us in spirit. He just didn't want to nmake a nistake and
of fend the Lady, in nmanner or speech. | have to say | was no solid rock
nmysel f; under my white shirt and the clip-on tie Mom had made nme wear, ny
nerves were frazzling mghty fast.

Wirk was still going on in Bruton, the dark people sawi ng and hameri ng
t heir houses back together. W passed through Bruton’s business center, a
little area with a barbershop, grocery store, shoe and clothing store, and
ot her establishnents run by the | ocals. Momturned us onto Jessanyn Street,
and at the end of that street she stopped in front of a house from which
lights gl owed t hrough every w ndow.

The smal |l frame house, as |’ve already nentioned, was painted in a bl aze
of orange, purple, red, and yellow. A garage was set off to the side, where
figured the rhinestone-covered Pontiac was stored. The yard was neatly
trimmed, and a sidewalk led fromthe curb to the porch steps. The house
appeared neither scary nor the residence of royalty; it was just a house and,
except for its coat of nmany colors, very nmuch |ike every other house on the
street.

Still, | balked when Mom came around and opened ny door

“Come on,” she said. Her voice had tightened, though her nervousness
didn’t show in her face. She was wearing one of her best Sunday dresses, and
her nice Sunday shoes. “It’s al nost seven.”



Seven, | thought. Wasn't that supposed to be a voodoo numnber? “Maybe Dad
was right,” | told her. “Maybe we ought not to do this.”

“I't’s all right. Look at all the lights on.”

If this was supposed to make nme feel at ease, it didn't work.

“There’s nothin’ to be afraid of,” Momsaid. This, froma wonan who
fretted that the gray insulation they' d recently sprayed above the ceiling of
the el ementary school m ght be bad for your breathing.

Sonehow | got up the porch steps to the door. The porch |Iight was painted
yellow, to keep bugs away. |’'d inmagined the door’s knocker m ght be a skul
and crossbones. It was, instead, a little silver hand. Mom said, “Here goes,”
and she rapped on the door

We heard muffled tal king and footsteps. It occurred to me that our tine
to flee was running out. Mom put her armaround nme, and | thought | could fee
her pul se beating. Then the door’s knob turned, the door opened, and the
Lady’ s house offered entry. A tall, broad-shoul dered bl ack man wearing a dark
blue suit, a white shirt, and a tie filled up the doorway. To ne he | ooked as
tall and burly as a black oak. He had hands that |ooked as if they could crush
bowling balls. Part of his nose appeared to have been sliced off with a razor
H s eyebrows merged together, thick as a werewolf’s pelt.

In seven nystic words: he scared the crap out of ne.

“Uh..” Mom began, and faltered. “Uh..

“Come right in, Mz Mackenson.” He sniled. Wth that smle his face
becanme | ess fearsone and nore wel cone. But his voice was as deep as a
kettledrumand it vibrated in my bones. He stepped aside, and Mom grasped ny
hand and pulled ne across the threshold.

The door cl osed at our backs.

A young worman wi th skin the hue of chocolate mlk was there to greet us.
She had a heart-shaped face and tawny eyes, and she took ny nother’s hand and
said with a snmile, “I'"mAnelia Damaronde, and |'m so verra pl eased to neet
you.” She had bangle bracelets covering her forearns and five gold pins up the
edges of each of her ears.

“Thank you. This is ny son, Cory.”

“Ch, this is the young man!” Anelia Damaronde turned her attention to ne.
She had an electricity about her that made nme feel as if the air between us
was charged. “A pleasure to nmeet you, too. This is ny husband, Charles.” The
big man nodded at us. Anelia stood about up to his arnpits. “W take care of
things for the Lady,” Anelia said.

“l see.” Momwas still holding on to my hand, while |I was busy | ooking
around. The mind is a strange thing, isn't it? The m nd concocts spi derwebs
where there are no spiders, and darkness where the lights are bright. The
living roomof the Lady’s house was no tenple to the devil, no repository of
bl ack cats and bubbling cauldrons. It was just a roomwth chairs, a sofa, a
little table on which knickknacks rested, and there were shelves w th books
and franed, vividly colored paintings on the walls. One of the paintings
caught ne: it showed the face of a bearded black man, his eyes closed in
either suffering or ecstasy, and on his head was a crown of thorns.

| had never seen a bl ack Jesus before, and this sight both knocked me for
a | oop and opened up a space in my mind that 1'd never known needed |ight.

The Moon Man suddenly wal ked through a hallway into the room Seeing him
so cl ose caused a start for both ny nother and nme. The Moon Man wore a |ight
blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up, a pair of black trousers, and
suspenders. Toni ght he had only one wistwatch on, and the white rimof a
T-shirt showed instead of his chain and huge gilded crucifix. He wasn't
wearing his top hat; the splotchy division of pale yellow and ebony flesh
continued up his high forehead and ended in a cap of white wool. The white
beard on his chin was pointed, and curled slightly upward. H's dark
wri nkl e- edged eyes rested on first ny nother and then ne, and he sniled
faintly and nodded. He lifted a thin finger and notioned us into the hallway.

It was time to neet the Lady.

“She’s not been feelin” well,” Arelia told us. “Dr. Parrish’s been



loadin’ her up with vitamns.”

“I't’s not anythin’ serious, is it?” Mm asked.

“The rain got in her lungs. She doesn't get along so good in danp
weat her, but she’'s doin’ better now that the sun’s been out.”

We cane to a door. The Mboon Man opened it, his shoulders frail and
stooped. | snelled dusty violets.

Amrelia peered in first. “Ma’ anf? Your callers are here.”

Sheets rustled within the room “Please,” said the shaky voice of an old
woman, “send themin.”

My nmot her took a breath and wal ked into the room | had to foll ow,
because she gripped ny hand. The Mbon Man stayed outside, and Anelia said, “If
you need anythin’, just call,” before she gently cl osed the door

And there she was.

She lay in a bed with a white nmetal frane, her back supported by a
brocaded pillow, and the top sheet pulled up over her chest. The walls of her
bedroom were painted with green fronds and foliage, and but for the polite
drone of a box fan, we m ght have been standing in an equatorial jungle. An
electric lanp burned on the bedside table, where magazi nes and books were
stacked, and within her reach was a pair of wire-ri med gl asses.

The Lady just stared at us for a nonment, and we at her. She was al npst
bl ui sh-bl ack agai nst the white bed, and not an inch of her face | ooked
unw i nkl ed. She rem nded ne of one of those apple dolls whose faces shrivel up
in the hard noonday sun. | had seen handfuls of fresh snow scraped off the Ice
House’ s pipes; the Lady's soft cloud of hair was whiter. She was wearing a
bl ue gown, the straps up around her bony shoul ders, and her coll arbone jutted
in such clear relief against her skin that it appeared painful. So, too, did
her cheekbones; they seened sharp enough to slice a peach. To tell the truth,

t hough, except for one feature the Lady woul dn’t have | ooked |ike nmuch but an
ancient, reed-thin black woman whose head trenbled with a little palsy.

But her eyes were green.

| don’t nean any old green. | nean the color of pale eneralds, the kind
of jewels Tarzan m ght have been searching for in one of the lost cities of
Africa. They were lum nous, full of trapped and burning light, and | ooking
into themyou felt as if your secret self mght be jinmed open |ike a sardine
can and sonething stolen fromyou. And you might not even nmind it, either; you
mght want it to be so. | had never seen eyes |like that before, and | never
have since. They scared ne, but | could not turn away because their beauty was
like that of a fierce wild animal who must be carefully watched at all tines.

The Lady blinked, and a smle wi nnowed up over her winkled nouth. If she
didn’t have her own teeth, they were good fakes. “Don’t you both | ook nice,”
she said in her palsied voice.

“Thank you, nma’am” Mm managed to answer.

“Your husband didn’t want to cone.”

“Unh...no, he’s...Iistenin’ to the baseball game on the radio.”

“Was that his excuse, Mz Mackenson?” She lifted her white brows.

“l...don’t know what you mean.”

“Some people,” the Lady said, “are scared of me. Can you beat that?
Scared of an old worman in her one hundred and sixth year! And me layin here
can’t even keep no supper down! You |ove your husband, Mz Mackenson?”

“Yes, | do. Very much.”

“That’ s good. Love strong and true can get you through a | ot of dookey.
And I’mhere to tell you, honey, you got to wal k through many fields of dookey
to get to be ny age.” Those green, wonderful, and frightening eyes in that
wri nkl ed ebony face turned full blaze on nme. “Hello, young nman,” she said.
“You hel p your nomma do chores?”

“Yes'm” It was a whisper. My throat felt parched.

“You dry the dishes? Keep your room neat? You sweep the front porch?”

“Yes'm”

“That’s fine. But | bet you never had call to use a broomlike you used
one at Nila Castile’ s house, did you?”



| swall owed hard. Now | and mny not her knew what this was about.

The Lady grinned. “I wish I’'d been there. | swanee | do!”

“Did Nila Castile tell you?” Mm asked.

“She did. | had a long talk with little Gavin, too.” Her eyes stayed
fixed on ne. “You saved Gavin's life, young nman. You know what that neans to

me?” | shook ny head. “Nila’s mother, God keep her, was a good friend of mine
I kind of adopted Nila. | always thought of Gavin as a great-grandchild. Gavin
has a good |ife ahead of him You made sure he'll get there.”

“l was just..keepin fromgettin eaten up nyself,” | said.

She chuckled; it was a gaspy sound. “Run himoff with a broonstick! Lawd,
Lawd! He thought he was such a nmean ole thing, thought he could swimright up
out of that river and snatch hima feast! But you gave hima nouthful, didn't
you?”

“He ate a dog,” | told her

“Yeah, he would,” the Lady said, and her chuckling died down. Her thin
fingers intertwi ned over her stomach. She | ooked at ny nother. “You did a
ki ndness for Nila and her daddy. That's why whenever you need sonethin’ fixed,
you call M. Lightfoot and it’s done. Your boy saved Gavin's life. That’'s why
| want to give himsomethin', if | have your permt.”

“It’'s not necessary.”

“Ain’t nothin necessary,” the Lady said, and she showed a little flare
of irritation that nmade nme think she woul d’ ve been plenty tough when she was
young. “That’s why |I'’mgone do it.”

“Al'l right,” Mom said, thoroughly cowed.

“Young man?” The Lady’s gaze noved to ne again. “Wat would you like?”

| thought about it. “Anything?” | asked.

“Wthin reason,” Mom prodded.

“Anythin’ ,” the Lady said.

| thought some nore, but the decision wasn't very difficult. “A bike. A
new bi ke that’s never bel onged to anybody before.”

“A new bicycle.” She nodded. “One with a lanp on it?”

”

“Yes’m”

“Want a horn?”

“That’ d be fine,” | said.

“Want it to be a fast one? Faster’n a cat up a tree?”

“Yes'm” | was getting excited now. “I sure do!”

“Then you'll have it! Soon as | can get ny old self up fromhere.”

“That’s awfully nice of you,” Momsaid. “W sure appreciate it. But
Cory’'s father and | can go pick up a bike fromthe store, if that' s—=

“Wn't cone froma store,” the Lady interrupted.

“Pardon?” Mom asked.

“Wn’'t cone froma store.” She paused, to make sure ny nother understood.
“St ore-bought’s not good enough. Not special enough. Young man, you want a
real special bicycle, don't you?”

“l..guess I'Il take what | can get, na’am”

At this, she |laughed again. “Wll, you're a little gentleman! Yessir, M.
Lightfoot and | are gone put our heads together and see what we can cone up
with. Does that suit you?”

| said it did, but in truth I didn't quite understand how this was goi ng
to bring ne a brand-new bicycle.

“Step closer,” the Lady told me. “Cone around here real close.”

Momlet ne go. | walked to the side of the bed, and those green eyes were
right there in front of ne like spirit |anps.

“What do you like to do besides ride a bicycle?”

“I like to play baseball. | like toread. | like to wite stories.”

“Wite stories?” Her eyebrows went up again. “Lawd, Lawd! W gots us a
witer here?”

“Cory’s always |iked books,” Momoffered. “He wites little stories about
cowboys, and detectives, and—=-

“Monsters,” | said. “Sometines.”



“Monsters,” the Lady repeated. “You gone wite about O d Mses?”

“l mght.”

“You gone wite a book soneday? Maybe about this town and everybody in
it?”

| shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Look at ne,” she said. | did. “Deep,” she said.

| did.

And then sonething strange happened. She began to speak, and as she
spoke, the air seemed to shinmer between us with a pearly iridescence. Her

eyes had captured nmine; | could not |ook away. “1’ve been called a nonster,”
the Lady said. “Been called worse than a nonster. | saw ny noma kil led when |
wasn't rmuch ol der than you. Wonman jeal ous of her gift killed her. | swore |

was gone find that woman. She wore a red dress, and she carried a nonkey on
her shoul der that told her things. Wnan's nane was LaRouge. Took ne all ny
life to find her. I’ve been to Lepersville, and |I've rowed a boat through the
fl ooded mansions.” Her face, through that shimering haze, had begun to shed
its winkles. She was getting younger as | stared at her. “1’ve seen the dead
wal kin”, and ny best friend had scales and crawl ed on her belly.” Her face was
younger still. Its beauty began to scorch ny face. “1’ve seen the masknaker
|"ve spat in Satan’s eye, and |’'ve danced in the halls of the Dark Society.”
She was a girl with long black hair, her cheekbones hi gh and proud, her chin
sharp, her eyes fearsone with nenories. “lI have lived,” she said in her clear
strong voice, “a hundred lifetinmes, and |’m not dead yet. Can you see ne,
young nman?”

“Yes'm” | answered, and | heard nyself as if froma vast distance. “I
can.”

The spell broke, quick as a heartbeat. One second | was |ooking at a
beautiful young wonman, and the next there was the Lady as she really was, one
hundred and six years old. Her eyes had cooled some, but | felt feverish.

“Maybe soneday you'll wite ny life story,” the Lady told me. It sounded
nore |ike a command than a conment. “Now, why don’'t you go on out and visit
with Anrelia and Charles while | talk to your nomma?”

| said |l would. My |l egs were rubbery as | wal ked past Momto the door
Sweat had crept around ny collar. At the door, a thought hit me and | turned
back to the bed. “’Scuse nme, nma’an?” | ventured. “Do you...like...have anythin
that would help me pass math? | mean like a magic drink or sonethin’ ?”

“Cory!” Mom scol ded ne.

But the Lady just smled. She said, “Young man, | do. You tell Anelia to
get you a drink of Potion Nunber Ten. Then you go home and you study hard,
harder’ n you ever did before. So hard you can do them’rithmatics in your
sleep.” She lifted a finger. “That ought to do the trick.”

| left the roomand cl osed the door behind ne, eager for nagic.

“Potion Nunber Ten?” Mom asked.

“Aass of mlk with sone nutneg flavorin' in it,” the Lady said. “Anelia
and ne got a whole list of potions worked out for folks who need a little
extra courage or confidence or what have you.”

“I's that how all your magic’'s done?”

“Most all. You just give folks a key, and they can rightly open their own
| ocks.” The Lady’'s head cocked to one side. “But there's other kinds of nagic,
too. That’s why | need to talk to you.”

My nmot her was silent, not understandi ng what was about to cone.

“Been dreamin’,” the Lady said. “Been dream n’ asleep and awake. Things
aint right here no nore. Things are tore up on the other side, too.”

“The ot her side?”

“Where the dead go,” she said. “Across the river. Not the Tecunseh. The
broad, dark river where |I’m gonna be goin’ before too much I onger. Then 1’1
| ook back and laugh and 1'll say, ‘So that’s what it’s all about!’”

Mom shook her head, unconprehendi ng.

“Things are tore up,” the Lady went on. “In the land of the livin  and
the world of the dead. | knew somethin’ was w ong when Danbal | ah denied his



food. Jenna Vel vadi ne told me what happened at your church Easter nornin’
That was the spirit world at work, too.”

“I't was wasps,” Mm said.

“To you, wasps. To me, a nessage. Sonebody’s in terrible pain on the
ot her side.”

“l don t—=
“Understand,” the Lady finished for her. “I know you don't. Sonetines I
don’t either. But | know the | anguage of pain, Mz Mackenson. | grew up

speakin’ it.” The Lady reached over to her bedside table, opened a drawer, and
took out a piece of |ined notebook paper. She gave it to ny nother. “You
recogni ze this?”

Mom stared at it. On the paper was the pencil sketch of a head: a skull,
it |ooked to be, with wings swept back fromits tenples.

“In ny dream| see a man with that tattoo on his shoulder. | see a pair
of hands, and in one hand there’'s a billy club wapped up with black tape—we
call it a crackerknocker—and in the other there’s a wire. | can hear voices,

but I can’'t tell what’'s bein’ said. Somebody’'s yellin', and there's nusic
bein’ played real |oud.”

“Musi c?” Momwas cold inside; she had recognized the wi nged skull from
what Dad had told her about the corpse in the car

“Either a record,” the Lady said, “or sonebody’s beatin’ hell out of a
piano. | told Charles. He recalled me a story | read in the Journal back in
March. Your husband was the one who saw a dead man go down in Saxon’s Lake,
aint that right?”

“Yes.”

“Mght this have anythin’ to do with it?”

Mom t ook a deep breath, held it, and then let it out. “Yes,” she said.

“l thought so. Your husband sleepin all right?”

“No. He...has bad dreans. About the |ake, and...the man in it.”

“Tryin’ to reach your husband,” the Lady said. “Tryin’ to get his
attention. I'mjust pickin’ up the nessage, like a party line on a tel ephone.”

“Message?” Mom asked. “What nessage?”

“l don’t know,” the Lady admitted, “but that kind of pain can sure ’'nuff
drive a man out of his mnd.”

Tears began to blur ny mother’s vision. “l..can't...I don’t..! She
faltered, and a tear streaked down her left cheek Iike quicksilver.

“You show himthat picture. Tell himto come see ne if he wants to talk
about it. Tell himhe knows where | live.”

“He won't cone. He's afraid of you.”

“You tell him” the Lady said, “this thing could tear himto pieces if he
don't set it right. You tell himl could be the best friend he ever had.”

Mom nodded. She fol ded the notebook paper into a square and cl enched it
in her hand.

“W pe your eyes,” the Lady told her. “Don’t want the young man gettin
upset.” Wen ny nother had gotten herself fairly conposed, the Lady gave a
grunt of satisfaction. “There you go. Lookin’ pretty again. Now, you go tel
the young man he’ Il have his new bicycle soon as | can manage it. You make
sure he studies his |essons, too. Potion Nunber Ten don’t work without a nomma
or daddy layin’ down the law”

My mot her thanked the Lady for her kindness. She said she’d talk to ny
father about com ng to see her, but she couldn’t prom se anything. “I’1I
expect himwhen | see him” the Lady said. “You take care of yourself and your
famly.’

Mom and | left the house and wal ked to the truck. The corners of my nouth
still had a little Potion Nunber Ten in them | felt ready to tear that math
book up.

We |eft Bruton. The river flowed gently between its banks. The night’s
breeze bl ew softly through the trees, and the lights gl owed from w ndows as
peopl e finished their dinners. | had two things on ny nmind: the hauntingly
beautiful face of a young woman with green eyes, and a new bike with a horn



and headl i ght.

My mot her was thinking about a dead man whose corpse |ay down at the
bott om of the | ake but whose spirit haunted ny father’s dreams and now the
Lady’ s dreans as well.

Sunmer was cl ose upon us, its scent of honeysuckl e and viol ets perfum ng
the | and.

Sonewhere in Zephyr, a piano was being pl ayed.
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1
Last Day of Schoo

TICK... TI CK... TI CK

In spite of what the cal endar says, | have always counted the | ast day of
school as the first day of summer. The sun had grown steadily hotter and hung
longer in the sky, the earth had greened and the sky had cl eared of all but
the fleeciest of clouds, the heat panted for attention |like a dog who knows
his day is conming, the baseball field had been nmowed and white-lined and the
swi mm ng pool newy painted and filled, and as our homeroom teacher, Ms.
Selma Neville, intoned about what a good year this had been and how nuch we’d
| earned, we students who had passed through the ordeal of final exans sat with
one eye fixed to the clock.

Tick...tick...tick.

In ny desk, al phabetically positioned between Ri cky Lenbeck and Di nah
Macurdy, half of me listened to the teacher’s speech while the other half
| onged for an end to it. My head was full up with words. | needed to shake
some of themout in the bright sunmer air. But we were Ms. Neville's property
until the last bell rang, and we had to sit and suffer until time rescued us
i ke Roy Rogers riding over the hill

Tick...tick...tick.

Have mercy.

The world was out there, waiting beyond the square nmetal -ri med w ndows.
What adventures ny friends and I would find this sumer of 1964, | had no way
of knowi ng, but | did know that sunmer’s days were long and | azy, and when the
sun finally gave up its hold on the sky the cicadas sang and the |i ghtning
bugs whirled their dance and there was no homework to be done and oh, it was a
wonderful time. | had passed nmy math exam and escaped—wi th a C minus average,
if truth must be known—the snarling trap of summer school. As ny friends and
went about our pleasures, running anuck in the |land of freedom we would pause
every so often to think of the inmates of summer school —a prison Ben Sears had
been sentenced to | ast year—and wi sh themwel |, because time was noving on
wi t hout them and they weren’t getting any younger.

Tick...tick...tick.

Time, the king of cruelty.

Fromthe hallway we heard a stirring and rustling, followed by |aughter
and shouts of pure, bubbling joy. Sone other teacher had decided to |let her
class go early. My insides quaked at the injustice of it. Still, Ms. Neville,
who wore a hearing aid and had orange hair though she was at |east sixty years
old, talked on, as if there were no noi se of escape beyond the door at all. It



hit me, then; she didn't want to let us go. She wanted to hold us as |long as
she possibly could, not out of sheer teacher spite but maybe because she
didn’t have anybody to go hone to, and sumer alone is no sumer at all

“l hope you boys and girls remenber to use the library during recess.
Ms. Neville was speaking in her kindly voice right now, but when she was
upset she could spit sparks that made that falling nmeteor |ook |ike a dud.
“You mustn’t stop readi ng just because school is out. Your minds are made to
be used. So don’t forget howto think by the tinme Septenber comes around a—=

RI NGGGEEEEE

We all junped up, like parts of the sane squirmng insect.

“One nmoment,” Ms. Neville said. “One nonment. You' re not excused yet.”

Oh, this was torture! Ms. Neville, | thought at that instant, nust have
had a secret life in which she tore the wings off flies.

“You will leave nmy room” she announced, “like young | adies and
gentlemen. In single file, by rows. M. Alcott, you may | ead the way.”

Well, at |east we were noving. But then, as the classroomenptied and

could hear the wild hollering echoing along the hallway, Ms. Neville said,
“Cory Mackenson? Step to ny desk, please.”

| did, under silent protest. Ms. Neville offered me a smle froma nouth
that | ooked like a red-rinmed string bag. “Now, aren’t you glad you decided to
apply yourself to your math?” she asked.

“Yes ma’ am”

“If you d studied as hard all year, you mght’ve nade the honor roll.”

“Yes ma’am” Too bad | hadn’t gotten a drink of Potion Nunber Ten back in

t he autum, | was thinking.
The classroomwas enpty. | could hear the echoes fading. | snelled chal k
dust, lunchroomchili, and pencil-sharpener shavings; the ghosts were already

begi nni ng to gat her.
“You enjoy witing, don't you?” Ms. Neville asked nme, peering over her
bi f ocal s.

“l guess.”
“You wote the best essays in class and you nade the highest grade in
spelling. I was wondering if you were going to enter the contest this year.”

“The contest?”

“The witing contest,” she said. “You know The Arts Council sponsors it
every August.”

| hadn’t thought about it. The Arts Council, headed by M. G over Dean
and Ms. Evelyn Prathnore, sponsored an essay and story-witing contest. The
wi nners got a plaque and were expected to read their entries during a |uncheon
at the library. | shrugged. Stories about ghosts, cowboys, detectives, and
nmonsters fromouter space didn't seemmuch |ike contest-winning material; it
was just sonething | did for ne.

“You should consider it,” Ms. Neville continued. “You have a way with
wor ds. ”

| shrugged again. Having your teacher talk to you like a regular person
is a disconcerting feeling.

“Have a good summer,” Ms. Neville said, and | realized suddenly that I
was free.

My heart was a frog | eaping out of nmurky water into clear sunlight. |
said, “Thanks!” and | ran for the door. Before | got out, though, | |ooked
back at Ms. Neville. She sat at a desk with no papers on it that needed
gradi ng, no books hol ding | essons that needed to be taught. The only thing on
her desk, besides her blotter and her pencil sharpener that would do no nore
chewing for a while, was a red appl e Paul a Erskine had brought her. | saw Ms.
Neville, framed in a spill of sunlight, reach for the apple and pick it up as
if in slowmtion. Then Ms. Neville stared out at the room of enpty desks,
carved with the initials of generations who had passed through this place |ike
atiderolling into the future. Ms. Neville suddenly | ooked awfully ol d.

“Have a good summer, Ms. Neville!” | told her fromthe doorway.

“CGood- bye,” she said, and she sniled.



I ran out along the corridor, ny arns unencunbered by books, my m nd

unencumnbered by facts and figures, quotations and dates. | ran out into the
gol den sunlight, and ny sumer had begun
I was still without a bike. It had been al nost three weeks since Mom and

| had gone to visit the Lady. | kept bugging Momto call her, but Mom said for
me to be patient, that I'd get the new bi ke when it arrived and not a mnute
before. Mom and Dad had a | ong tal k about the Lady, as they sat on the porch
inthe blue twilight, and I guess | wasn’t supposed to be listening but I

heard Dad say, “lI don’t care what she dreans. |'’mnot goin’.” Sonetines at

ni ght 1 awakened to hear ny father crying out in his sleep, and then I’'d hear
Momtrying to calmhimdown. |I’'d hear himsay sonething like “.in the |ake..
or “.down in the dark.” and I knew what had gotten into his mnd |like a black
| eech. Dad had started pushing his plate away at dinner when it was still half
full, which was in direct violation of his “clean your plate, Cory, because

there are youngsters starvin' in India” speech. He'd started | osing weight,
and he’'d had to pull the belt in tight on his mlkman trousers. Hs face had
begun changi ng, too; his cheekbones were getting sharper, his eyes sinking
back in their sockets. He listened to a | ot of baseball on the radio and

wat ched the ganmes on television, and as often as not he went to sleep in his
easy chair with his nouth open. In his sleep, his face flinched.

I was getting scared for him

| believe | understand what was gnawing at ny father. It was not sinply
the fact that he’d seen a dead nman. It was not the fact that the dead nman had
been nurdered, because there had been murders—though, thank goodness,
relatively few+n Zephyr before. | think the neanness of the act, the brutal
col d- bl oodedness of it, was what had eaten into my father’s soul. Dad was
smart about a lot of things; he was conmmonsense snmart, and he knew right from
wrong and he was a nan of his word, but he was naive about the world in many
ways. | don’t think he'd ever believed that evil could exist in Zephyr. The
i dea that a fellow hunman being coul d be beaten and strangl ed, handcuffed to a
wheel and denied a Christian burial in God's earth—and that this terrible
t hi ng had happened right in his own honetown where he’' d been born and
rai sed—had hurt sonething deep inside him Broken something, naybe, that he
couldn't fix by hinself. Maybe it was al so because the nurdered man seened to
have no past, and that no one had responded to Sheriff Anory’s inquiries.

“He had to be sonebody,” 1'd heard Dad telling Momone night, through the
wall. “Didn’t he have a wife, or children, or brothers or sisters? Didn't he
have fol ks of his owmn? My God, Rebecca, he had to have a nane! Who was he? And
where did he cone fron®”

“That’s for the sheriff to find out.”

“J.T. can’t find out anythin’! He's given it up!”

“l think you ought to go see the Lady, Tom”

“No. "

“VWhy not? You saw the drawin’. You know it’'s the same tattoo. Why won't
you at least go talk to her?”

“Because—= He paused, and | could tell he was searching inside hinself
for an answer. “Because | don't believe in her kind of magic, that’'s why. It’'s
false trickery. She nust’ve read about that tattoo in the Journal.”

“I't wasn’t described in such detail in the paper. You know that. And she
sai d she heard voices and piano nmusic, and she saw a pair of hands. Go talk to
her, Tom Pl ease go.”

“She doesn’t have anythin' to tell me,” Dad said firmy. “At |east not
anythin’ | want to hear.”

And that was where it stood, as ny father’'s sleep was haunted by a
drowned phantom w th no nane.

On this first day of sunmer, though, | wasn't thinking about any of that.
| wasn’t thinking about A d Mdses, or Mdnight Mona, or the man with the
green-feathered hat. | was thinking of joining ny friends in what had becone
our ritual of celebration

I ran hone from school. Rebel was waiting for ne on the front porch.



told MomI'd be back after a while, and then | ran into the woods behi nd our
house with Rebel at nmy heels. The forest was green and glorious, a warm breeze
stirring through the foliage and trees and the bright sun slanting down. |
reached the forest trail and followed it deeper into the woods, and Rebe
veered off to chase a squirrel up a tree before he came on. It took nme about
ten mnutes to break through the forest and reach the wi de green clearing that
stood on a rolling hillside with Zephyr stretched out below. M friends, who'd
cone on their bikes, were already there with their dogs: Johnny WIlson with
his big red Chief, Ben Sears with Tunper, and Davy Ray Callan with his

br own- and- whi t e- spott ed Buddy.

The wi nd was stronger up here. It whirled around and around in the
clearing, a happy circle of sumer air. “W nmade it!” Davy Ray shouted
“School ' s out!”

“School’s out!” Ben yelled, and junped around like a pure idiot with
Tumper barking at his side.

Johnny just grinned, and he stood staring down at our hometown with the
sun hot on his face.

“You ready?” Ben asked ne.

“Ready.” | told him my heart starting to beat hard.

“Everybody ready?” Ben shout ed.

W were.

“Let’s go, then! Sumer’s started!” Ben began to run around the edges of
the clearing in a wide circle, with Tunper |oping along behind. | followed

him Rebel weaving in and out of ny track. Johnny and Davy Ray started running
behind nme, their dogs racing back and forth across the clearing and tusseling
with each other.

W ran faster and faster. The wind was first in our faces and then at our
backs. W ran around the clearing on our sturdy young | egs, the wi nd speaki ng
t hrough the pines and oaks that rimed our playground. “Faster!” Johnny
shouted, linping just a little on his clubfoot. “Gotta go faster!”

We kept going, fighting the wind and then flying before it. The dogs ran
besi de us, barking with the sheer happi ness of nmovenent. The sun sparkled on
t he Tecurmseh River, the sky was clear azure, and sumer’s heat bl ooned in our
| ungs.

It was tinme. Everyone knew it was tine.

“Ben’s goin’ up first!” | shouted. “He’s gettin’ ready! He's gettin —=

Ben gave a holler. Wngs tore through the back of his shirt as they grew
from his shoul der bl ades.

“Hs wings are gettin' bigger!” | said. “They're the sane color as his
hair, and they' re lazy fromnot bein used for so long, but now they're
startin’ to beat! Look at 'em Just |ook!”

Ben's feet lifted off the earth, and his w ngs began to take hi m upward.

“Tunper’s goin’, too!” | said. “Wait for him Ben!”

Tumper’s wi ngs unfurled. Yapping nervously, the dog ascended beneath his
master’s heels. “Conme on, Tunper!” Ben cried out. “Let’s go!”

“Davy Ray!” | said. “Do you feel it?”

He wanted to. He really did, but | could tell he wasn’t ready. “Johnny!”
| said. “You' re about to go!”

Johnny’ s wi ngs, when they expl oded from his shoul der bl ades, were
shi mering black. He went up with big red Chief flapping at his side. | |ooked
up at Ben, who was already fifty feet above the earth and flying |like a pudgy
eagle. “Ben’s leavin’ you, Davy Ray! Look up there at him Hey, Ben! Call Davy
Ray!”

“Come on up, Davy Ray!” Ben shouted, and he turned a barrel roll. “The
air’s just fine!”

“I"'mready!” Davy Ray said, his teeth clenched. “I’mready! Talk ne up
Cory!”

“You can feel your wings startin to grow, can’t you? Yeah, | see ’en

They’'re gettin’ ready to bust free! Here they conme! They' re | oose!”
“1 feel "em | feel 'em” Davy Ray grinned, sweat on his face. Hi s sleek



auburn-col ored wi ngs began to flap, and he ascended with a swi mm ng noti on.
knew t hat Davy Ray was not afraid of flying; he never had been in the summrers
we' d been coming here. He was only afraid of that first |eap of faith when you
left the ground. “Buddy’s comin’ after you!” |I shouted as the dog's

br own- and- whi t e-spotted w ngs caught the air. Buddy dog-paddl ed upward.

My own wi ngs suddenly burst from my shoul der bl ades, unfurling |ike brown
flags. They ripped through nmy shirt, hungry for wind. | felt the delirium of
freedomlighten nmy bones. As | began to rise, | had a few seconds of panic
akin to the sumer’s first junp into the cold waters of the public pool. M
wi ngs had been tight and dormant under ny flesh since the end of August, and
t hough they night have twitched every once in a while around Hal | oneen,
Thanksgi vi ng, Christmas vacation, and Easter break, they had been asl eep and
only dream ng of this day. They felt heavy and ungainly, and | wondered—as |
did every summrer since our ritual had begun—how such things could read the air
al nrost of their own accord. And then nmy wings filled up with wind and | felt
t heir awesone nuscul ar m ght. They gave a jerking motion, like the reaction
after a sneeze. The second flap was nore controlled and powerful; the third
was as pretty as poetry. My wings began to beat in the current of air. “I'm
doin” it!” | shouted as | rose after nmy friends and their dogs in the bright
sky.

| heard a familiar barking, close behind. | |ooked back. Rebel’s white
wi ngs had grown, and he was following ne. | flapped upward, follow ng the
others who followed Ben. “Not so fast, Ben!” | cautioned, but he was soaring
toward seventy feet. He deserved to fly, | thought, for what he had endured on
t he ground. Tunper and Buddy swooped around and around in a long lazy circle
and Rebel barked to be allowed in the game. Chief, like his naster, was nore
of a loner. Then Rebel swooped over toward me again and |icked ny face, and
put my arm around his neck and together we soared above the treetops.

Davy Ray had conquered his fears. He nade a caw caw cawi ng sound and he
put his head straight down with his arms rigid at his sides and he dove at the
earth, laughing. H s wings were snoot hed back al ong his shoul ders, his face
contorted by the rush of air. “Pull up, Davy Ray!” | shouted as he streaked
past ne with Buddy in dogged pursuit. “Pull up!”

But Davy kept going down toward the green forest. Wen it seened he was
dooned to crash like a neteor, his w ngs suddenly spread out |ike a beautiful
fan and he jackknifed his body upward. He coul d’ve chewed on pine needles if
he’d wanted. Davy flew across the treetops, yelling with delight, but Buddy
crashed through a few thin branches before he got hinself straightened out
again. The dog came up fromthe trees spitting and grow ing, |eaving
shel | - shocked squirrels in his wake.

| kept rising toward Ben. O f by hinself, Johnny was executing sl ow
figure-eights. Rebel and Tunper began pl ayi ng chase sixty feet above the
ground. Ben grinned at ne, his face and shirt danp with sweat, his shirttai
hangi ng out. “Cory!” he said. “Watch this!” Then he closed his arms over his
belly and pulled his knees up tightly and he whooped as he cannonbal | ed down.
As Davy had done, Ben opened his wings large to catch the wi nd when he wanted
to slow his speed, but here sonething went wong. One of his wings didn’'t open
full. Ben yel ped, knowing he was in trouble. He cartwheeled, his arms
flailing. “I’mgoin’ dowwnnnn!” Ben wailed on a wing and a prayer.

He slamred into the treetops, belly first.

“You okay?” Davy Ray asked him

“You all right?” | asked.

Johnny stopped running, too, and Tunper ran over to his master and |icked
Ben's face. Ben sat up and showed us a skinned el bow. “Ww,” he said. “That
stung a little bit.” Blood was show ng.

“Well, you shouldn’t have gone so fast!” Davy Ray told him “Nunb nuts!”

“1"mokay, really I am” Ben stood up. “W’'re not through flyin' yet, are
we, Cory?”

He was ready to go again. | started running, ny arns spread out at ny
sides. The others sped around ne in all directions, their arns out, too, and



the wind buffeting us. “Now Davy Ray’'s up to seventy feet,” | said, “and
Buddy’s right there with him Johnny’'s doin’ a figure-eight at fifty feet.
Cone on, Ben! CGet out of those trees!”

He cane up, pine needles in his hair, his mouth split by a grin.

The first day of sumer was al ways a wonderful tine.

“This way, fellas!” Davy Ray shouted as he began flying toward Zephyr. |
followed him M w ngs knew the bl ue roads.

The sun was hot on our backs. The houses of Zephyr |ay below us |like toys
on gumstick streets. The cars |ooked like little w ndups you m ght buy at the
five and dinme. We flew on over the Tecunseh's sparkling brown snake, over the
gargoyle bridge and the old railroad trestle. | could see sone fishernen in a
rowboat down there. If Od Mses decided to grab their bait, they wouldn't be
sitting so calmMy waiting for a mudcat.

Qur small shadows, and those of our dogs, noved across the earth |ike
secret witing. W flew over the dark brown, oblong stain of Saxon’s Lake.
didn't like it, even as | caught a warmcurrent and zooned up to seventy feet.
| didn't like what was lying in it like a seed in a rotten apple. Davy dove
down and flew less than ten feet over the lake's surface. | figured he'd
better be careful; if his wings got wet, he was through flying until they
dried out. Then he ascended again, and all of us flew over the forest and
farm and that |ay beyond Saxon’s Lake |ike a patchwork quilt of wild green and
bur ni shed br own.

“\Where are we now, Cory?” Davy Ray asked.

| said, “W're al nost to..

Robbi ns Air Force Base, a huge flat clearing am d an ocean of woods.
pointed out a silver jet fighter heading in for a | andi ng. Beyond the base,
and off limts to everybody including boys with wings, was a testing ground
where the fighter pilots shot at dummy ground targets and bonmbers occasionally
dropped a real payload that rattled the wi ndows of Zephyr. The airfield was
t he boundary of our jaunt, and we turned around in the hot blue and began
flying back the way we’d cone: over fields and forest, |ake, river, and

roof t ops.
Wth Rebel at ny side, | circled above nmy house. The other guys were
swoopi ng around their own houses, their dogs barking happily. | realized how

smal | ny house was conpared to the great world that stretched off in al
directions. Fromny height | could see roads going off to the horizon, and
cars and trucks on those roads headi ng to destinations unknown. Wanderlust is

part of summer, too; | was feeling it, and wondering if | would ever travel
those roads, and if | did where | would be going. | wondered, as well, what

m ght happen if Mom or Dad suddenly wal ked out of the house, saw nmy shadow and
Rebel’s on the yard, and | ooked up. | doubt if they ever knew their son could
fly.

| made a circle of the chimeytops and turrets of the Thaxter nansion, at
the top of Tenple Street. Then | rejoined nmy friends, and we reached the
clearing on tired w ngs.

We nade a few circles, descending one after the other |ike graceful
| eaves. The ground was a jolt under ny heels, and | kept running as nmy w ngs
and body adjusted again to earth’s grasp. Then we were all on the ground,
runni ng around the clearing with our dogs, first pushing the wind and then
bei ng pushed by it. Qur wings folded up and returned to their hidden sheaths
i n our hollow shoul der bl ades; the dogs’ wings slid dowmn into the flesh and
seal ed over with a rippling of hair—shite, brown, red, brown and white
spotted. Qur torn shirts nended thensel ves, and no nother woul d ever know what
had burst through them W were drenched with sweat, our faces and arns
shining with it, and as we becane earthbound again we ceased our running and
dropped exhausted to the grass.

The dogs were upon us at once, licking our faces. Qur ritual flight had
ended for another summer.

We sat around for a while, talking once our hearts and m nds had settled
down. W tal ked about all the things we were going to do this summer; there



were so nmany things, the days wouldn’t be |long enough. But we all decided we
wanted to go canping, and that was for sure

Then it was tine to go hone. “See you guys!” Ben said as he wheel ed away
on his bike with Tunper in pursuit. “Catch ya later!” Davy Ray told us as he
departed on his bike and Buddy sprinted after a cottontail rabbit. “See you
later!” Johnny said as he pedal ed away with faithful Chief [oping at his side.
| waved. “Alligator!” | said.

| wal ked hone, pausing to throw a few pine cones for Rebel to chase. He
barked furiously at a snake hole he’'d discovered, but | pulled himaway from
it before whatever was inside cane sliding out. It was a mghty big snake
hol e.

At home, Mom | ooked at me aghast when | strolled into the kitchen
“You're drippin wet!” she said. “Wat’ve you been doin’?”

| shrugged as | reached for the pitcher of cold | enponade.

“Not hin” rnuch,” | answered.

2
Bar ber shop Tal k

“LITTLE BIT OFF THE TOP AND THIN THE SI DES QUT, TOW”

“That’ || do me, | believe.”

“You got it, my friend.”

This was how M. Perry Dollar, the owner of Dollar’s Barbershop on
Merchants Street, began every haircut. It never mattered how a fell ow
requested his hair cut; he always wal ked out with a little bit off the top and
the sides thinned out. O course, we're tal king about a real haircut here,
none of that “hair-styling” stuff. For one dollar and fifty cents, you got the
treatment: wapped to the neck under a crisp blue-striped barber towel,
sci ssors-trinmred and cli ppers-raked, hot |ather applied to the back of your
neck and the fine hairs there scraped off with a freshly stropped strai ght
razor, followed by a |iberal dousing fromone of the nystery bottles of
Wldroot, Vitalis, or Brylcreemhair dressings. | say “nmystery bottles”
because every tinme | got nmy hair cut at M. Dollar’s, those bottles, on a
shel f above the barber chair, were exactly half full and never seemed to go up
or down an inch. When the haircutting was done—t he scal ping” was nuch the
better termfor it—and M. Dollar unpinned the barber towel from around your
neck and swept the dead hairs out of your collar with a brush that felt Iike
whi skers froma boar’s snout, the adults got to reach into the peanut-brittle
jar and the kids got their choice of line, |enon, grape, or cherry suckers.

“Hot day,” M. Dollar commented as he lifted up Dad’s hair with a conb
and sni pped the ends with scissors.

“Sure is.”

“Known it hotter, though. One hundred and three degrees this day in
1936."

“One hundred and four degrees this day in 1927!” said M. Ownen Cathcoate,
an aged speci men who was playi ng checkers with M. Gabriel “Jazzman” Jackson
at the back of the barbershop, where the overhead fan kept the place the
coolest. M. Cathcoate’s winkled face was dotted with liver spots, like a map
of some strange and foreign country. He had narrowslit eyes and | ong-fingered
hands, and his scraggly yell owi sh-white hair hung down around his shoul ders,
whi ch nmust have been torture for M. Dollar to have to ook at. M. Jackson
was a big-bellied black man with iron-gray hair and a small, neat nustache,
and he shined and repaired shoes for people who brought themin, his workshop
being at the rear of M. Dollar’s place. M. Jackson got his nicknanme because
as Dad told me, he could “blow butterflies and hornets out of that clarinet of
his.” The clarinet, in a well-seasoned bl ack case, was never far from M.
Jackson’ s si de.

“Be a whole lot hotter 'fore July gets here,” M. Jackson said as he



pondered the pieces. He started to make a nove and then thought better of it.
“Onen, | do believe you're tryin to put ne between a rock and a hard pl ace,
ain't you?”

“l wouldn’t dream of such a thing, M. Jackson.”

“Ch, you sly old fox you!” the Jazzman said when he saw the sinple but
deadly trap M. Cathcoate had laid open for him “Gonna skin me up and serve
me for dinner, huh? Well, I'd be mghty tough to chew on!” He made a nove t hat
for the nmoment got himout of danger.

M. Dollar was short and stocky and had a face like a contented bul | dog
H s gray eyebrows stuck out everywhichway like wild weeds, and his hair was
shaved to the sandy scal p. He could nake the neatest parts of anybody |’'ve
ever seen. He knew all there was to know about the history of Zephyr. Because
he had been the only barber in town for over twenty years, he had his finger
on the roaring pul se of gossip and he could tell you everything that was goi ng
on, if you had an afternoon to sit and listen. He also had a nifty collection
of tattered com c books, Field & Streanms, and Sports Illustrateds, and | had
heard from Davy Ray that M. Dollar kept a box of Stag, Confidential, and
Argosy magazines in the back for adults only.

“Cory?” M. Dollar said as he cut my father’s hair. “You net the new boy
yet ?”

“No sir?” | didn't know there was a new boy.

“Came in here yesterday with his dad to get a haircut. Got good hair, but
that cow ick about blunted ny scissors.” Snip, snip, they sang. “He just noved
here I ast week.”

“New fam |y rentin’ that house on the corner of G eenhowe and Shantuck?”
Dad asked.

“Yeah, that’s them The Curliss famly. N ce people. Al of 'emgot good
hair.”

“What’s M. Curliss do?”

“Sal esman,” M. Dollar said. “Sells shirts for sone conpany in Atl anta.
The boy’s a couple of years younger than Cory. | set himup on the horse and
he didn't squirma bit.”

The horse was a carved gol den pal om no that had been sal vaged from a
doormed nerry-go-round somewhere; now it was bolted to the floor next to the
regul ar barber’s chair. Only babies got their hair cut while sitting on the
horse, even though there were tines when | wished I mght be able to sit on
that horse again and put ny feet in the stirrups while nmy hair was being
sni pped. Still, the fact that the Curliss boy—at nine or ten years of age,
say—wanted to sit on the horse told ne he must be a pansy.

“M. Curliss seens |like a decent fella,” M. Dollar went on, follow ng
the scissors across ny father’s scalp. “Quiet, though. Kinda tinmid for a
sal esman, 1'd say. That’'s a hard row to hoe.”

“I"I'l bet,” Dad said.

“l got the inpression M. Curliss has noved around quite a bit. He told

me all the places he and the family have lived. | guess, bein’ a sal esman,
you' d have to be prepared to go where the company says go.”
“l couldn’t do that,” Dad said. “l’'ve gotta have roots.”

M. Dollar nodded. He left that topic and wandered t hrough others |ike a
man t hrough high grass, not seeing anything but the next step. “Yessir,” he
said. “If them Beatle boys came in here, they' d sure 'nuff |eave |ookin' like
men 'stead of wonen.” Hi s eyebrows squeezed together as he wandered on in a
new direction. “Conmuni sts say they’'re gonna bury us. Gotta stop "emwhile we
can, 'fore they get to our country. Send our boys to bust their tails in that
pl ace over there...y’ know, where they grow all the banboo.”

“Vietnam” Dad supplied.

“Right. That's the place. Kill "emthere and we won’'t have to worry no
nmore.” M. Dollar’s scissors were getting up to speed. A new thought was being
born sonmewhere between M. Dollar’s ears. “J. T. ever figure out who went down
in Saxon’s Lake, Ton®”

| watched ny father’'s face. No expression registered there, but | knew



this question nust be stabbing him “No, Perry. He never did.”

“He was a federal man, is what | think,” the Jazzman ventured. “Mist’ve
been | ookin’ for stills. | think the Blaylocks killed him”

“That’s what M. Sculley believes, too,” Dad said.

“The Bl ayl ocks are bad news, that’s the truth.” M. Dollar sw tched on
his clipper and worked on Dad’'s sideburns. “Wuldn’t be the first man they’ ve
killed.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Sim Sears used to buy whiskey fromthe youngest boy, Donny. Ch—= M.

Dol I ar | ooked at nme. “I’mnot talkin out of school, am|?”
“It’s all right,” Dad told him “Go ahead.”
“Well, this is fromSims muth, so | guess he’s come to grips with it.

Anyway, Donny Bl ayl ock used to sell mponshine to Sim and Simtold ne Donny
and himgot drunk up in the woods one ni ght—the night that meteor fell up
t here near Uni on Town—and Donny told himthings.”
“Thi ngs?” Dad prodded. “Wat things?”
“Donny told Simhe'd killed a man,” M. Dollar said. “Didn't tell himthe
why, the when, or the who. Just that he’'d killed a man and he was glad of it.”
“Does J.T. know about this?”

“Nope. And he won’t hear it fromne, either. I don't want to get J.T.
killed. You ever see Biggun Bl ayl ock?”

“ ’\b. ”

“Big as a moose and full of the devil. If | told J.T. what Simhad told

me, he’'d have to go out and find the Blaylocks. If he did find "em which
doubt he could, that bunch would hang himup by his heels and cut his throat
open like a—~ Again M. Dollar |ooked at nme, sitting there, all eyes and ears,
behi nd a Hawknman com c book. “Well, | kinda figure that’d be the last of our
sheriff,” M. Dollar finished.

“The Bl ayl ocks don’'t own the county!” Dad said. “If they committed a
mur der, they ought to pay for it!”

“That’s right, they should,” M. Dollar agreed as he returned to his
clipping. “Biggun cane in here | ast Novenmber to pick up a pair of boots he was
havin’ resol ed. Remenber that, Jazzman?”

“Shore do. Fine, expensive boots. | was scared to death of gettin' a
scuff on "em”

“You know what Biggun said as he was payin’ for his boots?” M. Dollar
asked ny father. “He said they were his stonpin’ boots, and anybody who got
under "emwoul dn’t be standin’ up again. | figured that to nean he didn't want
anybody messin’ in his business. So who's gonna be fool enough to go |ookin
to get killed by the Bl ayl ocks?”

“That’ s what happened to that fella at the bottomof the |ake,” the
Jazzman said. “He was nessin’ in the Blayl ocks’ business.” Bidness, he
pronounced it.

“l don’t care if they brew up 'shine and sell it outta the back of their
trucks,” M. Dollar went on. “No harmdone to ne. | don't care if they fix the
stock car races, because |I'mnot a ganbler. | don't care what they do to them

fallen angels at Grace Stafford’'s, because |'ma fanmly man.”

“Hol d on,” Dad said. “What about G ace Stafford s place?”

“Ain't her place. She just manages it. The Bl ayl ocks own it, |ock, stock
and hair curlers.”

Dad grunted softly. “I didn't know that.”

“Ch, yeah!” M. Dollar applied |lather to the back of Dad s neck and
wor ked a straight razor along the |leather strop. “The Blayl ocks are rakin' it
in, that's for sure. Makin’ a killin off the Air Force fellas.” Wth a steady
hand, he began shaving ny father’s neck. “The Bl ayl ocks are too nuch for J.T.
to handle. It’d take Edgar Hoover hinself to throw ' emin jail.”

“Watt Earp could do it.” M. Cathcoate spoke up now. “If he was stil
alive, I nmean.”

“l reckon he could at that, Omen.” M. Dollar glanced at ne, gauging ny
interest, and then back to the old man. “Hey, Owen! | don't think young Cory



here knows about you and Watt Earp!” M. Dollar w nked at ne
conspiratorially. “Tell himthe tale, why don’t you?”

M. Cathcoate didn't answer for a monent, but it was his turn and he
didn’t nove any of the checkers pieces. “Naw,” he replied at last. “I’'Il let
it rest.”

“Come on, Owen! Tell the boy! You want to hear it, don’t you, Cory?”
Before | could say yes or no, M. Dollar plowed on. “See there? He wants to
hear it!”

“Long time gone,” M. Cathcoate said quietly.

“Ei ght een hundred and ei ghty-one, wasn’t it? October twenty-sixth at
Tonmbst one, Arizona? You were all of nine years ol d?”

“That’s right.” M. Cathcoate nodded. “l was nine years old.”

“And tell the boy what you did on that day.”

M. Cathcoate sat staring at the checkers board. “Go on, Omnen,” the
Jazzman urged in a gentle voice. “You tell him”

“I..killed a man on that day,” M. Cathcoate said. “And | saved the life
of Watt Earp at the O K Corral.”

“There you go, Cory!” M. Dollar grinned. “Bet you didn't know you were
sittin” in here with a real live gunfighter, did you?” The way M. Dollar said
that, though, nade ne think he didn’t believe a word of it, and that he
enj oyed goadi ng M. Cathcoate about it.

O course 1'd heard about the O K Corral. Every boy with even a passing
interest in cowboys and the WId West knew that story, about the day the Earp
brot hers—Watt, Virgil, and Mrgan—and cardsharp Doc Hol | iday faced down the

rustling O antons and McLowerys in the hot dust of Tonbstone. “ls that for
real, M. Cathcoate?” | asked.
“For real. | was lucky that day. | was just a kid, didn’t know nothin

about guns. Al nost shot ny foot off.”

“Tel Il himhow you saved ol’ Watt,” M. Dollar urged as he blotted the
| ast of the lather off the back of Dad’s neck with a steamning towel.

M. Cathcoate frowned. | figured he didn't Iike remenbering it, or else
he was trying to put the details together again. A ninety-two-year-old man has
to open a lot of locks to recall a day when he was nine years old. But |
suppose that particul ar day was worth remenbering

M. Cathcoate finally said, “Wasn't supposed to be anybody on the street.
Everybody knew the Earps, Doc Holliday, the McLowerys, and the C antons were
gonna spill blood. It had been a long time brewin . But | was there, hidin
behi nd a shack. Little fool, ne.” He pushed his chair back fromthe checkers
board, and he sat with his I ong-fingered hands tw ned together and the fan's
breeze stirring his hair. “I heard all the shoutin’, and all the guns goin
off. I heard bullets hittin' flesh. That’s a sound you don’t forget if you
live to be a hundred and ninety-two.” His slitted eyes stared at ne, but |
could tell he was | ooking toward the past, where dust clouds rose fromthe
bl oodst ai ned earth and shadows aimed their six-guns. “Aterrible | ot of
shootin',” he said. “A bullet went through the shack next to my head. | heard
it whine. Then | got down |low and | stayed there. Pretty soon a nan cane
staggerin’ past me and fell to his knees. It was Billy Clanton. He was al
shot up, but he had a gun in his hand. He | ooked at ne. Right at ne. And then
he coughed and bl ood spurted out of his nouth and nose and he fell on his face
right next to ne.”

“Ww " | said, ny arns chill bunped.

“Ch, there's nore!” M. Dollar announced. “Tell him Owen!”

“A shadow fell on me,” M. Cathcoate said, his voice raspy. “l |ooked up
and | saw Watt Earp. His face was covered with dust, and he seemed ten feet
tall. He said, ‘Run hone, boy.’ | can hear himsay that, clear as a bell. But

| was scared and | stayed where | was, and Watt Earp wal ked on around to the
other side of the shed. The fight was over. O antons and McLowerys were lyin
on the ground shot to pieces. Then it happened.”

“What happened?” | asked when M. Cathcoate paused to breathe.

“The fella who'd been hidin’ in an enpty rain barrel raised up and took



aimwith his pistol at Watt Earp’s back. |’'d never seen him before. But he
was right there, as close to me as you are. He took aim and | heard himclick
the trigger back.”

“This here’s the good part,” M. Dollar said. “Then what, Onen?”

“Then...1 picked up Billy danton’s pistol. Thing was as heavy as a
cannon, and it had blood all over the grip. |I could hardly hold it.” M.
Cat hcoate was silent; his eyes closed. He went on: “Wasn't time to call out.
Wasn't tine to do a thing except what | did. | was just meanin’ to scare the
fella by firin” into the sky, and to get M. Earp’s attention. But the gun
went off. Just like that: boom” H's eyes opened at the nenory of the shot.
“Knocked nme down, ’'bout busted ny shoulder. | heard the bullet ricochet off a
rock about six inches frommy right foot. That bullet went straight through
the fella s gunhand wist. Blew the pistol out of his hand, broke his wi st
open so the edge of a bone was stickin out. He bled Iike a fountain. And as

he was bleedin’ to death | was sayin', ‘I’'msorry, I'msorry, I'’msorry.’
"Cause | didn't nean to kill anybody. | just neant to keep M. Earp from
gettin killed.” He sighed, long and softly; it was |like the sound of w nd
bl owi ng dust over the graves on Boot Hill. “lI was standin’ over the body,

holdin" Billy danton’s gun. Doc Holliday canme up to ne, and he gave ne a
four-bit piece and he said, ‘CGo buy yourself a candy stick, kid.” That’s how I
got the nane.”

“What name?” | asked.

“The Candystick Kid,” M. Cathcoate answered. “M. Earp came to ny house
to have dinner. My dad was a farmer. W didn’t have nuch, but we fed M. Earp
as best we could. He gave ne Billy Oanton’s gun and hol ster as a gift for

savin’ his life.” M. Cathcoate shook his scraggly-maned head. “l shoul d ve
t hrown that damm gun down the well, like ny nomma wanted ne to.”

“ W]y?”

“’Cause,” he said, and here he seenmed to get irritable and agitated, “I
liked it too nuch, that’s why! | started learnin’” howto use it! Started
likin" its snmell, and its weight, and howit felt warmin ny hand after it had

just gone off, and how that bottle | was ainmn at flewall to pieces in a
heartbeat, that’s why.” He scowed as if he’'d just had a taste of bitter

fruit. “Started shootin’ birds out of the sky, and believin | was a
qui ck-draw artist. Then it started workin' on nmy mind, wonderin’ how fast |
could be against some other boy with a gun. | kept practicin’, kept slappin

that leather and pullin’ that hogleg out time and again. And when | was
sixteen years old | went to Yuma in a stagecoach and | killed a gunslinger
there name of Edward Bonteel, and that’s when | put a foot in hell.”

“d’ Owen here got to be quite a name,” M. Dollar said as he brushed the
clipped hairs fromDad s shoul ders. “The Candystick Kid, | mean. How nany
fellas did you send to neet their Maker, Onen?” M. Dollar |ooked at nme and
qui ckl'y wi nked.

“1 killed fourteen men,” M. Cathcoate said. There was no pride in his
voi ce. “Fourteen men.” He stared at the red and bl ack squares of the

checkerboard. “Youngest was nineteen. O dest was forty-two. Maybe sone of ’'em
deserved to die. Maybe that’s not for me to say. | killed 'em every one, in
fair fights. But | was lookin to kill "em | was |ookin to make a big nane
for nmyself, be a big man. The day | got shot by a younger, faster fella,
decided | was livin on borrowed tinme. | cleared out.”

“You got shot?” | asked. “Were'd it hit you?”

“Left side. But | ained better. Shot that fella through the forehead,
smack dab. My gunfightin’ days were over, though. | headed east. Wund up
here. That’'s ny story.”

“Still got that gun and hol ster, don’t you, Candystick?” M. Dollar
i nqui red.

M. Cathcoate didn’t reply. He sat there, notionless. | thought he' d gone
to sleep, though his heavy-lidded eyes were still open. Then, abruptly, he

stood up fromhis chair and wal ked on stiffened legs to where M. Dollar was
standi ng. He pushed his face toward M. Dollar’s, and | saw his expression in



the mrror; M. Cathcoate's age-spotted face was grimand thin-Ilipped, like a
skul |l bound up with brown | eather. M. Cathcoate’'s nmouth split open in a
smle, but it was not a happy smle. It was a terrible smle, and I saw M.
Dol | ar shrink back fromit.

“Perry,” M. Cathcoate said, “I know you think I’man old fool half out
of my head. | accept the fact that you | augh at nme when you think I’m not
lookin'. But if | didn't have eyes in the back of ny head, Perry, | wouldn't
be alive right now”

“Un...uh...why, no, Onen!” M. Dollar blubbered. “I"mnot |aughin’ at you!
Honest !”

“Now you' re either lyin', or callin me aliar,” the old man said, and
somet hi ng about the soft way he said that made ny bones grow col d.

“I"'m..sorry if you think I’ m=~

“Yes, | still have the gun and holster,” M. Cathcoate interrupted him
“I kept "emfor old time's sake. Now, you understand this, Perry.” He | eaned
in closer, and M. Dollar tried to smle but he only sumobned up a weak grin.
“You can call me Omen, or M. Cathcoate. You can call me Hey, you or Ad Mn
But you're not to call me by ny gunfighter nane. Not today, not tonorrow, not
ever. Do we see eye to eye on that, Perry?”

“Onen, there’s no call to be—=

“Do we see eye to eye?” M. Cathcoate repeated.

“Un...yeah. W do. Sure.” M. Dollar nodded. “Whatever you say, Onen.”

“No, not whatever | say. Just this.”

“Ckay. No problem”

M. Cathcoate stared into M. Dollar’s eyes for another few seconds, as
if looking for the truth there. Then he said, “I’'ll be leavin’ now, " and he
wal ked to the door.

“What about our game, Owen?” the Jazzman asked.

M. Cathcoate paused. “lI don't want to play anynore,” he said, and then
he pushed through the door and out into the hot June afternoon. A wave of heat
rolled in as the door settled shut. | stood up, went to the plate-gl ass

wi ndow, and watched M. Cathcoate wal king slowy up the sidewal k of Merchants
Street, his hands in his pockets.

“Wel |, what do you think about that?” M. Dollar asked. “What do you
suppose set him of f?”

“He knows you don’t believe none of that story,
began to put away the checkers pieces and the board.
“Is it true, or not?” Dad stood up fromthe chair. H s ears had been
| ower ed considerably, the back of his neck ruddy where it had been shaved and

scrubbed.

“"Course it’s not true!” M. Dollar laughed with a snort. “Oaen’s crazy!
Been out of his head for years!”

“I't didn’t happen like he said it did?” | kept watching M. Cathcoate
nmove away up the sidewal k.

“No. He made the whole thing up.”

“How do you know that for sure?” Dad asked.

“Come on, Tom What would a WIld West gunfighter be doin" in Zephyr? And
don't you think it’d be in the history books if a kid saved Watt Earp’s life
at the OK Corral? | went to the library and looked it up. Ain't no nmention
of any kid savin’ Watt Earp’s life, and in this book |I found about
gunfighters there’s nobody called the Candy-stick Kid, either.” M. Dollar
brushed hair out of the chair with furious strokes. “Your turn, Cory. Get on
up here.”

| started to nove away fromthe wi ndow, but | saw M. Cathcoate wave to
someone. Vernon Thaxter, naked as innocence, was wal king on the other side of
Merchants Street. Vernon was wal king fast, as if he had somewhere inportant to
go, but he lifted his hand in greeting to M. Cathcoate.

The two crazy nen passed each other, going their separate ways.

| didn't laugh. | wondered what it was that had nmade M. Cathcoate want
to believe so badly that he’'d been a gunfighter, just as Vernon Thaxter

the Jazzman said as he



bel i eved he really had sonewhere to go.
| got up in the chair. M. Dollar pinned the barber towel around ny neck
and he conbed through ny hair a fewtimes as Dad sat down to read a Sports

I'llustrated.
“Little bit off the top and thin the sides out?” M. Dollar asked.
“Yes sir,” | said. “That’'d be fine.”

The scissors sang, and little dead parts of ne flew off.

3
A Boy and a Ball

I T WAS ON THE FRONT PORCH WHEN VWE GOT HOVE FROM MR Dol | ar’ s.

Ri ght there, on its kickstand.

A brand new bi cycl e.

“CGosh,” | said as | got out of the pickup. That’'s all | could say. |
wal ked up the porch steps in a trance, and | touched it.

It was not a dream It was real, and it was beautiful

Dad whistled in appreciation. He knew a good-| ooki ng bi ke when he saw it.
“That’ s sone pi ece of work, huh?”

“Yes sir.” | still couldn't believe it. Here was something | had desired
in m heart for along, long time. It belonged to ne now, and | felt like the
ki ng of the world.

In later years | would think that no woman’s |ips had ever been as red as
that bike. No | owslung foreign sports car with wire wheels and purring engi ne
woul d ever | ook as powerful or as capable as that bike. No chrome would ever
gleamwi th such purity, like the silver nmoon on a summer’s night. It had a big
round headlight and a horn with a rubber bulb, and its frane | ooked as strong
and solid as the biceps of Hercules. But it |ooked fast, too; its handl ebars
sloped forward like an invitation to taste the wind, its black rubber pedals
unscuffed by any foot before mne. Dad ran his fingers along the headlight,
and then he picked the bike up with one hand. “Boy, it hardly wei ghs

anything!” he marveled. “Lightest netal |1’ve ever felt!” He put it down again,
and it settled on its kickstand |ike an obedi ent but barely tanmed ani nal .
I was on that seat in tw seconds. | had a little trouble at first,

because the way both the handl ebars and the seat tilted forward I felt like ny
bal ance was off. My head was thrust over the front wheel, ny back pressed down
in a straight line in emulation of the bike's spine. | had the feeling of
bei ng on a machine that could easily get out of ny control if | wasn't

careful ; there was sonething about it that both thrilled and scared ne.

Mom canme out of the house. The bi ke had arrived about an hour before, she
told us. M. Lightfoot had brought it in the back of his truck. “He said the
Lady wants you to ride easy on it until it gets used to you,” she said. She
| ooked at Dad, who was wal king in a circle around the new bi ke. “He can keep
it, can’t he?”

“l don’t like us acceptin’ charity. You know that.”

“It’s not charity. It’'s a reward for a good deed.”

Dad continued his circling. He stopped and prodded his shoe at the front
tire. “This nmust’ve cost her an awful lot of noney. It’s a fine bike, that's
for sure.”

“Can | keep it, Dad?” | asked.

He stood there, his hands on his hips. He chewed on his bottomlip for a

nmonent, and then he | ooked at Mom “It’s not charity?”

“ hbl ”

Dad’ s gaze found ne. “Yeah,” he said, and no word was ever nore wel cone.
“I't’s yours.”

“Thanks! Thanks a million tines!”

“So now that you ve got a new bi ke, what’'re you gonna nane it?” Dad
asked.



| hadn’t thought about this yet. | shook ny head, still trying to get
used to the way it held ny body forward |ike a spear

“Mght as well take it out for a spin, don't you think?” He slid an arm
around Momi s wai st, and he grinned at ne.

“Yes sir,” | said, but I got off to chop the kickstand up and guide it
down the porch steps. It seened an indignity to jar the bi ke before we'd
gotten to know each other. Either that, or | feared waking it up just yet.
sat on the seat again, ny feet on the ground.

“CGo ahead,” Dad told me. “Just don't burn up the street.”

| nodded, but | didn't nmove. | swear | thought | felt the bike trenble,
as if with anticipation. Maybe it was just ne.

“Crank ’'er up,” Dad said.

This was the nonment of truth. | took a breath, put one foot on a pedal
and pushed off with the other. Then both feet were on the pedals, and | ained
the bike toward the street. The wheels turned with hardly any noise, just a
quiet tick...tick...tick like a bonb about to go off.

“Have fun!” ny nother called as she opened the porch door

| | ooked back and took a hand off the handl ebars to wave, and the bike
suddenly lurched out of my control and zigzagged wildly. | alnost went down in
my first crash, but | grasped hold again and the bi ke straightened out. The
pedal s were snpboth as ice cream the wheels spinning faster across the hot

paverment. This was a bike, | realized, that could get away fromyou like a
rocket. | tore away along the street, the wi nd hissing through nmy newy cut
hair, and to tell the truth, | felt as if | was hanging on for dear life. |

was used to an old, sluggish chain and sprocket that needed a |l ot of |eg
muscl e, but this bike demanded a lighter touch. When | put on the brakes the

first time, | alnost flew off the seat. | spun it around in a wide circle and
gave it nore speed again, and | got going so fast so quickly, the back of ny
neck started sweating. | felt one pedal -push away from | eaving the ground, but

the front wheel responded to nmy grip on the handl ebars seem ngly even as |
t hought what direction | wanted to turn. Like a rocket, the bike sped ne

t hrough the tree-shaded streets of ny hometown, and as we carved the w nd
toget her | decided that would be its nane.

“Rocket,” | said, the word whirling away behind me in the slipstream
“That sound all right to you?”

It didn't thrownme off. It didn't veer for the nearest tree. | took that
as a yes.

| started getting bolder. | sideslipped and figure-eighted and
curb-junped, and Rocket obeyed ne without hesitation. | |eaned over those

handl ebars and punped the pedals with all ny strength and Rocket shot al ong
Shantuck Street, the pools of shadow and sunlight opening up before nme. |

zi pped up onto the sidewal k, where the tires barely registered the passing
cracks. The air was hot in my lungs and cool on ny face, and the houses and
trees were whipping past in a subline blur. At this instant | felt at one with
Rocket, as if we were of the same skin and grease, and when | grinned, a bug
flewinto my teeth. | didn't care; | swallowed it because | was invincible.

And such ideas inevitably lead to what next occurred.

I hit a patch of broken sidewal k wi thout slow ng down or trying to m ss
it, and | felt Rocket shudder fromfender to fender. A noise |like a grunt ran
through the frame. The jolt knocked one of ny hands | oose fromthe handl ebars,
and Rocket’s front tire hit an edge of concrete and the bi ke bucked up and
twisted like an angry stallion. My feet left the pedals and ny butt left the
seat, and as | went off into the air | thought of sonething Mom had said: The
Lady wants you to ride easy on it until it gets used to you.

| didn’t have nuch time to ponder it. In the next second | crashed into a
hedge in somebody’s yard and ny breath left me in a whoosh and the green

| eaves took me down. | had nearly ripped a hole clear through the hedge. My
arnms and cheeks were scratched up sone, but nothing seened to be skinned up
and bl eeding. | got out of the hedge, shaking off |eaves, and | saw Rocket

lying on its side in the grass. Terror gripped me; if this new bi ke was busted



up, Dad’ s spanki ng hand woul d be finding work. | knelt beside Rocket, checking
the bi ke for damage. The front tire was scuffed and the fender crinped, but

the chain was still on and the handl ebars straight. The headlight was
unbr oken, the frame unbent. Rocket had been brui sed but was anmazingly heal t hy
for such a nasty spill. | righted the bike, thanking whatever angel had been

riding on ny shoulder, and as | ran ny fingers over the dented fender | saw
the eye in the headl anp.

It was a golden orb with a dark pupil, and it stared at me with what
m ght have been a broodi ng tol erance.

I blinked, startled.

The gol den eye was gone. Now the headlight was just a plain bulb behind a
circle of glass again.

| kept staring at the headlight. There was no eye init. | rolled Rocket
around, from sun to shadow and back again, but the imge did not return
| felt nmy head, searching for a lunmp. | found none.

It’s crazy, the things a boy can imagi ne.

| got back on the seat and started pedaling along the sidewal k agai n.
This time | took it slow and easy, and | hadn’'t gone twenty feet before | saw
all the glass froma broken Yoo-Hoo bottle scattered across the sidewalk in
front of ne. | swerved Rocket over the curb and onto the street, mssing the
gl ass fragnents and saving Rocket’s tires. | hated to think what m ght have
happened if |I'd gone over that glass at high speed; a few scratches froma
| eafy hedge were mild conpared to what coul d have been

We had been very lucky, Rocket and ne.

Davy Ray Callan lived nearby. | stopped at his house, but his nother said
Davy Ray had gone to the ball field with Johnny Wlson to practice. Qur Little
League team-the Indians, for whom| played second base—had | ost our first four
ganes and we needed all the practice we could get. | thanked Ms. Callan and
ai med Rocket toward the field.

It wasn’'t far. Davy Ray and Johnny were standing out in the sunshine and
the red dust, pitching a ball back and forth. |I rode Rocket onto the field and
circled them and their nouths dropped open at the sight of ny new bike. O
course they had to touch it, too, had to sit on it and pedal it around a

little. Next to Rocket, their bikes |ooked Iike dusty antiques. Still, this
was Davy Ray’s opinion of Rocket: “It don’t handl e so good, though, does it?”
And Johnny’s: “It sure is pretty, but the pedals are stiff.” | realized they

were not saying this sinply to rain on ny parade; they were good friends, and
they rejoiced in ny happiness. The fact of the matter is that they preferred
their own bi kes. Rocket had been nmade for nme and me al one.

| rested Rocket on its kickstand and watched while Davy Ray threw high
fly balls to Johnny. Yellow butterflies flew fromthe grass, and overhead the
sky was blue and cloudl ess. | |ooked toward the brown-pai nted bl eachers, under
the signs advertising different Merchants Street stores, and | saw a figure
sitting at the top.

“Hey, Davy!” | said. “Wo' s that?”

Davy gl anced over and then lifted his glove to snare Johnny’s return
pitch. “I don’t know Just sone kid, been sittin’ there since we got here.”

| watched the guy. He was hunkered forward, watching us, with one el bow
on a knee and his chin propped on his palm | turned away from Davy and wal ked

toward the bl eachers, and the kid at the top suddenly stood up as if he neant
to run.

“VWhat’'re you doin’ up there?” | called to him

He didn’t answer. He just stood there, and | could tell he was trying to
deci de whether to take to his heels or not.

| got closer. | didn't recognize him he had short-cropped dark brown
hair with a wiry cowmick sticking up fromthe left side of his head, and he
wore gl asses that seened too big for his face. He was maybe nine or ten years
old, I figured, and he was a real beanpole, with gawky arms and | egs. He wore
bl ue jeans with patched knees and a white T-shirt, and the butterm |k pallor
of his skin told ne he didn't get outside very nuch. “What’'s your nane?”



asked himas | reached the fence between the field and the bl eachers.

He didn't reply.

“Can you tal k?”

| saw himtrenble. He | ooked as scared as a deer caught in a hunter’s
flashlight.

“1"m Cory Mackenson,” | said. | stood there, waiting, with my fingers
grasping the fence’'s nesh. “Don’t you have a nane?”

“Yeth,” the boy answered.

| thought he'd said Seth at first, and then it dawned on ne that he had a
lisp. “What is it?”

“Neno, ” he said.

“Nenmo? Li ke Captain Nenp?”

“Huh?”

A student of Jules Verne he was not. “Wat’'s your |ast nane?”

“Curlith,” he said.

Curlith. It took me a few seconds to decipher it. Not Curlith, but
Curliss. The new boy in town, the one who had a traveling sal esman as a
father. The boy who sat on the horse to get his hair cut at M. Dollar’s. The
pansy.

Neno Curliss. Well, the nanme suited him He |ooked |ike something a net
m ght drag up fromtwenty thousand | eagues. But ny parents had taught ne that
everybody deserved respect, no matter if they were pansies or not, and to tel
the truth, I was nothing to wite hone about in the physical |ooks departnent.
“You're newin town,” | offered.

He nodded.

“M. Dollar told nme about you.”

“He did?”

“Yeah. Said”—you sat on the horse, | alnpbst told him=you got a haircut.”

“Un- huh. ’Bout thaved ne bal dheaded,” Neno said, and he scratched the top
of his scalp with a thin-fingered hand attached to a white, bony wi st.

“Heads up, Cory!” | heard Davy shout. | |ooked up. Johnny had put all his
strength into a fly ball that not only overshot Davy's gl ove, but cleared the
fence, banged against the second row of bleachers, and rolled down to the
bot t om

“Little help!” Davy said, smacking his glove with his fist.

Neno Curliss wal ked down fromthe top and picked up the ball. He was the
littlest runt | think 1'd ever seen. My own arns were skinny, but his were al
bones and veins. He | ooked at me, his dark brown eyes magnified owish by his
glasses. “Can | throw it back?” he asked.

| shrugged. “lI don’'t care.” | turned toward Davy, and naybe it was nean
but | couldn’t suppress a wicked smle. “Conin’ at you, Davy.”

“Ch, wow!” Davy started backing up in nock terror. “Don’t scorch ne,
kid!”

Neno wal ked up to the top bl eacher again. He squinted toward the field.
“You ready?” he yelled.

“I"mready! Throw it, big hoss!” Davy answered.

“No, not you,” Nenp corrected him “That other guy out there.” And then
he reared back, swung his armin a circle that was inmpossible for the eye to
follow, and the ball left his hand in a white blur

| heard the ball hiss as it rose into the sky, like a firecracker on a
short fuse.

Davy cried out, “Hey!” and backpedaled to get it, but the ball was over
hi m and gone. Beyond Davy, Johnny | ooked up at the falling sphere and took
three steps forward. Then two steps back. One nore step back, to where he'd
been standi ng when the ball was thrown. Johnny lifted his hand and held his
glove out in front of his face.

There was a sweet, solid pop as the ball kissed | eather.

“Right in the pocket!” Davy shouted. “Man, did you see that thing fly?”

Qut toward first base, Johnny rempved his gl ove and wang his catching
hand, his fingers stinging with the inpact.



| | ooked at Neno, nmy mouth agape. | couldn't believe anybody as little
and skinny as himcould throw a baseball over the bl eachers fence, much | ess
half the width of the field and into an outstretched gl ove. What’'s nore, Nenp
didn't even act as if it had hurt his arm and a heave |ike that would ve left
nmy shoul der sore for a week, even if | could ve gotten that kind of distance
out of it. It was a major league throwif 1'd ever seen one. “Nenmp!” | said.
“Where' d you learn to throw a ball |ike that?”

He blinked at me behind his glasses. “Like what?” he asked.

“Come down here. Ckay?”

“Why?” Neno | ooked scared again. | had the feeling that he was well
acquainted with the bad end of the stick. There are three things every town in
the country has in common: a church, a secret, and a bully ready to tear the
head off a skinny kid who couldn’t fight his way out of a paper bag.

i magi ned that Nenmo Curliss, in follow ng his sal esman daddy fromtown to town,
had seen his share of those. | felt ashanmed for ny wicked smle. “It’s al
right,” | said. “Just cone on down.”

“Man, what a throw” Davy Ray Callan, having retrieved the ball from
Johnny, jogged up to where Nemb was entering the field through the players’
gate. “You really nailed it in there, kid! How old are you?”

“Nine,” was the answer. “Alnpst nine and a half.”

| could tell Davy was as puzzled as | was about Neno's size; there should
have been no way on earth for a runt like that to drill a baseball into a mtt
as he had. “Go stand on second base, Johnny!” | shouted, and Johnny waved and
ran over to take the position. “You want to throw sonme, Nenp?”

“l don’t know. |’'mthaposed to be gettin’ hone thoon.”

“I't won't take long. 1'd kinda Iike to see what you can do. Davy, can he
wear your gl ove?”

Davy took it off. The glove swall owed Nenp's |left hand like a brown
whal e. “Why don’t you stand on the pitcher’s mound and throw Johnny a few?” |
suggest ed.

Neno | ooked at the pitcher’s nound, at second base, and then at hone
plate. “1’ll thand right there,” he said, and he wal ked to the batter’s box
whi | e Davy and | stood dunmbfounded. From hone plate to second base was quite a
toss for guys our age, much | ess anybody ni ne-and-a-half years old. “You sure,
Nempo?” | asked, and he said, “Thure.”

Neno took the ball out of the glove with what might have been reverence.
| watched his long fingers work around it, find a grip on the seans, and
fasten themsel ves. “Ready?” he call ed.

“Yeah, |'mready! Let 'er ri—=2

Smack!

If we hadn’t seen such a thing with our own eyes, none of us would ever
have believed it. Nemp had wound up and pitched in a heartbeat, and if Johnny
hadn’t been extra quick, the ball woul d’ve caught himright in the center of
his chest and knocked himflat. As it was, the sheer power of the pitch nade
Johnny stagger back off second base, dust smoking fromthe ball in his
cl enched gl ove. Johnny began to wal k around in a circle, his face pinched wth
pai n.

“You okay?” Davy shout ed.

“Hurts a little,” Johnny answered. Davy and | knew it must be bad for
Johnny to adnmit it. “l can take another one.” W were too far away to hear him
say, under his breath, “lI hope.” He threw the ball back in a high arc to Neno,
who stepped forward six paces, watched the ball speed downward toward his
face, and plucked it out of the air at the very last second. The kid knew what
economny of novenent was all about, but | swear he’d been an instant away from
a snmashed nose.

Nenp returned to the plate. He wi ped dust off the tops of his brown
| oaf ers by rubbing themon the backs of his jeans legs. He started to wi nd up
and Johnny braced for the throw Neno unwound and put the ball back in his
glove. “Throwin’ ain’t nothin ,” he told us, as if all this attention
enbarrassed him “Anybody with an armcan do it.”



“Not like that!” Davy Ray said.

“You guyth think thith is a big deal or thomethin’ ?”

“It’s fast,” | said. “Real fast, Nenp. The pitcher on our team s not even
as fast, and he’'s tw ce your size.”

“Thith ith eathy thuff.” Nermp | ooked out at Johnny. “Run for turd bayth!”

“What ?”

“Run for turd bayth!” Neno repeated. “Hold your gl ove anywhere, just keep
it open and where | can thee it!”

“Huh?”

“Run as fath as you can!” Nenp urged. “You don’t have to | ook at ne,
jutht keep your gl ove open!”

“Go ahead, Johnny!” Davy called. “Do it!”

Johnny was a brave fellow. He showed it right then, as he started
poundi ng the dirt between second and third bases. He didn't | ook toward hone,
but his head and shoul ders were pulled in tight and his gl ove was down in
front of his chest, the pocket open and facing Neno Curliss.

Neno pulled in a quick breath. He drew back, his white arm flashed, and
the ball went like a bullet.

Johnny was going full out, his gaze fixed on third base. The ball popped
into his glove when he was still a half-dozen steps fromthird, and the fee
of it wedging solidly into the pocket was so startling that Johnny lost his
bal ance and went down on the ground in a slide that boiled up yell ow dust.
When the dust began to clear, Johnny was sitting on third base staring at the
ball in his glove. “Ww, " he said, stunned. “Ww.”"

| had never in ny life seen a baseball thrown wi th such amazi ng accuracy.
Johnny hadn’t even had to reach an inch for it; in fact, he hadn't even known

the ball was comng until it hit himin the glove. “Nemp?” | said. “You ever
pitched on a Little League team bef ore?”
“ ’\bpe. ”

“But you’' ve played ball before, haven't you?” Davy Ray asked.

“Nope.” He frowned and pushed his glasses up with a finger because the
bridge of his nose was getting slick with sweat. “My nomwon't |let ne. Thays |
m ght get hurt.”

“You' ve never played ball on a tean®?”

“Well, 1've got a ball and glove at hone. Thonmetineth | practith catchin
fly ballth. Thometineth | thee how far | can throw | thet up bottleth on a
fence potht and knock 'em down. Thuff like that.”

“Doesn’t your dad want you to play ball?” | asked.

Neno shrugged and scuffed the dust with the toe of his loafer. “He don't
have nuch to thay about it.”

| was struck with wonder. Standing before nme, in the shape of a skinny
little runt with thick glasses and a |isp, was a natural. “WII you pitch ne a
few?” | asked, and he said he would. | got Johnny’'s gl ove—which he gave up
gladly fromhis sore hand—and | tossed the ball to Nemp. | ran to second base
and planted nyself. “Put it right here, Nemo!” | told him and | extended ny
armand held the mtt level with nmy shoul der. Nenmp nodded, wound up, and |et
fly. I never had to nove ny hand. The ball smacked into the glove with a force
that jangled the nerves all the way fromny fingertips to nmy collarbone. Wen
| threwit back, Neno had to run forward and dart and weave to catch it. Then
| backed up sone nore, out toward center field, where the weeds were
sprouting. | lifted the mtt up over ny head. “Right here, Nenp!”

Nermo crouched down, alnmpost on his knees. H's head was bent forward, as if
he were trying to squeeze hinself into a tight knot. He stayed that way for a
few seconds, the sunlight glinting off his glasses, and then he expl oded.

He flew up fromhis crouch Iike Superman bursting out of a phone booth.
H s throwi ng arm whi pped back and then forward. If anybody’ s jaw had been
caught by that flashing, bony el bow they’ d have been spitting out a nouthful
of broken teeth. The ball left Nempo’s hand and it cane at ne |ike gangbusters.

It was a low ball, and it al nost skinmmed the dust between the batter’s
box and the pitcher’s nmound. But it was rising as it passed over the nound,



and it seened to be picking up speed, too. It was still rising as it zipped
over second base. | heard Davy yelling at nme, but | don’t know what he was
saying. My attention was riveted to that flying white sphere. | kept the gl ove
up over ny head, exactly where it had been when the ball was thrown, but | was
prepared to duck to keep fromgetting plastered. The ball entered the

outfield, and | could hear its hissing, full of steam and nenace. | didn't
nmove ny feet. | had time to swall ow—gul p—and then the ball was upon ne.

It popped into the mitt's pocket, its inmpact strong enough to nake ne
step back a couple of paces. | closed ny hand around the ball, trapping it,

and | could feel its heat throbbing like a pul se through the cowhide.
“Cory!” Davy Ray was shouting, his hands up to bracket his mouth. “Cory!”

| didn't know what Davy was hollering about, and | didn't care. | was in
a trance. Neno Curliss had an unearthly arm How rmuch of this had been a gift
and how much he had trained hinmself to do, | didn't know, but one thing was

clear: Nenp Curliss possessed that rare conbinati on of arm and eye that
el evated hi m above nere nortals. In other words, he was a hundi nger

“Cory!” This tinme it was Johnny yelling. “Look out!”

“What ?” | call ed.

“Behi nd you!” Johnny screaned.

| heard a sound like scythes at work, slicing wheat. | turned around, and
there they were.

Cot ha and Gordo Branlin, grinning astride their black bicycles, their
per oxi ded-yel | ow hair aflane with sunlight. They were conmi ng at ne through the
knee- hi gh grass beyond the nowed outfield, their |egs punping the pedals.
Green grasshoppers and black field crickets | eaped for their lives under the

grinding wheels. | wanted to run, but nmy legs were | ocked up. The Branlins
stopped with me between them Gotha on my right and Gordo on ny left. Sweat
glistened on their angular faces, their eyes cutting into ne. | heard a crow
cawi ng sonmewhere, |like the devil’s |aughter

Cot ha, the ol dest at fourteen, reached out and prodded the baseball mtt
with his index finger. “You playin ball, Cory?” The way he said it, it
sounded dirty.

“He’s playin’ with his balls,” Gordo snickered. He was thirteen, and just
a shade smaller than Gotha. Neither one of themwere very big, but they were
wiry and fast as whippets. Gordo had a little scar between his eyebrows and
anot her on his chin that said he was no stranger to either pain or bl oodshed.
He | ooked toward hone plate, where Davy, Johnny, and Nemp stood. “Wo the fuck
is that?”

“New kid,” | said. “"H's name’s Neno.”

“Asshol e?” Gotha stared at Nenpb, too, and | could see the wolfishness in
the Branlins’ faces. They snelled sheep’s blood. “Let’s go see Asshole,” he
said to Gordo, and started pedaling. Gordo hit the bottomof my mtt with his
hand and rmade the ball junp out. As | bent over to pick it up, he spat a wad
into ny hair. Then he pedal ed away after his brother

I knew what was going to happen. It was bad enough that Neno was so small
and skinny, but when the Branlins heard that lisp, it was going to be all she
wote. | held ny breath as the Branlins approached Rocket. As they passed,

Cot ha ki cked Rocket to the ground with suprene indifference. | swall owed ny
rage like a bitter seed, not knowing that it would bear fruit.

The Branlins pulled their black bikes to a halt, with the three boys
bet ween them “You guys playin’ a gane?” CGotha asked, and he smled like the
snake in the Garden of Eden

“Just throwin the ball around sone,” Davy Ray told him

“Hey, niggerblood,” Gordo said to Johnny. “What’'re you | ookin at?”

Johnny shrugged and stared at the ground.

“You snell like shit, you know that?” CGordo taunted.

“W don’t want any trouble,” Davy said. “Ckay?”

“Who said anythin’ about trouble?” Gotha uncoiled fromhis bike and stood
up. He rested the bike on its kickstand and | eaned against it. “W didn't say
anythin’ about trouble. G nme a cigarette.”



Cordo reached into a back pocket and gave his brother a pack of
Chesterfields. Gotha produced a mat chbook that had Zephyr Hardware & Feeds
across the front. He put a cigarette into his nmouth and hel d the mat chbook out
to Nenmo Curliss. “Light one.”

Nenp took it. Hi s hands were trenbling. It took himthree scrapes to make
the match flare.

“Light ny cigarette,” Cotha ordered

Neno, who perhaps had seen many ot her Got has and Gordos in many other
towns, did as he was told. Gotha drew in snmoke and exhaled it through flared
nostrils. “Your name’s Asshole, ain't it?”

“My...nane ith...Neno.”

“1th?” CGordo sprayed spittle. “I1th? What's the matter with your nouth,
Asshol e?”

| was picking up Rocket fromthe grass. Here | faced a decision. | could
get on Rocket and ride away, leaving ny friends and Nenmo Curliss to their
fates, or | could join them | was no hero, that’s for sure. My fighting
ability was a fantasy. But | knewthat if | rode away fromthat place and
point in time, | would be forever disgraced. Not that | didn't want to, and
not that every fiber of good sense wasn't telling me to haul ass.

But some good sense you listen to, and some good sense you can't live

Wit h.

| wal ked toward a beating, ny heart pounding on its root.

“You |l ook like a queer,” Gordo said to Nenp Curliss. “Is that what you
are?”

“Hey...listen, guys.” Davy Ray managed a frail snmile. “Wy don't you
guys—

CGotha whirled on him took two strides, planted a hand on Davy’'s chest,
and shoved him hard, knocking himto the ground by hooking a sneakered foot
around Davy’s ankle. Davy grunted as he hit, dust plunm ng up around him GCotha
stood over him snoking the Chesterfield. “You,” he said. “Just. Shut. Up.”

“l1"ve gotta get home.” Neno started to wal k away, but Gordo grabbed his
arm and held him

“Cmere,” Gordo said. “You don’t wanna go nowhere.”

“Yeah, | do, 'cauth ny nomthays |I’'ve gotta—=>

CGordo how ed with [aughter, the sound startling birds out of the trees
around the field. “Listen to him Gotha! He's got shit in his nouth!”

“l think he’s been suckin’ too many cocks,” was CGotha's opinion. “Is that
right?” He ained his hard stare at Nenp. “You been suckin’ too many cocks?”

VWhat made the Branlins the way they were was anybody’s guess. Mybe the
nmeanness had been born in them naybe it had devel oped, |ike the pus around a
wound that will not heal. In any case, the Branlins knew no | aw but their own,
and this situation was rapidly spiraling into the danger zone.

CGordo shook Neno. “That right? You like to suck cocks?”

“No.” Nemp’s voice was choked.

“Yes he does,” Gotha said, his shadow heavy across Davy Ray. “He likes to
suck big fat donkey cocks.”

“No, | don't.” Nenp's chest shook, and the first sob squeezed out.

“Ch, momma’s little baby’s gonna cry now” CGordo said, grinning.

“l...wanna go...hone..! Nenb began to sob, the tears flooding up behind his

gl asses.
There is nothing nore cruel in this world than a young savage with a chip
on his shoulder and anger in his soul. It is worse still when there is a

yel l ow stripe down his back, as evidenced by the fact that the Branlins never
went after boys their age or ol der.

| | ooked around. A car was passing the field, but its driver paid us no
notice. W were on our own out here, under the scorching sun

“Put the baby down, Gordo,” Gotha said. Hs brother shoved Nenpb to the
ground. “Feed the baby, CGordo,” Cotha said, and Gordo unzi pped his blue jeans.

“Hey, come on!” Johnny protested. “Don't!”

Cordo, holding his exposed penis, stood over Nenmp Curliss. “Shut up,



ni ggerbl ood, if you don’t want sonme rain in your face, too.”

| couldn’t take any nmore of this. | |ooked at the baseball in ny hand.
Nemo was crying. Gordo was waiting for the water to flow. | just couldn't take
it.

| thought of Rocket being kicked over. | thought of the tears on Nenp’'s
face. | threw the baseball at CGordo from about ten feet.

It didn't really have a lot on it, but it nmade a solid thunk as it hit

his right shoulder. He wailed |ike a bobcat and staggered away from Nenp j ust
as his fountain arced. The urine wet the front of his jeans and ran down his
| egs, but Gordo was grasping his shoulder and his face was all screwed up and
he was yelling and sobbing at the same tinme. Gotha Branlin turned toward ne,
the cigarette clenched between his teeth and snoke whirling fromhis nouth.
H s cheeks flaned, and he propelled hinself at me. Before | could think to
dodge, he ramred nme full force. The next thing I knew | was flat on ny back
with Gotha sitting on top of me, his weight crushing nmy chest. “l...can’t...|
can't...breathe.” | said.

“CGood,” he said, and he hit ne in the face with his right fist.

The first two punches hurt. Real bad. The next two about knocked ne col d,
but I was squirmng and yelling and trying to get away, and the scarlet bl ood
was all over Gotha s knuckles. “Chhhhh shit, my arm s broke!” Gordo npaned, on
his knees in the grass.

A hand grabbed CGotha’'s peroxided hair. Gotha' s head was jerked back, the
cigarette fell fromhis nmouth, and | saw Johnny standi ng over him Then Davy
Ray said, “Hold him” and he snmashed his fist into Gotha s nose.

The lunp of flesh burst open. Blood streaned from Gotha' s nostrils, and
Cot ha roared |ike a beast and got off nme. He attacked Davy Ray, hanmering at
himwith his fists. Johnny went after him trying to grab Gotha' s arns, but
Cot ha twi sted around and swung a bl ow that crunched agai nst the side of
Johnny’ s head. Then Gordo was up again, his face a blotched rictus of pure
rage, and he ran in kicking at Johnny’'s | egs. Johnny went down, and | saw a
fist bust himright in the eye. Davy Ray shouted, “You bastards!” and flung
hi nsel f at CGotha, but the ol der boy grabbed him by the collar and swung him
around like a laundry bag before throwing himto the ground. | was sitting up
bl ood in nmy mouth. Nenb was up and running for his life, but he tripped over
his own tangled | egs and fell headlong into the grass.

VWhat followed in the next thirty seconds | don't like to think about.
First Gotha and Gordo left Davy Ray crunpled up and crying, and then they
pounced on Johnny and worked himover with brutal precision. Wen Johnny was
gasping for air, the blood bubbling fromhis nostrils, the Branlins advanced
on me again.

“You little piece o' shit,” Gotha said, his nose dripping. He put his

foot on ny chest and sl amed me down on ny back again. Gordo, still holding
hi s shoul der, said, “Lemre have him”
| was too dazed to fight back. Even if | hadn’t been dazed, | couldn’t

have done very nuch agai nst those two without a spiked mace and a broadsword
and fifty nore pounds on my bones.

“Stonp his ass, CGordo,” Gotha urged.

Cordo grabbed the front of my shirt and started to haul me to ny feet. Wy
shirt ripped, and | renenber thinking that Mom was going to tear ne up

“I"1l kill you,” sonmebody said.
Cot ha laughed like a bark. “Put it down, kid.”
“1"11 kill you, I thwear | wll!”

| blinked, spat blood, and | ooked at Neno Curliss, who stood fifteen feet
away. The baseball was in his hand, his skinny arm cocked back

Now, this was an interesting situation. 1'd been lucky in hitting Gordo’s
shoul der; in Nemp’s hand, however, that hard round sphere was a | ethal weapon.
| had no doubt that Nenb could hit either one of the Branlins right between
the eyes and knock their brains out. | had no doubt, either, that he woul d.
Because | saw his eyes magnified behind those glasses. The fury trapped in
them like a distant conflagration, was terrible to behold. He was no | onger



crying or trembling. Wth that baseball in his grip, he was the master of the
universe. | really think he was ready to kill sonebody. Maybe it was the rage
at being born a runt, of having a lisp, of attracting bullies like a weak calf
makes a predator’s nouth water. Maybe he was full to the gullet with being
shoved and taunted. Whatever it was, it was there like a deadly resolve in his
eyes.

Cordo let ne go. Lip-ripped and shirt-ripped, | sat in the grass.

“Look at ne shake,” Gotha said silkily as he took a step toward Neno.

Cordo fanned out a few paces fromhis brother. H s penis was stil
hangi ng out of his jeans. | wondered if that would make a good target. “Throw
it, chickenshit,” Gordo said.

A Branlin was very close to death.

“Hey, you boys! Hey, therel!”

The voice cane across the field at us, fromthe road that ran along its
edge. “Hey, you boys all right?”

| turned nmy head, ny face as heavy as a bag of stones. Parked on the
roadsi de was a mailman’s truck. The mailman hinmsel f was wal king toward us, a
pith hel met shading his face. He wore shorts with bl ack socks, and sweat
stai ns darkened his blue shirt.

Li ke any aninmals, the Branlins knew the sound of the hinge on a cage’'s
lid. Wthout a word to each other, they turned away fromthe carnage they had
created and ran to their bikes. Gordo hurriedly pushed his penis back in and
zipped up his fly, then he swng hinself up in the seat. CGotha paused to kick
Rocket over again; | suppose the tenptation to ruin was just too great. Then
he got on his bike and the two brothers started pedaling frantically back the
way they' d cone. “WAit a minute!” the mail man shouted, but the Branlins
listened only to their inner denons. They raced across the field, dust
swirling up behind them and then they hit the trails they' d carved through
t he brushy grass and were gone into the patch of woods that stood beyond. Sone
ravens screaned in there: scavengers, welcom ng their own.

It was all over but the cleaning up.

M. Cerald Hargi son, our mailnman who delivered nmy nonthly issue of Fanpbus
Monsters magazine in a plain brown envel ope, reached me and stopped when he
saw ny face. “Good God!” he said, which told me it was bad. “Cory?”

| nodded. My lower lip felt as big as a goosedown pillow, and ny left eye
was swel ling up.

“You okay, boy?”

| didn't feel like twirling a Hula Hoop, that’s for sure. But | could
stand up, and all my teeth were still in their sockets. Davy Ray was al
right, too, except his face was a nmass of bruises and one of the Branlins had
stepped on his fingers. Johnny WIson, however, had been the hardest hit. M.
Har gi son, who had a fl eshy, ruddy-cheeked face and snoked pl astic-tipped
cheroots when he was wal king his route, winced as he hel ped Johnny sit up
Johnny’ s Cher okee hatchet of a nose was broken, no doubt about it. The bl ood
was dark red and thick, and Johnny’s swollen eyes couldn’t hold a focus.
“Boy?” M. Hargison said to him “How many fingers am| holdin up?’ He held
up three, right in front of Johnny' s face.

“Si x,” Johnny said.

“l believe he's got a—=

And here was a word that never failed to frighten, giving i mages of
br ai n-danaged dr ool i ng.

“—eoncussion. |'’mgonna take himto Doc Parrish. Can you two get home?”

Us two? | saw Davy Ray, but where was Nenp? The ball was lying on the
ground next to honme plate. The boy with the perfect arm was gone.

“Those were the Branlin brothers, weren't they?” M. Hargison hel ped
Johnny stand, and he took a handkerchief fromhis shorts pocket and held it
agai nst Johnny’s nostrils. In no time, the white was spotted w th bl ood.
“Those fellas need their butts kicked.”

“You're gonna be all right, Johnny,” | told him but Johnny didn't answer
me and he wal ked rubber-1egged as M. Hargison led himto the truck. Davy and



| stood watching as M. Hargison got himin and then went around and started
t he engi ne. Johnny | eaned back in the seat, his head lolling. He'd been hurt
bad.

After M. Hargison had turned the mail truck around and sped off in the
direction of Dr. Parrish’s office, Davy and | rolled Johnny's bi ke up under
t he bl eachers, where it wouldn't be readily seen. The Branlins m ght come back
and tear it to pieces before Johnny's dad could cone get it, but it was the
best we could do. Then it dawned on our foggy minds that the Branlins mght be
in the patch of woods still, where they' d been waiting for M. Hargison to
| eave.

That thought hurried us up sonme. Davy retrieved his baseball and got on
his bi ke and | picked Rocket up again. | saw, for a brief instant, the gol den
eye in the headlight. It seened to regard ne with cool pity, sane to say,
“You're my new naster? You' re gonna need all the help you can get!” Rocket had
had a rough first day, but | hoped we’d get along all right.

Davy and | pedal ed away fromthe field, both of us hurting. W knew what
was to come: horror fromour parents, indignation at the Branlins, angry phone
calls, probably a visit by the sheriff, an enpty promise fromM. and Ms.
Branlin that their boys would never, ever do anything |like this again.

W knew better.

We had escaped the Branlins for now, but Gotha and Gordo hel d grudges. At
any noment, they m ght swoop at us on their black bikes and finish what they’d
started. O what | had started, by throwi ng that danged basebal |

Sunmer had suddenly been poi soned by the Branlin touch. Wth July and
August still ahead, we were not likely to have all our teeth by Septenber.

4
| Get Around

OUR PREDI CTI ONS OF THE FUTURE WERE CORRECT.

After the parental horror and the angry phone calls, Sheriff Anory nade a
call on the Branlins. He did not, as he told ny dad, find Gotha and Gordo at
hone. But he told their parents that the boys had broken Johnny WIson's nose
and come close to fracturing his skull, and this was what M. Branlin replied,
with a shrug: “Well, Sheriff, | kinda figure boys will be boys. Mght as well
learn "emwhen they’'re young that it’'s a tough old world.”

Sheriff Amory had cl anped his anger down tight and stuck his finger in
M. Branlin's rheuny-eyed face. “Now, you listen to nme! You control those boys
of yours before they end up in reformschool! Either you do it or | wll!”

“Don’t matter none,” M. Branlin had said as he sat in front of the
television in a roomwhere dirty shirts and socks were scattered around and
Ms. Branlin noaned about her bad back fromthe bedroom “They ain't scared of
me. Ain’t scared of nobody on earth. They' d burn a reform school smack to the
ground.”

“You tell "emto come see me, or I'lIl come here and get 'enml”

M. Branlin, probing his nmolars with a toothpick, had just grunted and
shaken his head. “You ever try to catch the wind, J.T.? Them boys are free
spirits.” He had lifted his gaze fromthe Calling-for-Cash afternoon novie and
stared up at the sheriff, the toothpick between his teeth. “Say ny two sons
beat the asses of four other boys? Sounds to ne |ike Gotha and Gordo were
fightin' in self-defense. They’'d have to be crazy to pick a fight with four
boys at once, don’t you figure?”

“I't wasn't self-defense, fromwhat |’ve heard.”

“Fromwhat |’'ve heard”—M . Branlin paused to examne a brown glob on the
end of his toothpi ck—that Mackenson boy threw a baseball at Gordo and cane
near breakin’ his shoulder. CGordo showed ne the bruise, and it's as black as
the ace of spades. Those people want to push this thing, | reckon |I night have
to press charges agai nst that Mackenson kid.” The toothpick and the brown gl ob



went back into his nmouth. He returned his attention to the novie, which
starred Errol Flynn as Robin Hood. “Yeah, those Mackensons go to church al
hi gh- and-m ghty, and they teach their kid to throw a baseball at one of ny
boys and then whi nper and whi ne when he gets his clock cleaned.” He snorted.
“Sone Christians!”

In this matter, though, Sheriff Amory prevailed. M. Branlin agreed to
pay Dr. Parrish’s bill and for the nedicine Johnny was going to need. Gotha
and Gordo had to sweep and nop the jail and couldn’'t go to the sw nm ng poo
for a week by order of the sheriff, which | knew, of course, sinply stoked
their rage at Davy Ray and me. | had to have six stitches to seal the gash on
nmy | ower |ip—an experience alnost as bad as getting the lip split in the first
pl ace—but M. Branlin refused to pay for it on account of my throwi ng the
basebal | at Gordo. My nother pitched a fury, but nmy father let it go. Davy Ray
went to bed with an ice pack, his violet-bruised face looking like two miles
of bad road. As | learned fromny dad, Johnny’s concussion was severe enough
to put himon his back until Dr. Parrish gave himthe green |light, which m ght
be a couple of weeks or nore. Even when Johnny was back on his feet, he was
not to do any running or roughhousing and he couldn’t even ride his bike,
which his father had rescued intact from beneath the bl eachers. So the
Branl i ns had done sonet hing even worse than beating us up: they d stolen part
of Johnny W/l son's summer away fromhim and he woul d never again be twelve
years old in June.

It was about this time that, sitting on ny bed with my eyes puffed up and
the curtains drawn against the stinging light, | put my stack of Fanous
Monsters magazines in ny |ap and began to cut out some of the pictures with
scissors. Then | got a roll of Scotch tape and started taping the pictures up
on nmy walls, on nmy desk, on ny closet door, and just about anywhere that would
hol d adhesi ve. When | finished, ny roomwas a nonster museum Staring down at
me were Lon Chaney’s Phantom of the Opera, Bela Lugosi’s Dracula, Boris
Karl of f’ s Frankenstein and Mumy. My bed was surrounded by noody bl ack and
white scenes from Metropolis, London after M dnight, Freaks, The Bl ack Cat,
and The House on Haunted Hill. My closet door was a coll age of beasts: Ray
Harryhausen’s Ynir battling an el ephant, the nonster spider stalking the
I ncredi bl e Shrinking Man, Gorgo wadi ng across the Thanmes, the scar-faced
Col ossal Man, the leathery Creature fromthe Bl ack Lagoon, and Rodan in ful
flight. I had a special place above ny desk—a place of honor, if you will—or
Vincent Price’ s suave, white-haired Roderick Usher and Christopher Lee's |ean
and thirsty Dracula. My nother cane in, saw what | had done, and had to hold
on to the door’s edge to keep fromfalling down. “Cory!” she said. “Take these
awful pictures off the walls!”

“Why?” | asked her, ny lower lip straining against its stitches. “It’'s ny
room isn't it?”

“Yes, but you'll have nightmares with these things starin’ at you all the
time!”

“No | won't,” | said. “Honest.”

She retreated graciously, and the pictures stayed up.

| had ni ghtmares about the Branlins, but not about the creatures who
adorned my walls. | took confort in the belief that they were my wat chdogs.
They would not allow the Branlins to craw through nmy wi ndow after me, and
they spoke to ne in the quiet hours of strength and endurance against a world
that fears what it does not understand.

I was never afraid of ny nonsters. | controlled them | slept with them
in the dark, and they never stepped beyond their boundaries. My nonsters had
never asked to be bora with bolts in their necks, scaly w ngs, blood hunger in
their veins, or defornmed faces from which beautiful girls shrank back in
horror. My nmonsters were not evil; they were sinply trying to survive in a
tough old world. They remi nded ne of myself and my friends: ungainly,
unl ovel y, beaten but not conquered. They were the outsiders searching for a
pl ace to belong in a cataclysmof villagers’ torches, amulets, crucifixes,
silver bullets, radiation bonbs, air force jets, and flamethrowers. They were



i nperfect, and heroic in their suffering.

1"l tell you what scared ne.

One afternoon | picked up an old copy of Life froma stack of magazi nes
Mom was about to throw out, and | sat on the porch and | ooked through it with
Rebel spraw ed beside ne, the cicadas droning fromthe trees and the sky as
still as a painting. In this magazi ne were photographs of what had happened in
Dal | as, Texas, in Novenber of 1963. There were sunny pictures of the president
and his wife in a long black convertible, and he was smling and waving to the
crowmd. Then, in a blur, it all changed. O course | had seen that guy Gswal d
get killed on television, and what | renenbered about that was how snall the

shot had sounded, just a pop and not at all |ike the cannon boons of Matt
Dillon s six-shooter on “CGunsnoke.” | renmenbered how Gswal d had cried out as
he fell. | made a | ouder noise than that stubbing nmy toe on a rock

As | | ooked at the photographs of President Kennedy’s funeral —+he
riderless horse, the dead nman’s little boy saluting, rows of people standing
to watch the coffin go past—+ realized what to ne was a peculiar and scary
thing. In those pictures, you can see bl ack pools spreading. Maybe it was just
the light, or the film or something, but those pictures seened to ne to be
filling up with darkness. Bl ack shadows hang in the corners; they spread
tendrils across men in suits and weepi ng wonen, and they connect cars and
bui | di ngs and mani cured awns with I ong fingers of shadow Faces are shrouded
wi th darkness, and it has gathered around people’s shoes |ike ponds of tar.
The darkness seens like a living thing in those pictures, sonething grow ng
anong the people like a virus and hungrily stretching right off the frane.

Then, on anot her page, there was a photograph of a man on fire. He is
bal dheaded and Oriental, and he wears the flanes |ike a cloak as he sits
cross-legged in the street. H s eyes are closed, and though the fire is eating
up his face he is as serene as ny dad listening to Roy Orbison on the radio.
The caption said this had happened in a city called Saigon, and the Oiental
man was a nonk who poured gasoline on hinself, sat down, and lit a nmatch

And there was a third picture that haunts nme yet. It shows a burned-out
church, the stained-glass wi ndows shattered and firemen picking through the
ruins. A few bl ack people are standing around, their expressions dull wth
shock. The trees in front of the church have no | eaves on them though the
caption said this event happened on Septenmber fifteenth of 1963, before
sumer’s end. The caption said this was what was |left of the 16th Street
Bapti st Church in Birm ngham after sonebody planted a bonb that went off as
Sunday school was just letting out and four girls died in the blast.

| | ooked out, across nmy hometown. | | ooked at the green hills and the
bl ue sky, and the distant roofs of Bruton. Beside ne, Rebel whinpered in a
dog’ s dream

| never knew what hate really was until | thought of somebody wrapping up
a bonb and putting it in a church on a Sunday norning to kill little girls.

| wasn't feeling very well. My head, still lunpy from Gotha Branlin's
fist, was hurting. | went to nmy roomand |ay down, and there am d my nonsters

I fell asleep.

This was early sunmer in Zephyr: an awakeni ng to hazy norning heat, the
sun gradual ly burning the haze off and the air getting so hum d your shirt
stuck to your skin by the tine you d wal ked to the mail box and back. At noon
the world seenmed to pause on its axis, and not a bird dared to wi ng through
the steaming blue. As afternoon rambled on, a few clouds rimed with purple
m ght build up fromthe northwest. You could sit on the porch, a glass of
| enbnade at your side and the radio tuned to a baseball gane, and watch the
clouds slowy roll toward you. After a while you m ght hear distant thunder
and a zigzag of lightning would make the radio crackle. It mght shower for
thirty mnutes or so, but nost tines the clouds just marched past with a
runbl e and grunt and not a drop of rain. As evening cooled the earth, the
ci cadas droned in their hundreds fromthe woods and |ightning bugs rose from
the grass. They got up in the trees and blinked, and they lit up the branches
like Christmas decorations here on the edge of July. The stars canme out, and



some phase of the nmoon. If | played ny cards right, | could talk ny folks into
letting me stay up late, like until eleven or so, and I would sit in the front
yard watching the lights of Zephyr go out. \W.en enough lights were
ext i ngui shed, the stars becane nuch brighter. You could | ook up into the heart
of the universe, and see the swirls of glowing stars. A soft breeze bl ew,
bringing with it the sweet perfune of the earth, and the trees rustled quietly
inits passage. It was very hard, at tinmes like this, not to think that the
worl d was as well-ordered and precise as the Cartwight ranch on “Bonanza,” or
that in every house lived a “My Three Sons” famly. | wished it were so, but I
had seen pictures of a spreading dark, a burning man, and a bonb-w ecked
church, and |I was begi nning to know the truth.

| got to know Rocket better, when ny folks would et me ride again. My
momtold it to me straight: “You fall down and bust that |ip open again, it's
back to Dr. Parrish’s and this time it’'lIl be fifteen or twenty stitches!” |
knew better than to push nmy luck. | stayed close to the house, and | pedal ed
Rocket around as gingerly as riding one of those swaybacked ponies that plods
incircles at the county fair. Sonmetines | thought | caught a glinpse of the

gol den eye in the headl anp, but it was never there when | |ooked directly at
it. Rocket accepted nmy careful touch, though I sensed in the snmoothness of the
pedal s and chain and the snap of the turns that Rocket, |ike any high-strung
Thor oughbred, wanted to run. | had the feeling that | had a ot to | earn yet

about Rocket.

My Iip healed. So did my head. My pride stayed bruised, though, and ny
confidence was fractured. Those injuries, the ones that didn’t show, | would
have to live wth.

One Saturday nmy folks and | went to the public sw nmng pool, which was

crowmded with high-school kids. | have to tell you that it was for whites only.
Mom j unped eagerly into the choppy blue water, but Dad took a seat and refused
to leave it even when we both begged himto cone in. | didn't think unti

later that the last time Dad had been swimmng, he’d seen a dead man sink into
Saxon’s Lake. So | sat with himfor a while as Mom swam around, and | had the
opportunity to tell himfor the third or fourth tinme about Nenmo Curliss’'s
throwing ability. This tine, though, | had his undivided attention, because
there was no tel evision or radio nearby and he wanted to focus on sonething
besi de the water, which he seemed not to want to |look at. He told me | ought
to tell Coach Murdock about Nenp, that maybe Coach Murdock could talk Neno's
mother into letting himplay Little League. | filed that suggestion away for

| ater.

Davy Ray Callan, his six-year-old brother, Andy, and their nom and dad
showed up at the pool in the afternoon. Mst of the bruises had vani shed from
Davy’'s face. The Callans sat with nmy folks, and their talk turned to what
ought to be done about the Branlin boys, that we weren't the only ones who'd
been beaten up by that brood. Davy and | didn't especially want to relive our
defeat, so we asked our folks for nobney to go get a mlk shake at the Spinnin
Wheel and, armed with dollar bills, we headed off in our flipflops and
sunburns while Andy squalled and had to be restrained fromtagging after us by
Ms. Callan.

The Spinnin’ Weel was just across the street fromthe pool. It was a
whi t e- pai nted stucco building with white stucco icicles hanging fromthe
roof’s edge. A statue of a polar bear stood in front of it, adorned with such
spray- pai nted nessages as “Nobody Else WIl|l Beat Qur Score, W’'re The Seniors
"64” and “Louie, Louie!” and “Debbie Loves Goober” anong ot her declarations of
i ndependence. Davy and | guessed M. Sunpter Wrmack, who owned and nmanaged t he
Spi nnin” Wheel, thought that “CGoober” was sonme guy’'s nane. Nobody told him
differently. The Spinnin’ Weel was what mght be called a teen hangout. The
| ure of hanburgers, hot dogs, fries, and thirty different flavors of mlk
shakes—from root beer to peach—kept the parking lot full of high school guys
and girls in their daddy’'s cars or pickups. This particular Saturday was no
exception. The cars and trucks were packed in tight, their wi ndows open and
the radio music drifting out over the lot like sultry smoke. | recalled that I



had once seen Little Stevie Cauley, in Mdnight Mna, parked here with a bl ond
girl who | eaned her head against his shoulder, and Little Stevie had gl anced
at me, his hair coal black and his eyes as blue as sw mm ng-pool water, as |I’'d
wal ked past. | had not seen the girl’s face. | wondered if that girl, whoever
she had been, knew that Little Stevie and M dni ght Mona now haunted the road
bet ween Zephyr and Uni on Town.

Davy, ever the daring one, bought a junmbo pepperm nt mlk shake and got
fifty cents back. He tal ked ne out of getting plain vanilla. “You can get
plain vanilla anytinme!” he said. “Try..” He scanned the chal kboard that |isted
all the flavors. “Try peanut butter!”

| did. | have never been sorry, because it was the best mlk shake | ever
tasted, like a nelted and frozen Reese’s cup. And then it happened.

We were wal ki ng across the parking |lot, under the burning sun, with our
shakes freezing our hands in the big white paper cups that had Spinnin Wee
in red across the sides. A sound began: nusic, first froma few car radi os and
then others as teenaged fingers turned the dial to that station. The vol une
dials were cranked up, and the nusic flooded out fromthe tinny speakers into
the bright sumer air. In a few seconds the sane song was being played from
every radio on the lot, and as it played, sone of the car engines started and
revved up and young |l aughter flew |ike sparks.

| stopped. Just couldn’t wal k anynmore. That mnusic was unlike anything 1'd
ever heard: guys’ voices, intertw ning, breaking apart, merging again in
fantastic, otherworldly harnony. The voices soared up and up |ike happy birds,
and underneath the harnmony was a driving drunbeat and a twanging, gritty
guitar that nmade cold chills skitter up and down nmy sunburned back

“What's that, Davy?” | said. “What’'s that song?”

..Round...round...get around...wha wha wha- 000000...

“What’ s that song?” | asked him close to panic that | m ght never know.

“Haven’t you heard that yet? Al the high-school guys are singin it.”

.Cettin’ bugged drivin up and down the sane ol’ strip...| gotta find a
new pl ace where the kids are hip...

“VWhat’s the nane of it?” | demanded, standing at the center of ecstasy.

“It’s on the radio all the tinme. It’'s called—=

Ri ght then the high-school kids in the lot started singing along with the
musi ¢, some of themrocking their cars back and forth, and | stood with a
peanut butter mlk shake in my hand and the sun on ny face and the clean
chlorine snell of the swi mrng pool coming to ne fromacross the street.

“—by the Beach Boys,” Davy Ray fi nished.

13 W]at ?”
“The Beach Boys. That’'s who's singin it.”
“Man!” | said. “That sounds...that sounds..

VWhat woul d describe it? What word in the English | anguage woul d speak of
yout h and hope and freedom and desire, of sweet wanderlust and burning bl ood?
What word descri bes the brotherhood of buddies, and the feeling that as |ong
as the nusic plays, you are part of that tough, ranbling breed who w Il
i nherit the earth?

“Cool ,” Davy Ray suppli ed.

It would have to do

..Yeah the bad guys know us and they | eave us al one...| get arounnnnddddd...

| was amazed. | was transported. Those soaring voices lifted me off the
hot pavenent, and | flewwith themto a | and unknown. | had never been to the
beach before. 1’'d never seen the ocean, except for pictures in magazi nes and

on TV and novi es. The Beach Boys. Those harnonies thrilled my soul, and for a
monent | wore a letter jacket and owned a red hotrod and had beautiful bl ondes
begging for nmy attention and I got around.

The song faded. The voices went back into the speakers. Then | was j ust
Cory Mackenson again, a son of Zephyr, but | had felt the warnth of a
different sun.

“l think I"mgonna ask my folks if | can take guitar |essons,” Davy Ray
said as we crossed the street. Gt-tar, he pronounced it.



| thought that when | got home | would sit down at ny desk and try to
scratch out a story in Ticonderoga #2 about where music went when it got into
the air. Sone of it had gotten into Davy Ray, and he was hummi ng that song as
we returned to the pool and our parents.

The Fourth of July sizzled in. There was a big barbecue picnic in the
park, and the men’s team-the Quails—ost to the Union Town Fireballs by seven
to three. I saw Neno Curliss watching the ganme as he sat crushed between a
brunette woman in a red-flowered dress and a gangly man who wore thick gl asses
and was sweating through his once-crisp white shirt. Neno’'s father didn't
spend nmuch time with his son and wife. He got up after the second inning and
wal ked off, and |I later saw him prowl ing through the picnic cromd with a book
full of shirt swatches and a desperate | ook on his face.

I had not forgotten about the nman in the green-feathered hat. As | sat
with ny folks at a picnic table in the shade, nunching barbecued ribs as the
el derly men threw horseshoes and the teenaged guys heaved footballs, | scanned
the crowd for that elusive feather. It dawned on nme, as | searched, that the
hats of wi nter had been put away, and every hat in evidence was nade of straw.
Mayor Swope wore a straw fedora as he noved through the throngs, puffing his
pi pe and gl ad- handi ng bar becue- sauced pal ns. Straw hats adorned t he heads of
Fire Chief Marchette and M. Dollar. A straw boater with a bright red band was
perched on the bald skull of Dr. Lezander, who came over to our table to
examne the scar’s pale line on my lower lip. He had cool fingers, and his
eyes peered into mne with steely intensity. “Those fell ows ever cause you any
nore trouble,” he said in his Dutch dialect, “you just let ne know 1'1II
i ntroduce themto ny gelding clippers. Eh?” He nudged ne with an el bow and
grinned, showi ng his silver tooth. Then his heavyset wife, Veronica, who was
al so Dutch and whose | ong-jawed face rem nded ne of a horse, cane up with a
paper plate piled high with ribs and pulled Dr. Lezander away. Ms. Lezander
was a cool sort; she didn't have a lot to do with any of the other wonen, and
Momtold me that she understood Ms. Lezander’s older brother and his famly
had been killed fighting the Nazis in Holland. | figured sonething Iike that
could hurt your trust in people. The Lezanders had escaped from Hol | and before
the country had fallen, and Dr. Lezander hinmself had shot a Nazi soldier with
a pistol as the man burst through the door of his house. This was a subject
that fascinated nme, since Davy Ray, Ben, Johnny, and | played army out in the
woods, and | wanted to ask Dr. Lezander what war was really |ike but Dad said
| was not to bring it up, that such things were best |eft alone.

Ver non Thaxter nmade an appearance at the picnic, which caused the faces
of women to bloomred and nen to pretend to be exanining their barbecue with
fierce concentration. Mst people, though, acted as if Morwod Thaxter’s son
was invisible. Vernon got a plate of barbecue and sat under a tree at the edge
of the baseball field; he wasn't totally naked on this occasion, however. He
was wearing a floppy straw hat that made him |l ook |ike a happily deranged
Huckl eberry Finn. | believe Vernon was the only man M. Curliss didn't
approach with his shirt sanple book

During the afternoon |I heard the Beach Boys’ song several tinmes from
transistor radios, and every time it seenmed better than the last. Dad heard it
and winkled his nose as if he'd snelled sour mlk and Momsaid it nade her
ears hurt, but | thought it was great. The teenagers sure went wild over it.
Then, as it was playing for about the fifth tine, we heard a big comvtion
over where some high school guys were throwing a football not far from us
Sonebody was bellowing |ike a mad bull, and Dad and | pushed through the
gawkers to see what it was all about.

And there he was. Al six-foot-six of him his curly red hair flying
around his head and his |ong, narrow face pinched even tighter with righteous
rage. He wore a pale blue suit with an Anerican flag pin on his |apel and a
smal | cross above it, and his polished black size-fourteen w ngtips were
stonping the devil out of a little scarlet radio. “This. Has. Got. To. Cease!”
he bellowed in time with his stonps. The guys who' d been playing football just
stared at the Reverend Angus Bl essett in open-nouthed amazenent, and the



si xteen-year-old girl whose radio had just been busted to splinters was
starting to cry. The Beach Boys had been sil enced under the boot, or, in this
case, the wingtip. “This Satan’s squallin’ has got to cease!” Reverend

Bl essett of the Freedom Bapti st Church hollered to the assenbl ed throng. “Day
and night | hear this trash, and the Lord has noved ne to strike it down!” He
gave the offending radio a last stonp, and wires and batteries flew fromthe
wr eckage. Then Reverend Bl essett | ooked at the sobbing girl, his cheeks
flushed and sweat glistening on his face, and he held out his arms and
approached her. “I love you!” he yelled. “The Lord | oves you!”

She turned and fled. | didn't blame her. If I'd had a nifty radi o smashed
right in front of ne, I wouldn't feel |ike huggi ng anybody either

Reverend Bl essett, who' d been enbroiled | ast year in a campaign to ban
the Lady’s Good Friday ritual at the gargoyle bridge, now turned his attention
to the onl ookers. “Did you see that? The poor child s so confused she can’t
recogni ze saint fromsinner! You know why? ' Cause she was listenin’ to that
wailin, unholy trash!” He aimed a finger at the dead radio. “Have any of you
bothered to listen to what's fillin" our children’s ears this sunmmer? Have
you?”

“Sounds |ike bees swarm n’ on a donkey to nme!” sonebody said, and people
| aughed. | | ooked over and saw M. Dick Multry s sweat-wet bloat, the front
of his shirt splotched with barbecue sauce.

“Laugh if you want to, but before God it’s no laughin’ matter!” Reverend

Bl essett raged. | don’t think | ever heard himspeak in a normal voice. “You
gi ve that song one listen, and the very hairs will rise up on the back of your
necks just like it did on mnel!”

“Aw, come on, Reverend!” My father was smiling. “It’s just a song!”

“Just a song?” Reverend Blessett’s shiny face was suddenly up in ny
dad’ s, and his ash-colored eyes were wild under eyebrows so red they |ooked
pai nted on. “Just a song, did you say, Tom Mackenson? What if | was to tel
you this ‘just a song’ was nakin’ our young people itch with imorality? Wat

if I was to tell you it preaches illicit sexual desires, hotrod racin’ in the
streets, and big-city evil? Wat would you say then, M. Tom Mackenson?”

Dad shrugged. “lI’'d say that if you heard all that in one listen, you nust
have ears |ike a hound dog. | couldn’t understand a single word of it.”

“Ah-ha! Yes! See, that’s Satan’s trick!” Reverend Bl essett stabbed ny
father’s chest with an index finger that had barbecue sauce under the nail
“I't gets into our children’s heads w thout them even knowin’ what they're
hearin'!”

“Huh?” Dad asked. By this tinme Mom had cone up beside us and was hol di ng
on to Dad’s arm Dad had never cared nmuch for the reverend, and maybe she was
afraid he nmight blow his top and take a sw ng.

Reverend Bl essett retreated frommy father and surveyed the crowd agai n.
If there’'s anything that pulls people in, it’s a loudmouth and the snell of
Satan in the air like charred meat on a griddle. “You good fol ks conme to the

Freedom Bapti st Church at seven o’ cl ock on Wednesday night and you' |l hear for
yoursel ves exactly what I'mtalkin about!” H's gaze skittered fromface to
face. “If you love the Lord, this town, and your children, you' Il break any

radi o that plays that Satan-squallin’ garbage!” To nmy di smay, several people
wi th dazed eyes hollered that they would. “Praise God, brothers and sisters!
Prai se God!” Reverend Bl essett waded through the crowd, slapping backs and
shoul ders and findi ng hands to shake.

“He got sauce on ny shirt,” Dad said, |ooking down at the stain.

“Come on, fellas.” Mompulled at him “Let’s get under sone shade.”

| followed them but | |ooked back to watch Reverend Bl essett striding
away. A knot of people had closed around him all of themjabbering. Their
faces seened swollen, and a dark sweat stain the shape of a waternel on wedge
had grown on the back of the reverend’ s coat. | couldn't figure this out; the
same song |1'd first heard that day in the Spinnin Weel’'s parking | ot was
unholy? | didn't know very much about big-city evil, but | didn't itch with
imorality. It was just a cool song, and it nmade nme feel ...well, cool. Even



after all the listenings, | still couldn’t deci pher what the chorus was after
the | get around part, and neither could Ben, Davy Ray, or Johnny, who stil
had a wappi ng of bandages across his beak and couldn’t yet |eave his house.
was curious; what had Reverend Bl essett heard in the song that | had not?

| decided | wanted to find out.

That night fireworks bl ossomed red, white, and bl ue over Zephyr.

And sonetinme after midnight, a cross was set afire in front of the Lady's
house.

5
Wel cone, Lucifer

| AWAKENED W TH THE SMELL OF BURNI NG I N MY NOSTRI LS.

Birds were singing and the sun was up, but | was reninded of a terrible
thing. Three years ago, a house two bl ocks south of us had caught fire. It had
been a hot, dry sunmmer, and the house had gone up quick as pineknot kindling
in the mddle of an August night. The Bellwod fanmily had lived there: M. and
Ms. Bellwood, their ten-year-old daughter Emmie, and their eight-year-old son
Carl. The fire, which had started froma bad el ectrical connection, had
consunmed Carl in his bed before the Bell wods could get to him Carl died a

few days later, and was buried on Poulter Hll. H's tonbstone had Qur Loving
Son carved on it. The Bell woods had noved away soon after, |leaving their son
in Zephyr earth. | renenber Carl clearly, because his mother was allergic to

animal s and wouldn’t allow himto have a dog, so he sometines cane up to ny
house to play with Rebel. He was a slight boy with curly, sandy-colored hair
and he |iked the banana Popsicles the Good Hunmor man sold fromhis truck. He
told me once that he w shed he coul d have a dog nore than anything in the
worl d. Then the fire took himaway, and Dad sat down with me and said God has
a plan but sonmetimes it's awmfully hard to deci pher

On this particular norning, the fifth of July, Dad had gone to work and
Momwas left to tell me what that burning snell was. She’d been on the phone
nost of the nmorning, wired into Zephyr’'s amazingly accurate information
network: the society of wonen who circled gossip |like hawks for the neat of
truth. As | ate ny breakfast of scranbled eggs and grits, Momsat with nme at
the table. “You know what the Ku Klux Klan is, don’'t you?” she asked.

| nodded. | had seen Klansnen on the TV news, dressed in their white
robes and coni cal hoods and wal king around a fiery cross while they cradled
shotguns and rifles. Their spokesman, a gent who had pulled his hood back to
expose a face like a chunk of suet, had been tal ki ng about keeping your heart
in Dixie or getting your ass out and “not lettin’ no Washington politician say
| gotta kiss a colored boy's shoes.” The rage in the man’s face had swoll en
his cheeks and puffed his eyelids, and behind himthe fire had gnawed at the
cross as the white-robed figures continued their grim parade.

“The Kl an burned a cross in the Lady’'s yard last night,” Momsaid. “They
must be warnin’ her to get out of town.”

“The Lady? Why?”

“Your father says sone people are afraid of her. He says sone people
thi nk she’s got too nuch say-so about what goes on in Bruton.”

“She lives in Bruton,” | said.

“Yes, but sone people are scared she wants to have say-so about what goes
on in Zephyr, too. Last sunmer she asked Mayor Swope to open the swimin’ poo
to the Bruton folks. This year she’s been askin’ himabout it again.”

“Dad’s afraid of her, isn't he?”

Mom said, “Yes, but that's different. He's not afraid of her because of
her skin color. He's afraid because.”” She shrugged. “Because of what he
doesn’t understand.”

| swirled ny fork around in my grits, thinking this point over. “How cone
Mayor Swope won't open up the pool to thenP”



“They’ re bl ack,” Mom answered. “White people don't like to be in the
water with black people.”

“W were in the flood water with them” 1 said.

“That was river water,” Mrn said. “The swimin’ pool’s never been open
to them The Lady’'s gotten a petition up that says she either wants a poo
built in Bruton or the Zephyr pool open for black people. That rmust be why the
Kl an wants her gone.”

“She’s always lived there. Wiere would she go?”

“l don’t know. | don’t think the people who set that cross on fire care
much, either.” Momfrowned, the little lines surfacing around her eyes. “I
didn’t know the Kl an was even anywhere around Zephyr. Your father says they're
a bunch of scared nen who want to turn time backward. He says things are gonna
get a lot worse before they get better.”

“VWhat’ || happen if the Lady won't | eave?” | asked. “Wuld those nmen hurt
her ?”

“Maybe. They might try, at |least.”

“She won’t go,” | said, remenbering the cool green-eyed beauty |I’'d seen
| ooki ng back at nme from behind the Lady’s winkled face. “Those nen can’t make
her | eave.”

“You're right about that.” Momgot up fromher chair. “1’d hate to get on
her wong side, that’s for sure. You want another glass of orange juice?”

| told her no. As Momwas pouring one for herself, | finished off ny eggs
and then said something that caused her to look at me as if I'd just requested
money for a trip to the nmoon. “lI want to go hear what Reverend Bl essett has to
say.” She remai ned speechl ess. “About that song,” | continued. “lI want to know

why he hates it so nuch.”
“Angus Bl essett hates everything,” Mom said when she had recovered her
voi ce. “He can see the end of the world in a pair of penny |oafers.”

“That’s ny favorite song. | want to find out what he can hear in it that
| don’t.”

“That’ s easy. He's got old ears.” She offered a faint smle. “Like nme, |
guess. | can’t abide that song, either, but |I don't think there’s anythin
evil about it.”

“I want to know,” | persisted.

For me this was a first. | had never been so adamant about attendi ng

church before, and it wasn’t even our congregation. \Wen Dad got home, he
tried his best to talk me out of it, by saying that Reverend Bl essett was so
full of hot air he could blow up a blinp, that he wouldn't even think about
crossing the threshold of Reverend Bl essett’s church, and so on, but, at

| ast—after a hushed conference with Momin which |I overheard the words
“curiosity” and “let himfind out for hinmself”—bad grudgi ngly agreed to go
with us on Wednesday ni ght.

And so it was that we found ourselves sitting with about a hundred ot her
people in the sweltering hotbox of the Freedom Baptist Church on Shawson
Street near the gargoyle bridge. Neither Dad nor | wore a coat and tie, as
this was not a Sunday service, and sonme of the other nmen even wore their
field-stained overalls. W saw a | ot of people we knew, and before the service
began the place was standing roomonly, including a |ot of sullen teenagers
who | ooked as if they’ d been dragged into the church on nooses by their
cheerl ess parents. | guess the reverend’ s urgent hollering had gotten his
nmessage across, as had the signs he'd posted all over town that proclaimed he
woul d be “westling with the devil on Wednesday ni ght—eur children are worth
the fight.” A record player and speakers had been set up at the front of the
church, and at long | ast Reverend Bl essett—f|ush-faced and sweating in a white
suit and a rose-colored shirt—strode out onto the podiumw th the of fendi ng 45
rpmdisc of black vinyl in one hand. In the other he held the | eather grip of
a wooden box with small holes on its sides, which he placed on the floor out
of the way. Then he grinned at his audience and hollered, “Are we ready to
fight Satan tonight, brothers and sisters?”

Amen! they shouted back. Amen! and Anen!



They were ready, all right.

Reverend Bl essett began wi th an inmpassi oned sernon about how the evils of
the big city were creeping into Zephyr, how Satan wanted to drag all the young
people into hell and how the citizens had to fight the devil every mnute of
their lives to keep frombeing fried in fire. Reverend Bl essett’s face sweated
and his arns flew this way and that and he paced back and forth before the
congregation |ike a nan possessed. | have to say, he put on a great show and
was nore than half convinced Satan was hiding under nmy bed waiting for nme to
open a National Geographic to one of the naked-bosom pictures.

He stopped pacing and grinned out at us with his glistening face. The
doors had been propped open, but the heat was stifling and the sweat was
sticking ny shirt to nmy skin. In the hazy golden |ight, Reverend Bl essett was
steam ng. He held up the record. “You canme to hear it,” he said. “And hear it
you shall.”

He switched on the record player, put the disc down on its thick spindle,
and held the needl e over the first groove. “Listen,” he said, “to the voices
of the denons.” Then he |owered the needle, and a static of scratches clicked
t hrough the speakers.

Those voi ces. Denons or angel s? Ch, those voices! Round round get around
| get around. Way out of town. | get around.

“Did you hear it?” He jerked the needle up. “Right there! Tellin our
children that the grass is greener on the other side of the fence? That
they’'re not to be satisfied livin" in their own hometown anynore? It’'s devil’'s
wanderl ust they' re singin’ about!” Again the needle went down. Wen the song
reached the part about having a car that’'s never been beat and never m ssing
yet with the girls we neet, Reverend Bl essett was al nost dancing with
delirious rage. “Hear it? Doesn't that tell our young people to race their
cars in the streets? Doesn't it tell themto indulge in free and easy
pl easures of the flesh?” He said it like a sneer. “Think of it, folks! Your
sons and daughters inflamed by this garbage, and Satan just a-laughin at us
all! Picture our streets runnin’ red with the bl ood of our children in wecked
hotrods, and your pregnant daughters and sex-nmad sons! You think such things
happen only in the big city? You think we here in Zephyr are safe fromthe
prince of darkness? You listen to some nore of this so-called ‘rmusic’ and

you' Il find out how wong you are!” He let the needle play sone nore. The
sound wasn't very good. | think Reverend Bl essett hinself had listened to the
song a few dozen tinmes, judging fromall the scratches. | don't care what he
sai d; the music was about freedom and happi ness, not about crashing cars in
the streets. | didn’t hear the song |ike Reverend Bl essett did. To nme it was
t he sound of summer, a slice of heaven on earth; to himit was all stinking
brinmstone and the devil’s leer. | had to wonder how a man of Cod |ike he was

could hear Satan’s voice in every word. Wasn’t God in control of everything,
like the Bible said? If God was, then why was Reverend Bl essett so scared of
the devil ?

“Heat hen trash!” he roared at the part of the record where the Beach Boys
sang about not | eaving their best girl hone on a Saturday night. “Sex garbage!
God hel p our daughters!”

“The man,” ny father said as he |l eaned toward Mom “is as crazy as a
one-| egged toad-frog.”

As the song pl ayed, Reverend Bl essett raged on about disrespect for the
| aw and the destruction of the famly, about Eve's sin and the serpent in the
Garden of Eden. He was spouting spittle and flinging sweat, and his face got
so red | feared he was going to explode at the seanms. “The Beach Boys!” he
said with another ferocious sneer. “You know what those are? They’'re buns who
woul dn’t know a good day’s work if you handed 'em a hoe and paid "emfifty
dollars! They lay around all day out there in California and fornicate in the
sand like wild beasts! And this is what our young people are listenin’ to day
and night? God help this world!”

“Amen!” somebody shouted. The crowd was getting worked up. “Amen,
brot her!” another voice yelled.



“You ain’t heard nothin’ yet, ny friends!” Reverend Bl essett hollered. He
pi cked up the needle, put his hand flat against the record to keep it from
turning, and as the player’'s gears whined in protest, he searched for a groove
on the disc. “Listen to this!” He disengaged the gears, and he | owered the
needl e while his other hand rotated the record backward.

VWhat cane out, in a slow groan, was: Daaadeel snamaastraaabaaaa.

“Hear it? Hear it?” The reverend' s eyes glittered with triunph; he had
unl ocked the nystery at the nmusic’s heart. “The devil is ny strawberry! That’s
what they said! Cear as a bell! They're singin’ a song in praise of Satan and
they don’t care who knows it! And this thing is goin’ out on the radi o waves
all over the country right at this very mnute! I1t’'s bein’ played by our
children and they won't even know what they' re hearin’ until it’'s too late and
there’s no turnin’ back! It’'s the devil’'s plan to snare their soul s!”

“l think they said the sane thing about the Charleston,” Dad said to Mom
but his was a small voice in the fevered chorus of anens.

This is the way the world spins: people want to believe the best, but
they' re always ready to fear the worst. | imagine you could take the nopst
i nnocent song ever witten and hear the devil speaking init, if that’s what
your mind told you to listen for. Songs that say sonething about the world and
about the people in it—people who are fraught with sins and conplications just
like the best of us—an be especially cursed, because to some folks truth is a
hurtful thing. | sat in that church and heard the reverend rage and holler. |
saw his face redden and his eyes gl eam and the spittle spray fromhis nouth. |
saw that he was a terrified man, and he was stoking the hot coals of terror in
hi s congregation. He skipped the needl e around, playing nore snippets backward
that to me sounded |i ke gibberish but to himheld satanic nmessages. It
occurred to ne that he nust’ve spent an awfully long tine huddl ed over that
record player, scratching the needl e back and forth in search of an evil
thought. | wasn’'t sure he was trying to protect people as nmuch as he was
trying to direct them In this latter area he was highly successful; soon he
had nmost everybody yelling amens |ike the cheerl eaders at Adans Vall ey High
yel l ed for touchdowns. Dad just shook his head and crossed his arns, and
don’t think Momknew what to make of all this commotion

Then, with sweat dripping fromhis chin and his eyes wild, Reverend
Bl essett announced, “Now we’'ll make the devil dance to his own tune, won’t
we?” He snapped the wooden box open, and fromit jerked something that was
alive and kicking. As the Beach Boys continued to croon, Reverend Bl essett
gri pped a | eash and nade the creature on its other end start dancing crazily
to the nusic.

It was a little spider nmonkey, all gangly arns and legs, its face
spitting with fury as the reverend jerked its chain this way and that. “Dance,
Lucifer!” the reverend shouted, his voice carrying over even those of the
Californicators. “Dance to your music!” Lucifer, who had been cooped up in
t hat cranmped box for Lord knew how |l ong, did not |ook too pleased. The thing
hi ssed and snapped at the air, its tail flailing like a furry gray whip, and
Reverend Bl essett kept shouting, “Dance, Lucifer! Go on and dance!” as he
wr enched the nonkey back and forth on the end of its tether. Some peopl e got
up and started clapping and withing in the aisle. A woman whose stomach
| ooked as big as a sofa pillow got up on her tree-trunk | egs and staggered
around sobbing and calling for Jesus as if He were a | ost puppy. “Dance,
Lucifer!” the reverend yelled. | thought he was going to start sw nging that
poor nonkey round and round his head like a rabbit’s foot on a key chain. A
man in the rowin front of us spread his arns wi de and started shouting
something with God and prai se be and destroy the heathens in it, and | found
nmysel f staring at the back of his sun-browned neck to see if |I mght find an
alien X whittled there.

The place had turned into a nadhouse. Dad reached for M s hand and
said, “We're gettin’ out of here!” People were gyrating and jiggling in
rapturous ecstasies, and all this time |'d thought Baptists couldn’t dance.

Reverend Bl essett gave the nonkey a feroci ous shake. “Dance, Lucifer!” he



conmanded as the nusic thundered on. “Show ' emwhat’s in you!”

And then, quite abruptly, Lucifer did just that.

The nonkey shrieked and, obviously fed up with the shaking and jerking,
sprang for the reverend s head. Those spidery arms and | egs wrapped around the
reverend’' s skull, and Reverend Bl essett squalled with terror as Lucifer sank
his sharp little fangs into the reverend’ s right ear. At the sane tine,

Luci fer displayed exactly what he’'d been fed up on, as fromhis rear end
spewed a stream of foul matter as brown as Bosco all over the reverend' s white
suit. It was a sight that caused all rapture and speaking in tongues to

i medi ately cease. The reverend was staggering around, trying to get that
nmonkey off his head as Lucifer’s bowels sprayed his suit with runny brown
patterns. The woman with a sofa-pillow belly screaned. Some nmen in the front
row ran to help the reverend, whose ear was bei ng chewed ragged. As the nen
reached the struggling reverend and the gnawi ng nonkey, Lucifer suddenly
turned his head and saw t he hands about to grab him a bit of bl oody ear
gripped in his teeth. He released his grip from Reverend Bl essett’s skull and
with a chattering screech he sprang over the men’s heads, making them holler
and duck as nore Bosco streaned down upon them The |eash came | oose from
Reverend Bl essett’s hand, and Lucifer was free.

Li ke his nasty nanmesake, the nonkey junped from person to person
snhapping at their ears and spraying their clothes. | don’t know what the
reverend had been feeding him but it must have disagreed with Lucifer’s
stomach. Mom screamed and Dad dodged as Lucifer sprang past us, and we barely
m ssed getting splashed. Lucifer |eaped fromthe edge of a pew, swung on the
light fixture, and then | anded on a woman’s bl ue hat, where he fertilized a
fal se carnation. Then he was on the nove again, paws and claws and whi ppi ng
tail, snapping teeth, a shriek, a splatter. The snell of rotten bananas was
enough to knock you to your knees. A brave Christian soldier made a try at
grabbi ng the | eash, but he got a wet brown face for his efforts and Lucifer
made a noise |like a laugh as the man staggered back, tenporarily blinded, and
his owmn wife fled fromhim Lucifer sank his teeth into a woman’s nose,
anointed a teenaged boy’'s hair with brown slickum and | eaped frompew to pew
like a denmonic little version of Fred Astaire.

“Get him” Reverend Bl essett shouted, holding his bleeding ear. “Get that
damm thi ng!”

A man did get a hand on Lucifer, but he jerked it back a second | ater
with a fang-stung knuckl e. The nonkey was qui ck, and as nmean as hell. Mbst
everybody was too busy dodging the flying streans to think about catching
Lucifer. |1 was belly-down on a pew, and Dad and Mom crouched in the aisle.
Reverend Bl essett yelled, “The doors! Somebody shut the doors!”

It was a good idea, but it came nuch too late. Lucifer was already in
nmotion toward the way out, his beady little eyes glittering with delight.
Behind him he left his signature on the walls. “Stop him” the reverend
hol | ered, but Lucifer danced over a man's shoul der and swan-dived off a
worman’ s head and with a screech of triunph he bounded through the open doorway
into the night.

A few nen ran out after him Everybody el se started breathing a | ot
easier, though the air wasn't fit to breathe. Dad hel ped Momto her feet, and
t hen he hel ped another two nen pick up the fat |ady, who had fainted and
fallen like an oak tree. “Everybody stay calm” the reverend said shakily.
“I't’s all right now Everything’s all right!”

| wondered about a nman who could say that when his ear was half chewed
off and his white suit covered with nonkey ness.

The sinful song we had all gathered to hear was forgotten. That seened a
m nor thing now, in perspective. People started to get over their shock, and
what took its place was indignation. Somebody hollered at Reverend Bl essett
that he shouldn’t have let that nonkey get |oose, and sonebody el se said that
he was sending his cleaning bill over first thing in the norning. The wonan
with the bitten nose squawked that she was going to sue. The voices rose and
clanored, and | saw Reverend Bl essett shrink back fromthem all the power



sucked out of him He | ooked confused and miserable, just |ike everybody el se.

The nmen who’ d chased out after Lucifer returned, sweating and breathl ess.
The nonkey had scranbled up a tree and gone, they said. Maybe he’'d turn up
somewhere when it got light, they said. Then maybe they could snare himin a
net.

People trying to snare Lucifer instead of Lucifer snaring people. That
struck me as peculiar and funny at the sane tinme, but Dad put a voice to the
t hought. “Dream on,” he said.

Reverend Bl essett sat down on the podium He stayed there, in his foul ed
white suit, and he | ooked at his hands as his congregation left him On the
record player, the needle ticked...ticked...ticked.

We went homre, through the humd sumer night. The streets were quiet, but
t he synphony of insects droned and keened fromthe treetops. | couldn't help
but think that fromone of those trees Lucifer was watching. Now that he had
gotten free, who could put himback in his box again?

| imagined | snelled the burning cross again, wafting its taint over ny
honetown. | decided it nust be sonmebody cooking hot dogs over an open fire.

6
Neno’ s Mot her
& a Week with the Jaybird

THE SUMVER MOVED ON, AS SUMVERS W LL.

Reverend Bl essett tried to keep the furor going, but except for a few
peopl e who wote to the Journal demanding that the song be banned from sal e,
the steam was gone fromthe reverend' s engine. Maybe it had sonmething to do
with the Iong, |lazy days of July; maybe it concerned the nystery of who had
set that cross afire in the Lady’ s yard; nmaybe people had listened to that
song for thensel ves and made up their own minds. \Watever the reason, folks in
Zephyr seemed to have decided that Reverend Bl essett’s canpai gn was not hi ng
but hot air. It ended with a sl am when Mayor Swope visited his house and told
himto stop scaring people into seeing denons that weren't anywhere but in the
reverend’ s mnd.

As for Lucifer, he was seen traveling in the trees by a half-dozen
peopl e. A banana cream pie cooling on a shady wi ndowsill at the house of Sonia
and Katharina dass was utterly destroyed, and at any other tinme |I’'d have said
the Branlins did it but the Branlins were lying low. Lucifer, on the other
hand, was sw nging high. An attenpt was nmade by Chief Marchette and some of
the volunteer firemen to snag Lucifer in a net, but what they got for their
troubl e was nonkey business all over their clothes. Lucifer evidently had a
sure aimand a steady spout, both front and rear. Dad said that was a pretty
good def ense mechani sm and he | aughed about it, but Mom said the thought of
t hat nonkey | oose in our town rmade her sick

Lucifer stayed pretty much to hinself during the day, but sonetines when
night fell he shrieked and screaned | oud enough to wake up the sl eepers on
Poulter HIl. On nore than one occasion | heard the crack of gunshots as
someone, roused fromsleep by Lucifer’s racket, tried to put a hole through
him but Lucifer was never there to catch a bullet. But the gunfire would wake
up all the dogs and their barking woul d awaken the entire town and therefore
t he Zephyr council passed an energency ordi nance forbidding gunshots in the
town limts after eight o' clock at night. Soon afterward, Lucifer |earned how
to clang sticks against trash cans, which he liked to do between three and six
A.M He avoided a bunch of poi soned bananas Mayor Swope laid out for him and
he shunned a trip-wire trap. He started | eaving his brown mark on new y washed
cars, and he swung down froma tree one afternoon and bit a plug out of M.
Ceral d Hargison’s ear when the nmail man was wal king his route. M. Hargi son
told nmy dad about it as he sat for a nonent on the porch and puffed a
pl astic-tipped cheroot, a bandage on his di m nished | eft ear



“Whul d’ ve shot that little bastard if I'd had ny gun on nme,” M. Hargison
said. “He was a fast thing, I'll give himthat. Bit ne and took off and
swear | hardly saw him” He grunted and shook his head. “Hell of a note when
you can’t walk on a street in the daylight without gettin' attacked by a dam
nonkey. ”

“Maybe they' Il catch himpretty soon,” Dad of fered

“Maybe.” M. Hargison puffed blue snoke and watched it drift away. “Know
what | think, Ton®”

“What’ s that?”

“There’s nore to that damm nonkey than neets the eye, that’s what |
t hi nk.”

“How do you nean?”

“Wel |, consider this. How cone that damm nonkey stays around here in
Zephyr? How cone he don’t go over into Bruton and cause trouble?”
“l don’t know,” Dad said. “l haven’'t thought about it.”

“l think that woman’s got sonethin’ to do with it.”

“What woman, Geral d?”

“You know.” He cocked his head toward Bruton. “Her. The queen over
there.”

“You mean the Lady?”

“Yeah. Her. | think she’s whipped up sone kind of spell and put it on us,
because of ...you know...t he trouble.”

“The burnin’ cross, you mean.”

“Unh-huh.” M. Hargison shifted into the shadows, because the sun was
hitting his leg. “She’s workin’ sone of that hoodoo on us, is what | think
It’s spooky, how cone nobody can catch that damm nonkey. Thing screamed |ike a
banshee one ni ght outside ny bedroom w ndow and Li nda Lou about had a heart
attack!”

“That nonkey gettin’ |oose was Reverend Blessett’s fault,” Dad rem nded
him “The Lady didn’'t have anythin to do with it.”

“We don’t know that for sure, do we?” M. Hargi son tapped ashes onto the
grass, and then the cheroot’s tip returned to his teeth. “W don’t know what

ki nd of powers she has. | swear, | believe the Klan’s got the right idea. W
don’t need that wonan around here. Her and her petitions.”
“l don’t side with the Klan, Gerald,” Dad told him “I don’'t go in for

cross burnin’s. That seems to nme like a cowardly thing.”
M. Hargison grunted quietly, a little plume of smoke | eaking fromhis

lips. “I didn't know the Kl an was even active around here,” he said. “But |’'ve
been hearin’ things lately.”
“Li ke what ?”

“Ch...just talk. In nmy profession, you hear a lot of lips flap. Sone fol ks
around here think the Klan’s mghty brave for sendin’ a warnin to that wonan.
Sone folks think it’s high time she got sent on her way before she ruins this
town.”

“She’s lived here a long tinme. She hasn’t ruined Zephyr yet, has she?”

“Up until the last few years she’'s kept her nouth shut. Now she’s tryin
to stir things up. Colored people and white people in the sane swinmmin’ pool
And you know what? Mayor Swope’s just fool enough to give her what she wants!”

“Wll,” Dad said, “tinmes are changin’.”

“My Lord!” M. Hargison stared at nmy father. “Are you takin her side
Ton®”

“I"’mnot takin’ anybody’s side. Al I'"'msayin is, we don't need attack
dogs and fire hoses and bonbs goin’ off here in Zephyr. Bull Connor’'s days are
done. It seens to ne that tines are changin’ and that’'s the way of the world.”
Dad shrugged. “Can’t hold back the future, Gerald. That's a fact.”

“l believe those Kl an boys m ght argue the point with you.”

“Maybe. But their days are done, too. Al hate does is breed nore hate.”

M. Hargison sat in silence for a nonment. He was | ooking toward the roofs
of Bruton, but what he was seeing there was difficult to say. At last he stood
up, picked up his mail satchel, and slung it over his shoul der. “You used to



be a sane fella,” he said, and then he began wal ki ng back to his truck

“CGeral d? Wait a minute! Come on back, all right?” Dad called, but M.
Har gi son kept going. My father and M. Hargi son had graduated in the sane
class from Adans Vall ey Hi gh, and though they weren't close friends, they had
travel ed the same road of youth together. M. Hargison, Dad had told nme, used
to quarterback the football team and his name was on a silver plaque on the
hi gh school’s Honor WAll. “Hey, Big Bear!” Dad called, using M. Hargison's
hi gh school nicknane. But M. Hargison flipped his cheroot stub into the
gutter and drove away.

My birthday arrived. | had Davy Ray, Ben, and Johnny over for ice cream
and cake. On that cake were twel ve candl es. And sonetime during the
cake-eating, Dad put ny birthday present on nmy desk in nmy room

Before | found it, Johnny had to go honme. His head still hurt him
sometines, and he had dizzy spells. He had brought me two fine white
arrowheads fromhis collection. Davy Ray had brought nme an Aurora nodel of the
Mumy, and Ben’'s gift was a bagful of little plastic dinosaurs.

But on ny desk, with a clean sheet of white paper gripped inits roller
was a Royal typewiter as gray as a battleship.

It had some mles on it. The keys showed wear, and Z. P.L. was scratched
on its side. The Zephyr Public Library, | later |earned, had been selling sone
of their ol der equipnent. The E key stuck, and the | ower-case i was m ssing
its dot. But | sat at my desk in the deepening tw light of my birthday, and
pushed aside ny tin can full of Ticonderoga pencils and, heart poundi ng,
| aboriously typed out my nane on the paper

| had entered the technol ogi cal age.

Soon enough | realized typing was going to be no sinmple task. My fingers
were rebellious. | would have to discipline them | kept practicing, |ong
after the night had thickened and Mom said | ought to go to sleep. COERY JAT
MACKEMAON. DAVY RSU CALKAN. JI HNMY QULSON. BEM SEARS. REBEL. OLF MOSES. THE
LADT. BURNUNG CROSD. BRAMKI NS. GREEN- FEATHRED HAT. ZEPHI R ZEPHTR. ZEPHYR

| had a long way to go, but | sensed the excitenment of the cowboy heroes,
I ndi an braves, army troops, detective |egions, and nonster squads wthin ne,
eager to be born.

One afternoon | was riding Rocket around, enjoying the steamthat rose
froma passing shower, and | found nyself near the house where Neno Curliss
lived. He was out front, a small figure throwing a baseball up in the air and
catching it as it hurtled down again. | eased Rocket onto its kickstand, and
offered to throw hima few Wat | really wanted was to see Neno in action
once more. A boy with a perfect arm no matter how frail that arm night | ook
surely had been touched by God. Soon |I was encouraging Neno to aimfor the
knothole in an oak tree across the street, and when he zooned that ball right
in and made it stick not once but three tines, | alnmpst fell to ny knees and
wor shi pped him

Then the front door of his house opened with the ringing of chines and

hi s nmother cane out onto the porch. | saw Nenmp's eyes flinch behind his
gl asses, as if he were about to be struck. “Neno!” she shouted in a voice that
rem nded nme of the stinging wasp. “I told you not to throw that ball, didn't

I? 1"ve been watchin’ you out the w ndow, young man!”

Neno’ s not her descended the porch steps and approached us like a storm
She had | ong, dark brown hair, and maybe she’d been pretty once but now there
was sonet hi ng hard about her face. She had piercing brown eyes with deep |ines
radi ating out fromtheir corners, and her pancake nakeup was tinted orange.
She wore a tight pair of black pedal -pushers, a white blouse with big red
pol ka dots, and on her hands were a pair of yellow rubber gloves. Her nouth
was daubed crinson, which | found peculiar. She was all fancied up to do
housework. “Vait’'ll your father hears about this!” she said.

Hears about what? | wondered. Al Neno was doi ng was pl ayi ng outsi de.

“I didn’t fall down,” Neno said.

“But you coul d’ve!” his nother snapped. “You know how fragile you are! If
you broke a bone, what would we do? How would we pay for it? | swear, you're



not right in the head!” Her eyes swept toward nme like prison searchlights.
“Who' re you?”

“Coryth nmy friend,” Neno said.

“Friend. Uh-huh.” Ms. Curliss |ooked me over fromhead to foot. | could
tell by the set of her mouth and the way her nose winkled that she thought I
m ght be carrying | eprosy. “Cory what?”

“Mackenson,” | told her.

“Your father buy any shirts fromus?”

“ l\k), nal am ”

“Friend,” she said, and her hard gaze returned to Nenpb. “I told you not

to get overheated out here, didn't I? | told you not to throw that ball
didn't |?"

“l didn’t get overheated. | wuth jutht-—=

“Di sobeyin’ ne,” she interrupted. “My God, there's got to be sone order
inthis famly! There's got to be some rules! Your father gone all day and
when he comes hone he’s spent nore noney than he’s nade and you' re out here
tryin to hurt yourself and cause me nore worry!” The bones seened to be
straining against the taut flesh of her face, and her eyes had a bright and
awful shine in them “Don’t you know you're sickly?” she demanded. “Don’t you
know your wists could snap in a hard breeze?”

“I"'mall right, Momma,” Nemp said. His voice was small. Sweat glistened
on the back of his neck. “Honetht.”

“You' d say that until you passed out with heatstroke, wouldn't you? And
then you' d fall down and knock your teeth out and woul d your good friend s
father pay for the dentist’s bill?” Again, she glared at ne. “Doesn’t anybody
wear nice shirts in this town? Doesn’t anybody wear nice tailored white
shirts?”

“No, me’am” | had to say in all honesty. “lI don't think so.”
“Wll, isn't that just dandy?” She grinned, but there was no hunor in it.
Her grin was as hot as the sun and terrible to | ook upon. “Isn’t that just so

very civilized?” She grasped Neno’'s shoul der with one of her yell ow gl oved
hands. “Get in the house!” she told him “This mnute!” She began to haul him
toward the porch, and he | ooked back at me with an expression of |onging and
regret.

| had to ask. | just had to. “Ms. Curliss? How come you won't |et Neno
play Little League?”

| thought she was going to go on in wthout answering. But suddenly she
stopped just short of the porch steps and spun around and her eyes were
slitted with rage. “Wat did you say?”

“l...was askin' ..how cone you won't let Neno play Little League. | nean...
he’s got a perfect ar—=

“My son is fragile, in case you didn't know Do you understand what that
word neans?” She plowed on before | could tell her I did. “It neans he’s got
weak bones! It nmeans he can’t run and roughhouse |ike other boys! It neans
he’s not a savage!”

“Yes ma’ am but-—=

“Nemp’ s not like the rest of you! He's not a menber of your tribe, do you
understand that? He’'s a cultured boy, and he doesn’t get down and wallow in
the dirt like a wild beast!”

“l...just thought he m ght |ike=

“Listen, here!” she said, her voice rising. “Don’t you stand on ny | awn
and tell nme what's right or wong for nmy son! You didn't worry yourself crazy
when he was three years old and he al nost died of pneunpnia! And where was his
father? His father was on the road tryin' to sell enough shirts to keep us
from bankruptcy! But we |ost that house, that pretty house with the w ndow
boxes, we |ost that house anyway! And woul d anybody hel p us? Wuld any of
t hose churchgoin’ people help us? Not a one! So we |ost that house, where ny
pretty dog is buried in the backyard!” Her face seened to shatter for an
instant, and behind its brittle nask of anger | caught a glinpse of a
heart breaki ng fear and sadness. Her grip never left Nemp’s shoul der. Then the



mask seal ed up again, and Ms. Curliss sneered. “Ch, | know the kind of boy
you are! 1’ve seen plenty of you, in every town we've lived in! Al you want
to do is hurt ny son, and | augh at him behind his back! You want to see him
fall down and scrape his knees, and you want to hear his |isp because you
think it’s funny! Well, you can find sonmebody el se to pick on, because ny
son’s not having anythin’ to do with you!”

“I don’t want to pick on—=

“CGet in the house!” she shouted at Neno as she pushed hi mup the steps.

“l1"ve gotta go!” Nenmp called to nme, trying desperately to keep his
dignity. “I"'mthorry!”

The screen door slanmed behind them The inner door closed, too, with a
t hunk of finality.

The birds were singing, stupid in their happiness. | stood on the green
grass, ny shadow like a |long scorch mark. | saw the blinds on the front
wi ndows cl ose. There was nothing nore to be said, nothing nore to be done. |
turned around, got on Rocket, and started pedaling for hone.

On that ride to my house, as the sumer-scented air hit me in the face
and gnats spun in the whirlw nds of ny passage, | realized all prisons were
not buil dings of gray rock bordered by guard towers and barbed wire. Somne
pri sons were houses whose closed blinds et no sunlight enter. Some prisons
were cages of fragile bones, and sone prisons had bars of red polka dots. In
fact, you could never tell what mght be a prison until you’d had a glinpse of
what was seized and bound inside. | was thinking this over when Rocket
suddenly veered to one side, narrowy m ssing Vernon Thaxter wal ki ng on the
sidewal k. | figured even Rocket’s golden eye had blinked at the sight of
Vernon strolling in the sun

July passed like a midsumer’s dream | spent these days doing, in the
ver nacul ar of ny honetown, “much of nothin .” Johnny WIson was getting
better, his dizzy spells abating, and he was allowed to join Ben, Davy Ray,
and ne on our jaunts around town. Still and all, he had to take things easy,
because Dr. Parrish had told Johnny’'s folks that a head injury had to be
wat ched for a long tinme. Johnny hinmself was just as quiet and reserved as
ever, but | noticed that he’d sl owed down sone. He was al ways | aggi ng behi nd
us on his bike, slower even than tubby Ben. He seened to have aged since that
day the Branlins had beaten himsensel ess; he seenmed to be apart from us now,
in away that was hard to explain. | think it was because he had tasted the
bitter fruit of pain, and some of the magic carefree view that separates
children fromadults had fallen away from him gone forever no matter how hard
he tried to pedal his bike in pursuit of it again. Johnny had, at that early
age, |l ooked into the dark hol e of extinction and seen—uch nmore than any of us
ever coul d—+that soneday the sumer sun would not throw his shadow

We tal ked about death as we sat in the cooling breezes fromthe ice house
and listened to the |laboring lungs of the frosty machines within. CQur
conversation began with Davy Ray telling us that his dad had hit a cat the day
bef ore, and when they got home part of the cat’s insides were snmeared all over
the right front tire. Dogs and cats, we agreed, had their own kinds of heaven.
Was there a hell for them too? we wondered. No, Ben said, because they don't
sin. But what happens if a dog goes nmad and kills sonebody and has to be put
to sl eep? Davy Ray asked. Wuldn't that be a hell-bound sin? For these
guestions, of course, we only had nore questions.

“Sometimes,” Johnny said, his back against a tree, “l get out ny
arrowheads and | ook at "emand | wonder who nmade "em | wonder if their ghosts
are still around, tryin" to find where the arrow fell.”

“Nawi ” Ben scoffed. “There’s no such thing as ghosts! Is there, Cory?”

| shrugged. | had never told the guys about M dnight Mna. If they hadn't
believed 1'd shoved a broonstick down O d Mses' s gullet, how woul d they
bel i eve a ghost car and driver?

“Dad says Snowdown’s a ghost,” Davy offered. “Says that’s why nobody can
shoot him because he's already dead.”

“No such thing as ghosts,” Ben said. “No such thing as Snowdown, either.”



“Yes there is!” Davy was ready to defend his father’s beliefs. “My dad
said Grandpap saw himone tine, when he was a little kid! And just |ast year
Dad said a guy at the paper m Il knew a guy who saw hinml Said he was standin
right there in the woods as big as you please! Said this guy took a shot at
him but Snowdown was runnin’ before the bullet got there and then he was
gone!”

“No. Such. Thing,” Ben said.

“I's too!”

“I's not!

“I's tool

“I's not!

This line of discussion could go on all afternoon. | picked up a pine
cone and popped Ben in the belly with it, and after Ben how ed in indignation
everybody | aughed. Snowdown was a hope and nystery for the conmmunity of
hunters in Zephyr. In the deep forest between Zephyr and Uni on Town, the story
went, lived a massive white stag with antlers so big and tw sted you could
swing on them as on the branches of an oak. Snowdown was usually seen at | east
once every deer season, by a hunter who swore the stag had |l eaped into the air
and di sappeared in the gnarly foliage of its kingdom Men went out with rifles
to track Snowdown, and they invariably returned talking about finding the
prints of huge hooves and scars on trees where Snowdown had scraped his
antlers, but the white stag was inpossible to catch. | think that if a nassive
white stag really did roamthe gl oony woods, no hunter really wanted to shoot
hi m because Snowdown was for themthe synbol of everything mysterious and
unattai nable about life itself. Snowdown was what |ay beyond the thickness of
t he woods, in the next autum-dappl ed clearing. Snowdown was eternal youth, a
i nk between grandfather and father and son, the great expectations of future
hunts, a w |l dness that could never be confined. My dad wasn’t a hunter, so
wasn't as involved in the | egend of Snowdown as Davy Ray, whose father was
ready with his Remington on the first chilly dawning of the season

“My dad’s gonna take me with himthis year,” Davy Ray said. “He prom sed.
So you' Il be laughin’ through your teeth when we bring Snowdown back fromthe
woods. ”

| doubted that if Davy Ray and his father saw Snowdown, either one of
themwould pull a trigger. Davy had a boy-sized rifle that he sometines fired
at squirrels, but he never could hit anything with it.

Ben chewed on a weed and offered his throat to an ice house breeze. “One
thing I sure would like to know,” he said. “Wo’'s that dead guy down at the
bott om of Saxon’ s Lake?”

| pulled my knees into nmy chest and watched two ravens circling overhead.

“Ain"t it weird?” Ben asked ne. “That your dad saw the guy go under, and
now the guy’s down there in his car gettin’ all nossy and eat up by turtles?”

“l don’t know,” | said.
“You think about it, don’t you? | nean, you were there.”
“Yeah. | think about it some.” | didn't tell himthat hardly a day went

by when | didn't think of the car speeding in front of the mlk truck, or ny
dad jumping into the water, or the figure |I'd seen standing in the woods, or
the man with the green-feathered hat and a knife in his hand.

“It’s spooky, for sure,” Davy Ray said. “How cone nobody knew the guy?
How cone nobody ever missed hinP”

“Because he nust not have been from here,” Johnny conment ed.

“Sheriff thought of that,” | said. “He called around other places.”

“Yeah,” Ben went on, “but he didn't call everywhere, did he? He didn't
call California or Al aska, did he?”

“What would a guy from California or Al aska be doin’ in Zephyr, dope?”
Davy Ray chal | enged hi m

“He coul d’ve been! You don't know everythin , M. Smart!”

“l know a big dope when | see one!”

Ben was about to fire a reply back, but Johnny said, “Maybe he was a
spy,” and that halted Ben' s tongue.



“A spy?” | asked. “There’s nothin’ around here to spy on!”

“Yes there is. Robbins Air Force Base.” Johnny systematically began to
crack his knuckles. “Maybe he was a Russian spy. Maybe he was watchin’ the
pl anes drop bombs, or maybe there’'s sonmethin’ goin’ on over there that
nobody’ s supposed to know about.”

We were silent. A Russian spy killed in Zephyr. The thought gave all of
us delici ous creeps.

“So who killed him then?” Davy Ray asked. “Another spy?”

“Maybe.” Johnny contenplated this for a noment, his head slightly cocked
to one side. The lid of his left eye had begun to tic a bit, another result of
his injury. “Or maybe,” he said, “the guy at the bottomof the lake is an
Ameri can spy, and the Russian spy killed himbecause the dead guy found out
about him?”

“Ch, yeah!” Ben laughed. “So sonebody around here might be a Russian
spy?”

“Maybe,” Johnny said, and Ben stopped | aughi ng. Johnny | ooked at ne.
“Your dad said the guy was stripped naked, right?” | nodded. “Know why that
m ght be?” | shook my head. “Because,” Johnny said, “whoever Kkilled himwas
smart enough to take the dead guy’'s clothes off so nothin’ would float up to
the top. And whoever killed himhad to be fromaround here, because he knew
how deep the | ake is. And the dead guy knew a secret, too.”

“A secret?” Davy Ray was all ears now “Like what?”

“l don’t know what,” Johnny answered. “Just a secret.” H's dark Indian
eyes returned to ne. “Didn’t your dad say the guy was all beat up, like
somebody had really worked hi mover? How come whoever killed hi mbeat himup
so bad first?”

“How cone?” | asked.

“’Cause the killer was tryin’ to nake himtalk, that’'s why. Like in the
novi es when the bad guy’s got the good guy tied to a chair and he wants to
know t he secret code.”

“What secret code?” Davy Ray asked.

“That’s just for instance,” Johnny explained. “But it seens to ne like if

a guy was gonna kill sonebody, he wouldn’t beat himup for no reason.”
“Yeah, but maybe the dead guy was just plain beat to death,” Ben said.
“No,” I told him “There was a wire around the guy’s neck, chokin’ him

If he’d been beat to death, why would he get choked, too?”

“Man!” Ben plucked up a weed and chewed on it. Overhead, the two ravens
cawed and flapped. “A killer right here in Zephyr! Maybe even a Russian spy!”
He stopped chewing all of a sudden. “Hey,” he said, and he blinked as a new
t hought jabbed his mind like a lightning bolt. “What’'s to keep himfrom

killin again?”

| decided it was tine. | cleared ny throat, and | began to tell ny
friends about the figure |I'd seen, the green feather, and the man in the
green-feathered hat. “lI didn't see his face,” | said. “But | saw that hat and
the feather, and I saw himpull a knife out of his coat. | thought he was

gonna sneak up behind nmy dad and stab him Maybe he tried to, but he figured
he couldn’t get away with it. Maybe he's steaned ’'cause ny dad saw the car go
down and told Sheriff Anory about it. Maybe he saw me | ookin’ at him too. But
| didn't see his face. Not a bit of it.”

When |'d finished, they didn't say anything for a few seconds. Then Ben
spoke up: “How cone you didn't tell us this before? Didn’t you want us to
know?”

“l was gonna tell you, but after what happened with O d Mdses—=

“Don’t start that bull again!” Davy Ray warned.

“l don’t know who the man in the green-feathered hat is,” | said. “He
could be anybody. Even...sonebody we all know real well, sonebody you woul dn’t
think could do such a thing. Dad says you never know peopl e t hrough and
t hrough, and that everybody’s got a part they don't show. So it could be
anybody at all.”

My friends, excited by this new information, flung thensel ves eagerly



into the roles of detectives. They woul d agree to be on the | ookout for a man
in a green-feathered hat, but we also agreed to keep this know edge to

oursel ves and not spread it to our parents, in case one of them happened to
tell the killer without knowing it. | felt better for having relieved nyself
of this burden, yet |I was still troubled. Who was the man M. Dollar said
Donny Bl ayl ock had killed? And what was the meaning of the piano nusic in the
dream the Lady had told my nom about? Dad still refused to visit the Lady, and
| still sometinmes heard himcry out in his sleep. So | knew that even though
that ugly dawn was | ong behind us, the nmenory of the event—and of what he’d
seen handcuffed to the wheel -haunted him |f Dad went out wal ki ng at Saxon’s
Lake, he didn’t tell ne, but | suspected this night be true because of the
crusty red dirt he left scraped on the porch steps on nore than one afternoon

August came upon us, riding a wave of sultry heat. One norning | awakened
to the realization that in a few days | would be spending a week with
Granddaddy Jaybird, and | imediately pulled the sheet over ny head.

But there was no turning back the clock. The nonsters on my walls could
not help me. Every sunmer, | spent a week with G anddaddy Jaybird and
Grandnmonma Sar ah whether | wanted to or not. G anddaddy Jaybird demanded it
and whereas | spent several weekends throughout the year with Grand Austin and
Nana Alice, the visit with G and-daddy Jaybird was one |lunp sum of frenetic
bi zarrity.

This year, though, | was determned to strike a bargain with my folks. If
| had to go to that farmhouse where G anddaddy Jaybird jerked the covers off
me at five in the norning and had ne nowi ng grass at six, could | at |east go
on an overnight canping trip with Davy Ray, Ben, and Johnny? Dad said he'd
thi nk about it, and that was about the best | could hope for. So it happened
that | said good-bye to Rebel for a week, Dad and Mom drove ne out from Zephyr
into the country, ny suitcase in the back of the truck, and Dad turned off
onto the bunpy dirt road that led across a corn field to ny grandparents’
house.

Grandmomma Sarah was a sweet wonan, of that there was no doubt. | inmagine
the Jaybird had been a rounder in his youth, full of vimand vigor and earthy
charm Every year, however, his bolts had gotten a little | ooser. Dad woul d
say it right out: Jaybird was out of his mnd. Momsaid he was “eccentric.”
say he was a dunmb, nmean man who thought the world revol ved around him but |

have to say this as well: if it wasn’'t for the Jaybird, |I would never have
witten nmy first story.

| never saw Granddaddy Jaybird perform an act of kindness. | never heard
himpraise his wife or his son. | never felt, when | was around him that I

was anyt hi ng but a—thankful |y tenporary—possession. H's nmoods were as fleeting
as the faces of the nobon. But he was a born storyteller, and when he focused
his mind on tales of haunted houses, denon-possessed scarecrows, |ndian burial
grounds, and phantom dogs, you had no choice but to willingly foll ow wherever
he | ed.

The macabre, it may be said, was his territory. He was grave smart and
life stupid, as he’d never gotten past the fourth grade. Sonetimes | wondered
how nmy dad had turned out as he had, having lived seventeen years in the
Jaybird’ s strange shadow. As |’ve said, though, nmy grandfather didn't really
start going crazy until after |I was born, and | guess there were sensible
genes on ny grandnother’'s side of the famly. | never knew what mi ght happen
during that week of suffering, but I knew it would be an experience.

The house was confortable, but really nothing special. The land around it
was, except for the stunted corn field, a garden and a small plot of grass,
nmostly forest; it was where the Jaybird stal ked his prey. G andnomma Sarah was
genuinely glad to see us when we arrived, and she ushered us all into the
front room where electric fans stirred the heat. Then the Jaybird made his
appearance, clad in overalls, and he carried with hima big glass jar full of
golden liquid that he announced to be honeysuckle tea. “Been brewin' it for
two weeks,” he said. “Lettin’ it nellow, ya see.” He had mason jars all ready
for us. “Have a sip!”



| have to say it was very good. Everybody but the Jaybird had a second
glass of it. Maybe he knew how potent the stuff was. Wthin twelve hours, |
woul d be sitting on the pot feeling as if nmy insides were flooding out, and at
hone Dad and Mom woul d be just as bad of f. G andnomma Sarah, who was surely
used to such concoctions by now, would sleep like a |og through the whole
di sgusting epi sode, except in the dead of night she was liable to make a high
banshee keening noise in her sleep that was guaranteed to lift the hair right
of f your scal p.

Anyway, the tinme cane when Dad and Mom had to be getting back to Zephyr.
| felt nmy face sag, and | must’ve | ooked |ike a wounded puppy because Mom put

her arm around ne on the porch and said, “You'll be all right. Call ne
toni ght, okay?”

“I will,” I vowed, and | watched them as they drove away. The dust
settled over the brown cornstal ks. Just one week, | thought. One week woul dn’t
be so bad.

“Hey, Cory!” the Jaybird said fromhis rocking chair. He was grinning,
which was a bad sign. “Cot a joke for yal Three strings walk into a bar. First
string says, ‘G me a drink!’ Bartender |ooks at him says, ‘W don't serve
strings in here, so get out!’ Second string tries his luck. ‘G nme a drink!
Bart ender says, Told you we don't serve strings in here, so you hit the
trail!” Then the third string’s just as thirsty as the devil, so he’'s got to
try, too. ‘G me a drink!’" he says. Bartender |ooks at himsquinty-eyed, says,
‘You' re a danged-gone string, too, ain't ya? And the string, he puffs out his

chest and says, ‘’'Fraid not!’” The Jaybird hooted with | aughter, while | just
stood there staring at him “Get it, boy? Get it? ‘*Fraid not’?” He frowned,
the joke over. “Hell!” he grow ed. “You got a sense of hunor as bad as your
daddy’ s!”

One week. Oh, Lord.

There were two subjects the Jaybird could tal k about for hours on end:
his survival through the Depression, when he held such jobs as coffin
pol i sher, railroad brakeman, and carnival roustabout, and his success as a
young man with wonen, which according to himwas enough to turn Val entino
green. | would have thought that was a big deal if 1’'d known who Val enti no
was. Anytime the Jaybird and | were away fromthe reach of ny grandnother’s
ear, he might launch into a tale about “Edith the preacher’s daughter from
Tupel 0” or “Nancy the conductor’s niece from Nashville” or “that buck-toothed
girl used to hang around eatin’ candy apples.” He ranbled on about his
“jimbob” and how the girls got all fired up about it. Said there used to be
j eal ous boyfriends and husbands after himby the dozens, but he always escaped
what ever trap was closing around him Once, he said, he’d hung on to the
bottomof a railroad trestle above a hundred-foot gorge while two nmen with
shot guns stood right above him talking about how they were going to skin him
alive and nail his hide to a tree. “Thing was,” the Jaybird said to ne as he
chewed lustily on a weed, “l spoiled themgirls for every other fella. Yeah
me and ny jinmbob, we had us a tine.” Then, inevitably, his eyes would take on
a sad cast, and the young nman with the flanming jinmbob would start slipping
away. “l bet you | wouldn’t know one of themgirls today if | passed her on
the street. No sir. They'd be old wonen, and | wouldn’t know a one of them”

Granddaddy Jaybird despised sleep. Maybe it had sonething to do with his
knowi ng that his days on this earth were nunbered. Cone five o' clock, rain or
shine, he’d rip the covers off ne like a whirlw nd passing through and his
voice would roar in mmy ear: “Cet up, boy! Think you' re gonna live forever?”

I would invariably numble, “No, sir,” and sit up, and the Jaybird woul d
go on to rouse ny grandnother into cooking a breakfast that m ght have served
Sgt. Rock and nost of Easy Conpany.

The days | spent with ny grandparents foll owed no pattern once breakfast
was down the hatch. | could just as well be handed a garden hoe and told to
get to work as |I could be inforned that | might enjoy a trip to the pond in
t he woods behind the house. G anddaddy Jaybird kept a few dozen chi ckens,

t hree goats—all of whom closely resenbl ed hi mand for some strange reason he



kept a snapping turtle named Wsdomin a big netal tub full of sliny water in
t he backyard. When one of those goats stuck his nose into Wsdom s territory,
and W sdom took hold, there was hell to pay. Things were comonly in an uproar
at the Jaybird s place: “All snakes and di ngl eberries” was his phrase to
describe a chaotic noment, as when Wsdombit a thirsty goat and the goat in
turn careened into the clean |laundry my grandnot her was hangi ng on the |ine,
endi ng up runni ng around festooned in sheets and draggi ng them through the
garden 1’ d just been hoeing. The Jaybird was proud of his collection of the
skel etons of small animals which he’d painstakingly w red together. You never
knew where those skel etons ni ght appear; the Jaybird had a nasty knack for
putting themin places you mght reach into before | ooking, |ike beneath a
pillow or in your shoe. Then he’d | augh |ike a demon when he heard you squall
H s sense of hunor was, to say it kindly, warped. On Wdnesday afternoon he
told nme he’d found a nest of rattl esnakes near the house |ast week and killed
themall with a shovel. As | was about to drift off to sleep that night,

al ready dreading five o' clock, he opened ny door and peered into the dark and
said in a quiet, om nous voice, “Cory? Be careful if you get up to pee

toni ght. Your grandmonmma found a fresh-shed snakeskin under your bed this
mornin’ . Good-sized rattle on it, too. "N ght, now”

He’ d cl osed the door. | was still awake at five.
VWhat | realized, long after the fact, was that G anddaddy Jaybird was
honing ne |i ke one m ght sharpen a blade on a grinding edge. |I don’t think he

knew he was doing this, but that’'s how it canme out. Take the snake story. As I
| ay awake in the dark, ny bladder steadily expanding within me, ny inmagination
was at work. | could see that rattler, coiled sonewhere in the room waiting
for the squeak of a bare foot pressing on a board. | could see the col ors of
the forest inits scaly hide, its terrible flat head resting on a | edge of

air, its fangs slightly adrip. | could see the nuscles ripple slowy along its
sides as it tasted ny scent. | could see it grin in the dark, sanme to say,
“You're mne, bub.”

If there could be a school for the imagination, the Jaybird would be its
headmaster. The lesson | |earned that night, in what you can nake yourself
describe in your mind as true, | couldn’t have bought at the finest coll ege.
There was al so the subsidiary | esson of gritting your teeth and bearing pain,
hour upon hour, and daming yourself for drinking an extra glass of mlk at
supper.

You see, the Jaybird was teaching me well, though he didn't have a clue.

There were other |essons, all of themvaluable. And tests, too. On Friday
aft ernoon G andnomma Sarah asked himto drive into town to pick up a box of
ice creamsalt at the grocery store. Normally the Jaybird didn't like to run
errands, but today he was agreeable. He asked me to go with him and
Grandmonma Sarah said the sooner we got back the sooner the ice creamwould be
made.

It was a day right for ice cream N nety degrees in the shade, and so hot
inthe full sun that if a dog went running, its shadow dropped down to rest.
W got the ice creamsalt, but on the way back, in the Jaybird’ s bul ky old
Ford, another test began.

“Jerome C aypool lives just down the road,” he said. “He’'s a good ol e
fella. Want to drop by and say howdy?”

“We’d better get the ice creamsalt to—=

“Yeah, Jerone’s a good ole fella,” the Jaybird said as he turned the Ford
toward his friend s house.

Six mles later, he stopped in front of a ranshackle farmhouse that had a
rotting sofa, a cast-off winger, and a pile of noldering tires and rusted
radiators in the front yard. | think we had crossed the |Iine between Zephyr
and Dogpatch by way of Tobacco Road sonmewhere a few mles back. Obviously,

t hough, Jeronme C aypool was a popul ar good ole fella, because there were four
other cars parked in front of the place as well. “Cone on, Cory,” the Jaybird
said as he opened his door. “We'Ill just go in a mnute or two.”

| could snell the stench of cheap cigars before we got to the porch. The



Jaybi rd knocked on the door: rap rap rapraprap. “Wo is it?” a cautious voice
inquired fromw thin. My grandfather replied, “Blood ‘n Guts,” which nade ne
stare at him thinking he’d | ost whatever mind he had | eft. The door opened on
noi sy hinges, and a long-jawed face with dark, winkle-edged eyes peered out.
Those eyes found ne. “Who' s he?”

“My grandboy,” Jaybird said, and put his hand on ny shoul der. “Nane’s
Cory.”

“Jesus, Jay!” the long-jawed face said with a scow. “What’'re you
bringin’ a kid around here for?”

“No harm done. He won't say nothin'. WIIl you, Cory?” The hand ti ghtened.

| didn’t understand what was going on, but clearly this was not a place

Grandmonmmas Sar ah woul d have enjoyed visiting. | thought of Mss Gace’ s house
out beyond Saxon's Lake, and the girl named Lainie who d furled her wet pink
tongue at me. “No sir,” | told him and the grip relaxed again. H's

secret—whatever it mght be—was safe.

“Bodean won't like this,” the man warned.

“Jerome, Bodean can stick his head up his ass for all | care. You gonna
let ne in or not?”

“You got the green?”

“Burnin’ a hole,” the Jaybird said, and touched his pocket.

| bal ked as he started pulling me over the threshold. “Gandnomm’s
waitin' for the ice creamsa—

He | ooked at ne, and | saw sonething of his true nature deep in his eyes,
like the glare of a distant blast furnace. On his face there was a desperate
hunger, inflaned by whatever was going on in that house. lIce creamsalt was
forgotten; ice creamitself was part of another world six mles away. “Cone
on!” he snapped.

| stood ny ground. “l don’t think we ought to—=~

“You don’t think!” he said, and whatever was pulling himinto that house
seized his face and nade it nean. “You just do what | tell you, hear nme?”

He gave ne a hard yank and | went with him my heart scorched. M.

O aypool closed the door behind us and bolted it. Cigar snoke drifted in a
room where no sunlight entered; the wi ndows were all boarded up and a few
nmeasly electric lights were burning. W followed M. C aypool through a

hal lway to the rear of the house, and he opened anot her door. The wi ndow ess
room we wal ked into was layered with smoke, too, and at its center was a round
tabl e where four nen sat under a harsh light playing cards, poker chips in
stacks before them and gl asses of anmber |iquid near at hand. “Fuck that

noi se!” one of the nmen was saying, making ny ears sting. “l ain’t gonna be
bluffed, no sir!”
“Five dollars to you, then, M. Cool,” another one said. Ared chip hit

the pile at the table’s center. A cigar tip glowed like a volcano in the

mael strom “Raise you five,” the third man said, the cigar wedged in the side
of a scarlike mouth. “Come on, put up or shut—= | saw his small, piggish eyes
dart at me, and the man sl apped his cards facedown on the table. “Hey!” he
shouted. “What’'s that kid doin” in here?”

Instantly | was the focus of attention. “Jaybird, have you gone fuckin
crazy?” one of the other men asked. “Get himout!”

“He’s all right,” my grandfather said. “He's famly.”

“Not nmy family.” The man with the cigar |eaned forward, his thick
forearns braced on the table. H's brown hair was cropped in a crew cut, and on
the little finger of his right hand he wore a dianond ring. He took the cigar
fromhis nouth, his eyes narrowed into slits. “You know the rul es, Jaybird.
Nobody comes in here without gettin’ approved.”

“He’s all right. He's ny grandson.”

“l don’t care if he's the fuckin' prince of England. You broke the
rules.”

“Now, there’s no call to be ugly about it, is th—=

“You're stupid!” the man shouted, his nmouth tw sting as he spoke the
word. A fine sheen of sweat glistened on his face, and his white shirt was



danp. On the breast pocket, next to a tobacco stain, was a nonogram BB
“Stupid!'” he repeated. “You want the law to cone in and bust us up? Wy don't
you just give a map to that goddammed sheriff?”

“Cory won't say anythin'. He's a good boy.”

“That so?” The small pig eyes returned to nme. “You as stupid as your
gr andpap, boy?”

“No sir,” | said.

He | aughed. The sound of it rem nded ne of when Phillip Kenner threw up
his oatnmeal in school last April. The man’'s eyes were not happy, but his nmouth
was tickled. “Well, you're a smart little fella, ain't you?”

“He takes after me, M. Blaylock,” the Jaybird said, and |I realized the
man who t hought | was so snart was Bodean Bl ayl ock hinsel f, brother of Donny
and Wade and son of the notorious Biggun. | recalled ny grandfather’s brash
pronouncenent at the door that Bodean could stick his head up his ass; right
now, though, it was nmy grandpop who | ooked butt-faced.

“Li ke hell he does,” Bodean told him and when he | aughed agai n he | ooked
around at the other ganblers and they |aughed, too, like good little Indians
follow ng the chief. Then Bodean stopped | aughing. “Hit the road, Jaybird,” he
said. “We've got sone high rollers comn in here directly. Bunch of flyboys
t hi nk they can nmake some noney off ne.”

My grandfather cleared his throat nervously. H's eyes were on the poker

chips. “Unh...1 was wonderin’...since |’'mhere and all, mnd if | sit in for a
f ew hands?”
“Take that kid and make dust,” Bodean told him “I’mrunnin’ a poker

gane, not a baby-sittin service.”
“Ch, Cory can wait outside,” the Jaybird said. “He won’t mnd. WII you,

boy?”

“Grandnomme’ s waitin’ for the ice creamsalt,” | said.

Bodean Bl ayl ock | aughed again, and | saw the crinson flare in ny
grandfather’s cheeks. “I don’t care about no dammed ice cream” the Jaybird
snapped, a fury and a tornent in his eyes. “l don’t care if she waits til
m dnight for it, | can do whatever | dam well please!”

“Better run on hone, Jaybird,” one of the other men taunted. “Co eat
yoursel f sone ice cream and stay out of trouble.”

“You shut up!” he hollered. “Here!” He dug into his pocket, brought out a
twenty-dollar bill, and slammed it on the table. “Am1 in this gane, or not?”

| al most choked. Twenty dollars to risk playing poker. That was an awf ul
| ot of noney. Bodean Bl ayl ock smoked his cigar in silence, and | ooked back and
forth fromthe nmoney to ny granddaddy’s face. “Twenty dollars,” he said.
“That’ Il hardly get you started.”

“l1"ve got nore, don’t you worry about it.”

| realized the Jaybird nmust’ve raided the cash jar, or else he had a
secret poker-playing fund hidden away from ny grandnmother. Surely she woul dn’t
approve of this, and surely the Jaybird had agreed to get the ice creamsalt
as a ruse to cone here. Maybe he' d just planned on dropping by to see who was
playing, but |I could tell the fever had himand he was going to play cone hel
or high water. “Am1 in, or not?”

“The kid can’t stay.”

“Cory, go sit in the car,” he said. “I'Il be there in a few mnutes.”

“But Grandmonmma’s waitin' for—=

“GCo do like | said and do it right now” the Jaybird yelled at ne. Bodean
stared at me through a haze of snoke. Hi s expression said: See what | can do
to your granddaddy, little boy?

| left the house. Before | got to the door, | could hear the sound of a
new chair scraping up to the table. Then | wal ked out into the hot Iight and
put my hands in ny pockets and kicked a pine cone across the road. | waited.

Ten m nutes went past. Then ten nore. A car pulled up, and three young nen got
out, knocked on the front door, and were admitted by M. C aypool. The door

cl osed again. Still ny grandfather didn’t emerge. | sat in the car for a
whil e, but the heat was so bad ny sweat drenched nmy shirt and | had to pee



nmysel f off the seat and get out again. | paced up and down in front of the
house, and | paused to watch ants stripping a dead pigeon to the bones. Maybe
an hour went past. At some point, though, | realized ny grandfather was
treating ne like a little piece of nothing, and that was how he was treating
Grandmonma Sarah, too. Anger started building in me, beginning in the belly
like a dull, throbbing heat. | stared at the door, trying to will himto cone
out. The door renained closed.

The t hought cane to ne, shocking in its decisiveness: To hell with him

| got the box of ice creamsalt, and | started wal ki ng.

The first two mles were all right. On the third, the heat began getting
to ne. Sweat was pouring down ny face, and ny scalp felt as if it were afl ane.
The road shinmrered between its walls of pine forest, and only a couple of cars
passed, but they were going in the wong direction. The pavenent started
burning ny feet through ny shoes. | wanted to sit down in some shade and rest,
but | did not because resting would be weakness; it would be saying to nyself
that | shouldn’t have tried to walk six mles in hundred-degree heat and
bl azi ng sun, that | should have stayed at that house and waited for ny
grandfat her to cone out when he was good and ready. No. | had to keep goi ng,
and worry about ny blisters later

| started thinking about the story | was going to wite about this. In
that story, a boy would be crossing a burning desert, a boxful of priceless
crystals entrusted to his care. | |ooked up to watch hawks soaring in the
thermal s, and when ny attention roanmed fromwhat | was doing | stepped in a
pothole, twi sted ny ankle, and fell down and the box of ice cream salt burst
open beneath ne.

| alnpst cried.

Al nost .

My ankle hurt, but | could still stand on it. Wat hurt ne nost was the
ice creamsalt glistening on the pavenent. The bottom of the box had broken
open. | scooped ice creamsalt up in my hands, filled nmy pockets, and started
i npi ng on agai n.

| was not going to stop. | was not going to sit in the shade and cry, ny
pockets leaking salt. | was not going to let ny grandfather beat ne.

I was nearing the end of the third mle when a car’s horn honked behi nd
me. | | ooked around, expecting the Jaybird’ s Ford. It was, instead, a

copper-col ored Pontiac. The car slowed, and Dr. Curtis Parrish | ooked at ne
t hrough the roll ed-down passenger w ndow. “Cory? You need a ride?”

“Yes sir,” | said gratefully, and | clinbed in. My feet were about burned
to the nubs, ny ankle swelling up. Dr. Parrish gave it the gas, and we rolled
on. “I'"mstayin’ at ny grandfolks’,” | said. “About three niles up the road.”

“1 know where the Jaybird lives.” Dr. Parrish picked up his nedical bag
whi ch was sitting between us, and put it onto the back seat. “Awmul hot day.
Where were you wal kin' fronf”

“l...uh.” Here was a crossroads of conscience, thrust upon ne. “l..had to
run an errand for ny grandnother,” | decided to say.

“Ch.” He was quiet for a nonment. Then: “What's that spillin’ out of your
pocket ? Sand?”

“Salt,” | said.

“Ch,” he said, and he nodded as if this nmade sense to him “How s your
daddy doin’ these days? Things ease up at work for hin®”

“Sir?”

“You know. Hi s work. Wien Tom cane to see ne a few weeks ago, he said his
wor kl oad was so tough he was havin' trouble sleepin’. | gave himsone pills.
You know, stress can be a mighty powerful thing. |I told your dad he ought to
take a vacation.”

“Ch.” This time | was the one who nodded, as if this made sense. “l| think
he’'s doin” better,” | said. | gave himsone pills. Dad hadn’t said anything
about his work being tough, or that he’'d gone to see Dr. Parrish. | gave him
some pills. | stared straight ahead, at the unfolding road. My father was

still trying to escape the realmof troubled spirits. It occurred to ne that



he was hiding part of hinself from Mom and ne, just as the Jaybird hid his
poker fever from ny grandnother.

Dr. Parrish went with me to the front door of my grandparents’ house
Wien G andnonmma Sarah answered his knock, Dr. Parrish said he’d found ne
wal ki ng on the side of the road. “Where' s your granddaddy?” she asked ne. |
nmust’ ve made a pai ned face, because after a few seconds of deliberation she
answered her own question. “He’s gotten hinself into sone m schief. Uh-huh
That’'s just what he's done.”

“The box of salt busted open,” | told her, and I showed a handful of it,
my hair wet with sweat.

“We’ll get us a new box. W'll save what’'s in your pockets for the
Jaybird.” | wasn't to know it for a while, but for the next week every neal
the Jaybird sat down to eat would be so |loaded with salt his nouth woul d
pucker until it squawked. “Wuld you come in for a cold glass of |enpbnade, Dr.
Parrish?”

“No, thank you. |’ve got to get back to the office.” H's face cl ouded
over; a concern was working its way out of him “Ms. Mickenson, did you know
Sel ma Neville?”

“Yes, | know her. Haven't seen her for a nonth or nore, though.”

“l just came from her house,” Dr. Parrish said. “You know she’d been
fightin’ cancer for the |ast year.”

“No, | surely didn’t!”

“Well, she put up a good fight, but she passed on about two hours ago.
She wanted to pass at home instead of a hospital.”

“My Lord, | didn’'t know Sel ma was sick!”

“She didn't want a fuss. How she got through her |ast year teachin 1’11
never know.”

It hit me who they were talking about. Ms. Neville. My Ms. Neville. The
teacher who’'d said | should enter the short-story contest this year. Good-bye,
she’d said as I'd left her roomon the first day of sumrer. Not see you next
year or see you in Septenber, but a firmand final good-bye. She nust’ve known
she was dying, as she sat behind that desk in sumer’s light, and she had
known that for her there would be no new class of grinning young nonkeys in
Sept enber .

“Thought you might like to know,” Dr. Parrish said. He touched ny
shoul der with a hand that had two hours ago pulled a sheet over Ms. Neville's
face. “You take care now, Cory.” He turned around and wal ked to his Ponti ac,
and ny grandnother and | watched himdrive away.

An hour later, the Jaybird came home. He wore the expression of a man
whose last friend had kicked himin the runp and whose | ast Washi ngton had
snickered as it sailed off into another man’s pocket. He tried to work up a
show of anger at ne, for “runnin’ off and worryin’ me half to death” but
bef ore he could get steaned up on that route G andnomua Sarah derail ed hi m by
asking, very quietly, where the ice creamsalt was. The Jaybird wound up
sitting by hinself on the porch in the fading light, nmoths whirling around
him his face | ong and haggard and his spirits as low as his flagging jinbob.
| felt kind of sorry for him actually, but the Jaybird was not the kind of
man you felt sorry for. One word of regret from ne woul d’ ve made hi m sneer and
swagger. The Jaybird never apol ogi zed; he was never wong. That was why he had
no true conpani ons, and that was why he sat alone on that porch in the conpany
of dumb gl eami ng wings that swirled around himlike his ancient menories of
pretty farmers’ daughters.

One | ast incident marked my week with nmy grandparents. | had not slept
wel |l on Friday night. | dreamed of wal king into ny classroom which was enpty
of everyone but Ms. Neville, sitting behind her desk straightening papers.

ol den light slanted across the floor, bars of it striping the bl ackboard. The
flesh of Ms. Neville' s face had shrivel ed. Her eyes | ooked bright and | arge,
like the eyes of a baby. She held her back rigid, and she watched nme as |
stood on the threshold between the hallway and classroom “Cory?” she said.
“Cory Mackenson?”



“Yes ma'am” | answered.

“Cone cl oser,” she said.

| did. I walked to her desk, and | saw that the red apple there on its
edge had dried up

“Summer’ s al nost over,” Ms. Neville told nme. | nodded. “You're ol der
than you were before, aren’t you?”

“lI had a birthday,” | said.

“That’s nice.” Her breath, though not unpleasant, snelled |ike flowers on
the verge of decay. “l have seen nany boys come and go,” she said. “I’ve seen

some grow up and set roots, and some grow up and nove away. The years of a
boy's life pass so fast, Cory.” She smled faintly. “Boys want to hurry up and

be men, and then conmes a day they wi sh they could be boys again. But I'Il tel
you a secret, Cory. Want to hear it?”
| nodded.

“No one,” Ms. Neville whispered, “ever grows up.”

| frowned. \Wat kind of secret was that? My dad and nmom were grown- up
weren’t they? So were M. Dollar, Chief Marchette, Dr. Parrish, Reverend
Lovoy, the Lady, and everybody el se over ei ghteen

“They may | ook grown-up,” she continued, “but it’s a disguise. It’s just
the clay of tine. Men and wonen are still children deep in their hearts. They
still would like to junp and play, but that heavy clay won't let them They'd
like to shake off every chain the world s put on them take off their watches
and neckties and Sunday shoes and return naked to the swiming hole, if just
for one day. They'd like to feel free, and know that there’s a nmonma and daddy
at home who' ||l take care of things and | ove them no matter what. Even behind
the face of the meanest man in the world is a scared little boy trying to
wedge hinself into a corner where he can’t be hurt.” She put aside the papers
and fol ded her hands on the desk. “l have seen plenty of boys grow into men,
Cory, and | want to say one word to you. Renmenber.”

“Renmenber ? Renmenber what ?”

“Bverything,” she said. “And anything. Don’t you go through a day w thout
renmenbering something of it, and tucking that nmenory away |ike a treasure.
Because it is. And nenories are sweet doors, Cory. They're teachers and
friends and disciplinarians. Wen you | ook at sonething, don’t just |ook. See
it. Really, really see it. See it so when you wite it down, sonebody el se can
see it, too. It's easy to walk through Iife deaf, dunmb, and blind, Cory. Mbost
everybody you know or ever neet will. They'll wal k through a parade of
wonders, and they’' |l never hear a peep of it. But you can live a thousand
lifetimes if you want to. You can talk to people you |l never set eyes on, in
l ands you' |l never visit.” She nodded, watching ny face. “And if you' re good
and you're lucky and you have somet hing worth saying, then you m ght have the
chance to live on long after—= She paused, neasuring her words. “Long after,”
she finished.

“How s all this stuff supposed to happen?” | asked.

“First things first. Enter the short-story contest, like |I told you.”

“I’”’mnot good enough.”

“1"”mnot saying you are. Yet. Just do the best you can, and enter the
contest. WIIl you do that?”

| shrugged. “lI don’t know what to wite about.”

“You will,” Ms. Neville said. “Wen you nake yourself sit and | ook at a
bl ank pi ece of paper |ong enough, you will. And don’t think of it as witing.
Just think of it as telling your friends a story. WIIl you at least try?”

“I'"l'l think about it,” | said.

“Don’t think too hard,” she cautioned ne. “Sonetines thinking gets in the
way of doing.”
“Yes ma’ am”

“Ah, well.” Ms. Neville pulled in a breath and let it slowmy out. She
| ooked around the classroom at the enpty desks carved with initials. “l have
done ny best,” she said quietly, “and that is all | can do. Ch, you little

children, what years you have ahead.” Her gaze returned to me. “C ass



di sm ssed,” she said.

| woke up. It was not quite light yet. A rooster was crowing to herald
the sun. The Jaybird' s radio was on in their bedroom tuned to a country
station. The sound of a steel guitar, alone and searching over the dark miles
of woods and meadows and roads, has always had the power to break ny heart in
t wo.

Mom and Dad came to pick me up that afternoon. | kissed G andnomma Sar ah
good- bye, and | shook the Jaybird’ s hand. He put a little extra pressure into
his grip. | squeezed back. W knew each other. Then | went out to the pickup

truck with ny folks, and | found they d brought Rebel along, so | clinbed into
the truckbed and let ny | egs hang over the edge and Rebel nudged up close to
me and bl ew dog breath in ny face but it was fine with ne.

Grandmonma Sarah and the Jaybird stood on their front porch and waved
good- bye. | went home, where | bel onged.

7
My Canping Trip

THERE 1S NOTHI NG MORE FRI GHTENI NG OR EXCI TI NG THAN A bl ank pi ece of paper.
Fri ght eni ng because you' re on your own, |eaving dark tracks across that snowy
pl ai n, and exciting because no one knows your destination but yourself, and

even you can’t say exactly where you'll end up. Wen | sat down at ny
typewiter to chop out that story for the Zephyr Arts Council Witing Contest,
I was so scared it was all | could do to spell my name. Concocting a story for

yourself and a story that you know strangers are going to read are two
different animals; the first is a confortable pony, the second a crazy bronco.
You just have to hold tight, and go along for the ride.

The sheet of paper stared me in the face for quite a while. At last |
decided to wite about a boy who runs away fromhis small town to see the
world. | got two pages done before it becane clear ny heart wasn’t in it. |
started on a tale about a boy who finds a magic lantern in a junkyard. That,
too, went into the wastebasket. A story about a ghost car was going pretty
well until it hit the wall of ny inmagination and burst into flames.

| sat there, staring at another fresh sheet of paper

The cicadas were whirring in the trees outside. Rebel barked at sonething
in the night. Fromfar away | heard a car’s engine grow. | thought of ny
dream about Ms. Neville, and what she’'d said: Don't think of it as witing.
Think of it as telling your friends a story.

VWhat if? | asked nyself. Wat if | was to wite about something that had
real ly happened?

Li ke...M. Sculley and the tooth of O d Mses. No, no. M. Sculley
woul dn’t want people coming around to his place to see it. Al right then
what about ...the Lady and the Mbon Man? No, | didn’'t know enough about them
What about ...

.the dead nman in the car at the bottom of Saxon’s Lake?

VWat if | was to wite a story about what had happened that norni ng?
Wite about the car going into the water, and Dad junping in after it? Wite
about everything I'd felt and seen on that March norni ng before the sun? And

what if..what if... wote about seeing the nman in the green-feathered hat,
standing there at the edge of the woods?
Now, this I could get fired-up about. | began with ny father saying,

“Cory? Wake up, son. It's tine.” Soon | was back in the mlk truck with him
on our way through the silent early norning streets of Zephyr. W were talking
about what | wanted to grow up to be, and then suddenly the car cane out of
the woods right in front of us, nmy dad twisted the mlk truck’s wheel, and the
car went over the edge of the red rock cliff into Saxon's Lake. | renenbered
nmy father running toward the | ake, and how my heart had clutched up as he'd

| eaped into the water and started swinmmng. | renenbered watching the car



starting to go down, bubbles bursting around its trunk. | renenbered | ooking
around at the woods across the road and seeing the figure standing there
wearing a long overcoat that flapped in the wind and a hat with a green—

Vi t.

No, that’s not how it had been. | had stepped on the green feather, and
found it on the bottom of my nmuddy shoe. But where else could a green feather
cone frombut the band of a hat? Still and all, | was witing this as it had
really been. | hadn’t actually seen the green-feathered hat until the night of
the flood. So I stuck to the facts, and wote about the green feather as I'd
found it. | left out the part about Mss Gace, Lainie, and the house of bad
girls, figuring Mmwouldn't care to read about it. | read the story over and
decided it wasn’t as good as | could do, so |l rewote it. It was hard maki ng
tal king sound |ike talking. Finally, though, after three times through ny
Royal , the story was ready. It was two pages |ong, double-spaced. My
mast er pi ece.

VWhen Dad, clad in his red-striped pajanmas and his hair still danp from
his shower, came in to say good night, | showed himthe two sheets of paper

“VWhat’s this?” He held the title up under ny desk lanp. “‘Before the

Sun,’” he read, and he | ooked at me with a question in his eyes.

“It’s a story for the witin' contest,” | said. “I just wote it.”

“Ch. Can | read it?”

“Yes sir.”

He began. | watched him Wen he got to the part about the car com ng out
of the woods, a little nuscle tensed in his jaw. He put out a hand to brace
hi nsel f against the wall, and I knew he was readi ng about sw nmm ng out to the
car. | saw his fingers slowy grip and relax, grip and relax. “Cory?” Mm
called. “Go lock Rebel in for the night!” | started to go, but Dad said, “Wit

just a mnute,” and then he returned to the |last few paragraphs.

“Cory?” Momcalled again, the TV on in the front room

“W’re talkin', Rebecca!” Dad told her, and he | owered the pages to his
side. He stared at ne, his face half in shadow

“Is it okay?” | asked.

“This isn’'t what you usually wite,” he said quietly. “You usually wite
about ghosts, or cowboys, or spacenen. How cone you to wite sonethin' |ike
this?”

| shrugged. “lI don’t know. | just thought...|’d wite somethin’ true.”

“So this is true? This part about you seein’ sonebody standin’ in the
woods?”

“Yes sir.”

“Then how cone you didn't tell nme about it? How cone you didn't tel
Sheriff Amory?”

“l don’t know. Maybe...l wasn't sure if | really saw sonebody or not.”

“But you're sure now? Al nost six nonths after it happened, you' re sure
now? And you could’ve told the sheriff this, and you didn' t?”

“l...guess that’s right. | mean...| thought | saw somebody standin’ there.
He was wearin’ a long overcoat, and he—=

“You're sure it was a man?” Dad asked. “You saw his face?”

“No sir, | didn't see his face.”

Dad shook his head. His jaw nuscle tw tched again, and a pul se throbbed
at his tenple. “I wish to God,” he said, “that we’d never driven along that
road. | wish to God I'd never junped in after that car. | wish to God that

dead man at the bottom of the | ake would | eave ne al one.” He squeezed his eyes
shut, and when he opened them again they were bleary and tortured. “Cory, |
don’t want you showin’ this to anybody el se. Hear nme?”

“But...] was gonna enter it in the con—=

“No! God, no!” He clanped a hand to ny shoulder. “Listen to ne. Al this
happened six nonths ago. It’s history now, and there’s no need dredgin’ it al
up again.”

“But it happened,” | said. “It’s real.”

“I't was a bad dream” ny father answered. “A very bad dream The sheriff



never found anybody missin’ fromtown. Nobody nissin from anywhere around
here who had a tattoo like that. No wife or famly ever turned up huntin’ a
| ost husband and father. Don’t you understand, Cory?”

“No sir,” | said.

“That man at the bottom of Saxon’s Lake never was,” Dad said, his voice
hurt and husky. “Nobody cared enough about himto even mss him And when he
di ed, beat up so bad he hardly | ooked like a man anynore, he didn't even get a
proper burial. | was the last person on this earth to see himbefore he sank
down forever. Do you know what that’'s done to nme, Cory?”

| shook ny head.

My father | ooked at the story again. He put the two pages back on ny
desk, next to the Royal typewiter. “I knew there was brutality in this
world,” he said, but he kept his eyes averted frommne. “Brutality is part of
life, but...it’s always sonmewhere el se. Always in the next town. Renenber when
| was a fireman, and | went out when that car crashed and burned between here
and Uni on Town?”

“Little Stevie Cauley’s car,” | said. “Mdnight Mna.”

“That’s right. The tire tracks on the pavenent said that another car
forced Stevie Cauley off the road. Sonebody deliberately wecked him The
car’s gas tank ruptured, and it blew sky high. That was brutality, too, and

”

when | saw what was left of a livin, breathin’ young man, |2 He flinched,
perhaps recalling the sight of charred bones. “I couldn’t understand how one
human bein’ could do that to another. | couldn’t understand that kind of hate.

| mean...what road do you take to get there? What is it that has to get inside
you and tw st your soul so nuch you can take a human life as easily as
flickin a fly?” H's gaze found mne. “You know what your granddaddy used to
call me when | was your age?”

“No sir.”

“Yel | owstreak. Because | didn't like to hunt. Because | didn't like to
fight. Because | didn't like to do any of the things that you re supposed to
like, if youre a boy. He forced me to play football. | wasn't any good at it,
but | didit for him He said, ‘Boy, you'll never be any good in this life if
you don’t have the killer instinct.” That’'s what he said. ‘Ht 'emhard, knock

"em down, show ’'em who's tough.’” The only thing is...I’mnot tough. | never
was. Al | ever wanted was peace. That's all. Just peace.” He wal ked to ny
wi ndow, and he stood there for a nonent listening to the cicadas. “I guess,”
he said, “lI’ve been pretendin’ for a long tinme that |I’m stronger than | am

That | could put that dead man in the car behind ne and let himgo. But I
can’t, Cory. He calls to ne.”

“He...calls to you?” | asked.

“Yes, he does.” My father stood with his back to ne. At his sides, his
hands had curled into fists. “He says he wants ne to know who he was. He wants
me to know where his famly is, and if there’'s anybody on this earth who
mourns for him He wants nme to know who killed him and why. He wants nme to
renenber him and he says that as | ong as whoever beat him and strangl ed him
to death wal ks free, I will have no nore peace for the rest of ny life.” Dad
turned toward ne. | thought he | ooked ten years ol der than when he' d taken the
two pages of ny story in his hand. “Wen | was your age, | wanted to believe |
lived in a magic town,” he said softly, “where nothin’ bad coul d ever happen
| wanted to believe everyone was kind, and good, and just. | wanted to believe
hard work was rewarded, and a man stood on his word. | wanted to believe a nman
was a Christian every day of the week, not just Sunday, and that the | aw was
fair and the politicians wise and if you wal ked the straight path you found
t hat peace you were searchin’ for.” He smiled; it was a difficult thing to
| ook at. For an instant | thought | could see the boy in him trapped in what
Ms. Neville' s dream shape had called the clay of time. “There never was such
a place,” ny father said. “There never will be. But knowin can’'t stop you
fromw shin it was so, and every tinme | close nmy eyes to sleep, that dead man
at the bottom of Saxon’s Lake tells ne |I've been a dammed fool.”

| don’t know why | said it, but I did: “Muybe the Lady can help you.”



“How? Throw a few bones for ne? Burn a candl e and i ncense?”

“No sir. Just talk,” | said.

He | ooked at the floor. He drew a deep breath and slowy freed it. Then
he said, “lI’ve gotta get sonme rest,” and he wal ked to the door

“Dad?”

He paused.

“Do you want me to tear the story up?”

He didn’t answer, and | thought he wasn’t going to. H's gaze flickered
back and forth fromme to the two sheets of paper. “No,” he said at last. “No,
it’s a good story. It’s true, isn't it?”

“Yes sir.”

“I't’s the best you can do?”

“Yes sir.”

He | ooked around at the pictures of nonsters taped on the walls, and his
eyes cane to me. “You're sure you wouldn't rather wite about ghosts, or nen
fromMars?” he inquired with a hint of a snile

“Not this time,” | told him

He nodded, chewing on his lower lip. “Go ahead, then. Enter it in the
contest,” he said, and he left nme al one.

On the following nmorning, | put my story in a manila envel ope and rode
Rocket to the public library on Merchants Street, near the courthouse. In the
library’s cool, stately confines, where fans whispered at the ceiling and
sunl i ght streaned through blinds at tall arched wi ndows, | handed my contest
ent ry—arked “Short Story” on the envelope in Crayola burnt unber—+to Ms.
Evelyn Prathmore at the front desk. “And what little tale mght we have here?”
Ms. Prathnore asked, snmiling sweetly.

“It’s about a nurder,” | said. Her smle fractured. “Wo’'s judgin' the
contest this year?”

“Myself, M. Gover Dean, M. Lyle Rednond fromthe English departnent at
Adans Val |l ey Hi gh School, Mayor Swope, our well-known published poet Ms.
Teresa Abercronbie, and M. Janes Connahaute, the copy editor at the Journal.”
She picked up ny entry with two fingers, as if it were a snelly fish. “It’s
about a murder, you say?” She peered at nme over the pearly rins of her
eyegl asses.

“Yes ma’ am”

“VWhat’s a nice, polite young man |like you witin about nurder for?
Couldn’t you wite about a happier subject? Like...your dog, or your best
friend, or—= She frowned, at her wit’'s end. “Sonethin’ that would enlighten
and entertain?”

“No ma’am” | said. “l had to wite about the man at the bottom of
Saxon’'s Lake.”
“Ch.” Ms. Prathnore | ooked at the manila envel ope again. “lI see. Do your

parents know you're enterin’ this in the contest, Cory?”

“Yes ma’am M dad read it last night.”

M's. Prathnore picked up a ball-point pen and wote my nanme on the
envel ope. “What’'s your tel ephone nunber?” she asked, and when | told her she
wrote that underneath ny nane. “All right, Cory,” she said, and she sunmoned
up a cool smle, “I'lIl see that this gets where it needs to go.”

| thanked her, and | turned around and wal ked toward the front door
Before | got out, | glanced back at Ms. Prathnore. She was bending the
envel ope’ s cl asp back to unseal it, and when she saw nme | ooki ng she stopped.
took this as a good sign, that she was eager to read ny entry. | went on out
into the sunlight, unchained Rocket froma park bench, and pedal ed hone.

No doubt about it, sunmer was on the wane.

The norni ngs seenmed a shade cool er. The nights were hungry, and ate nore
dayl i ght. The cicadas sounded tired, their whirring wings slowing to a dul
buzz. Fromour front porch you could | ook al nost due east and see a single
Judas tree up in the forested hills; its | eaves had turned crimson al nost
overni ght, a shock am d all that green. And the worst—the very worst for those
of us who loved the freedom of sumer’s days-was that the tel evision and radio



trunpet ed back-to-school sales with depressing fervor

Time was running out. So one evening at supper | broached the subject.
Bit the bullet. Took the bull by the horns. Junped in headfirst.

“Can | go canpin’ overnight with the guys?” was the question that brought
silence to the table.

Mom | ooked at Dad. Dad | ooked at Mom Neither of them | ooked at nme. “You

said | could if | went to Granddaddy Jaybird' s for a week,” | rem nded t hem
Dad cleared his throat and swirled his fork in his nashed pot at oes.
“Well,” he said, “I don't see why not. Sure. You guys can pitch a tent in the
back and make a canpfire.”
“That’s not what | mean. | mean canpin’ out. Like out in the woods.”
“There are woods behind the house,” he said. “That’s woods enough.”
“No sir,” | said, and ny heart was beating harder because for me this was
really being daring. “lI nean way out in the woods. Qut where you can't see

Zephyr or any lights. Like real canpin .”

“Ch, nmy,” Momfretted.

Dad grunted and put his fork down. He folded his fingers together, and
t he thought |ines deepened into grooves between his eyes. Al this was, | knew
from past experience, the first signs of the word “no” being born. “Vay out in
t he woods,” he repeated. “Like how far out?”

“l don’t know. | thought we could hi ke sonewhere, spend the night, and
then come back in the nornin’. W' d take a conpass, and sandw ches, and
Kool - Aid, and we’d take knapsacks and stuff.”

“And what woul d happen if one of you boys broke an ankl e?” Mom asked. “Or
got bitten by a rattlesnake? O fell down in poison ivy, and Lord knows that’s
everywhere this sumer.” | hung on; she was working up to full speed. “What
woul d happen if you got attacked by a bobcat? Lord, a hundred things could
happen to you in the woods, and none of them good!”

“W’d be all right, Mom” | said. “Wre not little kids anynore.”

“You’ re not grown up enough to go wanderin’ around out in the woods by
yoursel ves, either! Wat if you got out there at night two mles fromhonme and
a stormblew up? What if it started lightnin’ and thunderin ? Wat if you or
one of the others got sick to your stomach? You know, you can’'t just find a
phone and call home out there. Tell himit’s a bad idea, Tom”

He made a face; the dirty jobs always fell to the father

“Go on,” Momurged. “Tell himhe can wait until he's thirteen.”

“You said last year | could wait until | was twelve,” | rem nded her

“Don’t talk smart, now Tom tell him”

| awaited the firm resolute “no.” It cane as a real surprise, then, when
nmy dad asked, “Where would you get the compass?”

Mom | ooked at himin horror. |I felt a spark of hope leap within ne. “From
Davy Ray’'s dad,” | said. “He uses it when he goes huntin’.”

“Conpasses can break!” Mominsisted. “Can’t they?” she asked Dad.

My father kept his attention on ne, his expression solid and serious.
“Goin’ out on an overnight hike isn't any gane for children. | know plenty of
men who’ ve gotten lost in the woods, and they’' Il tell you right off what it
feels like to be without a bed or a bathroom have to sleep on wet |eaves and
scratch skeeter bites all night. That sound like fun to you?”

“1"d like to go,” | said.

“You talk to the other guys about this?”

“Yes sir. They all said they’d like to go, too, if their folks Il let
Cem ”

“Tom he’s too young!” Mom said. “Maybe next year!”

“No,” ny father answered, “he’s not too young.” My nother wore a stricken
| ook; she started to speak again, but Dad put a finger to her lips. “lI nade a
deal with him” he told her. “In this house, a man stands on his word.” Hi s
gaze swung back to nme again. “Call "em If their parents say all right, it's
all right with us, too. But we'll talk about how far you can go, and when we
expect you back, and if you' re not back by the time we agree on, you' Il have a

tough time sittin’ down for a week. Ckay?”



“Ckay!” | said, and | started to go for the phone but Dad said, “Hold on
Fi ni sh your supper first.”

After this, events gained nomentum Ben's parents gave their approval.
Davy Ray’s fol ks said okay. Johnny, however, could not go with us, though he
pl eaded for nmy dad to talk to his. Dad did what he could, but the judgment was
al ready passed. Because of Johnny’s dizzy spells, his parents were afraid for
himto be out in the woods overnight. Once again the Branlins had robbed him

And so, on a sunny Friday afternoon, |aden with knapsacks, sandw ches,
canteens of water, nosquito repellent, snakebite kits, matches, flashlights,
and county maps we’'d gotten fromthe courthouse, Davy Ray, Ben, and | struck
out fromny house into the beckoning forest. Al our good-byes had been said,
our dogs | ocked up, our bicycles porched and chai ned. Davy carried his
father’s conpass, and he wore a canoufl age-print hunting cap. W all wore |ong
pants, to guard our shins against thorns and snake fangs, and our wi nter
boots. W were in it for the long haul, and we set our faces against the sun
like pioneers entering the forest prineval. Before we reached the woods,
t hough, my nother the constant worrier called fromthe back porch, “Cory! Have
you got enough toil et paper?”

| said | did. Sonehow, | couldn’t inagine Daniel Boone's nother asking
hi m t hat questi on

We clinbed the hill and crossed the clearing fromwhere we had fl own on
the first day of sumrer. Beyond it the serious woods began, a green domain
that m ght’ve given Tarzan pause. | |ooked back at Zephyr |ying bel ow us, and
Ben stopped and then so did Davy Ray. Everything seened so orderly: the
streets, the roofs, the mowed | awns, the sidewal ks, the flowerbeds. \What we
were about to enter was a wild entangl enment, a dangerous real mthat offered
neither confort nor safety; in other words, in that one nonment | realized
exactly what 1’'d gotten nyself into.

“Well,” Davy Ray said at last, “l guess we'd better get novin .”

“Yeah,” Ben murnured. “Get novin'.”

“Uh-huh,” | said.

W stood there, the breeze on our faces and sweat on our necks. Behind
us, the forest rustled. | thought of the hydra s heads, swaying and hissing,
in Jason and the Argonauts.

“I"’mgoin’,” Davy Ray said, and he started off. | turned away from Zephyr

and foll owed him because he was the guy with the conpass. Ben hitched his
knapsack’s straps in a notch tighter, the tail of his shirt already begi nning
to wander out of his pants, and he said, “Hold up!” and cane on as fast as he
coul d.

The forest, which had been waiting a hundred years for three boys just
like us, let us in and then closed its |linbs and | eaves at our backs. Now we
had set foot in the wlderness, and we were on our own.

Pretty soon we were drenched with sweat. Going up and down wooded ri dges
in the heavy August heat was no easy task, and Ben started puffing and aski ng
Davy Ray to sl ow down. “Snake hol e!” Davy Ray shouted, pointing at an
i mgi nary hole at Ben's feet, and that got Ben nmoving |lickety-split again. W
travel ed through a green ki ngdom of sun and shadow, and we found honeysuckl e
boiling in sweet profusion and bl ackberries growing wild and of course we had
to stop for a while and take a taste. Then we were on the march again,
foll owi ng the conpass and the sun, masters of our destinies. Atop a hill we
found a huge boulder to sit on, and we di scovered what appeared to be Indian
synmbol s carved into the stone. Alas, though, we weren't the first to make this
find, because nearby was a Mbon Pie wapper and a broken 7-Up bottle. W went
on, deeper into the forest, determined to find a place where no hunman foot had
ever marked the dirt. W canme to a dried-up streanbed and followed it, the
stones crunchi ng under our boots. A dead possum swarming with flies, snared
our attention for a few mnutes. Davy Ray threatened to pick up the possums
carcass and throw it at Ben, but | tal ked himout of such a grisly display and
Ben shuddered with relief. Farther ahead, at a place where the trees thinned
and white rocks jutted fromthe earth like dinosaur ribs, Davy Ray stopped and



bent down. He cane up hol ding a bl ack arrowhead, al nbst perfectly fornmed,
whi ch he put in his pocket for Johnny's collection

The sun was falling. W were sweaty and dusty, and gnats spun around our
heads and darted at our eyeballs. | have never understood the attraction of
gnats to eyeballs, but |I believe it’s the equivalent of moths to flanmes; in
any case, we spent a lot of time digging the little dead things out of our
watering orbs. But as the sun settled and the air cool ed, the gnats went away.
W began to wonder where we night find a place to spend the night, and it was
ri ght about then that the truth of the matter cane clear

There were no nothers and fathers around to nake our suppers. There were
no tel evisions, no radi os, no bathtubs, no beds, and no lights, which we began
to fully realize as the sky darkened to the east. How far we were from hone we
didn't know, but for the last two hours we'd seen no mark of civilization
“We’'d better stop here,” | told Davy Ray, and | indicated a clearing, but he
said, “Ah, we can go on a little farther,” and | knew his curiosity about what
| ay over the next ridge was pulling himonward. Ben and | kept up with him as
|"ve said before, he was the guy with the conpass.

Qur flashlights cane out to spear through the gathering gl oom Sonething
fluttered in front of ny face and spun away: a bat on the prow . Anot her
somet hing scuttl ed away through the underbrush at our approach, and Ben kept
asking, “What was that? Wiat was that?” but neither of us could answer. At
| ast Davy Ray stopped wal ki ng, and he shone his flashlight around and
announced, “We' |l set up canmp here.” It was none too soon for Ben and ne,
because our | egs were whi pped. W shrugged t he knapsacks of f our aching
shoul ders and peed in the pine straw and then we set about finding wood for a
fire. In this case we were |ucky, because there were plenty of pine branches
and pi ne cones |lying about and those burned on half a match. So before | ong we
had a sensible fire going, the firepit rimed with stones as ny dad had told
me to do, and by its ruddy light we three frontiersnmen ate the sandw ches our
not hers had made.

The flames crackl ed. Ben di scovered a pack of marshmall ows his nom had
put in his knapsack. W found sticks and began the joyful task of toasting.

Al'l around our circle was nothing but dark beyond the firelight's edge, and
[ightning bugs blinked in the trees. A breath of wind stirred the treetops,
and way up there we could see the blaze of the MIky Way across the sky.

In this forest sanctuary our voices were quiet, respectful for where we
were. We tal ked about our dismal Little League season, vow ng that sonmehow
we'd get Nenp Curliss on our team next year. W tal ked about the Branlins, and
how somebody ought to clean their clocks for screwing up Johnny’s sumer. W
tal ked about how far we rust be from hone; five or six mles, Davy Ray
believed, while Ben said it nust be nore |like ten or twelve. W wondered al oud
what our fol ks were doing at that very same instant, and we all agreed they
were probably worried sick about us but this experience would be good for
them We were growing up now, and it was high time they understood our
chi | dhood days were number ed.

In the distance an oW began to hoot. Davy Ray tal ked with great
antici pati on about Snowdown, who rmust even now be sonewhere in the sane woods
sharing these sights and sounds, perhaps hearing the sanme ow . Ben tal ked
about school getting ready to start soon, but we shushed him W lay on our
backs as the firelight dimed, and stared up at the sky as we tal ked about
Zephyr and the people who lived there. It was a magic town, we all agreed. And
we were touched with magic, too, for having been born there.

Sonetime after the flames had died and the enbers glowed red, after the
ow had gone to sleep and the soft warm breeze brought the fragrance of wld
cherries into our canpsite, we watched shooting stars streak incandescent bl ue

and gold across the heavens. Wen the show had ended and we were all lying
t here thinking, Davy Ray said, “Hey, Cory. How about tellin us a story?”
“Nah,” | said. “lI can’'t think of anythin .”

“Just make one up,” Davy Ray urged. “Cone on. Ckay?”
“Yeah, but don’t nmke it too scary,” Ben said. “lI don’'t wanna have bad



dreans.”

| thought for a while, and then |I began. “Did you guys know they had a
prison canp for Nazis around here? Dad told nme all about it. Yeah, he said
they had all these Nazis in this canp in the woods, and all of 'emwere the
worst killers you can think of. It was right near the Air Force base, only
this is before it was an Air Force base.”

“I's this for real?” Ben asked warily.

“Naw, dummy!” Davy Ray said. “He’'s makin' it up!”

“Maybe I am” | told him “and naybe |I'mnot.”

Davy Ray was silent.

“Anyway,” | went on, “there was a fire in this prison canp, and sone of
the Nazis got out. And sone of "emwere all burned up, like their faces were

all nessed up and stuff, but they got out, right in these wdods, and—=

“You saw this on ‘Thriller,’ didn't you?” Davy Ray asked.

“No,” | said. “It’'s what ny dad told nme. This happened a |long tinme ago,
before any of us were even bora. So these Nazis got out into the woods right
near here, and their |eader—his nane was Bruno—was a big guy with a
scarred-up, burned face and he found a cave for everybody to live in. But
there wasn’t enough food for everybody, and so when sone of themdied the
others cut up the bodies with knives and—=

“Ch, gross!” Ben said.

“And ate 'em and Bruno al ways got the brains. He cracked open their
skull's Iike wal nuts, scooped out the brains with both hands, and threw ’'em
down his gullet.”

“1"m gonna puke!” Davy Ray cried out, and made retching noises. Then he
| aughed and Ben | aughed, too.

“After a long time—ike two years—Bruno was the only one left, and he was
bigger’'n ever,” | continued. “But his face never healed up fromthe fire. He
had one eye on his forehead and the other eye hung down on his chin.” This
brought nore gusts of laughter. “So after all that tine in the cave, and
eatin’ the other Nazis up, Bruno was crazy. He was hungry, but he only wanted
one thing to eat: brains.”

“Yech!” Ben said.

“Brains was all he wanted,” | told ny audience of two. “He was seven feet
tall and he wei ghed t hree hundred pounds, and he had a | ong knife that could
slice the top of your head right off. Well, the police and the arny were
lookin" for himall this time but they never could find him They found a
forest ranger with the top of his head cut off and his brains gone. They found
an ol d noonshi ner dead and his brains gone, too, and they figured Bruno was
gettin closer and closer to Zephyr.”

“Then they called in Janmes Bond and Batman!” Davy Ray said.

“No!” | shook ny head gravely. “There wasn’t anybody to call in. There
was just the policenen and the army soldiers, and every night Bruno wal ked
through the forest carryin’ his knife and a lantern, and his face was so ugly
it could freeze people solid |ike Medusa and then slash! he cut sonebody’s
head open and splatter! there were the brains down his throat.”

“Ch, sure!” Ben grinned. “1'Il bet ol Bruno's still in these woods right
now, eatin’ people’ s brains for supper, huh?”
“Nope,” | said, formulating the conclusion of ny tale. “The police and

the soldiers found him and they shot himso many tines he | ooked |ike Sw ss
cheese. But every so often, if you happen to be out in the woods on a rea

dark night, you can see Bruno’s lantern nmovin' through the trees.” | spoke
this in an icy whisper, and neither Davy Ray nor Ben did any nore | aughing.
“Yeah, you can see his lantern novin’ as he wanders in search of sonebody’s
brains to eat. He casts that light all around, and if you get close to it, you

can see the shine of his knife, but don’t look at his face!” |I held up a
warni ng finger. “No, don’t you look at his face, 'cause it’ll drive you crazy
and it mght just nmake you want to eat sonme brains!” | yelled the |ast word

and junmped as | yelled it, and Ben hollered with fright but Davy Ray just
| aughed agai n.



“Hey, that’s not funny!” Ben protested.

“You don’t have to worry about ol’ Bruno,” Davy Ray told him “You don’'t
have any brains, so that lets you off the—=

Davy Ray stopped speaking, and he just sat there staring into the dark

“What is it?” | asked him

“Ahhhh, he’'s tryin' to scare us!” Ben scoffed. “Well, it ain’t workin!”

Davy Ray’'s face had gone white. | swear | saw his scalp ripple, and the
hair stand up. He said, “Quih...guh...guh.”” and he lifted his arm and poi nted.

| turned around to look in the direction he indicated. | heard Ben nake a

choked gasp. My own hair jittered on ny head, and ny heart kabooned.

A light was conming toward us, through the trees.

“Quh...guh...CGod a’ m ghty!” Davy Ray croaked

We all three were struck with the kind of horror that nakes you want to
dig a hole, junmp in, and pull the hole in after you. The |light was noving
slowy, but comng closer. And as it came closer it broke into two, and all of
us got down on our quaking bellies in the pine straw. In another nonent |
could tell what it was: a car’'s headlights. The car |ooked like it was goi ng
to roll right over our hiding-place, and then it veered away and we watched
its red taillights flare as the driver applied the brakes. The car kept going,
followng a winding trail that was only fifty yards or so from our canpsite,
and in a couple of mnutes it had di sappeared am d the trees.

“Did you guys see that?” Davy Ray whi spered.

“’Course we saw it!” Ben whi spered back. “We're right here, aren’t we?”

“Wbnder who was in that car, and why they’'re way out here?” Davy Ray
| ooked at ne. “You want to find out, Cory?”

“Probably moonshiners,” | answered. My voice trenbled. “1 think we'd
better | eave 'em al one.”

Davy Ray picked up his flashlight. His face was still pallid, but his
eyes shone with excitement. “1’mgonna find out what’s goin’ on! You guys can
stay here if you want to!” He stood up, flicked on the flashlight, and began
to stealthily follow the car. He stopped when he realized we weren't with him
“I't’s okay,” he said. “I won’t think you guys are scared or anythin' .”

“Good,” Ben answered, “’cause |'mstickin’ right here.”

| stood up. If Davy Ray had enough courage to go, then so did |I. Besides,
| wanted to know who was driving a car way out here in the wods nyself. “Cone
on!” he said. “But watch where you step!”

“I"’mnot stayin’ here alone!” Ben hoisted hinself to his feet. “You two
are damm crazy, you know that ?”

“Yeah.” Davy Ray sounded proud about it. “Everybody stay | ow and no
talkin 1"

We crept fromtree to tree, following the trail that we hadn’t even seen
when we’ d set up canp at nightfall. Davy Ray kept the flashlight’s beam ai ned
at the ground, so it couldn’t be spotted by anyone up ahead. The trail wound
back and forth between the trees. The ow was hooting again, and |ightning
bugs blinked around us. W’ d gone a couple of hundred yards nore al ong the
trail when Davy Ray suddenly stopped and whi spered, “There it is!”

We could see the car ahead of us. It was sitting still, but its lights
were on and the engine was runbling. W crouched down in the pine straw, and
don’t know about the others, but nmy heart was going a mle a minute. The car
didn’t nove. Woever was sitting behind the wheel didn't get out. “l’ve gotta
pee!” Ben whi spered urgently. Davy Ray told himto squeeze it.

After five or six mnutes, we saw nore |ights com ng through the woods
fromthe opposite direction. It was another car, this one a black Cadillac,
and it stopped, facing the first car. Davy Ray | ooked at me, his expression

saying we'd really stunbled into something this time. | didn't particularly
care what was going on; | just wanted to get away fromwhat | figured was a
nmeeti ng of moonshiners. Then the doors of the first car opened, and two people
got out.

“Ch, man!” Davy Ray breat hed
Standing in the crossing of headlights were two nen wearing ordi nary



cl ot hes except until you got to their heads, which were covered by white
masks. One of the nen was nediumsized, the other was big and fat, with a
belly that flopped over the waist of his jeans. The medi um sized man was
snoking either a cigarette or cigar, it was hard to tell which, and he angl ed
hi s masked head and bl ew snmoke fromthe corner of his nouth. Then the
Cadill ac’ s doors opened, and | al nost swall owed my heart when Bodean Bl ayl ock
slid out frombehind the wheel. It was him all right; | remenbered his face
fromwhen he’'d | ooked across the poker table at me, sane to say he had ny
granddaddy and wasn’t about to let himgo. A slimmn with slicked-back dark
hair and a jutting slab of a chin got out of the passenger side; he was
wearing tight black pants and a red shirt with cowboy spangl es on the

shoul ders, and at first | thought it was Donny Bl ayl ock but Donny didn't have
a chin like that. This nman opened the Cadillac’s right rear door, and the
whol e car trenbled as whoever was still inside started to clinb out.

It was a mountain on two | egs.

Hi s gut was trenmendous, straining the front of the red-checked shirt and
overalls he wore. When he rose up to his full height, he was maybe six and a
hal f feet tall. He was bal dheaded except for a wisp of gray hair circling his
acorn-shaped skull, and he had a trimred gray beard that angled to a point
bel ow his chin. He breathed like a bellows, his face a ruddy nmass of winkl ed
flesh. “You boys goin’” to a masquerade party?” he growed in a voice like a
cenent m xer, and he | aughed hut-hut-hut like a big old engine starting to
fire its plugs. Bodean | aughed, and the other nan | aughed, too. The nen
wearing the masks shifted uneasily. “You fellas |ook like sacks of shit,” the
nount ai nous bul k said as he shanbled forward. | swear his hands were the size
of country hams, and his feet in their scuffed-up boots | ooked |ike they could
stonp down small trees.

The masked man with the bul bous belly said, “W’re incog...i ncog... W& don’t
wanna be recogni zed.”

“Shit, Dick!” the bearded nmonster said, and he guffawed again. “Have to
be a blind fuckin' fool not to recognize your fat gut and ass!” Tal k about the
pot calling the kettle black, | thought.

“ AMwwy, you’re not supposed to recognize us, M. Blaylock!” the man who’'d
been called Dick answered with a whine of petulance, and | realized with a
double start that this nman was M. Dick Multry and the other was Bi ggun
Bl ayl ock, the fearsome head of the Bl ayl ock clan hinself.

Ben realized it, too. “Let’s get outta here!” he whispered, but Davy Ray
hi ssed, “Shut up!”

“Well,” Biggun said, his hands on his massive hips, “l don't give a shit
i f you wear sackcloth and ashes. You bring the noney?”

“Yes sir.” M. Multry reached into his pocket and brought out a wad of
bills.

“Count it,” Biggun ordered.

“Yes sir. Fifty...one hundred...hundred and fifty...two hundred..” He kept
counting, up to four hundred dollars. “Take the noney, Wade,” Biggun said, and
the man in the spangled shirt wal ked forward to get it.

“Just a minute,” the second masked nman said. “Where’'s the nerchandi se?”
He was talking in a low, gruff voice that sounded fal se, yet | knew that voice
from sonewher e

“Bodean, get what the fella wants,” Biggun told him and Bodean took the
Cadillac’s keys fromthe ignition and wal ked back to the trunk. Biggun s gaze
stayed fixed on the man with the false voice. | was glad it wasn’'t directed at
me, because it |ooked so intense it could puddle iron. “It’s fine, quality
wor k,” Biggun said. “Just what you boys asked for.”

“I't oughta be. We're payin’ enough for it.”

“You want a denonstration?” Biggun grinned, his mouth full of gleaning

teeth. “If | were you, friend, 1'd get rid of that cheroot.”
The masked man took a final pull on it, then he turned and flicked it
right where we were hiding. It fell into the pine straw about four feet in

front of nme, and | saw its chewed plastic tip. I knew who snoked cheroots wth



atiplike that. It was M. Hargi son, our nail man.

Bodean had opened the trunk. Now he closed it again, and he approached
the two masked nmen carrying a small wooden box in his arnms. He carried it
gently, as if it mght hold a sl eeping baby.

“l1 want to see it,” M. Hargison said in a voice |I'd never heard M.
Har gi son use.

“Show hi m what he’s buyin’,” Biggun told his son, and Bodean carefully
rel eased a | atch and opened the box’s top to reveal what |lay w thin. None of
us guys coul d see inside the box, but M. Multry wal ked over to peer in and
he gave a | ow whi stl e behind his nask.

“That suit you?” Biggun asked.

“1t’11 do just fine,” M. Hargison said. “They won't know what hit 'em
until they’'re tap-dancin’ in hell.”

“l threwin an extra.” Biggun grinned again, and |I thought he |ooked |ike
Satan hinmsel f. “For good luck,” he said. “Close it up, Bodean. \Wade, take our
nmoney.”

“Davy Ray!” Ben whispered. “Somethin’s crawlin’ on ne!”

“Shut up, goofus!”

“I mean it! Somethin’s on ne!”

“You hear anythin'?” M. Multry asked, and that question froze the
marrow i n nmy bones.

The nen were silent. M. Hargi son gripped the box with both hands, and
Wade Bl ayl ock had the fistful of noney. Biggun’s head slowy turned from side
to side, his blastfurnace eyes searching the woods. Hoot-hoot, went the
distant owl. Ben made a soft, terrified whining noise. | hugged the earth, ny
chin buried in pine straw, and near ny face M. Hargi son’s cheroot snol dered.

“l don’t hear nothin',” Wade Bl ayl ock said, and he took the noney to his
father. Biggun counted it again, his tongue flicking back and forth across his
lower lip, and then he shoved the cash into a pocket. “Ckey-dokey,” he said to
the two masked men. “l reckon that concludes our bidness, gents. Next tinme you
want a special order, you know howto find ne.” He started trudgi ng back to
get into the Cadillac again, and Bodean nmoved fast to open the door for him

“Thank you kindly, M. Blaylock.” Sonething about M. Multry’s voice
made ne think of a ratty dog trying to lick up to a mean master. “W sure do
appreci ate the—=

“SPI1I111DERS”

The worl d ceased its turning. The oW went dunmb. The MIky Way flickered
on the verge of extinction.

Ben hollered it again: “Spiders!” He started thrashing wildly amd the
pi ne needles. “They're all over ne!”

| couldn’t draw a breath. Just couldn’t do it. Davy Ray stared at Ben
hi s mout h hangi ng open as Ben withed and yelled. The five nen were frozen
where they stood, all of themlooking in our direction. My heart thundered.
Three seconds passed like a lifetime, and then Biggun Bl ayl ock’s shout parted
the night: “Get 'em”

“Run!” Davy Ray hollered, scranbling to his feet. “Run for it!”

Wade and Bodean were coming after us, their shadows thrown | arge by the
crossing of headlights. Davy Ray was already running back in the direction
we'd come, and | said, “Run, Ben!” as | got up and fl ed. Ben squawked and
struggl ed up, his hands madly plucking at his clothes. | |ooked over ny
shoul der and saw Wade about to reach Ben, but then Ben put on a burst of
frantic speed and | eft Wade snatching at enpty air. “Cone back here, you
little bastards!” Bodean yelled as he chased after Davy Ray and ne. “GCet
damm it!” Biggun bellowed. “Don’t let 'em get away!”

Davy Ray was fast, 1'll say that for him He left me behind pretty quick
The only trouble was, he had the flashlight. | couldn't see where | was going,
and | could hear Bodean's breath rasping behind me. | dared to gl ance back
agai n, but Ben had headed off in another direction with Wade at his heels.
Whet her M. Hargison and M. Multry were conming after us, too, | didn't know.
Bodean Bl ayl ock was reaching for ne, about to snag ny collar. |I ducked my head

em



and changed directions on him and he skidded in the pine straw. | kept going,
t hrough the dark wil derness. “Davy Ray!” | shouted, because | no | onger could
see his light. “Were are you?”

“Over here, Cory!” he called, but | couldn't tell where he was. Behind
me, | heard Bodean crashing through the underbrush. | had to keep running, the
sweat | eaking fromny face. “Cory! Davy Ray!” Ben shouted from sonewhere off
to the right. “Goddanmmit, bring 'em back here!” Biggun raged. | dreaded
finding out what that nonstrous nmountain and his brood would do to us, because
what ever had been goi ng on back there was definitely something he’d wanted to

keep a secret. | started to call for Ben, but as | opened ny nouth ny left

foot slid on pine needl es and suddenly | was rolling down an enbanknment |ike a
sack of grain. | rolled into bushes and vines, and when | stopped | was so
scared and dizzy | al nost upchucked ny toasted marshmallows. | lay there on ny
belly, ny chin scraped raw by sonething 1'd collided with, while | waited for
a hand to wi nnow fromthe darkness and grab the back of my neck. | heard
branches cracki ng; Bodean was nearby. | held ny breath, fearing he could hear

nmy heartbeat. To nme it sounded like a drumcorps all slanming an anvil with
sl edgehamers, and if Bodean couldn’t detect it, he was surely as deaf as a
post .

H's voice drifted to ne, frommy left. “Mght as well give up, kid. |
know where you are.”

He sounded convincing. | alnmost answered him but | realized he was just
as much in the dark as | was. | kept ny mouth shut and ny head | ow.

A few seconds | ater, Bodean shouted froma little farther away: “W're
gonna find you! Ch yeah, don’t you worry, we'll find every one of you sneakin
bast ards!”

He was nmoving off. | waited a couple of minutes |onger, listening to the

Bl ayl ocks calling to each other. Evidently, Davy Ray and Ben had both escaped
and Bi ggun was furious about it. “You' re gonna find those kids if it takes you
all goddamm night!” he roared at his sons, and they neekly answered “Yes sir.”
| figured |'d better get out while the getting was good, so | got up and crept
away |ike a whi pped pup

| sure didn't know where | was going. | knew only that | needed to put as
much di stance between my skin and the Bl ayl ocks as possible. | thought about
doubl i ng back and trying to find the other guys, but | was scared the
Bl ayl ocks would nab nme. | just kept walking into the dark. If bobcats and
rattl ers were anywhere around, they couldn’t possibly be worse than the
two- | egged beasts behind ne. Maybe | wal ked for half an hour before I found a
boul der to crouch on, and under the stars | realized ny predicanment: ny

knapsack, with all it contained, was back at the canpsite, wherever that m ght
be fromhere. | had no food, no water, no flashlight, no matches, and Davy Ray
had the conpass.

| had a crushing thought: Mom had been right. | should ve waited until |

was thirteen.

8
Chile WI I ow

| HAVE KNOMN LONG Nl GHTS BEFORE. LIKE WHEN | HAD STREP throat and coul dn’t

sl eep and every minute seenmed a tornment. Or when Rebel had been sick with
worns, and | stayed awake worrying as he coughed and whi ned. The night | spent
huddl ed on that boul der, though, was an eternity of regret, fear, and

di sconfort all jamred into six hours. | knew one thing for sure: this was ny
last canping trip. | junped at every imagi ned sound. | peered into the dark
seei ng hul ki ng shapes where there were only skinny pines. | would ve tossed

every issue of National Geographic on a bonfire for two peanut-butter
sandwi ches and a bottle of Green Spot. Sonetinme near dawn, the nobsquitoes
found ne. They were so big | mght’'ve grabbed their I egs and hitched a ride to



Zephyr by air. | was miserable, fromny red-blotched bites to ny growing
bel | y.

| had plenty of tinme, between slapping at skeeters and listening for the
sounds of footsteps creeping up on ne, to wonder what was in the box that M.
Moultry and M. Hargi son had paid four hundred dollars for. Man, that was a
fortune of noney! If the Bl ayl ocks were involved, it had to be sonething
wi cked. What were M. Muultry and M. Hargison planning to do with the
contents of that box? Something M. Hargi son had said cane back to nme: They
won’'t know what hit "emuntil they' re tap-dancin’ in hell.

VWhat ever this was about, it was a bad enough busi ness to be conducted
late at night in the niddle of the woods, and | had no doubt the Bl ayl ocks
woul d cut our throats—and maybe M. Multry and M. Hargi son woul d, too—+to
keep it a secret.

At | ast the sun began to rise, painting the sky pink and purple.
figured I'd better get nmoving again, in case the Bl ayl ocks were sonmewhere
cl ose. Yesterday we'd been follow ng the sun, and that had been afternoon, so
I chose to head due east. | started off on aching legs, ny heart hungry for
horre.

| figured | might be able to get to a high point and see Zephyr, or
Saxon's Lake, or at least a road or a railroad track. On the hilltops,

however, | could see only nore woods. | did get a break, though, about two
hours after dawn: a jet plane screaned overhead, and | saw its |anding gears
slide down. | changed course a few degrees, heading for what | hoped was the

Air Force base. The woods, though, seened to be thickening up rather than

thi nning. The sun was heating up, the ground rough underfoot, and soon | was
wet with sweat. The gnats returned, with all their brothers, sisters, uncles,
and cousins, and they swarned around nmy head |ike a dark hal o.

Soon | heard nore jets shrieking, though | couldn’t see themthrough the
trees, and then | heard the dull whunp! whunmp! whunp! of expl osions.
stopped, realizing | was near the bonb testing grounds. Fromthe next ridge
could see dark plunmes of snobke and dust rising into the sky to what | reasoned
was the northeast. Wich nmeant | was a |long, arduous way fromny front door

My belly and the sun at its zenith told ne it was high noon. | was
supposed to have been home by now. My nother would start going crazy soon, and
nmy dad would start warmi ng up his whipping hand. Wiat woul d hurt nost woul d be
admtting | wasn’'t as grown-up today as | thought 1’'d been yesterday.

| continued on, skirting the area where the bonbs were dropped. The | ast
thing | needed was to be greeted by a few hundred pounds of high explosive. |
pushed through tangles of thorns that bit nmy skin and tore ny clothes, and
gritted my teeth and took what was comng to nme. Little panics kept flaring up
inside ne, my mind seeing rattl esnakes in every shadow. If ever | wi shed |
could really fly, now was the tine.

And then, all of a sudden, | energed fromthe pine woods into a green
| eafy glade. Sunlight glittered off the rippling water of a small pond, and in
that water a girl was swi nm ng. She nust’ve not been there |ong because only
the ends of her long, golden hair were wet. She was as brown as a berry, the
wat er glistening on her arms and shoul ders as she stroked back and forth.
was about to call to her, and then she flipped over on her back and | saw she
was naked.

Instantly nmy heart junped and | stepped behind a tree, nore afraid to
startle her than anything el se. Her legs kicked blissfully, the small buds of
her breasts visible above the surface. She wore nothing to cover the area
bet ween her long, sleek thighs either, and | was ashaned to be | ooking but ny
eyes were spell bound. She turned and slid underwater. When she canme up again,
hal fway across the pond, she swept her thick wet tresses back from her
forehead and flipped over once nmore, gazing up at the blue sky as she fl oated.

Now, this was an interesting situation, | reasoned. Here | stood, hungry
and thirsty, covered with nosquito bites and thorn welts, knowi ng ny nother
and father were calling up the sheriff and the fire chief by now, and twenty
feet in front of ne was a shimering green pond with a naked blond girl



floating init. | hadn’t gotten a good | ook at her face yet, but | could tel
she was ol der than ne, maybe fifteen or sixteen. She was |ong and | ean, and
she swam not with the splashy giddiness of a child but with an el egant, easy
grace. | saw her clothes lying at the base of a tree on the other side of the
pond, and a trail led off into the woods. The girl dove under, her |egs
ki cki ng, then she resurfaced and slowy swam toward her clothes. She stopped,
her feet finding the slippery bottom Then she started wading in toward shore,
and the monent of truth was thrust upon ne.

“Wait!” | called out.

She spun around. Her face turned red and her hands flew up to cover her
breasts, and then she ducked down in the water up to her throat. “Who’'s there?
Wio said that?”

“l did.” | came out, sheepishly, fromny hiding-place. “Sorry.”
“Who are you? How | ong have you been standin’ there?”
“Just a couple of mnutes,” | said. | followed it with a white lie. “I

didn’t see anythin .”

The girl was staring at me with open-nouthed indignation, her wet hair
crinped around her shoul ders. Her face was illum nated by a spill of sunlight
through the trees, and | | ooked beyond her anger at a vision of beauty. Wich
surprised me, because the power of her beauty hit me so hard and suddenly.
There are many things a boy considers beautiful: the shine of a bike' s paint,
the luster of a dog’s pelt, the singing of a yo-yo as it |oops the |oop, the
yel | ow harvest noon, the green grass of a nmeadow, and free hours at hand. The
face of a girl, no matter how well-constructed, is usually not in that realm
of appreciation. At that nonment, though, | forgot about my hungry belly and ny
nosquito bites and my thorn stings. Agirl with the nost beautiful face 1'd
ever seen was staring at me, her eyes pale cornflower blue, and | had the
feeling of waking up froma prolonged, lazy sleep into a new world | had never
real i zed exi sted.

“I"'mlost,” | managed to say.
“Where’d you cone fron? Were you spyin’ on nme?”
“No. |...came fromthat way.” | notioned in the direction behind mne.

“You're tellin’ a story!” she snapped. “Ain’t nobody lives up in them
hills!”

“Yeah,” | said. “l know.”

She remai ned hunkered down in the water, her arnms around herself. | could
tell that the anger was gradually | eaving her, because the expression in her
eyes was softening. “Lost,” she repeated. “Wiere do you live?”

“Zephyr.”

“Ch, now | know you're tellin a story! Zephyr’'s all the way on the other
side of the valley!”

“l was canpin’ out last night,” | told her. “Me and ny friends. Sonethin
happened, and | got lost.”

“What happened?”

| shrugged. “Some men got after us.”

“Are you tellin” ne the honest truth?”

“I am | swear it.”

“Al'l the way from Zephyr? You rmust be worn out!”

“Kinda,” | said.

“Turn around,” she told me. “Don’t you dare look till | say for you to
Al right?”

“All right,” | agreed, and | turned ny back to her. | heard her getting
out of the water, and in ny mind | saw her naked fromhead to toe. C othes
rustled. In a mnute or two she said, “You can turn around now. ” Wen | | ooked

at her again, she was dressed in a pink T-shirt, blue jeans, and sneakers.
“What' s your nane?” she asked, pushing her hair back from her forehead.

“Cory Mackenson.”

“I"'mChile WIllow,” she said. “Cone on with ne, Cory.”

Oh, she spoke ny nanme so fine.

| followed her along the trail through the woods. She was taller than ne.



She didn't walk like a little girl. She was sixteen, | figured. Wl ki ng behind
her, 1 inhaled her scent like the arona of dew on newy cut grass. | tried to
step where she stepped. If I'd had a tail, | would ve wagged it. “I don't live
too far,” Chile WIllow said, and | answered, “That’s good.”

On a dirt road stood a tarpaper shack with a chicken coop next to it and
a rust-eaten car hulk sitting on cinderbl ocks in the weedy yard. The pl ace was
even worse than the rundown house where G anddaddy Jaybird had | ost his shirt
pl ayi ng poker. | had already taken notice that Chile s jeans were patched and
ragged, and there were dinme-sized holes in her T-shirt. The house she lived in
made the poorest dwelling in Bruton | ook |like a palace. She opened the screen
door on squalling hinges and said into the gloom “Mmm? | found sonebody!”

| entered the house after her. The front roomsnelled of harsh cigarette
snoke and turnip greens. A woman was sitting in a rocking chair, knitting as
she rocked. She stared at me with the sanme cornfl ower blue eyes as her
beauti ful daughter, froma face seamed with winkles and burned dry by hard
work in the sun. “Throw hi mback,” she said, and her needl es never stopped.

“He’s lost,” Chile told her. “Was lost, | mean. Says he canme from
Zephyr.”

“Zephyr,” the woman said. Her eyes returned to nme. She wore a dark bl ue
shift with yell ow needl ework across the front, and she had on rubber
flipflops. “You're a long way from home, boy.” Her voice was | ow and husky, as
if the sun had dried up her lungs, too. On a scarred little table near at hand

was an ashtray full of cigarette butts, and half a cigarette still burning.
“Yes, ma’am | sure would like to call my folks. Can | use your phone?”
“Ain’t got no phone,” she said. “This ain’t Zephyr.”
“Ch. Well ...can sonebody take nme hone?”

Chile' s mother plucked the cigarette fromthe ashtray, took a | ong pul
on it, and set it back down. Wen she spoke again, the smoke dribbled from her

mouth. “Bill’s took the truck off. Be back directly, | reckon.”
| wanted to ask how long “directly” mght be, but that would be inpolite.
“Can | have a glass of water?” | asked Chile.

“Sure thing. You ought to take off that shirt, too, it’s wingin wet. Go
on, take it off.” Wiile Chile went back to the dismal little Kkitchen,
unbuttoned nmy shirt and peeled it away frommnmy skin. “Done got yourself in
some thorns, boy,” Chile s nother said, her nouth |eaking snoke again. “Chile,
bring the iodine in here and doctor this boy.” Chile answered, “Yes’'m” and
fol ded my sweat-drenched shirt up and stood waiting for pleasure and pain.

Chile had to punp the water out of the kitchen faucet. Comi ng out, the
wat er spat and gurgled. Wien it got to nme, it was warmand tinged with brown
and contained in a jelly glass with a picture of Fred Flintstone onit. | took
a taste and snelled sonmething foul. Then Chile WIllow s face was near mine
and the sweetness of her breath was |ike new roses. She had a swab of cotton
and a bottle of iodine. “This mght hurt a little bit,” she said.

“He can take it,” her nother answered for ne.

Chile went to work. | winced and drew in nmy breath as the stinging
started and then deepened. As the pain progressed, | watched Chile' s face. Her
hair was drying, falling in gol den waves over her shoul ders. Chile got down on
her knees before nme, the red cotton swab | eaving streaks of red across ny
flesh. My heart was beating harder. Her pale blue eyes net mne, and she
smled. “You re doin’ just fine,” she said. | sniled back, though | was
hurting so bad | wanted to cry.

“How ol d are you, boy?” Chile’s nother inquired.

“Twel ve.” Another white lie rolled out: “I'Il be thirteen soon.” | kept
| ooking at Chile' s eyes. “How old are you?” | asked her
“Me? I’man old lady. |I'’msixteen.”

“You go to the high school ?”

“WWnt one year,” she said. “That was enough for ne.

“You don’t go to school?” | was anmazed at this fact. “Wow’

“She goes to school,” the mother said, her needles at work. “School of
hard knocks, sanme as | did.”



“Aw, Mom” Chile said; from her cupid s-bow nouth, two words could sound
i ke nusic.
| forgot about the stinging. Pain was nothing to a man like ne. As

Chile’'s mother said, | could take it. | | ooked around the gl oomy room with
its stained and battered sticks of furniture, and when | |ooked at Chile's
face again, it was |like seeing the sun after a long, storny night. Though the
i odi ne was cruel, her touch was gentle. | imagined she nust like nme, to be so
gentle. | had seen her naked. In all my life | had seen no femal e naked but ny
nmother. | had been in the presence of Chile WIllow only a short time, but what

is tine when a heart speaks? My heart was speaking to Chile WIllow in that
nmonent, as she bathed my cuts and gave nme a smle. My heart was saying If you
were ny girlfriend I would give you a hundred Iightning bugs in a green gl ass
jar, so you could always see your way. | would give you a meadow full of

wi | df |l owers, where no two bl oons woul d ever be alike. | would give you ny
bicycle, with its golden eye to protect you. | would wite a story for you,
and nake you a princess who lived in a white marble castle. If you would only
like ne, I would give you magic. If you would only like ne.

If you woul d only—

“You're a brave little boy,” Chile said.

Fromthe rear of the house, a baby began crying.

“Ch, Lord,” Chile's nother said, and she put aside her needles. “Bubba’s
woke up.” She stood up and wal ked in the direction of the crying, her
flipflops smacking the splintery floor

“I"l'l feed himin a mnute,” Chile said.

“Naw, I'Il do it. Bill’s gonna be back soon, and if | was you, |1'd put
that ring back on. You know how crazy he gets.”

“Unh-huh, do | ever.” This was said under Chile’s breath. Something in her
eyes had darkened. She swabbed the |last thorn scrape and capped the iodine
bottle. “There you go. Al done.”

Chile’ s mother returned, holding an infant that wasn’t a year ol d.
stood in the nmddle of the room ny skin scream ng as Chile got off her knees
and went back into the kitchen. Wen she canme back, she was wearing a thin
gold band on the third finger of her left hand. She took the baby from her
not her and began to rock it and croon softly.

“He’s a feisty thing,” the ol der woman said. “Gonna be a handful, that’s
for sure.” She went to a wi ndow and pulled aside a flinsy curtain. “Here comes

Bill now. Gonna get your ride home, fella.”
| heard the pickup truck clattering as it pulled up alnost to the porch
A door opened and sl amed. Then through the screen door canme Bill, who was

tall and slimand had a crew cut and was all of eighteen years old. He wore
dirty jeans and a blue shirt with a grease stain on the front, and he had
heavy-1idded brown eyes and was chewing on a match. “Who’'s he?” he asked,
first thing.

“Boy needs a ride to Zephyr,” Chile's nother told him “Got hisself |ost
in the woods.”

“l ain’t gone take himto Zephyr!” Bill protested with a scow. “It’s
hotter’n hell in that truck!”

“Where’d you go?” Chile asked, her arms full of baby.

“Fi xed that engine for old man Wal sh. And if you think that was fun, you
got another think comn'.” He glanced at her as he strode past toward the
kitchen. | saw himl ook right through her, as if she wasn’'t even there, and
Chile’'s eyes had deadened.

“You get any noney?” the nother called after him

“Yeah, | got sonme nmoney! You think |I'mstupid, | wouldn't get no noney
for a job like that?”

“Bubba needs sone fresh nmilk!” Chile said.

| heard the faucet punmping sliny water. “Shit,” Bill muttered.

“You gonna take this boy home to Zephyr, or not?” Chile's nother asked.

“Not,” he answer ed.

“Here.” Chile offered the baby to her mother. “1'Il drive him then.”



“The hell you say!” Bill came back into the room holding brown water in
another Flintstones jelly glass. “You can’t drive nowhere, you ain’t got no
i cense!”

“l keep tellin’ you I ought to—=~

“You don’t need to do no drivin',” Bill said, and he | ooked right through
her again. “Your place is in this house. Tell her, Ms. Purcell.”

“l ain’t barkin’ up nobody's tree,” Chile's nother said, but she didn't
take the infant. She sat down in her rocking chair, put the cigarette in her
nmout h, and gripped the knitting needl es.

Bill drank down the brown water and nmade a face. “All right, then. Hel
withit. 1'll take himto that gas station over near the base. He can use the
pay phone.”

“That okay with you, Cory?” Chile asked ne.
“1.7 My head was still spinning, and the sight of that gold ring hurt ny

eyes. “l guess so.”

“Well, you better take what I'mofferin’ or I'll just kick your butt out
the door,” Bill warned.

“l don’t have any nmoney for the phone,” | said.

“Boy, you're in damm sorry shape, ain't you?” Bill took the glass back to
the kitchen. “You ain't gettin’ none of ny work noney, that’s for sure!”

Chile reached down into the pocket of her jeans. “l1’ve got sone noney,”

she said, and her hand cane out clutching a small red plastic purse in the
shape of a heart. It was cracked and nmuch-used, the kind of thing a little

girl mght buy at Wholworth's for ninety-nine cents. She popped it open. | saw
a fewcoins inside it. “l just need a dinme,” | told her. She gave ne a dine,
one with Mercury's head on it, and | shoved it into ny own pocket. She sniled
at me, which was worth a fortune. “You' |l get home all right.”

“I know !l will.” | looked at the infant’s face, and | saw he had her
beautiful eyes of cornflower blue.

“Conme on, if you're comn',” Bill said on his way past ne to the door. He

didn't spare a glance at his wife or baby. He went on out, the screen door
slamed, and | heard the truck’s engine snort.

| could not tear nyself away fromChile Wllow. In later years | would
hear about the “chem stry” between two people, and what that neant; | would be
told by nmy father about the “birds and the bees” but of course by then | would
know all about it frommy schoolmates. Al | knew at that noment was a
longing: to be older, taller, stronger, and handsone. To be able to kiss the
lips of her lovely face, and crank back tine so she didn't have Bill’s baby in
her arms. What | wanted to say to her, in that nmoment, was: You shoul d’ ve
wai ted for ne.

“Go on hone where you bel ong, boy,” Ms. Purcell said. She was watching
me intently, her needl es paused, and | wondered if she knew what was in ny
head.

I would never set foot in this house again. | would never again see Chile
WIllow | knewthis, and | drank her in while | could.

Qutside, Bill |eaned on the horn. Bubba started crying again.

“Thank you,” | told Chile, and | took nmy wet shirt and wal ked out into

the sunlight. The truck was painted bilious green, its sides dented up, its
body sagging to the left. A pair of red velvet dice dangled fromthe rearview
mrror. | clinbed into the passenger seat, a spring jabbing nmy butt. On the
fl oorboard was a tool box and coils of wires, and though the wi ndows were
rolled down, the interior snmelled |like sweat and a sickly sweet odor | |ater
cane to connect with mserable poverty. | |ooked at the house’s doorway and
saw Chile energe into the light, cradling her baby. “Stop and get him sone
mlk, Billl” she called. | could see her nother standing behind her, in the
musty gloom It occurred to me that their faces were very nuch alike, though
one had al ready been weathered by tinme and circunstance, probably a |ot of

di sappoi ntnent and bitterness, too. | hoped Chile would be spared such a
journey. | hoped she would never |ock her smle away, and forget where she’d
put the key.



“’Bye, now” she said to ne.

| waved. Bill pulled the pickup truck away fromthe house, and dust
boiled up off the road between Chile WI|ow and ne.
It was a nmile or nore until the pavenent started. Bill drove in silence,

and let me off at a gas station on the edge of the air force base. As | was
getting out, he said, “Hey, boy! Better watch where you put your pecker.” Then
he drove away, and | stood al one on the hot concrete.

Pain was nothing to a man |ike ne.

The gas station’s owner showed me where the pay phone was. | started to
put the Mercury-head dine into the slot, but |I couldn't let go of it. It had
cone fromChile WIlow s purse. | just couldn’'t. | asked the owner to let ne
borrow a dime, telling himmy dad woul d pay himback. “I ain't no bank,” he
huf f ed, but he took a dine out of the cash register anyway. |n another nonent
it was tinkling down into the pay phone. | dialed the nunber, and Mom pi cked
up on the second ring.

My folks were there to pick me up in about half an hour. | expected the
worst, but | got a rib-busting squeeze frommy nother and ny dad grinned and
cuffed ne on the back of ny head and I knew | was in high cotton. On the drive
hone, | learned that Davy Ray and Ben had reached Zephyr together about seven
this nmorning and Sheriff Amory knew the whole story, that two masked nmen had
bought sonmething in a wooden box from Bi ggun Bl ayl ock and then the Bl ayl ocks
had chased us through the forest. “The nen with the masks were M. Hargi son
and M. Moultry,” | said. | felt bad about this, because | recalled that M.
Har gi son had saved our skins fromthe Branlins. Still and all, the sheriff
needed to know.

We passed the Air Force base, its runways and barracks and buil di ngs
encl osed by a high nmesh fence topped with barbed wire. W drove along the
forest road, passing the turnoff to the house of bad girls. Dad sl owed al npst
i nperceptibly as we drove past Saxon’s Lake, but he didn’t look at it. The
exact place where 1'd seen the figure in the flapping coat was | ost in sumer
growm h. As soon as the | ake was behind us, Dad picked up speed agai n.

| was lavished with attention when | got hone. | got a big bow of
chocol ate ice creamand all the Oreos | could eat. Dad called nme “pal” and
“partner” with just about every breath. Even Rebel alnpst |icked ny face off.
| had been delivered fromthe w |l derness, and | was okay.

O course they wanted to hear about ny adventure, and they pressed ne to
tell them nore about the girl who had treated ny thorn scrapes. | told them
her name, that she was sixteen years old, and that she was as beautiful as
Cinderella in that Walt Disney novie. “I do believe our pal’s got hinself a
crush on her,” Dad said to Mom and he grinned. | said, “Aww, | don’'t have
time for any old girl!”

But | fell asleep on the sofa with a dime in ny hand.

Bef ore the sun set on Saturday afternoon, Sheriff Anory dropped by. He
had been to see Davy Ray and Ben; now it was ny turn to be questioned. W sat
on the front porch, Rebel spraw ed beside ny chair and occasionally lifting
his head to lick nmy hand, while in the distance thunder grunbled amd the
darkening clouds. He listened to nmy story about the wooden box, and when |
cane to the part about the masked nen being M. Dick Muultry and M. GCerald
Har gi son, he said, “Wiwy do you think it was them Cory, if you couldn’'t see
their faces?”

“’ Cause Biggun Blaylock called the fat one Dick and | saw the cheroot M.
Har gi son threw away and that’'s what he snokes, the kind with the white plastic
tip.”

“l see.” He nodded, his long-jawed face betrayi ng no enotion. “You know,
there are probably a lot of fellas around here who snoke cheroots |ike that.
And just 'cause Biggun Blaylock called a man by his first name doesn’'t nean it
was Dick Multry.”

“I't was them” | said. “Both of them”

“Davy Ray and Ben told ne they didn't know who the masked nen were.”

“Maybe they don’t, sir, but | do.”



“All right, then, 1'Il make sure |I find out where Dick and Gerald were
"round about el even last night. | asked Davy Ray and Ben if they could take ne
to where this thing happened, but they said they couldn’'t find it again. Could
you?”

“No sir. It was near a trail, though.”

“Un-huh. Trouble is, there are an awful lot of old |loggin roads and
trails cut through those hills. You didn't happen to see what was inside that
box, did you?”

“No sir. \Whatever it was, M. Hargison said it was gonna nake sone people
t ap-dance in hell.”

Sheriff Amory’s brow furrowed. H s black eyes held a spark of renewed
interest. “Now, why do you think he'd say sonmethin’ |ike that?”

“l don’t know. But Biggun Blayl ock would. He said he threw an extra one
into the box.”

“An extra what ?”

“l don’t know that, either.” | watched lightning flicker on the horizon
fromsky to earth. “Are you gonna find Bi ggun Bl ayl ock and ask hi nP”

“Bi ggun Bl ayl ock,” the sheriff said, “is an invisible man. | hear about
him and | know the things he and his sons do, but | never see him | think
he’s got a hideout sonewhere in the woods, probably pretty close to where you
boys were.” He watched the lightning, too, and he wound the fingers of his big
hands together and worked his knuckles. “If | could ever catch one of his sons
at some mschief, maybe | coul d snoke Biggun out. But to tell you the truth,
Cory, the sheriff’s office in Zephyr is pretty nuch a one-nan operation. |
don’t get a whole Iot of noney fromthe county. Heck,” he said, and he sniled

thinly, “I only got this job 'cause nobody else would have it. My wife’'s on ne
all the time to give it up, says | oughta go back into the house-paintin
busi ness.” He shrugged. “Well,” he said, dismssing those thoughts, “a whole

| ot of people around here are scared of the Bl ayl ocks. Especially of Biggun. |
doubt | could deputize nore than five or six men to help me conb the woods for
him And by the tine we found hi m+f we ever di d-he’d have known we were
comn’ |long before we got there. See ny problem Cory?”

“Yes sir. The Bl ayl ocks are bigger than the |aw.”

“Not bigger than the law,” he corrected me. “Just a whole | ot neaner.”

A stormwas coning. The wind was in the trees. Rebel got up and sniffed
the air.

Sheriff Amory stood up. “I’Il be goin’ now,” he said. “Thanks for hel pin’
me.” In the fading |ight he | ooked old and burdened, his shoulders slightly
stooped. He call ed good-bye to Mom and Dad through the screen door, and Dad
cane out to see himoff. “You take care of yourself, Cory,” he told ne, then
he and Dad wal ked together to his car. | stayed on the porch, stroking Rebel
as Sheriff Anory and Dad tal ked a few minutes nore. \Wen the sheriff had
driven off and Dad returned to the porch, it was he who appeared burdened.
“Come on in, partner,” he said, and held the door open for me. “It’s gonna get
bad out.”

The wind roared that night. The rain pounded down, and the |ightning was
scramed like the track of a nysterious finger over ny honetown.

That was the night | first dreamed about the four black girls, al
dressed up and with their shoes shined, who stood beneath a |l eafless tree
calling my nanme again and agai n and agai n.

9
Sunmer Wnds Up

AUGUST WAS DYI NG So WAS SUMMER SCHOCLDAYS, GOLDEN rul e days; those |ay
ahead, on the gilded rimof autum.

These things happened in the |ast days of sunmer: | |earned that Sheriff
Amory had indeed visited M. Hargison and M. Multry. Their wives had told



the sheriff that both nen were hone all night that particular night, that they
hadn’t even set one foot outside their front doors. The sheriff couldn't do
anything else; after all, | hadn’'t seen the faces of the two nen who'd
accepted that wooden box from Bi ggun Bl ayl ock

The Septenber issue of Fanbus Mnsters cane to ny mail box. On the
envel ope that bore ny name there was a | ong green smear of snot.

Mom answered the tel ephone one norning, and said, “Cory! It’s for you!”

| came to the phone. On the other end was Ms. Evelyn Prathnore, who
infornmed me that | had won third place in the short-story division of the
Zephyr Art Council’s Witing Contest. | was to be given a plaque with nmy nane
onit, she told me. Wuld | be prepared to read my story during a program at
the library the second Saturday of Septenber?

| was stunned. | stamrered a yes. Instantly upon putting the tel ephone
down, | was struck first with a surge of joy that alnost lifted me out of ny
Hush Puppi es and then a crush of terror that about slanmed ne to the floor
Read ny story? Al oud? To a roonful of people |I hardly knew?

Mom cal med nme down. That was part of her job, and she was good at it. She
told me | had plenty of time to practice, and she said | had nade her so
proud, she wanted to bust. She called Dad at the dairy, and he told nme he'd
bring me home two cold bottles of chocolate milk. Wien | called Johnny, Davy
Ray, and Ben to tell themthe news, they thought it was great, too, and they
congratul ated me, but all of them quickly pricked the boil of my nascent
terror by reacting dolefully to the fact that | had to read ny story al oud.
What if your zipper breaks and it won't stay up? Davy Ray asked. \Wat if you
start shakin’ so hard you can’'t even hold the paper? Ben asked. Wat if you
open your nmouth to talk and your voice goes and you can’t even say a single
wor d? Johnny asked.

Friends. They really know how to knock you off your pedestal, don't they?

Three days before school started, on a clear afternoon with fleecy cl ouds
in the sky and a cool breeze blowing, we all rode our bikes to the ball field,
our gloves laced to the handl ebars. W took our positions around the di anond,
whi ch was cleated up and going to weed. On the scoreboard was the proof that
our Little League team was not al one in agony; the men’s team the Quails, had
suffered a five-to-zip loss fromthe Air Force base team the Hi gh Flyers. W
stood with pools of shadow around our ankles and threw a ball back and forth
to each other as we talked with some sadness about the passing of sunmer. W
were in our secret hearts excited about the beginning of school. There cones a
ti me when freedom becones...well, too free. W were ready to be regul ated, so
we could fly again next sunmer.

We threw fastballs and curves, fly balls and dust-kickers. Ben had the
best wornburner you ever saw, and Johnny could make it fishtail an instant
before it smacked into your glove. Too bad we were strikeout kings, each and
every one. Well, there was al ways next season

We' d been there maybe forty mnutes or so, working up a sweat, when Davy
Ray said, “Hey, look who’s comin’!” W all |ooked. Wl king through the weeds
toward us was Neno Curliss, his hands plunged deep into the pockets of his

jeans. He was still a beanpole, his skin still buttermlk white. H s nother
ruled that roost, for sure

“H!” | said to him “Hey, Nenmp!” Davy Ray called. “Come on and throw us
afew”

“Ch, great!” Johnny said, recalling his blistered hand. “Uh...why don’t
you throw sone to Ben instead?”

Neno shook his head, his face downcast. He continued wal ki ng across the
field, passing Johnny and Ben, and he approached ne at hone plate. \Wen he
stopped and lifted his face, | saw he’d been crying. H s eyes behind the thick
gl asses were red and swollen, the tear tracks glistening on his cheeks.

“What’ s wong?” | asked. “Sonebody been beatin’ up on you?”
“No,” he said. “I..1l."
Davy Ray canme up, holding the baseball. “Wat is it? Neno, you been

cryin ?”



“1.7 He squeezed out a small sob. He was trying to get control of
hinself, but it was nore than he could manage. “I’ve gotta go,” he said.
“Cotta go?” | frowned. “CGo where, Nenmp?”
“Away. Jutht.” He made a gesture with a skinny arm “Jutht away.”
Ben and Johnny arrived at home plate. We stood in a circle around Neno as
he sobbed and w ped his runny nose. Ben couldn’t bear the sight, and he wal ked

of f a few paces and kicked a stone around. “I...went to your houth, to tel
you, and your nmomtold nme you were here,” Neno explained. “I wanted to let you
know.’
“Wel |, where do you have to go? Are you gonna go visit sonebody?”
asked.

“No.” Fresh tears ran down his face. It was a terrible sight to behold.
“W’ve gotta nove, Cory.”

“Move? To where?”

“l don’t know. Thonebl athe a I ong way from here.”

“Gosh,” Johnny said. “You hardly lived in Zephyr a whole sumer!”

“W& were hopin’ you could play on our team next year!” Davy told him

“Yeah,” | said. “And we thought you were gonna go to our school.”
“No.” Neno kept shaking his head, his puffy eyes full of tornent. “No.
No. | can't. W'’ ve gotta nove. Cotta nove tonorrow.”

“Tonorrow? How come so fast?”

“Mom thez. CGotta nove. Tho Dad can thell thone shirts.”

The shirts. Ah yes, the shirts. Nobody wore tailored white shirts in
Zephyr. | doubted that anybody wore tailored white shirts in any of the towns
M. Curliss took his wife and son and his fabric swatches to. | doubted if
anybody ever woul d.

“l can’t.”” Neno stared at me, and the pain of his gaze nade ny heart
hurt. “I can't...ever nake no friendth,” he said. “*Cauthe...we’ve alwath gotta
nove.”

“I"’'msorry, Neno,” | said. “Really | am | w sh you didn't have to nove.’
On an inpulse, | took the baseball out of ny glove and held it out to him
“Here you go. You keep this, so you can renenber your buddies here in Zephyr.
Ckay?”

Nenp hesitated. Then he reached out and wrapped the skinny fingers of his
mracle pitching hand around the ball, and he accepted it. Here Johnny showed
his true class; the baseball belonged to him but he never said a word.

Neno turned the baseball over and over between both hands, and | saw the
red-stitched seamreflected in his glasses. He stared at that baseball as if

into the depths of a nmagic crystal. “I want to thtay here,” he said softly.
H s nose was running, and he sniffled. “I want to thtay here, and go to thcoo
and have friendth.” He | ooked at nme. “I jutht want to be |ike everybody elth.

| want to thtay here so bad.”

“Maybe you can cone back sonetine,
crunmb. “Maybe you can—=

“No,” Neno interrupted. “I’'Il never cone back. Never. Never even for a
thingle day.” He turned his head, facing the house they woul d soon be | eaving.
A tear crawl ed down his face and hung quivering fromhis chin. “Momthez Dadth
gotta thell thirts tho we can have noney. At night thometinmeth thee hollerth
at himand callth himlathee, and thee thez thee never thouda married him And

Johnny of fered, but it was a neasly

he thez, 'It’|Il be the nextht town. The nextht town, that’'ll be the |ucky
break.’” Nemp’s face swung back to mne. It had changed in that instant. He
was still crying, but there was rage in his eyes so powerful that | had to
step back a pace to escape its heat. “Ith never gonna be the nextht town,” he
said. “We're gonna nove and nove and nove, and ny nonith gonna alwath holler
and ny dad’'th gonna alwath thay it’'ll be the nextht town. But it’'ll be alie.”

Neno was silent, but the rage spoke. Hs fingers squeezed around the
basebal I , his knuckl es whitening, his eyes fixed on nothing.

“W’re gonna m ss you, Neno,” | said.

“Yeah,” Johnny said. “You re okay.”
“You'll get up to the nound soneday, Neno,” Davy Ray told him “Wen you



get there, you strike "emall out. Hear?”

“Yeth,” he answered, but there wasn't nuch conviction in his voice. "I
with I didn't have to.” He faded off; there was no point in it, because he was
alittle boy and he had to go.

Neno began wal ki ng hone across the field, the baseball gripped in his
hand. “So long!” | called to him but he didn't respond. | imagined what life
nmust be like for him forbidden to play the game he was so naturally gifted
at, shuttered away in a series of houses in a parade of towns, staying in one
pl ace only | ong enough to get picked on and beaten up but never |ong enough
for guys to get to know who and what he was behind the pale skin, the lisp,
and the thick glasses. | could never have stood such suffering.

Nenmo screaned.

It came out of himw th such force that the sound rmade us junp. The
scream changed, becane a wail that rose up and up, painful inits |longing. And
then Nemo spun around, his head and shoulders first and then his hips, and
saw his eyes were wi de and enraged and his teeth were clenched. Hi s throw ng
arm whi pped around in a blur, his backbone popped Iike a whip, and he hurled
t hat basebal | al nost straight up into the sky.

| sawit go up. | sawit keep going. | sawit become a dark dot. Then the
sun took it.

Nenb was on his knees, the scream and the throw having drained all the
strength out of him He blinked, his glasses crooked on his face.

“Catch it!” Davy Ray said, squinting up. “Here it cones down!”

“Where?” Johnny asked, lifting his glove.

“VWhere is it?” | asked, stepping away fromthe others to try to find it
in the glare.

Ben was | ooking up, too. H's glove hung at his side. “That bugger,” he
said softly, “is gone.”

We waited, searching the sky.

We waited, our gloves ready.

Ve wai t ed.

I glanced at Neno. He had gotten up, and was wal ki ng home. Hi s stride was
neither fast nor slow, just resigned. He knew what was waiting for himin the
next town, and in the town after that. “Neno!” | shouted after him He just
kept wal ki ng, and he did not | ook back.

W waited for the ball to come down.

After a while, we sat down in the red dirt. Qur eyes scanned the sky as
the fleecy clouds noved and the sun began to sink toward the west.

No one spoke. No one knew what to say.

In | ater days, Ben would speculate that the wind blew the ball into the
river. Johnny would believe a flock of birds had hit it, and knocked it off
course. Davy Ray woul d say sonething nmust’ve been wong with the ball, that it

had come to pieces way up there and we hadn’t seen the skin and the innards
pl umret back to earth.

And ne?

| just believed.

Twi | i ght came upon us. At last | clinbed on Rocket, the other guys got on
their bikes, and we left the ball field and our sumer dreans. Cur faces now
were turned toward autumm. | was going to have to tell sonebody soon about the
four black girls | sawin my sleep, the ones all dressed up and calling ny
nane under a tree with no |l eaves. | was going to have to read nmy story about
the man at the bottom of Saxon’s Lake in front of a roonful of people. | was
going to have to figure out what was in that wooden box Bi ggun Bl ayl ock had
sold in the dead of night for four hundred dollars.

| was going to have to help ny father find peace.

We pedal ed on, four buddies with the wind at our backs and all roads
| eading to the future.

THREE
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1
G een- Feat her ed Hat

“ CORY?'

| pretended | didn't hear the oni nous whisper

“Cory?”

No. | wasn’t going to | ook. At the front of the schoolroom Ms. Judith
Har per —et herwi se known as “Hairpie,” “Harpy,” and “0 d Leat herl ungs” —was
denonstrating on the bl ackboard the division of fractions. Arithmetic was for
me a walk into the Twilight Zone; this dividing fractions stuff was a
nmystifying fall into the Quter Linits.

“Cory?” she whi spered again, behind ne. “I’ve got a big ol e green booger
on nmy finger.”

OCh ny Lord, | thought. Not agai n!

“If you don’t turn around and snmile at nme, |'’mgone wipe it on the back
of your neck.”

It was the fourth day of class. | knew on the first day that it was going

to be a long year, because some idiot had decreed the Denon a “gifted child”
and had doubl e-pronoted her, and like the fickle finger of fate, Ms. Harper
had devi sed a seating chart—boy, girl, boy, girl, boy, girl—that put the Denobn
in the desk at my back.

And the worst part, the very worst, was that—-as Davy Ray told ne and
| aughed wi ckedl y—she had a crush on nme as big as the cheesy green noon.

“Cory?” Her voice denanded ny attention

| had to turn around. Last tine |’'d resisted, she’d sneared saliva on the
back of ny neck in the shape of a heart.

Brenda Sutley was grinning, her red hair oily and ratty and her wandering
eyes shining with mschief. She held up her index finger, which had a
dirt-grimed nail but no booger on it.

“Cot’' cha,” she whi spered.

“Cory Jay Mackenson!” Leatherlungs roared. “Turn around this instant!”

| did, alnmost giving nyself whiplash. | heard the traitors around ne
gi ggling, knowi ng that the Harpy would not be satisfied with this display of
respect. “Ch, | guess you know all about the division of fractions by now,

don’t you?” she inquired, her hands on hips as wide as a Patton tank. “Well
why don’t you cone up here and do some division for us, to show us howit’'s
done?” She held the accursed yell ow chal k out to ne.

If I amever on death row, the walk to the electric chair will be no nore
terrifying than that walk fromny desk to the chalk in Ms. Harper’s hand and
then, ultimately, to the bl ackboard. “All right,” she said as | stood there
shoul der - sl unped and hang-doggy. “Wite down these fractions.” She rattled
some of f, and when | copied them ny chal k broke and Nel son Bittner |aughed and
in tw seconds | had a fellow sufferer up there with ne.

Everybody knew by now. we weren't going to be able to defeat Ms. Harper
with a frontal attack. W weren't going to be able to stormher ranparts and
yell victory over her scattered math books. It would have to be a sl ow,

i nsi di ous war of snipers and booby traps, a painstaking probe to | earn her
weakness. All us kids had found out by now that all teachers had a sore spot;
some went crazy over gum chewi ng, others insane over behind-the-back giggles,
still others nuts over the repeated squeaki ng and scuffing of shoes on the

i nol eum Machi ne-gun coughs, donkeylike snorts, a fusillade of throat
clearing, spitballs stuck to the blackboard: all these were arsenals in the



battl e against Hitlerian teachers. Wo knows? Maybe we could get the Denon to
bring to class a dead, stinking animal in a shoebox, or get her to sneeze and
bl ow ri bbons of snot out of those talented nostrils of hers to make Ms.
Harper’s hair uncurl

“Wong! Wong! Wong!” Leatherlungs bellowed at me as | finished ny
gueasy attenpt at fraction division. “Go sit down and pay attention, you
bl ockhead!”

Bet ween Leat herlungs and the Denon, | was really in for it.

After the three o' clock bell had rung and Davy Ray, Johnny, Ben, and
had jawed about the events of the day, | pedal ed home on Rocket under a dark
gl owering sky. | found Mom at home, cleaning the oven. “Cory!” she said when |

wal ked into the kitchen intent on raiding the cookie jar. “Lady fromthe
mayor’'s office called for you about ten minutes ago. Mayor Swope wants to see
you.”

“Mayor Swope?” | paused with nmy hand reaching for a Lorna Doone. *Wat
for?”

“Didn’t say what for, but she said it was inportant.” Mm gl anced out the
wi ndow. “A stormis blowin up. Your father’|l drive you over to the
courthouse, if you can wait an hour.”

My curiosity was piqued. Wiat woul d Mayor Swope want with nme? | | ooked

out the wi ndow as Mom conti nued her oven cl eani ng, and judged the gathering

clouds. “I think I can get there before it starts rainin’,” | said.
Mom pul | ed her head out of the oven, |ooked at the sky again, and
frowned. “1 don’t know. It might start pourin’ on you.”
| shrugged. “1'Il be all right.”

She hesitated, her fretful nature gnawing at her. Ever since ny canping
trip, though, I could tell she’d been making a nmighty effort to stop worrying
so nmuch about ne. Even though |I’'d gotten lost, 1'd proven | could survive in
the face of hardship. Finally, she said, “Go on, then.”

| took two Lorna Doones and headed for the porch

“If it starts comn’ down hard, you stay at the courthouse!” she call ed.
“Hear ?”

“l hear!” | told her, and I got on Rocket and pedal ed as | crunched the
Lorna Doones between ny teeth. Not too far fromthe house, Rocket suddenly
shuddered and |I felt the handl ebars jerk to the left. Ahead of ne, the
Branlins were pedaling side by side on their black bikes, but they were going
in the same direction as ne and didn’t see nme. Rocket wanted to turn to the
left at the next intersection, and | foll owed Rocket’s sage advice to take a
det our .

Thunder was runbling and it was starting to sprinkle alittle as |
reached t he dark-stoned, gothic-styled courthouse at the end of Merchants
Street. The drops were chilly; sumer’s warmrain was a thing of the past. |
| eft Rocket chained to a fire hydrant and went into the courthouse, which
snelled like a noldy basenent. A sign on the wall said Mayor Swope’s office
was on the second floor, and | clinbed the wi de staircase, the high w ndows
around ne letting in murky, stormblue light. At the top of the staircase,
three carved gargoyl es sat atop the black wal nut banister, their scaly |egs
curled up and their claws folded across their chests. One wall was decorated
with an old tattered Confederate flag and there were dusty display cases
hol di ng butternut unifornms riddled with noth hol es. Above ny head was a
dar kened gl ass cupol a, reachable only by |adder, and through the cupol a
heard thunder resonate as through a bell jar.

| wal ked al ong the long corridor, which had a floor of black and white
i nol eum squares. On either side were offices: License Bureau, County Tax
Departnent, Probate Judge, Traffic Court, and the |like. None of their lights
were on. | saw a man with dark hair and a bl ue-paisley bowtie conmng out of a
pebbl ed- gl ass door marked Sanitation and Mai ntenance. He | ocked the door from
aring of jingling keys and | ooked at nme. “Can | help you, young fella?” he
asked.

“1" m supposed to see Mayor Swope,” | said.



“Hs office is at the end of the corridor.” He checked his pocket watch.
“M ght be gone hone by now, though. Mst everybody | eaves around
three-thirty.”

“Thank you,” | told him and | went on. | heard his keys jingling as he
wal ked toward the stairs, and he whistled a tune | didn't know

| passed the council’s chanbers and the recorder’s office—both dark—-and
at the corridor’s end | faced a big oak door with brass letters on it that
said OFFICE OF THE MAYOR. | wasn't sure if | was supposed to knock or not, and
there was no buzzer. | grappled with the question of etiquette here for a few
seconds, as the thunder growl ed outside. Then |I balled up my fist and knocked.

In a few seconds the door opened. A wonan with hornrimed gl asses and an
iron-gray nountain of hair peered out. Her face was |like a chunk of granite,
all hard ridges and cliffs. Her eyebrows lifted in a question

“I"'m..here to see Mayor Swope,” | said.

“Ch. You' re Cory Mackenson.”

“Yes ma’ am”

“Come in.” She opened the door wider, and | slipped in past her. As |
did, I got a jolt of either violet-scented perfume or hair spray up ny
nostrils. | had entered a red-carpeted roomwhich held a desk, a row of
chairs, and a magazi ne rack. A map of Zephyr, brown at the edges, adorned one
wall. On the desk there was an in tray and an out tray, a neat stack of
papers, framed photographs of a baby being held between a sniling young wonman
and man, and a naneplate that said MRS. | NEZ AXFORD and, underneath that in
smal ler letters, MAYOR S SECRETARY.

“Just have a seat for a minute, please.” Ms. Axford wal ked across the
roomto another door. She rapped softly on it, and | heard Mayor Swope say in
hi s mushnout h accent, “Yes?” fromthe other side. Ms. Axford opened it. “The
boy’ s here,” she said.

“Thank you, Inez.” | heard a chair creak. “l believe that finishes us up
for the day. You can go on home if you like.”

“Want ne to send himin?”

“Two minutes and I’Il be with him”

“Yes sir. Onh...did you sign that application for the newtraffic |ights?”

“Need to study that a little nmore, Inez. Get to it first thing in the
nornin .”

“Yes sir. 1I'll be goin’” on, then.” She retreated fromthe mayor’s donmain
and cl osed the door and said to me, “He’'ll be with you in two mnutes.” As |
waited, Ms. Axford | ocked her desk, got her sturdy brown purse, and
strai ght ened the phot ographs on her desk. She wedged her purse up under her
arm took a long | ook around the office to make sure everything was in its
proper place, and then she wal ked out the door into the hallway w thout saying
boot, shoot, or scoot to ne.

| waited. Thunder boomed overhead and rolled through the courthouse. |
heard the rain start—slowy at first, then building up to a hamreri ng.

The door to the mayor’'s office opened, and Mayor Swope energed. The
sl eeves of his blue shirt were rolled up, his initials in white on the breast
pocket, his suspenders striped with red. “Cory!” he said, smling. “Come in
and let’s have us a tal k!”

| didn't know what to nake of this. | knew who Mayor Swope was and all,
but I'd never spoken to him And here he was, smiling and notioning nme into
his officel! The guys woul d believe this about as much as they believed I'd
stuck a broonstick down O d Mses’'s throat!

“Come in, cone in!” the mayor urged

| wal ked into his office. Everything was fashioned of dark, glistening
wood. The air snelled of sweet pipe tobacco. There was a desk in the office
that seemed as big as the deck of an aircraft carrier. Shelves were full of
t hi ck, | eatherbound books. They | ooked to ne as if they had never been
touched, because none had bookmarks in them Two burly black |eather chairs
faced the desk over an expanse of Persian carpet. Wndows afforded a view of
Merchants Street, but right now the rain was stream ng down them



Mayor Swope, his gray hair conbed back froma w dow s peak and his eyes
dark blue and friendly, closed the door. He said, “Have a seat, Cory.”
hesitated. “Doesn’t matter which one.” | took the one on his left. The |eather
pooted when | sat down in it. Mayor Swope settled hinmself in his own chair,
whi ch had scrolled arnrests. On his flattop of a desk was a tel ephone, a
| eat her-covered jar full of pens, a can of Field and Streamtobacco, and a
pi pe rack cradling four pipes. One of the pipes was white, and had a man’'s
bearded face carved into it.

“CGettin’ some rain out there, aren’'t we?” he asked, his fingers |lacing
together. He smiled again, and this close | saw his teeth were discol ored.

“Yes sir.”

“Well, the farners need it. Just so we don’t have another flood, huh?”

“Yes sir.”

Mayor Swope cleared his throat. Hs fingers tapped. “Are your folks
waitin' for you?” he asked.

“No sir. | came on mny bike.”

“Ch. CGosh, you’re gonna have a wet ride hone.”

“l don’t mind.”

“Wul dn’t be good,” he said, “if you had an accident on the way. You
know, with that rain com n’ down so hard, a car could hit you, you could go
down in a ditch and.” His smile had slipped. Now it crept back. “Well, it
woul dn’t be good.”

“No sir.”

“l suppose you’'re wonderin’ why | wanted to see you?”

| nodded.

“You know I was on the panel that judged the witin® contest? |I enjoyed
your story. Yessir, it deserved a prize.” He picked up a briar pipe and popped

open the can of tobacco. “It surely did. You re the youngest person ever to
win a plaque in the contest.” | watched his fingers as he began to fill the
pipe’'s bowl with bits of tobacco. “I checked the records. You're the youngest
by far. That ought to make you and your fol ks very proud.”

“l guess so.”

“Ch, you don’t have to be so npodest, Cory! | sure couldn't wite |ike
that when | was your age! Nosir! | was good at math, but English wasn't ny
subj ect.” He produced a pack of matches from his pocket, struck one, and

touched it to the tobacco in his pipe. Blue snoke bl oomed around his nouth.
H s eyes were on nme. “You’' ve got a keen imagination,” he said. “That part in
your story about seein’ sonmebody standin’ in the woods across the road. |
liked that part. How d you happen to come up with that?”

“It really—= Happened, | was going to say. But before |I could, sonebody
knocked at the door. Ms. Axford |ooked in. “Mayor Swope?” she said. “Lord,
it’s pourin’ cats and dogs! | couldn't even get to nmy car, and | just had ny

hair fixed yesterday! Do you have an unbrella | m ght borrow?”

“l believe so, Inez. Look in that closet over there.”

She opened a cl oset and runmaged around in it. “Should be one in the
corner,” Mayor Swope told her. “Smells awfully nusty in here!” Ms. Axford
said. “l believe sonethin's m | dewed!”

“Yeah, gotta clean it out one of these days,” he said.

Ms. Axford came out of the closet clutching an unbrella. But her nose
was wrinkled, and in her other hand she was clutching two articles of clothing
that were white with mldew “Look at these!” she said. “l believe nushroons
are growin’ in herel”

My heart seized up.

Ms. Axford was hol ding a m | dew bl otched overcoat and a hat that
appeared to have been run through a washer and wi nger.

And in the band of that battered hat was a silver disc and a crunpled
green feather.

“Whew! Just snell it!” Ms. Axford made a face that m ght’ve stopped a
clock. “What’'re you keepin’ this stuff for?”

“That’s ny favorite hat. Was, at least. It got ruined the night of the



flood, but | thought | could get it fixed. And |I’ve had that raincoat for
fifteen years.”

“No wonder you won't let ne clean out your closet! What else is in here?”

“Never you mind! Run on, now Leroy's waitin’ at home for you!”

“You want me to throw these in the garbage on ny way out?”

“No, Lord no!” Mayor Swope said. “Just put "em back in there and cl ose
t he door!”

“I swear,” Ms. Axford said as she returned the itens to the closet,
men are worse about hangin’ on to old clothes than little babies with their
bl ankets.” She closed the door with a firmthunk. “There. | can still snell
that mldew, though.”

“It’s all right, Inez. You go on home, and be careful on the road.”

“I will.” She gave me a quick glance, and then she wal ked out of the
office with the unbrella.

| don’t think I had drawn a breath during that entire exchange. Now
pull ed one in, and | shivered as the air burned ny |ungs.

“Now, Cory,” Mayor Swope said, “where were we? Ch yes: the man across the
road. How d you come up with that?”

“1...1.7 The green-feathered hat was in a closet ten feet fromme. Mayor
Swope was the man who'd worn it that night when the fl oodwaters had raged in

you

the streets of Bruton. “l..never said it was a man,” | answered. “l just said...
it was sonmebody standin’ there.”
“Well, that was a nice touch. I'Il bet that was an excitin’ nornin for

you, wasn't it?” He reached into another pocket, and when his hand cane into
view there was a small silver blade in it.

It was the knife 1’'d seen in his hand, that night when | was afraid he
was goi ng to sneak up behind ny dad and stab himin the back for what he'd
seen at Saxon’'s Lake.

“I wish |l could wite,” Mayor Swope said. He turned the bl ade around. On
its other end was a blunt little piece of nmetal, which he used to tamp the
burni ng tobacco down in his pipe. “I’ve always |iked nysteries.”

“Me too,” | nmmnaged to rasp

He stood up, rain pelting the wi ndows behind him Lightning zi gzagged
over Zephyr, and the lights suddenly flickered. Thunder crashed. “Ch ny,”
Mayor Swope said. “That was a little too close, wasn't it?”

“Yes sir.” My hands were about to break the arnrests of ny chair.

“l1 want you,” he said, “to wait right here for a mnute. There's
somethin’ | want to show you, and | think it’ll explain things.” He crossed
the room the pipe clenched between his teeth and a scraw of snoke behind
him and he went out into the area where Ms. Axford' s desk was. He left the
door ajar, and | could hear himopening the drawer of a filing cabinet.

My gaze went to the closet.

The green feather was in there. So close. What if | was to pluck it from
its hat and conpare it to the green feather 1'd found on the sole of ny shoe?
If the feathers matched, what then?

| had to nove fast if | was going to nove at all.

The filing cabinet’s drawer closed. Another opened. “Just a mnute!”
Mayor Swope called to ne. “It’s not where it’s supposed to be!”

I had to go. Right now.

| got up on rubbery | egs and opened the closet. The reek of m | dewed
cloth hit me in the face like a danp slap. But the coat and the hat were there
on the floor, nudged up into a corner. | heard the drawer slide shut.
grasped the feather and tugged at it. It wouldn’t cone | oose.

Mayor Swope was com ng back into the office. My heart was a cold stone in
nmy throat. Thunder boomed and the rain slamed agai nst the w ndows, and
grasped that green feather and jerked it and this tine it tore | oose fromthe
hatband. It was mne

“Cory? What’'re you doin’ in—=

Lightning flared, so close you could hear the sizzle. The lights went
out, and the next crack of thunder shook the w ndows.



| stood in the dark, the green feather in nmy hand and Mayor Swope in the

door way.
“Don’t nove, Cory,” he said. “Say sonethin'.”
| didn't. | edged toward the wall and pressed ny back against it.
“Cory? Cone on, now. Let’s don’t play ganes.” | heard himshut the door

A floorboard creaked, ever so quietly. He was noving. “Let’s sit down and
talk, Cory. There's sonethin’ very inportant you need to understand.”

Qut si de, the clouds had gone al nobst bl ack, and the room was a dungeon.

t hought | could see his tall, thin shape gliding slowy toward ne across the
Persian carpet. | was going to have to get through himto the door.

“No need for this,” Mayor Swope said, his voice trying to sound cal mand
reassuring. It had the sanme hollow ring as M. Hargison's false voice. “Cory?”
| heard himrel ease a | ong, resigned sigh. “You know, don’t you?”

Darned right | knew

“Where are you, son? Talk to ne.

| didn’t dare

“How d you find out?” he asked. “Just tell me that.”

Lightning flickered and hissed. By its split-second glare | could see
Mayor Swope, white as a zonbie, standing at the center of the roomw th pipe
snoke drifting around himlike a waith. Now ny heart was really hamering; a
spark of lightning had junped off sonmething nmetal clenched in his right hand.

“I"’msorry you found out, Cory,” Mayor Swope said. “I didn't want you to
get hurt.”

| couldn’t help it; in my panic, | blurted it out: “I wanna go hone!”

“l can’t let you do that,” he said, and his shape began noving toward ne
t hrough the el ectric-charged dark. “You understand, don’t you?”

| understood. My |l egs responded first; they propelled ne across the
Persi an carpet toward the way out, and ny |lungs snagged a breath and nmy hand
gripped the green feather. | don’'t know how near | passed to him but | got to
t he door unhindered and tried to twi st the doorknob but nmy palmwas slick with
cold sweat. He nust’ve heard the rattle, because he said, “Stop!” and | could
sense himconing after me. Then the doorknob turned and the door opened and
shot through it as if fromthe barrel of a cannon. | collided with Ms.
Axford' s desk, and | heard the photographs clatter as they fell

“Cory!” he said, |ouder. “No!”

| caroned off the side of the desk, a human pinball in motion. | went
into the row of chairs, striking my right knee on a hard edge. My lips let out
a cry of pain, and as | tried to find the door into the hallway it seened that
the chairs had cone to malevolent |ife and were blocking ny way. A cold chil
skittered up ny spine as Mayor Swope’s hand fell on ny shoulder like a spider

“No!” he said, and his fingers started to cl ose.

| pulled | oose. A chair was beside ne, and | shoved it at Mayor Swope
like a shiel