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I wus starin' an' wonderin', w'en a voice

whispered low in me ear: 'Ther Valley

o' ther Shadder o' Death,' 'n I knew 's I'd

come ter ther valley o' ther lost childer

--which wer' named ther Valley o' Light.

Fer ther Valley o' ther Shadder, 

'n ther Valley o' ther Lost Childer

        				                       come end to end.



			     William Hope Hodgson
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A S K I N G







	I been seeing it done for years.

First thing, each purple morn, the Willerswitch Witch comes to that same steep knob atop Hulep Choat's Peak.  She ain't much hair left; what hairs there is is white.  Her skin be grey.   There might be other hags.  That girlytot expects so, I expect.  But this hag is--now don’t you worry it--but she’s the Willerswitch Witch to that tot in the tree.  

My ragtag baby never leaves her tree to ask for no Christian name, mind you; she ain’t one to ask.  No, she keeps secret.  Her eyes be my eyes.

Below, the old grey thing lifts her skirts and she spin eleven, twelve, thirteen times, eyes closed and whispering.  The Witch ask where do time tell, where is the well went, where be the wind sent, how went tizzypoke?  The Witch blows a French harp, jigging and clogging her pointy toes into the air, conducting them demon symphonies with her willerswitch, demon symphonies for the hollers below to echo.  From the tree on Hulep Choat's Peak, one can see hollers piled upon hollers, snapdragon hillsides tumbling onto valleys, twining into murky slews.  Sometimes, a twanging guitar string might be heard up from them hills, answering back at that French harp.  Always, the Witch takes to circling the greenspired tree, first clockwise, then counter to the clock.  The willerswitch will lead, the little tot will listen.

	"A thousand'n ten hunert'n one babies I done pulled from they mams.  Put my mark on most ever chile I birthed.  Ever family has its daemon babe, ye know, a boogified daemon.  Ask me, I made em so.  Ask me.  I hate a impudent chile.  I knows em right off.  I gives em they mark.  Everbody got one.  I kin pick a collicky babe, a trickster, a fool, er I kin pick me a pearl from ther swine.  So I kisses em with my pucker, er I kisses em with the switch.  Onliest ones I ever put back into they mams is them what this world ain't ripe fer yet.  That's why I be ashamed I's so fergitful.  That's why I got ter ask.  Do you recollect them babysteps, babysteps?  When you was a chile you spake as a chile oughter do.  Who chile is you?  Who chile, who chile, who chile is you?" 

	It was a very long time, many morns, and many a dizzy circle around that chestnut tree, before my tree tot got wise: the Willerswitch Witch was asking of her. 
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J O H A B E T H 'S   H O L L E R







	"You been rightly baptized?" she asked.

	"No, I'm a salesman," he lied.  

	A war whoop came from behind him.  O'Toole turned to see.  A burrheaded kid dove into the ballcrawl.  O'Toole slurped the last of his Brunswick Bar-B-Q Pizza, glanced back and took the napkin from her outstretched hand.  The video arcade made fireworks in her ink empty eyes.  She slid sideways inside the candy-striped dress; clicking out three stacks of quarters from the coin-belt, O'Toole's waitress crossed his palm with cold coin.  She was owling up at him.  Almost cutesy, but not quite.

	"What sorter?"

	"Whazzat?"

	"What sorter salesman are you?"

	"Fertilizer.  Fertilizer sales," he shouted above the pingpingping of a lazer attack from a Stealth Invaders nearby.  She didn't seem to care if he was lying or not, she seemed dull and dazed by the lights.  O'Toole had been pumping her for quarters half the morning and could tell she was a bad judge of character.  He wasn't apt to start telling her the truth now.  Snapping a suspender, he slid past her, brushing close as his breath dropped into her ear.  "When d'ya blow this peckerstand?"

	"Bout a hour.  One p.m., sir."

	Bells rang and the scoreboard went flippy as O'Toole chugged a load of silver into the Viper pinball.  He felt ticklish without his package.  But O'Toole's package wasn't welcome in here.  It was the Saturday lunch crowd, mommys and daddys--and baby kamikazes by the shitload, bolting hither and yon, through the beer-laden tables of Bubba Dog's Pizza Jamboree.  Everybody took a good retro-disco pounding from Madonna, Queen Of The Damned, hating, loving, loathing you; preaching papa don't preach or else.  This did not bother O'Toole as he shot his ball-bearing up the chute.  He kind of liked the rustle of kids, of commanding mothers who tried not to blow smoke in their toddler's faces or drink as much as their rough-joking men.  No, it relaxed him strangely, iced his nerve and let him cool out from too much road.  Besides, the Weevil liked women with kids, liked them in a sick way in fact.  O'Toole might even stumble on the wily coonass someplace like this.  Baptized or no.  It made sense.  "Ever meet a sharpie name Tom Wivaldi?"  O'Toole was the one asking questions, after all, wasn't he?  Him and Geraldo?

	"Uh-uh.  I doubt so much as I have."  She spoke casually, unaware of the consequences.

	"He's gotta gold eye-tooth and chronic halitosis.  Bad breath."  No, O'Toole didn't take personal questions.  He was the snoop, baby, and don't you forget it.  Just like the Doggy Dogg.  He was top hound on the trail, the heavy-hitter with a badge of steel.  "Ring any bells?"  His hard gaze never left his ring-a-dinging pinball, but he saw her head shake idly in the Viper's reflecting glass before she orbited away.  He wasn't sure if her no meant no or if she even heard the question.  For the next hour, she would venture forth to dispense change to the suckers, always circling back to hover at his elbow.

	She was looking better to him.  A pasty, purse-lipped wisp of a girl, crowding twenty-one with a puzzle for a personality.  Not really pretty, but pretty didn't matter much to O'Toole.  She didn't seem flirty or clinging or raging with hormones as he racked up points, in fact, she acted like booster shots might be in order.  She seemed, instead, to crave his interrogation.  He sensed a vacancy she needed to fill, like this muff was a wanting vessel who kept emptying herself over and over as she clicked out quarters from her moneychanger.  Ka-chingaching!  O'Toole kept piling up more free plays.  Here she came again.  He would ask one last thing above this jolly ruckus.  Madonna's ass got kicked off the loudspeakers by Tom Fucking Jones, who only wanted your extra time and your kiss.  Letting his plunger fly, another team of yard apes whooped as they splashed plastic in the ball-crawl and O'Toole smiled.  He didn't feel so lonely anymore.

	She told him to wait by the dumpsters, so he pulled the beaten Impala convertible around back of Bubba Dog's and picked her up.  When she slid into the seat, he smelled a damp odor, a whiff of stale baby powder and stale grease.  They stopped by a Pump‘N'Pantry where she got strawberry milk; then he found a burger shack drive-thru where she got fries with gravy to go, all the while explaining how she couldn't tolerate anymore meatballs or pizza pies.  They wheeled around the courthouse, then along a broad downtown boulevard, her munching home fries and him thinking how picayune this drag was when you'd been strutting Peachtree Street less than twenty-four hours before.  Some little girls might call this civilization, but O'Toole's idea of metropolis was 24 HR. Pay-Per-View and the Houston Oilers.  Or, better yet, Dirty Howie Stern and a Nathan's dog sweating hot mustard and sauerkraut.  Christ, anymore, he just about hated Beulah Land.  He would be glad when this job was kaput.  The backroads just left him lonelier.

	"Do you think Moses was really a Jew, you know, a real wool-headed Jew?" she was asking him, sucking gravy off her fingers.

	"Wouldn't doubt it.  Who cares."

	"I know he was Big Daddy to the Israelites, but I cain't see the good Lord givin up no commandment to no Jew.  You got perty eyelashes.  Anyhow, I reckon he'uz a lot like Santy Claus, you know, just an old chap with a woolly beard and them wool-heads wanted him to be a Jew."

	"Maybe so.  That'uz a long time ago."

	"Your daddy ever grow a beard?  Mine wouldn't.  Said folks didn't trust a man who weren't clean-shaved."

	"Don't know.  Never had one."

	"No daddy a’tall?"

	"Nope"

	"Take a left at ther DX Station," she drawled.  "My daddy was sorter a salesman too."

	They went to her apartment in a converted motel built around a pool.  Once inside, she shed her candy-striped dress easily and let him kiss her with something less than fever on both their parts.  She wouldn't go down on him, but that didn't surprise O'Toole, a lot of these kudzu girls wouldn't.  She was small breasted, her skin pale with a tendency to crinkle under his touch like an old woman's.  She asked him to go slow, be careful, as they got down to business.  He said he would.  He was working up to something all right when she whispered that mumbo-jumbo about being careful of the baby.  He kept slugging, but had the forbearance, betwixt breaths, to ask her what she meant and she kept right on wriggling, eyes shut, moaning how she was three months pregnant.  O'Toole slowed his thrust and shriveled inside her.

	This didn't seem to faze her much either.  Maybe she figured he was through and that was that.  Most likely, a lot of these local jarheads finished up the same way.  Most likely, the last parlor snake, the one who left his bambino in her belly, he probably made a quick exit too.  O'Toole wasn't asking.

	From his edge of the bed, you could see straight through the kitchenette, out the window which framed the faraway hills.  O'Toole lit a Lucky and stared at the dusky mountain peaks which rose behind those hills, fixed against crystal blue sky.  He was thinking about the Weevil again, and Mr. Segretta, and how Segretta would be chewing carpet tacks back in Big Easy, waiting to hear from him.  Segretta wanted the Weevil for better or worse.  Especially worse.  There were questions, cruel questions to be answered.  He almost pitied the poor Weevil.  His nostrils flared, blowing Lucky smoke.  She didn't snuggle, just lay inert beside him, unvexed by her own nakedness.  O'Toole used the paisley sheet.

	"Better hit the road," he muttered.  

	O'Toole heard her scratch her snatch, but didn't care to witness it.

	"Where to?  Where you peddlin yer fertilizers next?"

	"Oh..." he searched his mind for someplace to tell her, someplace ahead.  The Weevil was the ace of sales and he kept switching routes, the harder to tail him when he did you dirt.  "Oh....Fredericksburg, Claxton maybe..."

	"My daddy, he was a salesman and that's why I'm here to tell about it."

	"No shit."  He was tiring of her flat voice, she was beginning to give him the creeps in fact.  O'Toole ran mental flashcards of his prey and kept his eyes on the picture window in the kitchen, those dim faraway hills.

	"Sure he was.  And he used to peddle up them mountains yer a-lookin at.  He'd pass through plantin season, then again in the harvest.  Never oncet winter come.  Lord, they's tinkers and drummers been prowlin them hills fer years, makin a pretty penny at it too.  My daddy sold pots and pans and sundries, sold em to mercantiles and directly to backcountry folk themselves."

	"Hmmm, wonder if he knows the Weevil---I mean, Mr. Wivaldi."

	"Ain't likely.  But that's how he met my mama.  Up round Cayuga Ridge.  Met her and married her and brung her back here to the city.  Two year later and I was borned and Mama died and not long after, my Daddy took another swing up north, through them hills, and ain't been heared from since.  I was riz by his elderly sis over on Front Street."

	"That's a helluva story."

	"You oughter try peddlin some o'yer wares back in there.  They's lots o'folk needin lots o'nonsense.  So I hear.  Daddy always said, I mean, Aunt Elspeth always said Daddy said.  Just go Highway 6 about twenty mile out."

	"Well, I don't know about that...but the day's burnin up and I've been in this damn jerkwater too long.  Christ, I just stopped for breakfast."

	"Fine.  Will you be a-prayin with me now?"

	"What--?"  O'Toole looked down into those ink pupils.

	"Won't you be a prayin with me?  Fer forgiveness of the flesh?"

	She left the bed and knelt naked before a small altar of candles in the corner which he hadn't noticed before they fucked.  O'Toole dressed quickly as she lit each wick and began to rock slowly, praying into her folded hands, pausing only to entreat him once more to join her.  Then she held both hands in the flame.  He said no thanks and left her there.

	Once on the road, ragtop down, he breathed a sigh of relief.  He felt even better once he had removed his package from the glove box.  He had only stopped for a bite, then went looking for some pinball to relax him after driving all night.  But now most of the day was spent and all he had won was a case of blue balls and some bad ju-ju courtesy of one freaky tank town broad.  He'd always liked getting his nut off with the local tail when he was in the field, but now it was starting to wear on him.  Let's get on with it, O'Toole told himself, let's get on up the pike and find that Weevil, let's nail him and tweak a few names and numbers out of his hide, then let's drag him back to Segretta and Segretta's boys could have their way with him.  Hell, that little Weevil would probably wind up lending eternal support to some steel and mortar bank tower in greater Houston.  Dixie skylines were being reconstructed daily with the DNA of men who had failed Mr. Segretta.  O'Toole had a job to do, he was a certified pro and it was time to start acting like one.  He had always been alone, acted alone, hadn't he?  He could stand the cold, forever if need be.  He felt nothing, he told himself, needed no one.  Mr. Segretta was all the daddy he required.

	Bewley Mills Flour rose to greet him, again and again, sagging fenceposts and barbed wire dangled offers for fine stogies and nerve tonics.  About ten miles outside of town, O'Toole tried the radio.  The goddam gospel hour came blasting out; he flipped the dial.  O'Toole was just fine-tuning a loud, lewd Link Wray boogie when his Impala swept past the big hand, a large painted billboard of a hand with a bloody spike driven through the open palm:



JESUS KNOWS

LIFE CAN BE

HARD AS NAILS!

GET SAVED OR BURN

fly-rite ministries 537-8596



	The heavens were mutating, a fiery red ball sinking into those hills when he saw the sign for Highway 6 and had his second thoughts.  There was no telling what route the Weevil might have taken this trip.  O'Toole had no real leads as yet and besides, what the Weevil was selling, well, there was a market for it just about anyplace you might chance upon.  Maybe that daffy bitch was onto something.  It would be just like old Tom Wivaldi to work a circuit where he wouldn't leave his slimy trail for any city boys, why, he'd probably fare real well with the white trash.  Weevil had a sweet patter, what with those shiny suits and the gold in his mouth.

	When the arrow appeared, a creamy-faced goddess smiled down upon it.  She was blond on one inch ply and freckleless.  O'Toole turned his Impala onto the narrow blacktop of Highway 6.  Soon enough, Stillman's Freckle Creme faded away and there were no more Roi-Tan signs, only slanted barns and the occasional mule or goat.  Another hour passed as the sun ebbed behind a peak, the Impala lost its shimmer and those foothills drew near, the land turned gold into slate grey.  Still, enough light lingered in the sky to spot the gas pumps ahead; there was no neon to help him.  He left the road where the station sat betwixt three poplars, where leaves fluttered in the cool of evening, at the very juncture where the blue grassy flats lapped against the encroaching mountains.  O'Toole braked at the pumps and bopped his horn.

	He glanced up at the black boy who stood there, amazed, smiling, leaning over him, though O'Toole's fist had barely left the horn and O'Toole saw no one when he pulled in.

	"Howz trix?" O'Toole said, never blinking.

	A brisk wind was nigh, tugging at the boy's spanking clean workshirt.  O'Toole smelled Brilliantine.  There wasn't a sweat stain on the kid.  He was calm, fresh and so black he was blue.  A dull fluorescence escaped the garage and small office beyond the pumps.

	"Savvy?"

	Slender, tapering black fingers spirited a card from a workshirt pocket.  O'Toole took the card and read:



I AM A DEAF-MUTE.

How may I help you?



	The limpid smile endured.  For a teenager, he was one long drink of java.  O'Toole made nice and threw his eyes.

	"Uh, how bout fillin us up with no-lead...unleaded gas, see?"

	The boy seemed to understand readily, he nodded, cranking the unleaded pump.  He must have read O'Toole's lips.  In a jiffy, this deaf kid was riding nozzle on the Impala.

	O'Toole flashed on the girl with no tits which led to another angle.

	"Say pal, got any idear how I gets to...uh...Cayuga...Cayuga Ridge?"

	The boy didn't answer so O'Toole turned, faced him, and repeated the question.  A sleek black hand waved O'Toole on, up the road.  What the hell.  O'Toole wasn't feeling so lax; after all, there were few travelers and fewer phoneboxes and no live prospects of an Econolodge before nightfall.  O'Toole could use a little more group participation.  The boy topped off the tank then sprang to heel at the convertible's door.  O'Toole squinted up at him and told dummy to keep the change.  The boy took his cash, smooth faced and beaming, he motioned again--loosely--up the road, into the rising hills.

	"Say I'll find that Cayuga Ridge, kid?  Right up here, hereabouts?"

	The boy grinned, waved to the hills again.  Uneasy, O'Toole was still holding the card.  He offered it back to the dummy who reached out and turned it over for him.  There were more words on the backside:



May God suffer and keep you.



	This did not make O'Toole feel better.  This made O'Toole not so nice.  With one last glance at the kid, he tossed the card and tore away from the pumps.  The Impala found its gears as O'Toole took the darkening highway, speeding faster, faster, shortly the asphalt would begin to rise, winding sharply.  Behind him, a shining blue-black face watched him go, grinning good cheer as O'Toole climbed Auld Clootie's Staircase; for that's what they called that snarling road up around Ewe Springs and Cayuga Ridge.  O'Toole was getting somewhere all right, and behind him, those smiling white teeth parted and an oily forked tongue flicked out then back in.



	Up Johabeth's Holler, on a night like Satan’s velvet, Bartolomew tumbled down a steep bank of needles to join the Elder under a low pine bough.  They both saw the headlights struggling up the holler, had seen beams twisting hither and yon in the darkness for nearly an hour now, an hour for both to track the car's progress from the ridges above.  The Elder worked his loamy mouth for a spell, mulling his thoughts before he spake:

	"This'n hyere.  This'n could be the one.  Gettin strong feelins about this'n."

	Below, lost in the holler's pit, O'Toole was fit to be tied.  It must be late, he knew, nearing midnight and he hadn't seen any local color since he passed those first two shacks upon entering the hills.  About that time any trace of sunset or moonlight or the aurora borealis ceased to help him.  It was blackness and little else from there on so he was forced to depend purely on his twin beams for guidance.  He kept cool for a while.  The blacktop kept climbing, leading him through tight, reeling passages, deeper into the fold, as the woods grew thicker and taller until even the stars were blotted, and then, like he had dozed or passed through a bad drunk, the blacktop just petered out.  

	The romance was over.  O'Toole was left to navigate rough mountain ruts and nothing but.  New revelations in the headlamps got scary.  He gave serious thought to turning around, retracing his wheels and beating hell out of that goofy kid at the station; but that wouldn't get him a warm motel or microwave hoagie, and just maybe, he was passing briefly through some timber company tract or wildlife preserve and soon the asphalt might resume.  Worst of all was the wild silence or rather, the prickly awareness of his heart pump, the rumbling engine, the chitter of those goddam birds and bugs in the pines above, discordant echoes he couldn't drown because he couldn't get the motherloving radio to work.  He abused the dial and got a low buzz for comfort.  That fool O'Toole, he was the livewire now, he decided tootsweet, these goddam bug voices aggravated the beastie thing as it were; that scared, shivering little demon hiding down in his guts.  It would do him no good to talk to that demon, though.  They hadn't spoken in years.

	A splash of moon.  Twilight sky above.  He went starry-eyed.  Now moon and sky were gone.  He wondered where they went, but knew.  The mountains ate them.  Skrrreeeeekacheeee!  What in hell's kitchen was that thing flapping up there?  Skrrreeeeekacheeecheeecheeeeeee!

	Thanks to divine intervention--somebody's, somewhere--O'Toole lost track.  But he found a different track.  He would never know the how, exactly.  But he should have known.  At the bitter end, it was hardly a surprise to him at all.  So many inlets ran into the artery of this road with his cerebral clutter raging at such gale force, O'Toole was in no mood to look sharp or pay heed to the crumbling locust.  The great locust tree had uprooted, falling months before in a spring rain squall, then quickly, termites and mossy consumption took their toll on JoHAbeTHs HoLLer >> and the deeply chiseled trunk which once pointed out either the true path or the tricky road to Johabeth.  Yes, O'Toole's tires grazed the rotting bark and swung off when they might have kept straight and narrow.  He wasn't the first.

	The breeze died.  

	"Piss down my neck n'call it rain, you Weevil bastard..."

	The transmission groaned, O'Toole groaned, spurring his Impala up into the dank holler where woodbine clutched the windshield and rocks hammered the chassis.  There was no turnaround in sight.  He labored upward for a long, long time until he came to a hump, of a sort, a grassy spot where the ruts veered out of the holler's crux, onto a protruding hillock.  Here the ruts stopped, cold, where a thrashing oak spread in gusty  defiance, gusting in his upthrust headlights.  He had found the wind again.  He could not go further.  

	O'Toole sat, V-6 purring, unsure of his next move--then realized the blitzed radio was still hissing at him.  He switched it off, set the brake.   Dust and steam clouded the open car.  "Tits.  Ain't it just tits?"  O'Toole got out, looking for polar bears or another snatch of road, and promptly ripped his suit coat on the side mirror.  This frosted him even more.  He had just bought this suit from Segretta's tailor, three hundred goddam shekels to an Orthodox tailor and O'Toole was in no mood, no shitting mood at all.  Fortunately for O'Toole, this was the last time Segretta or the Weevil would ever cross his mind.  Oak leaves crashed overhead, alive in the caustic light.  O'Toole took the hill.  Winded and cautious, O'Toole stood at the apex of his halogen highbeams and saw no road nor hope of one, only a restless black nothing beyond the light.  Steady now.  Didn't he hear clucking, a faint cluck-cluck-clucking out there?  Chickens meant chicken farmers.  He stood atop the hillock, cocked his nose to the wind, the great tree shed acorns and sighed.  On a whim, O'Toole called out.

	"Heeeeey Nellybelle!  Where's the cement pond?!"

	O'Toole felt a rude explosion behind his left temple then tasted the earth.



	He had a not unpleasant dream about the ball-crawl with loud nursery music and he was one of the kids in the ball-crawl having a gay old time and all the yard apes were chortling and he was the biggest ape of them all whose mother kept calling for him to be careful, be careful now, and that made him feel good inside even though he didn't have a mother he knew she was his all the same.  When he awoke there was a fire.  And he had a pine cone in his mouth.

	Two men were nearby, where the Impala had been; they squatted and stoked the fire.  The Impala had left.  His ear was full of blood and he couldn't hear well; but he fathomed the movement of the older one's lips, one man murmuring low to the other.  O'Toole was given scant consideration.  O'Toole shifted in the dirt, testing the rough leather thongs in back--his hands were bound tight, as were his feet.  A gag held the pine cone in place.  His triple-X headache was in for the long haul.

	A spray of sparks popped from the woodfire.  O'Toole tried to get clear enough to study the men.  He wondered where the Impala had gone, how far, how hard it would be to find.  Neither of these specimens were much more than glue factory rejects, but one, the one in the frock coat and eyepatch was elder over the other.  You could tell.  A hell of a lot elder.  And their faces looked terrible.  Melting, scar-tissued faces which reminded him of the ingrown oak bark they sheltered beneath, soft acorns raining down on those terrible faces.  The youngster would nod doggedly, grim and silent, but stupid.  The youth wore tattered overalls, the tattered ghost of a grey rebel cap on his egg-shaped head; and he seemed to battle some nervous condition, a constant flutter of skin and muscle which kept rebel boy squirming all the time.  Still, he listened quite devoutly to the old man's bullshit.  Whatever it was.  Whatever the old man was counseling in those sour mash whispers.  The bastards had jumped him.  Sonofabitch.  This wasn't his first such scrape, just the first time he was cold-cocked by a freak of nature.  Right, there was a bloodied log betwixt him and their counsel fire.  That must have been the one they brained him with.  Goonballdumbasscountryfucks.  They were gonna die for this and he would take pleasure in the killing.  O'Toole had been known to enjoy it from time to time.  Just then, the Elder tossed another log on the coals and leveled his goitered eye on O'Toole.  He made a fetching motion.

	The rebel cap sprang toward O'Toole, spouting gibberish, “tizzypoketizzypoke...howwend tizzypoke”.  Junior scurried, kicking up dust as he left the firelight, grabbed O'Toole's ankles and dragged him toward the tree.  O'Toole's swollen head took most of the punishment so he was glad when rebel boy dropped him by the fire, “tizzytizzytizzypoke”.

	Slow as tired cable, uncoiling, the Elder rose and creaked, leaning into O'Toole's gagged face.  O'Toole felt the spiny cone piercing his tongue and the roof of his mouth.  He tried to squint, to return the iron gaze of the Elder, that lynx-yellow ingot under the bushy brow.  A tongue lashed out.

	"Whooo ye thank ye be?" the Elder spat, sorrow in his eye, lips foaming in the long leathery sack of his face.  The flesh was grown together in queer ways, spare white whiskers piercing the mess along his chin.

	"Aaooowaaa---aaooowaaa--" grimaced O'Toole, trying to form words around his pine cone.

	"Don't tell us ye name, we knows ye name!"  The Elder pointed a long yellow fingernail from the tip of a four-jointed finger.  "Hyere hit be, answer ye��"  

	O'Toole lay mute in disbelief.  

	"Whar is the well?"

	He was beginning to get rattled, O'Toole was, he couldn't cop the gist of what went on here and the Elder's resolute calm unhinged him.  Suddenly the idiot reb started jabbering.

	"Striiige deeemadge oooooo-strige demadge--"  A weird mush-mouthed slop, almost words, came gushing out of the young egghead.

	"Heshhh it Bartolomew--"  The blithering aborted, replaced by a skrrreeeeekacheeee! from the woods beyond.  The Elder took no notice as he stepped over O'Toole, it was only the woods after all.  His runny eye gandered O'Toole's threads, the plain street shoes and store-bought suit, ogling well before it fixed on the city man's wonderment.  The Elder's tongue twanged, soft and reedy.  "Ahhh have waded a very longgg time.  Owny gotta few question left now.  Nearly bout.  Ye unnerstan We gotter do hit thiserway.  Ye know that."

	O'Toole could not answer because he had a pine cone in his mouth.  The gag held it there.	"Whar is the well?"

	"Aaarrrooo--aaa--"

	"Dooo ye know hit, do ye know--"

	"---aaaaaawgaaa!"

	"Whud strikes the clock?"

	"Aaarehhh--!"  O'Toole's mouth was bleeding, he was beginning to sound like the idiot reb.  Bartolomew.  Bartolomew was its name.

	"Whud strikes the clock, whud strikes the clock, whud strikes the clock and whar is the well?" the Elder sing-songed like a rusty metronome.  Just as surely--the songster stopped.

	O'Toole flung his head, tasting sap, knowing not the answers.

	"Answer me best ye can--"

	How could he? O'Toole raved in his mind, how could they expect anything of his cone-stuffed throat?

	"Ye be good now, good and righteous.  This be how it er and how it forever be.  Know ye the answer--?"

	The Elder held O'Toole in his eye, unfaltering.  "How many magpie they sleep, how many magpie fit the tree?"

	Kneeling, the old man pondered his dilemma as did O'Toole, a white tuft quavering on the Elder's wrinkly dome as night blew through the holler.  O'Toole became dimly aware of a trickling, the faint gurgle of running water somewhere nearby.  A brook or stream out there.  Out in the nocturnal clucking thicket, water and wind flowed together and a hootowl hooted.  Finally, the Elder raked his nails in the dirt beside O'Toole's face.  He seemed to look for signs in the scratchings before he leant down to whisper in the blooded ear.  His crawdaddy voice was gentle but urgent, soft in O'Toole's ear.  Where is the well?  What strikes the clock?  How many magpie they sleep?

	But poor O'Toole could only shake his head slowly.

	The Elder nodded, a glum acceptance, then rose to his feet.  "Hit'll come.  Work to be done yit.  Bartolomew--"

	Bartolomew was quickly beside O'Toole as the old man stepped away, ruminating, while the foul boy smiled warm and petted O'Toole's face with his goofy paw.  He seemed sincere.  From his rebel cap the youngster took a fistful of cockleburs then placed them in O'Toole's hair like they were daisies and O'Toole was his dear lover.  O'Toole started to sweat.  He cast his eyes toward the Elder, who removed a book from his frock coat.  A Bible, O'Toole thought, although it did not say on its black leather binding.  There were no gold letters.  The cracked cover was blank.  The Elder found a page and moved off around the fire, lost in communion as Bartolomew took the pliers from his back pocket.

	"Ooooo-strige demadge--" cooed Bartolomew, his paw stroking O'Toole with tenderness.  He petted him all the way down his legs, politely untied his laces then, with great care, removed the street shoes and socks.  Like a sweet toddler, Bartolomew jabbered contentedly up at O'Toole who was beginning to get a picture, a terrible notion.  Bartolomew wiggled the little toe betwixt his own skewed fingers.  "Weee-weee-weee," the rebel mewled, "weee-weee-weee."

	Then the pliers went to work.  First that little pinkie toe, like he was popping a baby chick's neck, Bartolomew wrenched it and broke it while O'Toole squirmed mightily.  So, for the rest, Bartolomew straddled the man backwards, holding the legs steady as he broke each toe in its turn, freeing them from their sockets while O'Toole huffed and sweated, blowing fuses in his red-hot brain.  O'Toole didn't know how long it took, ages and ages he writhed, and lost sight of the Elder in his fever.  "Weee-wee-wee," Bartolomew warbled, once done, wiggling that first pinkie toe again--only this time the pain shot up through O'Toole like unholy rapture.

	Bartolomew released.  Rebel boy stood, proud of himself.  Proud of the craft.

	And O'Toole suddenly realized--his carbon-arc, triple-X headache was gone, as well as the Elder.  His suit clung like soggy newsprint, his feet were swelling, throbbing, probably bleeding but he couldn't really see, for his vision was bleared by sweat from his own brow.  A chicken pecked his crown.  He didn't care.  Eyes stinging, he blinked with a zeal, he needed clarity.  He was alone with Bartolomew and the fire, yes, but he heard a shuffle; then here came the Elder out of darkness, trudging with two tin buckets and a coiled rope.  The buckets sloshed as the Elder set them by the tree, took the coil from his shoulder.  With reverence he passed the rope to Bartolomew, withdrew his book once again and found a page.  Bartolomew took a fleet step, leapt, and squirreled up the great tree trunk, disappearing into the nest of branches above.

	"If'n ye be the one ye will know hit afore I," the Elder intoned, his eye bound to the brittle page.

	Didn't worry O'Toole.  O'Toole didn't fret anymore.  O'Toole's mind wasn't holding up too well.  His thoughts ran higgledy-piggledy, wondering about silly flapdoodle like the color of an orangutan's pudendum and whether his rent was due.

	"Ye will know hit an a new day will come..."

	A loop of rope dropped from a high oak limb.  O'Toole glimpsed Bartolomew up there in the tangle; the boy had shinnied out and dropped it.  The Elder took the loop and yanked it lower. Forget it.  Bad night for a hanging, O'Toole quibbled, bad, bad, bad; when he was back in the orphanage he used to imagine his mother hanging out the laundry, his father hanging around, reading the sports page, reading him Katzenjammer Kids out loud.  His peejays hanging in the closet.  O'Toole chose not to dwell on the details.  Why, he would just bury his nose and snort earthworms instead.

	Bartolomew was out of the tree now, standing oafishly by the buckets, those antsy orangutan paws subtracting slack from the rope's other end.  The Elder flipped O'Toole over, placed a boot on his spine.  With a journeyman's thrift, he kept his place in the text and jerked the hanging loop tight around O'Toole's bound hands.  Grubs and grit invaded O'Toole's nostrils, but not for long.

	Suddenly he ascended, his arms popped backward--leaving their sockets as he left the earth, hoisted high above the two men.  It was dull torture now.  Hardly worth a birthday party balloon as his eyes rolled back in his head and the force of his own weight brought his elbows nigh to the breaking point.  He looked down and saw the both of them, tugging together on the rope, raising him higher then tying off on the tree.

	Before he knew it, the Elder's book was open again, that old man's ravage of a face roared up at him.

	"Johabeth spake and all whooo could hyear him heard--" read the Elder, "Let thou chilren know, said Johabeth, let thou womenfolk know and thou jackass know, for hit is told and will beeee told unto all who abide.  Let hit be written: a darkling stranger will come hither, outer the land o'Gren and noooo tongue will he speaketh except mine, and no name shall he giveth except mine, and a stranger's flesh will be his, clean and untorn.  Know ye this hyere:  his flesh must be made as one with each and every child of mine and blood and bone shall not suffer the loss.  If he is worthy, let him be sooo.  If he is devil, let him be sooo.  If he knows the path, let him tell hit.  For if this be true, this traveler shall pass unscath-ed and he shall know hit, speaking answers only to thou and only in a tongue that is mine.  And Johabeth spake, saying, by this one you will know the truth, asking--"  The Elder's eyes locked with O'Toole's eyes.  "--Whar is the well?!"

	Tears and rank terror infused O'Toole's dangling body, he began to kick and moan.

	"Whud strikes the clock?"

	I do, I do, I do, screamed O'Toole behind his bloodshot stare.

	"How many magpie they sleep, how many magpie fit the tree?!"

	Don't tell me, don't tell me, let me guess, O'Toole punted the air with his blooming red toes.  The Elder beheld him, his voice dropping, resigned to His mercy, mercy everlasting.  The old leathery noggin bent to read these final words:

	"If righteous he will know and ye shall raise him up.  But whither fool or serpent he sows thy pity, and is thy brother and a child amongst ye and shall be made as one with thee."

	Elder shut the book.  The stranger kicked no more.  O'Toole had quit dodging the issue; he hung there with steady gaze, no longer shirking.  Him and the Elder.  O'Toole had quit asking questions.  He'd always asked too many questions.  This was true.  The long night and the hootowl, they were true.  Little else.

	The Elder grinned for the first time, a simple little grin of wisdom and release.  "Yeaaa Bartolomew---fergive, fergive."

	Bartolomew threw the insides of a bucket at O'Toole.  Something wet that scalded his eyes, soaking him further.  He smelled kerosene.  The Elder removed his eyepatch, exposing the foul socket, then turned good eye and bad to the heavens.  "Go head---stricken de match."

	Suddenly he saw Bartolomew with a matchstick.

	"Strige deeeemadge--" he said it and did it.

	Just as suddenly--whooooomph--O'Toole was aflame, a man afire.  His back arched, an involuntary twitch, but he did not fight it.  The searing was beyond him, transcendent and fraught with beautiful fire.  He felt his skin, his face erupt but there was no pain.  He crinkled and popped.

	Water splashed away his glory, snuffing him out as the Elder dropped the other tin bucket and unsheathed a buckknife.  The rope was cut; O'Toole hit the ground, scorched, with fried shreds of his suit welded to him, burned into his flesh.  His head hit a hard root and the sting jarred him--the beast of his backsliding ways reared its old sorry head for a moment.  The Elder strode over, cut the binds on O'Toole's hands and feet.  With the caress of a grandmother, the Elder slipped the blade under the gag and slit it.  The bloody pine cone was coaxed from his maw, then the Elder stood back.

	A soul-wrenching O'Toole began to tremor through and through, then stretch, moving with agony.  He sputtered.  Piney bits and blood came out.   Very slowly, he hobbled up onto his charred feet.  The broken toes almost defeated him, but he struck a balance at last and faced the two.  They were joyful.  So was he.  Quickly, O'Toole drew his package--the .38 Special from the holster on his right hip--and he shot them both dead.  One bullet for the Elder, two for Bartolomew who started to run away.

	"Ruuunnnnn!" screeched O'Toole.  His head spun wild, then he too slept with the magpies.



	Here was another girl.  A girl in a wide bonnet, a print dress.  His eyes opened and saw, or rather, the orb that could still see opened.  Here was a morning, another morning.  Eggshell light meant daybreak as a girl touched the running mess of his face.  Her eyes were ink black, but tender, not like the other one.  Her tenderness was all that mattered, for he would be hurting, he knew that, and could only see beauty in her scar-tissued cheeks and missing lower lip.  She cradled him and he saw clearly, something, someone, had spirited away the two bodies.  And the gun.  She smiled for him.  O'Toole appreciated that.

	"Don't be skeered," she whispered with wonder, "Er ye righteous fer true?"

	O'Toole must have known the answer.  Over her shoulder, he saw the group of shadows in their long dresses, stovepipe breeches and leghorn caps, sires with ramrod straight necks.  They all stood watching, holding back, under the tree, shades against the dawn.  Without a plea he felt kinship with them.  He could not see their faces but knew what kind of faces they were.  The girl soothed him and on this day, O'Toole knew he had found his way home, home at last.  But he never did find Jesus.
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E A R L A  V I







     Her name was Earla Vi.  Needed her loving, she did.  Earla Vi.  She came down from Old Riddle Top, where so many were afraid to go.  She wasn't sure how long she had wandered the mountain.  Surely, she had walked miles to get to this meadow of clover, yet her feet were unbroken, toes barely crushing the brittle leaf she moved upon.  The pines parted and let moonsilver ripple through her, through the chimera of tawdry lace that swam around her.  Who was to meet her, here in the moonlight and clover?  She did not know.

	No one lived here.  There were night cries, naughty finches and the brick foundation of a ruined house just over the hill.  She looked through the hillside, saw the ruin.  She had known the house.  Now, only her beauteous shimmer was left.  Her beauty was unformed, but perfect, young and perfect as porcelain save for the wound in her neck.

	Earla Vi was raised on slave's milk; she had been a gentleman's bride once, hardly more than a child herself when she wed and bore dead children.  Don’t worry it.  She had known heartbreak.  

	Soft, whispering fingers sifted through the pines around her and for a moment she thought someone was coming.  She hoped as much.

	But the night settled.  No one came to the meadow; still, she lingered for a spell, waiting for the dream to subside, biding her time.  If she looked, she saw through the shadows and pine, through the rambling hills to a well.  A well so deep and flowing that it could swallow her up, her soul drowned in darkness and endless tears.  This well, it haunted her.  No, she could not tarry too long or the magpie would light and sing her name.
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T H E   R A I N   G O B L I N







	Fat drops began pelting J.Pea just as he pulled the screen on Willy Birdnell's Mercantile Feed, Fuel & Grain.  The gales gave him quarter enough to get down the mountain, scoot to a stop, leaving his pickup rust-bit in the drizzle.

	Odelaida Shea, his mother, had a penchant for Bull O'The Woods and wasn't prone to go all morning without her chaw.  Daddy spat over thirty years as a Mailpouch man, spat only Mailpouch--never Day's Work or Orphan Boy, never Bull O'The Woods, and besides, Jake Shea was not about to give her any of his.  Not without a fight.  There blew enough spice in the wind this early morn.  Not to mention the lusty bedding that shook the house all night.  With Odelaida raising the dead, pounding her pillow and screeching comecomecome to mama at the screech owls, she rode Jake Shea to the red-hot lip of tarnation and back again.

	Daddy was tired.  He forewent the sausages and pone, let drip into his Butternut can and snagged J.Pea halfway out the back door to the barn.

	"Git on down to Willy's and buy some Bull O'Woods fer yer mama," Jake said, smiling from his porch rocker.

�	"Ooh, ye want me go now, pap?"

	"Yes son, I want you to go right now."

	J.Pea wasn't of a mind; he was sneaking out to Lizzie's stall, to talk for a while.  Lizzie would be clicking her hooves already, waiting for their morning visit.  And it looked like rain beyond the ridgeline.  The clouds were brooding heavy out over Choat's Peak.  You couldn't even see Riddle Top.  But he knew better than to buck his daddy when he was full of bliss and nod.  And Mama did need her dip.

	It was better than three miles down to Willy's, and J.Pea pumped the brakes of the sea-green International for those last hundred yards up to the Mercantile's oil tanks.  He worked the pedal until it held as the first profound drops cracked the windshield.

	Inside, he found Willy and the butane man, Sumner Lych, who had stopped by for his morning sack of twelve-penny nails.

	"J.Pea--" chirped Willy Bird.

	"J.Pea how the hell is ya?" said Mr. Lych; striking a wooden match off the rivet of his overalls, he lit a cheroot.

	"Mr. Lych. Willy."

	He didn't like Mr. Lych very much.  Tom Lych, his son, had beaten up J.Pea pretty bad when they were both nine.

	Drifting into the warm center of the room, J.Pea smiled a witchy smile and held his hands up to the stove, avoiding the long man at the counter.  The store was aging to a turn, cured by smoke, a cocoon of feed sacks, free-standing tin stocks that disappeared into shadow.  It smelled of linseed and hickory; wainscot paneling and rockoak timbers held back the storm, wed by hand-riven trunnels so long, long ago.  He orbited the cast-iron hearth; behind him were birch brooms, above, a large four-handled winnower on the wall.  But most imposing, over all, was the great yellow portrait of Colonel Renfrew, mounted and leaning from a rafter overhead where he would listen, forever if need be, for the next rebel yell.  The Colonel commandeered the room.

	"How y'all makin it back up in that holler?" Lych said.

	"Makin it good.  Taters n'cream.  How y'all?"  J. didn't miss a thing.  Sumner Lych smeared his white whiskery chin, squeezed the point and abruptly stubbed out his stinkweed.  The old booger started tapping Willy on the chest.  His finger had an extra crook to it, one joint too many.  He was the only one of the Lych's who lived in Cayuga Ridge.  A half-Lych really, one of his folks--the mama, J.Pea believed it was--had been a downlander.  The rest of the clan were rarely seen, muchless in town.  Their faces weren't right.  Anyway, six years ago, Mr. Lych watched Tom kick him in the gut well after he was down; again and again, Mr. Lych posed the question:  "Had ye enough of my son's medicine"  They may have been nine year old boys, but Sumner beamed with each kick, each time he asked it.

	"This chucklehead don't know I found Klondike gold out my truck patch."

	Willy chuckled it up, made a crimp in the bag, that big sun-freckled grin filling the room.

	"Sumner that might be true, the ways you spend your money."  He gave Mr. Lych his hardware, threw a sidelong wink.  "You and me knows better, don't we J.Pea?"

	Mr. Lych grumped and flipped on his ballcap; his ruddy, spider-veined cheeks went slack, the rheumy orbs flit back and forth betwixt boy and proprietor.  Opening the sack, he hung a twelve-penny spike on his lip, sucking it like a toothpick.  The old man's jeers grew stale as he trudged to the door.  "Hell, I shoulda got a early start.  This storm ain't gone let up fer the gotdam day I swan.  Gotdammit."

	"I sure don't envy ye, Mr. Lych," J.Pea said, turning from the stove.  He put forth his brightest face.

	Old Sumner's nose went sour.  "You tell Jake Shea anytime he gits tard a-layin up, he kin come down h'yere and work fer me."

	"Ooh, he knows that Mr. Lych."  J.Pea looked sheepish.  "But I'll tell him."

	Lych grunted some more, unsavory as he opened the door and swung the screen, just as the sky cracked open.  Willy and J.Pea watched him dash through the torrent to his butane truck.  A spry gizzard, he swung caked boots into the cab then fishtailed away from the pumps.

	The big truck barely missed Miss Rebekah's mailbox and they both laughed.

	"I don't believe he keers fer his job--"

	"He don't like his mystery," chortled J.Pea.

	"His roost don't suit him, he thinks."

	"Nor his hired hands neither."

	"There ye go."

	"Hard to find a good whippin boy who farts when he's told.  That's why he keeps a-runnin em off--"

	"Don't he though.  Heard young Tom won't drive fer him no more."

	"Not no more."

	"His own sonofagun--"

	"Daddy says folks was borned to pester Mr. Lych."

	"Well--Buddy Doe Cutler was the last.  You know, Tip Cutler's sprout.  Worked fer him all Monday afternoon then took off fer the house.  Doubt if he serviced more than Ewe Springs, reckon he never even got to yer place--"

	J.Pea went cross-eyed and primped his spit curl.  "Naw sir, reckon he lit out before then.  And I ain't the one to blame him."

	"It's ridiculous, really."

	"What good's it to be the richest staggerbum in these mountains, pert near, if ye cain't git nobody to work fer ya?"

	"At least he's only half a haint," Willy said.  Nobody trusted a Lych, when they could catch one.

	J.Pea took candy corn from a shelf, for big sisters Valjean and Gig to gamble with--parched peanuts from the water pan on the stove, for himself.  Then the slender boy strode over to lean on the counter.  He drew on the dark tobacco and sorghum warmth of the store.  It was nice.  You could feel the belly of the stove from here.  Willy stepped on a stool and finished hanging some hametugs and tack above the canned goods.  A grand thunderclap brought him back down.  J.Pea sank onto the flour barrel, cracking goobers in his mouth.

	"Yeah, Pap says if Sumner was a-hunert percent Lych he wouldn't need no money at all.  Wouldn't bother to read nor write his own name an you'd nary see him fer more'n the time it takes fer him to disappear.  Mr. Lych would jist live off that air up on ole Riddle Top.  That's what Jake says."

	"Sounds about right to me."  Willy had wedged a yoke betwixt the hard candy canisters and the register; his rag was busy working in saddle soap.  "What brings ye down this mornin?"

	"Aw, Mama's outa chaw."  He sat blankly, mincing nuts, staring out at the rain slashing the pump and a road-river of mud.  It was too bad; he'd sincerely wanted to coo with Lizzie.  There'd been another caintrip in his sleep.

	"Go fishin with yer sis last night?" Willy asked.

	"Nope."

	These spells, caintrips Granmammer called them, these departures took J.Pea more and more often, swept him farther afield with the seasons, the riper he grew.  He was a three year old nip in burlap britches when he touched Lizzie's halter and she first whispered to him.

	It was an icy Thanksgiving dawn.  Mama tapping maples in Wier's Wood.  Brilliant and clear, not like today, the memory was so strong it sent sudden muleshivers through the manchild.  Willy detected the tremor and paused his rag.

	"Hear about lil Veda Talbot?" whispered Willie.

	"Nuh-uh."

	"Went missin from her crib evenin last.  Mama Lou's hopin her ex done stole the babe."

	"Oooh, mebbe so."

	“Me thinks o’Tizzy...”

	“Unnh, yeah...Tizzy...”

	Something queer rumbled then, outside in the bleary gloom, they both looked--out into rain gusts, and J.Pea beheld such as he'd never seen.  A sleek touring car, all black with quicksilver sliding long and low out of the pines, rising round the bend past the Livery.  Slipping through a rainsquall, it veered from deep sloshy ruts, over to the gas pump.  Behind the wheel, a jowly fellow in a Panama sat protected by the canvas cowl.  The dude pulled his brake then looked in their direction: a face made milky by two layers of glass with much weeping in betwixt.  J.Pea didn't know if they were visible to the man or not.  Willy Bird nudged him.

	Then the milky face moved, took the plunge.  The man scampered out into the wet, wearing a creamy linen summer suit.  He came running with a candyman grin, barging through the grey pellets.  The door jangled, he shook his swagbelly and stomped on arrival.  Larger somehow, once inside the store, this jack-a-dandy replanted the rosebud in his lapel.  The muddy wingtips kept stomping, midget feet in two-tone cordovan and white.

	"Hail the local gentry--"  he said, one jowl was pocked in the gaslight.  The other was not.

	"Hidy doo," droned Will.

	J.Pea began to nod and reflect the stranger's smile.

	"Could eye-ther of you stallions direct me to downtown Cayuga Ridge?"

	J.Pea held the man's gaze.

	"Mister, yer a-standin in downtown Cayuga Ridge," he was heard to say.

	"Do tell."

	"It must be quite a shock."

	"Oh no, son, not at all.  Not at all.  It's a pleasure to acquaint with such enlightened souls.  A couple of young Lochinvars who know precisely where they persist."

	J.Pea was almost sixteen.  But Willy had a girl in middleschool; he was fresh-faced and young at heart--but no, this was not the point.  The stranger wasn't looking at either when he addressed them.  His eyes were roving the place, clipping over the murky stacks of cottonhull and high dark shelves.

	"You lost beau?  Need us to scratch ye a map?" asked a wary Willy.

	"Willy, he cain't be lost.  He says he was lookin fer us.  I mean, fer the Ridge..."

	"So precise, so very true..." the man turned back to them, finally, probing his watchpocket.

	"Kin we help ya...somewheres...?" Willy insisted, his gape never swerving off the wet nelly.

	"No.  I find this place nourishing, very safe, very hospitable.  I ask fer a few minutes refuge from the element.  Yes.  These roads are treacherous.  Yes, this will do.  Nourishing.  Is it possible, perchance, I could negotiate a pickled egg from you, sir?"

	"A pickled egg?" Willy blinked.

	"You betcha--and a dime's worth of crackers."

	This tickled J.Pea.  He slid off the barrel and cleared the stranger's way.  Willy unscrewed the lid.

	"What stripe is that buggy mister?"

	"Buggy--?"

	"Yer chassis out h'yere, ain't never seen the like."

	"That, young man, is a Strand Excelsior cou-pee.  I inherited it from my maiden aunt.  She raised me, not far from here, she fostered me from the tender age of three.  Auntie always believed that if something was giving you a problem in life, try depriving it of food for forty-eight hours.  Got any pepper?"

	A nervous snort ripped from J.Pea's nose.  Eyes agog, Willy shuffled for a word.

	"No matter."  From the linen breast pocket came a silver-pheasant pepper shaker.

	Crash.  The anvil thundered outside, the door blew open, J.Pea hurried over to latch it back.  "Well it's a pure beauty," he said, over his shoulder, "yer buggy, I mean.  I'm J.Pea Shea.  Live up Coffin Holler."

	Pushing his hat back, the man peppered his egg and took J.Pea's place on the barrel.

	"Gabin Bane.  I do confess, I'm daunted by your keen perception," he chomped the egg, twice, then it was gone.  Extending forth a pinkish paw, dainty fingerstubs, he shook J.Pea's hand on return.  Mr. Bane let his thick tongue swab the eggy recesses for a moment, then popped a cracker.  He gave Willy a challenging glance.  This stranger wasn't moving.

	A twist of apron string, and Willy flushed red.

	"Well...sure...nothin wrong with you settin a spell.  The rain'll let up."  Something faltered in strawheaded Willy's good cheer.  J.Pea couldn't figure it.  This wasn't like his cousin at all.  Meanwhile, Bane's mushy hand kept milking J.Pea's like a heifer's tit.

	"And you, my fair patron--are you the infamous Wilfred Gottswinger Birdnell?"

	Willy scratched, blinked, just a hiccup in his eversweet nature.  Nothing more.  "I am, heh, that I am."

	At this, Willy began to cackle.

	And that's what unnerved J.Pea.  He took back his hand.

	"Have you any lager?"

	"Lager," Willy pondered.  "You want lager."

	Mr. Bane rose and made a wide sweep of the room, forcing J.Pea to seek a chair by the stove.

	"No, your bill of fare is more frivolous, how dim of me.  Why not a sarsaparilla, a seltzer with lime possibly...?"

	"We got soft cider."

	"...or a fountain drink with maraschino cherry?"

	"We got Big Red.  An Co-Coler."

	"Sell me a bottle of this Big Red."

	While Willy uncapped a strawberry soda, J.Pea danced his doc maertins on the kettle-black surface of the woodstove.  He felt sleepy.  You could hear bootsoles a-sizzling as he leaned back on the chair's hindlegs and surveyed Mr. Bane with a dopey sneer.

	"Not many Banes left in these parts.  And all them er still poorfolk."  He watched the stout man tip his Big Red.  "Use to be more."

	A nod, another swill of strawberry and another cracker down the sluice.

	"More Banes, I mean.  Still a couple up the County.  Reckon they kin to ya."  He yawned.

	"Hmmm, that could be.  True to tell..."

	True to tell.

	True to tell.

	True to tell.

	But true to tell fell down the well.

	J.Pea saw the leeside of a hominy can, a dark file of #2 hominy cans, light coming through their cracks.  Beyond he could see the cocked heels of Willy Bird's shoes.  Giant golashes.  Sniffing around, he left tiny cobwebbed prints as he skittered along the dusty shadow and slipped through a chink in the baseboard.  There were voices muffling, the scent of men.  And another.

	"Diddy, I don't wan no gumbaw--"

	It was Lucrice Jackson.  In the arms of her pa, Newburn.  Here they came through the door, soaking wet, and J.Pea was back.  Newburn was town constable and he coached Intramural Sports for the school during sessions.  Lucrice was his youngest, about four this year.

	J.Pea swung his head.

	"Hey there, Newburn.  Lucy--"

	"J.Pea.  Hey, Will."  Wielding a collapsed umbrella, he tossed it by the pop bottle cases.  "Damn ole umbreller of Mammaw's weren't never good fer nothin..."

	Mr. Bane seemed put out by their intrusion; he shied over to the stove with his last cracker.  They had evidently made the dash from Miss Rebekah's house.  Lucrice's mama was Miss Rebekah's niece and they all lived fitfully with her.

	"My goodness Newburn, we got to dry y'all out."  Willy came around the counter, took the little girl from those sinewy arms and set her by the till, right where the yoke had been.  She was small for her age with black bangs.

	"Lucy, do you want a licorice?"  asked Willy.

	"Nome."

	"Do you want ye a all-day sucker, then?"

	"Nome."

	"Lucrice, honey..." sparked Newburn, shaking out his slicker.  "How bout a gumball?  That's what I promised her.  Need a box of 30-30's fer myself..."

	"Nome.  Ain't good gumbaw."

	"...if ya would, Will."  Newburn left the coatpeg.  "That's naw sir, honey, not no ma'am."

	Smelling some insult, Willy Bird began to frown, handing over a blanket to rub her down.

	"What's she mean--my gumballs ain't good--?"

	"Aw, Will--" Newburn toweled off the nubbin of a girl, special attention to the ears.  "She ate two dozen yesterdy.  I believe you peddled em to my in-laws."

	"Oh," Willy said.  "I seem to recollect somethin of that woof."

	"I figured ye might."

	"Gee, Newburn, they'll rot the teeth from her head."

	"I jist bet they will.  Made my mornin vows fer one, one gumball, only one," he slit his eyes at Willy.  "And now she don't want that.  You git the picture, Will."

	Wincing, Willy Bird chose to cut his losses; he shrugged and slipped away, toward the back shed.  J.Pea was tossing pineknots into the fiery flap of the stove.  Stoking with a longiron, he heard Mr. Bane call out.

	"Ah say, barkeep, I believe I'll try a shoat's knuckle--"

	"Be right with ye," Willy called in response, then disappeared out the rainy backdoor.  A shard of lightning lit up the place.

	The pickled pigmeat was kept in murky jars beside the water bucket and ladle, beneath the windowpanes.  Mr. Bane took a good long drink, a chaser for his soda pop.  He hung the ladle and helped himself to the briny pork.  His chin wet with well water, gnawing the grisly socket, the portly stranger wore a newly satisfied smile as he pulled a chair adjacent to J.Pea and sat by the stove.

	Pretty soon Newburn was straddling a five-gallon bucket, doing the lazy roll on a brown papered cigarette.  Lucy played with a lump of coal on the floor.

	"Who would have anticipated such inclement conditions," Bane paused betwixt bites, sniffing at his rosebud; his voice a thin, almost feminine drawl.  "It seemed such a splendid morn for a holiday, exploring old haunts as it were.  I do adore these green cathedrals, your clean, healthful mountain breezes..."

	"We got ailment in these hills, feller.  Folks so bad sick ye don't dare to hep..."

	"Sir, I'm afraid we lack proper introduction."

	At this J.Pea piped in.

	"Mr. Bane--Newburn Jackson, he's our elected constable.  Duly sworn."

	Newburn shook his head, ran his tongue the length of the paper.  "Nothin like that, now..." he was a dry weed.  "Don't fill this man's cabbage with sich as this.  I chase run-off kids, livestock, an sign death papers when Nursy Jane ain't aroun."

	Bane leaned back, brandishing his grisly snack.  His lips were sloppy wet as he spake.  "Of course.  You're no stranger to me Brother Jackson.  You first saw light of day over in Cooly Bug Creek, I believe it was, just up the road from my father's house.  Aloysius Bane.  I recall the day you were born like it was Second Coming.  I was two and a half going on ninety-two.  They brought you over to my mother's kitchen several times for review."  Grandly, he tore at the joint and never let a drip on the finery.  He paused to drop the Panama on his linen knee.

	"Er you sure about that mister?" Newburn was a bit aghast.  "The preacher lived up the run there, while I was a-goin to school..."

	"Oh, I assure you, I assure you.  This was earlier than you would remember.  There's a large moleskin, a growth almost a crescent moon, but dark and fuzzy.  Left of your tailbone.  Your sire was a fourth-generation muleskinner, a kindly old soldier.  She refused his kisses because he had no teeth."

	"Ye know," Newburn lit his cigarette with a box match.  "There was somethin bout another bunch.  There were kids, lotsa kids, then not so many.  Before the Polks moved in.  Uncle Boog tole me.  Stories about a bear, tearin up yer daddy--?"

	"That's him.  Shortly after his passing I was dispatched to Roanoke.  Into the vigilant nurture of my benefactor, sweet ferocious Auntie Tam.  My mother married poor, but Her Black Majesty; Tam Victoria Bane was old money all the way, my great aunt, actually."

	Willy was back from the shed, forcing the lid on a crate of 30-30 shells.

	"Go head, J.Pea.  Sang some fer us," he pled, crowbar in hand.

	"Aw, not now Willy B."

	Overhead pellets came harder, like a buckshot spill on the tarpaper roof, the salty rainspoor willowing in.  Lucrice made coal etchings on the footworn planks.  Fish shapes and scarecrows.

	"Drove that buggy up from the valley, ye say?"

	"That's right."

	J.Pea rocked in puzzlement.  Newburn did indeed have a crescent mole on his hip.  Why, he'd seen it just last Sunday after vespers; Newburn wrestled with Jake for the better part of an hour.  In the shallows out back of the house, they splashed and cussed, where Gout River crooked close to the barn.  The constable went way back with Jake; schoolmates, they'd been arrested together in the fifth grade.  For chicken theft.  It turned out, they were running them all back to Papa Shea's barn and hypnotizing the lot.  Just lay one hen flat, draw a line from the eyebead straight out in the dirt and, well, she'll lay there all day till you mess the line.  It was a law of nature.  Responsible for 42 poultry thefts that day, they ran out of floorspace and repented.  A local record nonetheless.

	"Little sister, do you want a sody pop?" exhaled Newburn.

	"Nome."

	Newburn winked at J.Pea.  "Trust me, lads, it's katy-bar-the-door if I try to pull her off that sugar lick now.  Her mama's same way.  Fig preserves with a spoon.  And black coffee, ye know how it is.  I cain't git a handle on it."  He worked the cigarette with lazy lids, long tobacco-stained nails.

	"Prayer, Newburn.  You know that's what Jake'd tell ya.  Prayer mah boy."  A glaring clash of lightning and J.Pea turned his head to see.  Out in the touring car, beyond the glass and the rain: two hounds leaned into view.  He hadn't noticed them before.  Sleek they were, with long noses and a wheat color.  They were indistinct from here, some sort of Irish wolfhound or silkie.  Both heads leaned forward in the backseat, cocking their snoots toward him in twin accord.

	"Why gentlemen, I would deny nothing to a lovechild such as this.  She would be a rare, cosseted thing.  Children are a gift, a delicious gift.  Myself, I was deprived at her age.  A sickly thin boy, I couldn't seem to keep anything down.  A diagnosis of chronic nephritis in the crib, the doctors added an enlarged heart to the litany before my first steps were taken...."

	The pock-jowl was turned to J.Pea as the stranger rambled; the stranger who'd probably call it something like pursuit of a digression.  Betwixt puffs, Newburn would sniffle, blow smoke, and roll his neck.

	From here, trapped in one windowpane, beyond the windowpane those hounds looked his way.  And J.Pea could feel them reaching out.  A pain, a gnawing.  So much watery disturbance, he almost entered....someone in a cornflower blue bonnet....but he couldn't quite touch them.  Two beasts, just barely there...

	"I've a query for you Master Shea.  Where might these distant cousins of mine reside?"

	"Uh..." J.Pea cut his eyes away from the dogs.  "...ooh, let's see...Newburn?  Ain't so sure I recall.  I've heard tales..."

	Leaving both out there.  In the rainstorm.

	"This ole boy would probly know better..." J.Pea begged of Newburn.

	But Newburn offered nothing; cinder-eyed, he stared through his smoke at the fire grate.  Lucy sang softly.

	"...ooh, seems they was somethin bout an elder somewheres on the wayside of Riddle Top.  Jist a rumor er two.  Don't recollect much else, might have been a lost uncle, don't know.  Only Bane that lives round here, is just up Pearlwick Road, up here a zig after the rock schoolhouse.  Mizz Sisilse Bane.  Use to midwife fer Doc Sax, fer years till he died.  She sorta re-tarrd after he passed.  And not a twitch too soon.  Hell mister, she's over a hunert years old.  Got a sod-roof cabin back of Dover Falls, up the trace jist beyond our holler."

	"Such enlightenment.  Deserves reward.  I was afraid all were heavenly departed.  But simple truth win out.  Simple truth that's my credo.  And truth is, I'll simply have to drop a note and visit the old dear.  One of these days.  Would you care for a pungent morsel, my lad?  On me."  Bane smacked away the last of his, and tossed the stripped cartilage into the woodbox.

	"Ooh, naw sir.  I don't believe I will...not at this time..."  In fact, something had turned in his belly.  Gone sick and sour.

	Willy mumbled at a 30-30 shell.  "'Round h'yere most suffer from too much feed n'fat or not near enough, seems like."  J.Pea looked green.

	"As you will," continued Bane.  "I'm always taken by the lush fauna and exotic undergrowth of these parts.  Mother indulged me little, but protected me a lot.  I was rarely allowed outside during my brief repast in the hills.  Father would try to put me to work.  Tried his derndist, you might say.  She laughed at him, actually.  I did too.  Mother would have these sewings and house parties.  What scant annuities they got from my Aunt were squandered on dresses and small reunions.  Can you conjure the image of a three-room shanty with its cedar closet full of pink taffeta?  I can.  She would gather with these women on the porch, during hot summer days; they would reminisce and sip parlor drinks while my father toiled a hundred yards away in the field.  Excavating stones and cutting away at the earth.  She would taunt him for her private audience, amusing her guests while he sweated in the sun.  Never hearing or knowing.  Visiting ladies from the valley would talk of literature and the fine arts.  George Sand.  Lord Byron.  Baudelaire and Goethe.  From the local relations, she sought acceptance.  And petty esteem.  Yet at one such gathering, I pilfered a cookie from a woman's plate, and lightning quick, the old bird swatted my greedy hand with a branch.  I'll never forget it."

	"That sounds like Mizz Sisilse awright," Newburn eyed J.Pea across the stove.  "You know how she is J.  Before the ark, she'uz always a-carryin that willer switch.  Strips one fresh ever mornin."

	J.Pea was nodding too.  Colonel Nash Birdnell Renfrew watched him do it.

	"So you say.  Ah well.  This was long years ago and I doubt she would remember little Gabin Bane.  So much changed with my father's passing.  After the accident, my childhood became a banquet.  A saturnalia, to the extreme, Auntie Tam brought joy and sustenance to a lonely, pathetic little man.  She considered only the most prodigal and debase extravagance to be of virtue.  Craven pleasures, I must confess.  With Auntie you were either her precious bauble, her willing pupil, or you were tossed out with the scraps.  The help would run and fetch a second doctor, a new upstairs maid, whatever.  A neverending lark."  A liquid shift occurred in his thin quivering tenor.  "Regretfully, gentlemen, the rain has eased and I must sally forth."

	He was right.  The rain had let up.  Looking, J.Pea could see the wolfen snoots no longer, they'd withdrawn from the backseat window.  He wanted earnestly to ask the stranger about his hounds.

	"But--whatever happen to yer mama?" he asked instead.

	"Yeeah--what about her, Mr. Bane?" chimed Willy, rapt at the counter.

	"Alas, alak, she too fell from favor in time..." Bane wiped his greasy digits on a clean white handkerchief and primped it back into his breast pocket, chickbeads a-darting.  The Panama came off his knee.  "And what would my chit be sir?  Tally the damage and I'm the traveler once again."

	"A dollar nine-penny," answered Willy.

	Neatly, Mr. Bane rose from the straw seat; sidestepping the girl child with perfect care, he paid his bill and left, lingering only for J.Pea's warble:

	"Please to meetcha, Mr. Bane."

	"Take er slew."

	"See yer..."

	"A golden opportunity, gentlemen.  A little human warmth and understanding.  Feels like coming home.  Beannact."

	Thumbing a gumball into the pock-jowl, Bane stepped out into an errant streak of sun.  His wingtips paddled through the muck; he kept smiling, in no hurry at all.  Deliberately, he ignited the Strand Excelsior and slid along those mud ruts.

	"Not many of them Banes lef..." mumbles the constable.

	Turning to the glass, J.Pea watched headlamps and quicksilver slide away.  The dogs had slipped down on the seat apparently, without trace.  No ears or tails.

	"Other whispers...about the grave, somethin....some ole jape about his pappy's grave," Newburn droned.  "Cain't git a handle on it."

	J.Pea lost sight of the car once it was beyond the Church, yet it nagged him.  Hadn't Bane headed along, not turning around?  Wouldn't he go home?  Roanoke or wherever home was?  J.Pea couldn't tell from here, but somehow he knew Mr. Bane and friends were turning left.  Just beyond the rock schoolhouse.

	The phone rang.  Lucrice's mother was calling in search of her husband.  Willy Bird took the call, cranking the ringer like there was water in the line.  Newburn got up, hoisted the girl and stomped out the door.  Gold speckles of light filtered through cloud and leaf; the coat over his arm, father and child steered for Miss Rebekah's place.  Newburn forgot the umbrella.

	No matter.  The weather held, long enough.

	It seemed J.Pea wasn't much company after that.  Neither was Willy Bird for that matter.  They settled accounts and halfway up Pearlwick Road he spied the afternoon storm, in the north sky over Choat's Peak, waiting to roll in.  In his mind he saw his mother, all set to wash her hair in rainwater and fussing at that cloud.  The International climbed the twisting road.  For a brief figment, he rode a tailwind over the truck with a fisherhawk's eye.  But he pulled himself back, having found long ago that such dalliances didn't mix with driving.

	C. G. Pennebrook waved from his front porch, riving fresh shingles with a drawknife.  That old shack threw off shingles in light drizzle, like a wet bluetick.  He caught a whiff of their smokehouse, just beyond the Pennebrook place, and J.Pea began a sing.



			     Ooh, they's strangers in my passway,

			     Clowdermilk moon don't shine tonight,

			        Don't shine dat tooth in my hand...



	His voice canted, a dirge old and young as J.Pea Shea himself.  He looped through Coffin's Maw, already the holler losing any sunbreaks when he came upon Mr. Lych.

	Mr. Lych sat on a log in his union suit.  Up the road, the butane truck's door was sprung open, overalls flapping on the side-mirror.

	"Some wrong, Mr. Lych?" asked J.Pea as he fell from the pickup.  The tall grim man looked ashen beneath his mulish beard.  Long fingers hung limp over filthy white knees.  Over and over, he'd nod his noggin and drop his face into those spidery fingers.

	"Willerwiller-willerwillerwiller--"

	"Sir?"

	"Willerwiller--"

	"Kin I help ye Mr. Lych?"

	The billygoat shook his head feverishly.  J.Pea squatted beside the log and Lych lifted his teary red orbs, squinting back at the boy:

	"Come from Mizz Sisilse's place..."

	"Yessir...?"

	"Somethin got after ole Mizzy."

	"Got after her...?"

	"Somethin hongry."

	J.Pea stood, slack-jawed, his bones felt weak.  It was too far to get daddy.  He made promises to Mr. Lych then went on up to the midwife's house.  He saw the dinner scraps.  Cold and wet, he finally lodged Mr. Lych, temporarily, with the Shea clan till his own could come fetch him.  Telling Jake the tale was enough to justify rounding up a few Coffin Holler boys and that night a comic bearhunt ensued.  But it was foolishness.  All told they never found much other than her skull and dregs, out behind the hayrick.
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A F T E R B I R T H









	“Merciful Jeeeehaw, the thing’s alive--”

	“Is a-livin alright.  A twin.  A twin an it ain’t dead--damn!”

	“--damn tootin.”

	“Hand her off t’me.”

	“You give a fair rubdown to this first colt, Sir Ashton Weaver, whilst I work my arm back up this godless brood mar’s ass.  She’s got another’n in there.”

	Frank Jr.’s hand slid back into that mare’s womb.  In the warm slime Frank Jr. felt a tiny hoof.  Ash Weaver lay that freshborn liver-colored colt in plain view of its mama, cleared the goopy roux from its nostrils and mouth, then began scrubbing the colt with straw.  

	The barn door scraped open, all of sudden--you know the kind--and in run Mexico Phillips, breathless in her red wool cap and coat.

	“Mr. Frank Jr., you’re still here--Miz Althee says she’s pert sure it’s her time!  Says for you to fetch on back home quick!”

	“What?--Oh--Jesus, what a day,” Frank Jr. said, releasing that little unseen hoof, unplugging his arm from the big mare’s guts as she stomped and bitched about it.  “You get aholt of Nursy Jane?”

	Mexico stopped, shook her head slow.  “Cain’t find her.  She already lef the Magee place whar she’uz s’posed to be.  Nobody know whar she is.  Your Miz Althee say come git you but quick...”

	Ash Weaver’s scrubbing let up; he pitched his hay wad aside, eyeing the teenage girl, then Frank Jr..

	“You git on, Frank Jr.,” Ash chuckled gravely, “I’ll git that other’n outa there...”

	“Looks like you gonna have to, dead er not, “ Frank Jr. agreed, grabbing his black vet’s bag without bothering to clean his blood-slimed hand.  He slapped on his Army ballcap.  “C’mon, Mexico, come go with me.”

	“That County man Shanks is gotta put a proper doctor back in hyere--” Ash said.

	“Geramand Shanks would skin a gnat fer its tallow! “ Frank Jr. shot back.

	Ash was already up and throwing wide the barn door for them as the Sheriff’s big sedan skidded into the yard.  The big Sheriff got out of the big sedan just as Frank Jr. brushed past him.

	“Frank--?” said Sheriff.

	“Sheriff--” said Frank Jr., headed for his own Chevy.

	“I’m inna hurry,” Sheriff shouted after him, “I need to ask you and Ash if’n either of ya--”

	“Gotta go!  Althee’s gone to labor without no doctor,” Frank Jr. yelled back, tossing his vet bag into the Chevy.  Next thing, Frank Jr. and Mexico Phillips were inside, doors shut, his ignition whining.  Frank Jr. backed the Chevy across Mrs. Weaver’s garden pinwheels as he overheard the Sheriff out the open car window.

	“Ash--you see hide nor hair today of a tizzypoke an a young feller?!”

	The last distant words Frank Jr. heard behind him as he sped to toward his beloved bride were Ash Weaver’s words...

	”...Naw...tizzypoke, y’say?”
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B L A C K   C L O T H

   U P   C O F F I N   H O L L E R







	Tomorrow they would inter the scant remains of Old Sisilse Bane.  Tonight, under the lid, a gold ribbon strapped around her skull, holding her chin shut.  Tonight her pine coffin sat in Jake's front room, for she had no kin to claim her.  Tomorrow Grinning Deke's chariot would carry the box up to those dewy snapdragons on Hulep Choat's Peak, to the very spot she had requested.  Tonight Jake sat up with Sisilse but tomorrow he must stand with great reluctance beneath that chestnut tree and say holy notions over her.  Since Jake Shea had defrocked himself, he now hated to ask a prayer.  But Miss Bane had wrung a promise from Jake, years ago; in fact, not two days after he chucked off the preacher's cloth she made her expectation clear.  Jake was to put her in the ground.  She didn't hold with churches or sanctified churchmen.  She did not hold with the Preacher Polk.  Meaning, Jake was now acceptable to her.  There appeared to be a kernel of logic in her thinking on this, if you knew Sisilse Bane.  Tomorrow they would bury her with a fresh green willow switch.   

	Tonight Jake lit his long clay pipe off the dimming lamp then sewed another stitch into his mothholy cloth, offering up the weeist prayer, just a prayer for easier skies, tomorrow...    











V A L J E A N







	"Tain't love I's ex-poundin bout, love ain't got nuffin to do wid it," spake Black Elam, his horny hand pumping the bellows.

	"A body needs a little lovin, that's what Papa Jake says, needs it ter intergrate the humors, and ter live on."

	"Yes'm, yes'm Mizz Val, now I ain't the one t'go agin Mistah Shea, but you is a real long gull now, gittin long in years an da way I figgers it--a chile is de thang.  Yes'm, a chile be more'n overdue, he be yo owny chancet at nurture in ye ole age."

	"Hmmmph."

	Valjean wasn't too distracted about the nettles of old age just now and she was more than a long girl; she was twelve stone and nineteen hands high.  What she was concerned with was balancing her ledger, Elam finishing Lemuel Baywright's syrupcart wheel, and everybody getting home for supper.  The sooner the Shea Clan ate, the sooner they all went to bed.

	"Shit, I'm owny twenty-fer," Valjean got huffy, slamming the  ledger, knowing how her mother Odelaida would waylay such an oath from a young lady's tongue.  Mama called it her liplock, but it mostly involved her thumb and your lip.  Valjean shucked the bowtie then rolled her white cuffs.  "What does I care bout rhuematiz n'rockin chairs?  Besides, I marry me some jughead an he'll be jist as ole as I am when the rhuematiz comes.  Then there's me and some hairy, smelly, fool jughead to do fer.  Take me out shoot me, Elam."

	Elam knee-lifted the wheel as she came over.  "But it's chilren, Mizz Valzy, it's chilren what takes care o'ye and worries bout ye when de shadders grow long.  Ye don't wanna end up like Black Elam does ye, a-livin lonely in a shed out back wid yer dogs?  Tain't right fer no woman."  Again, he pumped up the  shimmering coals.

	Valjean swung the tongs, snatched the red-hot iron band from the forge then began pounding it onto the wheel hub.  "You seem hale.  You seem happy."

	"Suits a ole niggah like me.  Don't suit you Mizz Valzy."

	"Hell if I kin tote the differnce."  Her ten-pound hammer clanked louder.  Sometimes love was a secret you couldn't share.

	"Womens gots special feelins and sich that needs tendin, everbody knows that.  Be needin a baby ter make her blossom and a chile ter give her cause to rise of a-mawnin."

	"Ain't so many niggers in these hills," Valjean said, ready for a new conversation.  "Why you so all-powered joyful to rise up each blessed mornin ter curry other folk's mules and shovel shit afore breakfast?"

	Elam ginned his thoughts, making a cool appraisal before dousing the red-hot ring with water from a Cottoline can.

	"Dat be true enough, ain't many niggers be tolerated round hyere like Ole Elam is.  But black er white, ole man don't need no woman nor chile like a ole woman needs her babies, even when dey ain't babies no mo.  De way it tis, years n'years ago, my own Mam was brung up hyerebouts t'coddle a gentle lady and her younguns, back in that bottom country on the fer side of Ewe Spring, not too dern fer off'n Riddle Top.  But even once Mam'uz freed and ailin in her own cabin up dere, she needed her baby Elam to come by and tend to her, hep her make her way thoo th'shadders, hep t'lay her in her grave.  Dat's how it tis Mizz Valzy."

	"But yer still hereabouts."

	"Dis be my home.  I takes to folks n'folks takes ter me fair enough.  Where would I go?"

	"They got lots more niggers downcountry, in Roanoke an Memphis I hear."  They both lifted the wheel and manhandled it over to the wagon block.

	"Mebbe so.  Ain't my niggers though.  Don't know em from Mistah Jolson."

	"Ever been in love Elam?"

	"Why Mizz Val, sho--sho I has.  I loves dat sad-eyed pooch a-layin on dat feedsack over yonder."

	Valjean laughed her deep hardy laugh and Elam let her be.  They greased Lemuel's cart and Valjean came through the kitchen door just as Mama Odelaida was polishing off grace.  Papa Jake stuck his lip out at Valjean while she snuggled in betwixt Granmammer and J.Pea then reached for the succotash.  Honeygirl Gig, looking ungodly pretty and coming of age, kissed Granmammer's cheek to keep from laughing.  Mama winked at Valjean, her first born.  "Don't look so green, Jake," Mama told him.  Being an ex-preacher, Papa was always trying to slip in after grace himself.  Soon they were all making up remarkable interpretations of the day's work; smiling, boasting, talking with their mouths full of parsnips, cracklin' bread, and wild sausage besides.

	After supper, Valjean went out to Lizzie's stall to give the mule an extra ration of hay.  Lizzie's stout hooves and stouter constitution would need reserves of fuel, nonetheless.  The mule nuzzled Valjean as if she anticipated the night to come.

	Later, after the lamps were out, Valjean lay in bed listening to the sigh of Coffin Holler, listening for the steady rhythms of her sister Gig beside her and the snoring of her mama and papa across the hall.  It would be past midnight before she was certain all in the house were asleep, the hour when she was safe out of bed.  Quietly, her fine hands removed the muslin nightshirt which had hidden strange doings over the last few hours, doings astir in her lean flat body.  Valjean belted tight her denims, brushed her stiff curls with vigor.  She crept down the stair and out the kitchen door as she had done so many times since Spring; her heart racing as always, she bridled Lizzie then rode the mule down the holler.  Escapee and mule would pick their way down through the dark rustlings of Pearlwick Road, dip north through the slew, shying from moonlight or any prying eyes, they would then cut upcountry and across Skawmarrow Holler until they reached the ruin of a grand homestead on the leeside of Old Riddle Top.  There, with Valjean's knees clamping, unclamping, urging Lizzie on, the mule's hooves climbed ardently, clipping softly up through a steep stand of pine and yellow locust until she reached the meadow's apron.

	Valjean dropped off of Lizzie's back, lashed the brave mule to a lowslung branch.  Turning, she peered across the fetch of moonlit clover, eyes wanting, searching.  She whistled.  The descending, three-note carol of a night warbler.  The wind stood still, the clover wrinkled without it and she whistled  again.

	From the dark woodline across the meadow, the lovely lass appeared in her tattered lace.  Barely a figment she was, at first, pale and delicate.  But Valjean knew her.  The girl who spake poetry, lamenting in a strange language, words that Valjean Shea had never heard.  She came toward Valjean, smiling through the clover until she stood breathless, beautiful, gazing up into Valjean's strong grey eyes.  Valjean whispered her name, bent and kissed her.  Here, they had found a secret worth keeping.  Here, they met and loved.

	Valjean would take the mule's blanket and spread it on a well-worn bed of clover; proudly, beneath the seething bristles of Riddle Top, they would shed their skins of course denim and lace and find each other's wanting.
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O,  I S L E   S P I N N E R







     Gooooo.  Let poor Woodrow gooooo.  I can't lift my finger, nooo.  I would like to move now, I think, but something won't let me.  I can tell yooou, but just barely.  I'm not afraid of threads, no, or spinners, no, don't get me wrong.  I'm not afraid of anything except utter stagnation.  Stagnation scares me a little. And this lake doesn't mooove much.  There's no flow to it, no give or take, no fresh water from the mountain creeks above, nothing comes or goes from here it seems, nothing  to churn up the rotting depths of this lake.  It doesn't move and neither do I.

     They told me not to come here; but I had always heard about the lake from my father, the Ignopateramus, and I needed an escape from my family and their incessant horrors.  Don't get me wrong.  I'm not talking epic horrors, just little day to day butcheries, niggling little things like Sissy-Maw's voice picking away at my intellect and my bald Pateramus' racist prattle; the kind of petty ravings that make you want to deny your birth and declare yourself an orphan.  I've had proper schooling, you see, I have developed a social awareness that was withering in that house down in Ewe Spring.

     I was borne in Ewe Spring and, much later, spent semester in Baptist Seminary--rejected their findings--then gave two years to the Roanoke Conservatory before Mother Imogene's trust dried up.  Sissy-Maw, in her best mammy mode, wanted me to better myself--but not so thoroughly that I would become fed up with her tongue-clucking or deny my heritage, a heritage of the hillbilly grotesque.  They, yes they--meaning my brothers and sisters and copious cousins--they adhered to a kind of sneering illiteracy that went beyond the sickly pale.  They did not understand the need for mystery.  My mystery is the word almighty, the word is my holy writ.  I needed to retreat and this book I was writing would fare much better in their absence, I decided.  It was a dirty book to them, no doubt, if they were ever to read it.  It was about sex and degeneracy with a cast of dumb hillfolk like themselves.  It was about a diamond in the coalbin. 

	I had always heard about the lake on Old Riddle Top.  And so I came here.

     It was not easy.  My old Pateramus did not want me to go and was not forthcoming with the lake's location.  Them lock-jawed injuns might have had a name for it, he said, not that he could recollect such a thing.   He could drool about it over a campfire amongst his learned brethren, but suddenly he clammed up when his eldest son expressed an interest in this secret lake, this lake with no name.  Go to work for Aiken Williams, he said, go work in his sawmill and forget about those babbling books and there probably ain't really no lake to speak of so forget about it.  That was his contribution.

     I set out on a Sunday morning a few weeks ago, knowing they would all be in services.  I stayed behind as always and when shape-notes droned from the Ewe Springs Congregational, I was well up the road with my manuscript under my coat and a rucksack full of pencils, tins, Ayn Rand and soup cubes.  I trekked most of the way up here on foot with little help from the salt of the earth.  There were plenty of them sprinkled along the roadside, poor clods in poor shacks with poor fields.  A taste of sangroot helped me motivate.  But, not once did I beg direction before reaching the cloistered mountain.  I accepted only one brief assist; a short hitch on the flatbed of a Methodist grass-widow who bent my ear until the Cayuga cut-off.  From there on I was cured of companionship, ready to claim that darkling peak.  It was arduous.  But I, I prevailed.  Finally, after a rough, weary day climbing the long  road--or should I say--climbing my road up Riddle Top, I came upon a garbling old duff with bad skin who pointed me around the beam and up the right trail---or should I say the wrong trail, the terribly wrong trail to this mountain-logged lake. 

     I passed upward through many gnarled groves of rock and blackjack oak until, almost by fluke, I looked askance from a brutal ledge and saw it.  A green glimmer through the trees.  With bloody hands I found my way off the ledge, lost in sweat, lungs aching, as I took purchase on a queer stand of timber.   It seemed to entwine upon itself like dark Chinese noodles; the trees thrust into the mountain, bowered against a sheer stony wall which loomed above the treetops.  Deep within that tangle I saw water.  Green water.

	In moments I had entered this forest, braved the tangle, and stood with shirt and flesh torn on the banks of this lake.  It was larger than I expected.  The brackish water spread out before me, weak sun shining across the emerald surface, agleam as tarnished brass, unmoving and unmoved by my presence.  As I soon discovered, it was impossible for much strong light to leak over that daunting granite face or trickle past such ingrown trees.  But there was enough amber to see the island.

	My eyes must have glittered.  I dug out my pocket Webster's.

	island\'i-le�nd\n 1: a tract of land surrounded by water and smaller than a continent 2: something resembling an island esp. in its isolated or surrounded position 3: SAFETY ZONE .

	I checked the safety zone.  The shores of the lake were farther off, more distant than I thought possible in this earthbound cove--and waiting, yes, waiting at the lake's heart was this island.  My island.  A safety zone like I had never seen or dreamt of, but the blessed island I had slaved after nonetheless.

     Still, I was not so quick to claim it.

	I spent most of that first afternoon walking the circumference of the lake, marking the mushy ground with my brogans and looking for anyone human, subhuman or signs of their  flotsam.  There was none, or so I fathomed.  Only the mosquitoes and tree frogs showed any interest in my passing.  Occasionally, as I slogged several hours around the vast sheet of water, I would hear the agonizing, deepwater groan of a sad something.  Ooooooooooo.  Some insect, some reptile or winged spirit, farflung and beastly it called--and my eyes were drawn back across the swampmoss to the island.  From whence it came.

     Out there, there floated a meaty rise of rock and timber.  Kithless rock.  Forlorn timber.  Scornful as hell.  As my sad, pitiful something groaned out there, crying out there, telling me it was mine.  Ooooooooo... 

	The day went.  Sun was in short supply once I had finally circled the lake.  And when I met my old brogueprints--those left when I first arrived on the lake's brink--I was in for a jolt and a half.  For there, not far from my old traces, was a heap of oilcloth with a trolling motor peeking out.  I tossed back the cloth to reveal the brittle skiff underneath.  The johnboat was tired, flaking blue paint, but the motor mount was sound and I felt a quarter-tank of gas.  The island lured me of course.  My mind was elsewhere and asking.  How could I have missed this boat on my arrival?  Had I been so taken by this secret lake, this unhallored lake as they called it, that I had overstepped and overlooked my vessel?  Yes, it was ancient and leaking no doubt, yet it seemed unshakably sporty for this unattainable place?  Who had left it here?  I never got the chance or the oracle to ask.  Only one thing was sure.  A fellow traveler had gone before me and was now somewhere beyond.

     But now my light was failing and I had no intention of attempting that island before daybreak.  I built a fire then spent an unmolested night in its warmth, sleeping soundly in my heavy fatigue jacket.  At dawn, I heated a tin of Red Devil potted meat, bit a ginsang, then tossed my rucksack in the blue boat.  I doused the fire then skidded the boat into the water.  It was easy.  It wanted to go there.

     A half dozen yanks on the cord and the motor began to putter out soft white smoke.  I had managed a skiff before.  This one was no different.  And mine was only a short morning cruise, yet more significant a commute than I expected.  The lake was large, larger than it appeared; the island seeming to retreat from me as I made slow headway; green felted scum, parting, barely ruffled by the bow of my boat.  Under a greasy new sky the water's face spread out flat as new tissue, undisturbed by any current but mine.  I looked at the far shoreline swaddled in mist and wondered how I could ever have traversed this lake in an afternoon.  I wondered what I was doing on this murky water.  I wondered why it bore no appropriate name.

     The island received me.

     I awoke from my addled musings and saw a pebbled shelf where I could land.  Here you go, it said.  So I came ashore, didn't I, and found this house in no time at all?

     Did I say a house?  No, not a house really.  Let's call it a duck blind, or a hutch on stilts.  It sat back in the trees, hidden within the wooded crag of the island.  You would never see it from shore, not even from the island's own beach.  Yet the front porch afforded a fractured view of the water through sheaths of pinestraw.  I did not hail hearty as I approached.  It never crossed my mind that anyone was living here.  Not in the dead, hollow breath of those windows or behind the splintering, moss-riddled door.  Yes, it was a shell, an abandoned shell on pilings high enough to save it from the waters if and when these brooding waters ever rose.  Inside it was one room; one table with a rusty drum fireplace, two poplar stump stools, a disintegrating rope bed and a porch vista.  The windows were tacked over with Vizqueen, but the plastic had cracked and failed, leaving brown needles and plastic chips salted across the floorboards.  Other than this, the place was swept clean, scrubbed well by its last dweller.

     So I thanked whoever for their kind consideration.  I made haven.

     What happened next, in the hours to come, is not so important.  What is important--to me anyway--is that I took up residence here; alone I thought, alone with my pencils and my adjectives and this haven isle.

	In the days that followed I found that the proper pine bough makes a pretty fair broom, that nothing much nibbled below the scummy surface of this lake--whether you baited it with sardines or gallinippers--and I scribbled and chewed ginsang far into the nights.  I wish I could kick the sang habit, but it's one of the unfortunate legacies from bald Pateramus and his kin.  I packed plenty of ginsang and candles.  And iodine.  For safe water you needed iodine.

	I slept late and was never disturbed.  Seldom did I hear a morning finch or killdee, I slept and never dreamed.  I had always had an active dream life.  But not here.  When I arose from the rope bed, usually at mid-morning, I boiled water and made myself a hot cup from my bottle of coffee syrup.  Then, I would carry my brew along as I skimmed around the lake with the crude paddle I fashioned from a loosened porch plank.  I practiced gas conservation for my eventual return or any emergency.

	If I expected intrigue or the chance encounter during these morning ventures upon the lake, my expectations soon withered and died of doldrums.  Several times, I landed at various points along the shore then hiked into the surrounding woods.  They were ingrown bush and very chilly, dullish and dank, suffering severe light deprivation.  Malaise overtook me.  In all my excursions I never once laid eyes on beast or breathing soul in those woods.  Never once.

	Eventually, I would return to the island, and each noonday's sun would find my spoon attacking a scorched Carnation-cum-soup can on the porch steps.  Then I set to work.  After simmering all morning on thoughts of my heretical upbringing and my spurious lot in life, I was brimming hot with ire towards that clan what raised me and, yes, I was goddam ready to write about them.  Elbows on the table, I would work until the lake dimmed.  I would break out the ginsang root, set match to candle, then work well into the night.

	On one late occasion, if I recall, I rubbed my eyes and reached for a new pencil--only to find it tethered to the table by a fine fragile thread.  I thought little of this at the time, as the thread stretched, snapped, and I started turning that pencil into a blunt instrument.  My fingers cramped and callused, and erasers went untouched as I wrote great volumes without ever looking back.

	I did this for almost a fortnight before I saw the first web.  The dew-glistened web.

	It was a beauty.  It was morning.  It was spun across one end of the porch, from rail to rail, fine and delicate as a starburst spray.  The web met me when I stepped out barefoot with my coffee.  I looked for the spider.  But no spider sat in attendance.  Yet, this ornate, silken web had been stretched by some artist overnight; corner to corner, it filled the frame.  I had to leave it as it was.  Who would I be to rupture such majestic architecture?

	I headed back inside for my shoes, but some glissando of light caught the prismic threads, catching my eye as well, and I returned to the web.  Stranger still, I wanted desperately to touch a thread.  I only wished to sense it with my finger.  Would it suffer the brush of skin, I wondered?  Or would the web dissolve like cotton candy?

	I never found out.  I reached out my finger then someone called my name.

	"Wooodrow, come hoooome to us-s-s-sss."

	A man's voice echoed from the lake.

	"Wood-rooow-w-w--"

	It might have been my brother Ned's voice, or my father's.  I couldn't be sure.  He echoed again.  He made me drop my cup.

	Coffee splattered my feet as they skipped off the porch. 

	"Woodrow-w-www."

	I dashed down through the trees to the boat.  I landed fast, but neither Ned or Pateramus were anywhere to be seen--though the lakeshore was under heavy prowl.  Yes, far across the water--something stirred against the green mural.  My eyes zeroed, I saw him clearly.  A panther.  A sterling panther stood across the moor, flexing cypress grey haunches, almost black.  The eyes shone silver.  The cat was appraising me from the strand where I had launched the johnboat.  I glanced about, but only the cool panther was watching.  There was stillness over my sombre lake again, and an alpenglow hush.  No one spake my name.  Least of all, that stealthy panther who broke the idle gaze, turned slowly and padded off into the brier.

	Had he lost stock in me, so quickly?  Had he scared off my  visitor?  Was I still asleep and dreaming?  "No," I heard myself murmur.  It was the panther.  It was the panther who paid the call.

	Perhaps--just perhaps, I had bitten too much sangroot and worked too late into the night.  Perhaps I had a fever.  Sure, I took the boat across--in my shoes of course, and yes, I searched the woods to no avail.  But for the rest of that day, I was nagged by a sense of abandonment.  As though that creature were kin to me and had lost all hope.

	With bitter resolve, nonetheless, I returned to the island by dusk and wrote with growing despair; deeper and deeper, long into the stagnant night.  About two a.m. it began to rain heavily.  I lay down my pencil, battened the hatches.  I fell into my bed of rope.

	When I woke again, the deluge had stopped.  I was sure it had flushed the web from my porch.  I was wrong about that.  Yesterday's web was still there, glistening wet and holding strong.  

	And now, a new, super web was spread betwixt two pines in the yard.  It was quite impressive, this new design, almost as broad as my outstretched arms.  It set my mind on a brighter path.

	The next morning brought three more, each web stretched in grand style betwixt limbs and trunks and saplings.  The original masterpiece persisted on my front porch and still no glimpse of a spider.  But no voices either, no visitors to speak of, and this was good.  That day I explored the island again, searching for the spider or spider's nest.  I had explored my zone upon arrival, but this time it stood closer inspection.  The isle was only a teardrop shape of clay and pine with stony outcroppings down most of one strand to the fir tip.  You could pace it from end to end under five minutes, and this I did again, and again, and again, taking inventory of the insect life.  As I walked, I heard flies but never saw them.  The cicada clicked high in the trees but kept its distance.  As I walked I felt finely spun threads, invisible to me, that brushed and broke across my face.  Against strained sun, I caught a glint of thread, a single thread, so thin and tenuous you felt a good breeze would snap it: I detected this thread spun from a pine bough at water's edge, stretching out, out over the sumpwater to a point God knows where.  Either it spanned out to a branch or piling in the lake, or to some mind-boggling anchor on the faraway shore.  How it was spun there I dare not guess.

	I came up spiderless.  But worse, while I was tramping my island, turning stones and forcing aside each stubborn limb, an ancient melancholia crept over me.  The lonely abandon of this place came to roost in my soul.  I found myself pining for my home, my Sister-the-Hun and Pateramus and dumbcluck cousins.  I remembered their smiles, their outrageous assaults on the mother tongue, warm dinners and holidays.  I caught glimpses of my father's hands carving a child's toy--my Sissy-Maw, who had nursed me and a motherless house, shooing gnats from the copper cleft in her oft-mended brassiere.

	This fondness would pass as soon as Woodrow got locked in their bosom again.  But they wormed into me all the same, and they wouldn't let go.  Wistfully, I began to dwell on that long-gone, restless panther and the idea of heading down to home.  I went back up to the shack on stilts as my temper shifted to spiders who teased and spun with such arrogance then hid from me in the minutiae of nature.  I hate a perfectionist.  I hate smug humility.

	When I returned to my manuscript that day, the vein was dry.  I found that I could not craft another paragraph from the antics of my clan, my emotions were in such a love hating storm.  I could not muster the venom necessary to continue, so, after a cold supper I set the book aside.  I took fresh paper from my pack, whittled my pencil to a point.  Then I began to write about the unseen.  The spider.  And the lake.  And the webs, visible and invisible.

	When eerie daybreak sheened through the window, I broke down and chased a few fitful hours of rest.  By mid-morning I felt hot and awake and I stepped out to discover two more tour de forces.  Two spectacular webs to be sure, spun betwixt trees on my walk down to the boat.  They billowed.  They taunted.  My festering envy rebelled against these silvery patterns, sleep had abated nothing, redemption was not mine, and now my spectres seized me.  With the boat oar plank I tore apart those new webs.  Then I returned to the shack, thrashing at the others, obliterating each and every silk brainchild, including the web on my porch.  I tore and swore and worked myself into a dither.  And once our creeping beauties were decimated and defaced, I tossed aside my weapon, went inside and went straight back to work.

	Again, I wrote with fervid intensity, about a questing fellow who rejected his given life, who sought manhood and wisdom and a dollop of grace; who made his way through the forest to a forbidden lake, a secret zone where he confronted the sneaking skeleton-legged demons that dwelt there.  I may never have seen them, but I wrote of them with conviction and savagery.  I wrote until I collapsed dreamless, spent as a flat bullet.  

	My eyes opened a few hours later and my pages were gone.

	How the spinner or spinners had toiled so swift and silent is forever beyond my grasp.  I only know what I beheld as I swept webbing from the barren table then rushed out onto my porch.

	The door ripped away the gauze.  Sunstrains filtered through white canopies of web upon web.  All around, choking the shack, those trees spread their webbed veins and sucked away my breath.  My island looked like a sticky, sugary tabernacle; a cathedral with fleece tapestries splayed in concentric patterns, up into the highest reaches of those limbs, whorled in mad complexities that bespake some godlike mind who spun each Creation as He might spin His lacework.  Ooooooooo.  I cried.  One wing of the porch was completely enclosed, tentacles of web sucking from the corners of the roof out into the festooned trees. 

	The trees who kept my manuscript.

	For there, up there, was each penciled page, each word I had agonized over.  My parchments were cast skyward as if by a frosty gale, yet no wind or water moved here, they hung up above me, white leaves scattered in a high-webbed glory, and yet, and yet, no spidery god came forth to claim them.  

	But make no mistake.  They were well beyond my touch.  My grasp, it said, was pitiful, human.  I was defeated.  At the mercy of a sect of trees and an unholy spinner.

	Boom.  Panic struck.  All love for my labors vanquished.

	I grabbed my pack, flew from the place--down to the boat I scrambled, oar-slashing any web or leaf that might try to stop me.  I landed at full pant, dug my hot heels to avoid entry into a thick net of gauze--where gauzy tendons strung down from an outcropping rock--to the boat.  The boat was anchored.  The boat lay swathed in a web cocoon.  Revulsion rose in my throat.  I reached my hand into the sticky lump where I knew the motor must be and attempted to yank the starter cord.  I could only pull a few inches before it bound up.  The motor in there was choked with fibers.  And the sun was setting on my lake.

	Sunset?  This was only morning.  But the sun dropped lower, into the east.  Or was it west? 

	How could I have been so misled?  I saw an ember dying over the wrong jag of trees for this to be morning.  The lake loomed darker and darker before me as I realized I had slept the day somehow.  It was sunset now--no, there went the last glimmer--it was first twilight, and I would have to swim through this murk to escape my isle and lake.  These mountains lost their light quickly, 

there was no telling what lurked in the mesh and goo beneath that brackish surface; it would be full dark before I had swum halfway and so I must confess.  I lost my nerve.  I would wait until morning, yes spinner, I would wait until morning.  I would dump most of my pack, keeping only the essentials for my return.  I would swim this lake in warm daylight and it would not be so bad.  I would swim and swim and blind my fear-streaked mind with each stroke, until I landed on that dark shore over there.  I would escape.  Goddammit.  I and my technique would triumph.  Rabidly scraping clean my fingers, I could barely tolerate such time until I flung myself down this mountain toward home.

	Soon, I was back inside this shack on stilts.  And I remember most of last night, as I crouched here on the rope bed, waiting.  Desperate for the eking darkness to come and go, afraid to step out that door over there until night's passage.  Waiting those long hours with ghastly anticipation, waiting for the shine to come, for a nimbus in that window.

	And now it is here.  But I am too late, too late for the leaving.  Sleep must have spirited me away sometime in those  wicked hours.  I remember, I dreamt for the first time since my arrival in this place, I dreamt I was here and waiting and wide awake.  I heard locust-throated voices calling wooooodrowwooodrow then tizzytizzypoooooke.  I dreamt of a thousand spidery feet tapping outside my black windows and I heard music, a zither's waltz drifting across the lake, drifting as I drifted from wakeful agony to dreaming terrors.

	Too late, I have wakened and lying here my eyelids come unglued.  I can see the day is fruitless for me.  I cannot mooove.  Sunrays sift in through the phantasm of webs.  The room is glutted with silken whispers.  Can't you hear them?  The spinner won't show itself, not yet, but the spinner speaks to me.  I can only listen.  I am pinned to the bed by webs, swaddled in a web cocoon like �the boat, webbing wraps around my face, my mouth.  Who is that I hear, skittering on the porch?  Oooooo, isle spinner.  Forsake me, please.  You must let me goooo for I am lost.  I must surrender now and let eyes tell the story.
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T H E   B I T E







	Rang-a-dang-dangggg, Lady dear.  Shake out your cobwebs and your big bouncy sugar plums.  The alarm rang away her sweet midnight siesta.  She came around, sneezed--saw it was 3 a.m. alright--and remembered some dreamy remnant about a creepy woman, a Lych woman, at her kitchen window.  The Lych woman shined a fancy mirror through the glass so Lady Floy could see her new chiseled cheekbones and movie star smile.

	But now the big girl was jangled awake, yearning for her good man’s return.  That's why she always set the clock.  So she could be there with open arms, ready for his homecoming.

	She got up and drank a warm NuGrape while she waited on the divan.  She spread her huge body lengthwise on the cushions like a centerfold in a red rayon tent, her pudgy toes gripping the padded arm of the divan.  The hula lamp gave a soft green glow to her bosom.

	About 3:35 she heard his motorcycle.  She heard his feet scuffing outside.  He was loose of course.  He only dragged his feet when he was loose.  Always the same refrain.  He came in the door, leaned his 110-volt guitar in the corner.

	"Lovell?" she murmured, sitting upright.

	"Hullo baby," he drawled, veering sidelong toward the kitchen.  She wished he would put on some meat.  The gold palomino vest looked sloppy around his ribs.

	"Where ya goin, doll?" she asked, standing barefoot.

	"Samwich..."

	"Wait, I'll make you a sandwich.  But talk to me, talk to this baby first."

	He rotated on his bootheel, bleary-eyed, unsteady in the kitchen door.  She beckoned with a thick greenish finger.

	"C'mere..." she whispered.

	He was wary.  His screwed-up eyes goggled from corner to corner of the dim parlor, then back to her.  He scuffed over and she folded her arms around his scrawny hips.  Smothered in the folds of her teats and belly, he coughed, a weak ragged cough that reeked smoke and gin.

	Her thin lips kissed an earlobe.  "Didja sang good?  Did they go fer ye doll?"

	He closed his eyes and tried not to puke.  He loved her.  How could he tell her he was sick but still loved her?

	"Ummm-hmmm, sure, sang gooood," he fumbled, "sang damn good, heh�heh."

	"And they loved ye up, didn't they doll?"

	"Afffer while.  Afffer while they'uzzz hootin real damn good."

	"I'm so proud o'you."

	"Thank ye, hon.  I'm proud yeeew tooo."

	She tongued his ear canal.  "So let's count the boodle."

	"Awww, the booodle..."

	Her head reared back, her raw, pink eyes searching, trying to catch his restless gaze.

	"Give baby the cash."  She was firm, crushing him into her chest.

	"Dammmmn, woman, I fergits to tell ye.  Din't git no boodle tonight.  Mr. Bull was short on his till, couldn't pay me right off.  Pay me nexxx weeeek..."  He wriggled a little, wanting his onion sandwich.

	She didn't let go.

	"Yer a-lyin to me now, ain't ye?  So's you kin spend it on more dranks and other nookies, ain't ya?  Just tell me where it's hid this time and I'll fix ya a bite to eat."

	He shook his long face with fervor.

	"Bull din't pay...pay nexxx week."

	Her grip released him, he sank away and she walloped him upside the ear with a glancing blow.  He fell towards the floor but she caught him then threw his lank body across the room.

	The hula lamp exploded.

	She waddled over, grabbing him by the scruff, pitching him hard into the front door.  A new crack split in the door panel as he bled and slumped forward, mumbling something useless.

	"Where's the cash, prick?" she spat like the adder.

	He gave no answer.  Yet.

	She flipped him over easy as a fried egg.  Why did he make her take steps?  She hated to take steps.  But one way or the other, he would cough up green if it took all the livelong night.

	She doused him with warm NuGrape, then leapt, bellyflopping on his golden palomino.  

















T H E   H O L E   A N D   D O B B E R 'S   H E A D







	Dob sat on Pearlwick Road late of a hot summer's morning.  His head hurt and he shunned the red heifer munching milkweed behind him.  He was pretty dang mad, dog-dang it.

	The stump he sat on was pinching his rump, splinters made him squirm and fidget, but he was working fervidly on a thing or two and did not think to sit elsewhere.  The dog-dang geechees down at Willy Jay's store, those datburn Boyetts and those toe-sucking Van Smittle twins, why Dob was ready to tell them all how to suck the bad persimmon.  Nary a one was anything but a seed of Satan.  His Nonny had warned him, hadn't she, warned him from her sickbed that Cayuga Ridge was a vile, Philistine place?  It was almost a town wasn't it?  And towns were mighty wicked.  You didn't have to go to Bearcat Grammar to figure that out.  Dob was nearly thirty and he'd never seen a thing that a hornbook or schoolhouse could teach him that was worth fiddling with.  Only the greedy and the godless hellbound guttertrash would take their pleasures in movie magazines or goldlust or dog-dang cigarettes; that was all schools taught you.  Well, didn't she tell him that too?  And now he was the goat again.  But he wasn't gonna be the goat for long, no sir, he'd get himself a box of sulphur and feed it to their mules in a sugarbeet or pee in their cisterns, maybe.  He'd just get a big stick and chunk it at something or somebody or maybe he wouldn't.  Maybe he'd just sit here and pray for a cholera or Bob Nottingham to come through town and strike them all dead.  That would serve them.  Then their snooty souls would rue the day they sneered at hocus-pocus.

	It was that drummer.  Fritzy.  That gold-grubbing drummer.  What could he possibly know about magic?  Dob took the tract out of his pouch and read over it again.  He could barely shape the words with his lips, but it was printed in pretty curly letters like her Old Testament stories, saying, THE MYSTERIES OF THE HUMAN MIND, COIN MANIPULATION AND LEGERDEMAIN can be yours if you order now and receive MASTER LOKI'S MAGICIAN KIT AND WIZARD'S MANUAL, for a mere $6.88 or only $2.88 with three books of COLUMBIA GOLD STAMPS.  Impress and delight your friends, AMAZE your family, with this plethora of secrets from the mystic art of MAGIC.  Also included, MASTER LOKI THE MESMERTIST leads you through hithertofore privities of MIND READING and VENTRILOQUISM; ancient translations will permit you to MARVEL others with ASTONISHING FEATS of psychic intuition.  Just imagine THE WORLD AT YOUR COMMAND, awed by your INCREDIBLE POWERS which, once you've unlocked them, none can ever take away.  ASTOUNDING SUCCESS AND CONFIDENCE can be YOURS if you order now.

	Hadn't that drummer started it all by handing him this tract, right after Dob bought his Black Draught elixir from Willy Jay?  Dob turned around and there that drummer stood flashing his teeth, sassy as you please, having just restocked Willy Jay's punchboard display and taken orders for Swede playing cards from the boys by the cold stove.  Dob had seen the drummer before, had bought a trick bullfrog from him once in fact, and was happy enough to see him again.  In nothing flat, that fat drummer Fritzy had a sample Master Loki Kit out of the bag and open while Dob picked his way gingerly through some big scary words on the tract.

	"Come now, Dobber mah boy, wouldn't you find your higher calling in some of this, an egg that evaporates, a domino that changes spots....why I sold over twenty of these kits last week in Roanoke due purely to the miraculous appeal of the water-into-wine trick alone."

	"Owny Jesus kin change water inter wine," Dob offered, screwing up his face at the fancy paper his thumb was smearing with bear grease.  He'd always been interested in such things though.  It was sorely tempting as the drummer bandied items from the sample kit.

	"You are quick as a trout, dear Dobber, but this is magic we talkin about boy, magic, see?  Yes indeedy dooo.  And this Master Loki, he's about the best there is, him bein plumb famous on the subject.  Maybe not to you or me, but throughout Asia and the Europeen societies he is widely revered, and that's purely resulting from his invention of the Magic Snuff Box I now hold before you."

	"Gawww," said Dobber, reaching for the snuff box's lid, "howzit work?"

	"That I couldn't tell you," sputtered the drummer, whisking it away.  "Having failed to read the enclosed pamphlet or Master Loki's Wizard Manual, I am wholly ignorant of the process by which these fine illusions are achieved.  But I assure you, they'll perform splendidly or else the Fourteen Day Good-As-Gold Guarantee will relieve your investment..."

	"Whudzat mean?"

	"You get your money back."

	"Daaaawg-dang.  Don't sound too bad.  Ain't got but a nickel two penny though."

	Willy Jay snickered behind him.  Dob jerked his eye as Willy returned to buffing his brass register, dead serious.  Everything was okay.  Willy Jay was his friend and wouldn't make him the goat.  Just about then, Dob realized the boys by the stove hadn't stopped their snickering at all, if anything, their chortles got sloppier.  Nursy Jane shushed the boys, slitting her eyes at them over a shelf of liniment.

	"Well sir, Dobber, I can see your problem.  Course, you could start up now on my weekly payment plan, two bits a week and this treasure trove would be yours in time for St. Nick..."

	"It looks awful special, but..."  Dob wanted the powers that waited for him in Master Loki's kit, and maybe he could get the money from Toodlem's baby jar, but his neck reddened as the boys tittered, whispering and wagging at him.  Yes, he was their goat.  Dob's eyes rolled towards them, then back.  "Butta...butta..."  He hated to miss his one chance at earthly glory; the Lord couldn't begrudge him a little peekaboo at the mysteries of life, at His Glorious Creation.  But they did.  His begrudgers.  As if they ever fretted about the reaping.  They had always made him the goat.  "...butta...I don't believe I oughter, thank ye, no, don't believe I oughter."

	"A crying shame, but your wife," Fritzy the drummer added, "Dobber, I hope your wife took favorably to the rosebud toilet water I sold her last spring..."

	Toilet water?  Dob didn't know that Toodlem had fancied any toilet waters, muchless bought them, but he fibbed and said she had fancied hers well enough.  Dob was already begging salvation for his teeny white lie, one of the constant prayers he kept going in his head, as he shuffled out the door.  When the screen slammed he heard Charly Boyett say abberkadabber and alakazam.  What's that, asked one of the Van Smittle twins and Charly said he had just made dopey Dobber disappear.  Dob could still hear their rowdy gee-haws as he rode the red heifer around the Livery and started up Pearlwick Road.  What did he care about reapermeat?  He didn't care a whit.

	Dob didn't have to be a Wizard for the Devil, why, he could be a Wizard for the Good Lord.  Like a Living Commandment.  A spellbinder for Jesus: that sure would addle some sinners.  Wasn't little Dobber Magee the butt of their horseplay ever since he and the kids that goaded him were big enough to waddle?  They were seeds of Satan alright, damned and didn't know it.  Nonny had told him so and she would tell him what scripture to hurl at those Boyetts and Van Smittles too if she wasn't six years dead and playing harpsichord for the one-and-only Christ Lord Jesus.  Folks around Cayuga Ridge were always spooking him about how he tended to walk badly and dribble when he ate until he just didn't eat around any of them anymore.  What fussed him the most was when kids and some that hadn't been kids for a long time would poke fun at his wandering eye.

	The left one, this was the lazy pupil that vexed them; the one that sometimes made him look cross-eyed when it wasn't looking out the window for itself, paying no attention to the rest of his lumpen face.  They shouldn't make jokes about his eye.  Once--the only time he had been to school--Dob spent two days in grade three of Mrs. Marston's class, but only because the old constable, Newt the Noble Jackson, had come up Coffin Holler and sat on Nonny's porch and told her how little Dobber had to go to school, it being the next thing to a law.  Nonny said all she was concerned with was the laws of Holy writ and Old Newt's soul salvation, but she let him go anyway.  They were the longest two days of Dob's life, what with having to wear shoes and even the girls laughing at him because he couldn't stand up and do his ciphers.  His Nonny taught him what Bible words he needed to know, but those ciphers were just evil cat�-scratchings as far as he could tell, and his failure to make sense of them must surely have been due, largely, to his wandering eye, the way Dob saw it.  What could a peck of satan's seeds know about telling twos from sevens with a wandering eye.	Fortunately, his dear Nonny wasn't here to see the ridicule he had borne this morning.  It would put a crack in her heart, not to mention the notion that he had lain with an Injun girl and even stooped to marry her.  But it seemed he'd gone astray in so many ways since Nonny's death that a few more wouldn't matter; besides he could always repent.  Didn't Jesus save the thieves on the cross from hellfire?  Hellfire if He didn't.  Down to the wire and they repented yeah boy and, hanging up there on Golgotha, that sweet Jesus gave them both early parole.  It made Dob feel good, knowing he was better off than any common sneak thief, dog-dang it.

	He was plucking another splinter from his rump, perplexing on why Toodlem might fool with toilet water, when Dob spied Fritzy the drummer coming up the road with his carpetbag.  The drummer already wore a grin and waved an open buttermilk bottle, dowdy in that round crazy-twill suit of his.

	"Hidy dooo," the drummer hailed as Dob got to his feet.

	The drummer stopped but Dob could not speak for a moment.

	"Dobber, ahm surprised at you lad, kitty got your tongue?  Huh?  This bitch of a sun git to your head?"

	"Uh....naaaw..."  Dobber Magee didn't feel so good.  There was a queer, sickening knot growing inside his throat; it made him feel strange and outside himself somehow.  He couldn't believe this dog-dang drummer could stand here grinning with his milk moustache, grinning with such holy powers in his hand.   This queer sensation Dob felt, it smelled like rose toilet water.

�	"Take it easy, beau..."  Fritzy put a touch on Dob's shoulder.

	The drummer's buttermilk bottle spake, saying GOSPELTIME MILK - "Sweetest O'er The Land".

	"Awwww....uh...goin up ter visit, see some folks?"

	"That's right.  That's it Dob.  You know I never miss a run through Coffin Holler or Tutweiller's Snoot.  But that new Pontiac o'mine, she don't do so well on these rough grades.  Thought I'd park it outside the Livery while I walk off the rest, just like I've always done."

	"Sure did take a shine t'yer magic bag."

	"It ain't a magic bag, Dobber, it's Master Loki's Magic Kit in the bag."

	Dob had a sudden vision of Toodlem's baby money hidden in that blue jar.  "I--I got me ten dollar."

	"Do tell.  Marvelous.  Ten dollars you say.  That would be more than enough, yes...hmmm, maybe I should let you take a second gander at the merchandise before you commit yourself."

	As Fritzy set down his satchel, he bent to open it and Dob clouted him on the dome, then swiveled around behind and locked the red-faced drummer in a shoulder hold, wrenching, yanking, until he heard the drummer yodel and his neck snap.  Buttermilk and glass fell smashing.  Dob let go as Fritzy slumped into a heap alongside the bag.  Looking around, he found a heavy stick and whacked the drummer's skull a couple of licks for good measure.

	After checking the road for gawkers, Dob stuffed the bag under a gooseberry bush, then he threw the drummer across the heifer's back and led her off the road, down into the woods.  He was popping sweat, knowing he had to find a place to bury the drummer before he ran across anybody.  Dob tugged at the heifer's halter, wooing her until she was coaxed down into the bottom of a steep ravine.  Then he led her upcountry through deep tree cover until he reached a spot in the shadow of Choat's Peak, a spot where a trail he knew about began up the backside of Old Riddle Top; leading to Lord knew what and the hainted doings up there.

	But down here, behind a great boulder entwined with a gnarling black gum tree, Dob began to dig his hole.  He dug for the better part of an hour with nothing but his clawing hands.  After a while, winded, he got up and pulled the drummer off the heifer's back, laying him out alongside the hole and to Dob's disappointment, it was obvious the hole would need to be deeper, much deeper.  He went back to clawing at the wormy, mulchy earth, resuming his prayers��avengeth me, me, delivereth from ther violent man--working himself into a full-throttle frenzy.

	Apparently, however, Dob had not been a complete success in his murder of poor Fritzy the drummer, because the fall from the heifer's back had begun to revive Fritzy who opened his eyes and saw that damn Dobber Magee, sweaty and testifying and digging himself a hole.

	The next thing Dob knew, the once-dead drummer leapt up resurrected--he leapt and dumped a large stone on Dob's noggin before racing off.  "Oooph!" Dob grunted.  Down the ravine the drummer ran, where his crazy-twill suit was quickly swallowed by trees.  The stoning didn't knock Dob out, but it did overwhelm him as he flattened out on the ground, groaning while blood trickled out of his hair.  Somewhere, dimly, in the back of his mind Dob realized that the drummer was gone--would go get others most likely--and there would be a trial or maybe not and dopey Dobber would be hanged for his sins just like his Nonny had suspected.  He winced, trying to squeeze his eyes shut until this new twist of fate was scrunched from existance, but it did no good.  The vision of Toodlem laying daffodils on Dob's grave and marrying some other, smarter man was simply too strong and just when Dob had begun to contemplate throwing himself off Choat's Peak he heard the voice.

	"Dob, ye dunderhead, stop yer snivelin."

	Dob opened his eyes.  No one stood over him.  He raised up and looked askance at the murmuring trees, but they murmured nothing he could understand.  Then he heard it again.

	"Say Dobber boy, look down hyere afore ye put a crick in yer neck."

	It was the hole, a raspy voice from the hole.  With great dread, Dob rolled onto his knees and peered into the hole--where he beheld a face.  But not just any face.  It was the face of an old moonfaced baby, encased in black earth at the bottom of his hole.  And this face spake again in a raspy sputter.

	"Ye sure took long enough a-digging this hole, I thought you'd never git to me afore that drummer woke up and poleaxed ye."

	"Daaaaawg-dang," Dob heard himself say, eyes agog.

	"I figured you'd say that."

	"Wh-whud ye doin down in there?" asked Dob.

	"This is my bein, down in hyere.  Yers is up there."

	Dob began to shuffle, itching to help.  "Wait, wait--ye want me to dig ye on out--?"

	"No--stop---I don't need no more digging done, they ain't much more o'me to see and what there is ain't perty."

	"H-how long ye been down there."

	"Oh, since the last feller routed me out."

	"You mean they's others know bout ye?"

	"Awww sure, Dobber, but that'uz years gone by, long afore you was borned."

	"Daaawg--"

	"Course that last'n, he weren't too swift--not as bright as you," the lips moved eerily in the grimy moonface, the eyes were like green marbles and grit coated the skin.  "He never would heed my warnings, sorry chap."

	"Whoo-whoo-whoooo was he?"

	"Don't matter now, you don't know him.  Afore yer time."

	"Daaaawg---" was all Dob could muster as the marble eyes blinked up at him.  He began to back away.

	"Whoooa there speed, where ye goin--?"

	"Lordy God Jehover--"  Dob was beginning to think this critter in the hole must be some sort of earthly demon, left here by old Clootie himself; he might just be looking at a true seed of Satan.

	"Come'on back hyere Dobber boy--"

	"They gonna hang me good," Dob was slobbering, "That there drummer'll tell and Dobber'll be dust to dust, just like you--"

	"That's a good'n.  Har-dee-harharhar.  Ye skeered that drummer somethin fierce, boy.  Right now he's a-toodlin back down to his car--be there jist afore church bells and C.Y.F. is done, and--shoooo--that drummer is gonna hightail outa these parts.  Nope.  Won't catch him round hyere fer a coon's age."

	Dob kept backing off.  "S-so you say--"

	"Spit in d'well--Dobby, I knows.  I knows these things.  Git it?  Now come'on over'chere--"

	But Dob cut away, fast.  High time to cut and run, so he ran--praying a mile a minute as his clubfeet shot down that wooded ravine with his heifer plodding behind him.

	"Don't be skeered!  They's plenty of us buried hither and yon!" he heard the hole hollering as he went.



	That drummer must have gotten good and lost.  Dob actually outran him back to Cayuga Ridge.  Dob had wasted no time and was soon skulking around the back stoop of the Church, lungs afire when Fritzy came limping furiously off Pearlwick Road.  Fritzy looked torn up and snake bit.  From where he crouched, Dob saw Valjean Shea stroll out of the Livery in leather apron with a ten-pound hammer in her hand and she said something to Fritzy, but the drummer just ignored her, picking up his pace as he made a beeline for his Pontiac outside Willy Birdwell's Mercantile Feed, Fuel & Grain.  Without a by�your-leave, he hopped in, cranked the Pontiac and sped north out of Cayuga Ridge, headed for the company of downlanders no doubt.  Dob could not believe it.  He must of been in God's grace; reprieved from a murderer's fate while winning the powers of Master Loki in one sweep of His Hand.  Nonetheless, when a stern Preacher Polk came out the vestry door and asked Dob what in judas he was up to, Dob lit out across the schoolyard without reply.  It didn't do to press his dumb luck.  He dodged the teeter-totters and merry-go-round, hoping to beat it home before sundown.



	He should have known.  You can't dodge the laws of sun and moon.  Just after nightfall, it was, when Dob finally slipped up to their shack in Coffin Holler with magic bag and heifer in tow.  He'd stopped only long enough to pull his bag from the gooseberry bush.

	Through the window he saw Toodlem, inside, trying to stand on her head in the corner.  She was in the company of two tabby cats and a bluetick pup.  In the firelight, Dob could see that her floursack dress kept slipping down over Toodlem's pudgy knees and everytime she'd grab for her modesty she'd fall back down and have to start over.  All to protect the innocence of a bluetick pup.  His Nonny would have had another stroke.

	Dob hid his bag in the woodpile out back, then fed the heifer.  Before he went inside Dob couldn't help noticing for the hundred zillionth time that Toodlem had been out pinning her dolls to the clothesline.  Whether strawheaded or stuffed with cotton, they all looked dripping wet to him, like she'd been giving them baths again.  Dob tripped up the step then opened his back door real slow.  She didn't hear him at first, still struggling, holding her breath as she perched on her head--until she heard the hinge squeak, that is��and collapsed in a loud bellyflop which sent cats and pup scrambling.

	"Where been Dop?"

	"Been a-huntin squirrel."

	"Why Dopper don't takee no gun?" Toodlem asked one of the cats.

	"Ain't gotta gun, you know that.  Whar's supper?"

	"Don't know.  Takee th'train ter Memphis, I s'pose," she told the pup cowering under a rocker.

	"Where'd ye git the pup Toodlem?

	"Papper give me the runt and good riddance..."

	It was her Pap, Lawson K. Leapfeather, who owned the shack they lived in.  He allowed it would be best to keep his special daughter close so he and Mrs. Leapfeather could keep an eye on her, especially once she dropped the kid and it became evident that Toodlem couldn't care for it and Mrs. Leapfeather took over.  Special demands.  That's what Nursy Jane said.  Baby Lawson had special demands.  Her Pap didn't think much of Dob, particularly after this turn of events, but he put them in the old squatter's shack which sat up the draw from his place.  The Leapfeather Clan had first taken root in that rinky�dink shack and now it seemed justifiable that their last contribution to southern womanhood be kept safely inside it, doing headstands.  Dob picked up jobs here and there from folks who needed a bear skinned or a toolshed painted.  Sometimes he helped Black Elam shovel fertilizer from the Livery whenever the nigger needed a hand, but mostly Dob ground peas for Toodlem's Pap who kept them in groceries if you called baloney and scrapple groceries and he never paid Dob a plug nickel.  Right now, it looked like Mr. Leapfeather's bluetick had had her litter.

	"Dop?"

	"Huh?"

	"How many sqwulls Dop git?"

	"Didn't git nuffin.  Ain't got no shooter I tole ye.  Lord will provide Toodlem."

	"That's riiight, Lord provide baloney n'conebread."

	"That's right.  Hey Toodlem?"

	"Whud Dop?"

	"You got no rose toilet water on ye?"

	Toodlem sniffed at herself, soon she was joined in the sniffing by the spraddle-legged pup.  The cats kept their distance.  "Mmmmm, smell likee dog�dang dirt n'onions ter me Dop."

	Dob had to admit, Toodlem had never smelled like much, especially not rosewater.

	"You git anythang fum a drummer while back?"

	She stared up at him, her banjo-eyes glazing, her chopped black hair sticking every whichaway.  After a spell, Dob saw she was somewhere gone again.  Toodlem would leave and go far away from time to time, even when she was sitting across the table from you.  He tried the question once more but her eyes stayed funny and she didn't seem to hear so Dob rustled up some grey baloney.

	Later that night, after Toodlem was asleep, Dob sneaked out to the woodpile and got the magic bag.  Sitting on the back step by guttering candlewick, he took out Master Loki's kit and piffled with the tricks inside.  It wasn't long before Dob figured he had made a mistake.  He tried to sort out the big words in the Wizard Manual, but to little effect; they were powerful big words.  Thinking maybe he could decipher the secrets of each illusion without the manual proved fruitless, the egg wouldn't evaporate and all the spots fell off the domino.  The Magic Snuff Box just looked like an empty snuff box to him.  He sorted through some other clap-trap inside the kit, some silver rings, fancy scarves and whatnot and before long Dob lost heart.  The powers would never be his, those Boyetts and Van Smittles were right.  Dobber Magee would never be a Wizard for God Almighty.  He was doomed to be a bear-skinner and stump-thumper for the rest of his natural life.	Bewildered, he looked out into the bristling pines of Coffin Holler, listening with gloom to a couple of bickering thrushes up near the full moon.  A dog was barking down the holler, but it wasn't Pap Leapfeather's bluetick--Dob knew its yap.  No, most likely it was one of the Shea Clan's hounds that was baying at that sorry, sorry moon.  His wandering eye looked up at it and the face of that demon in the hole returned to him.  

	He was mortified.  Mortified that something so rare and peculiar could have been forgotten by him so easily.  A chill overtook him.  The face had been right.  The drummer did not round up a lynch mob.  The drummer did hop in his buggy and go.  Who would have believed such a thing?  Yet here sat Dob with the plunder of his crime and no knob-boggling powers to show for it.  Where was the finger of God in this, dog-dang it?  It all came to doodley-squat.  Unless, of course, that wasn't a demon at all, down in that hole.  Unless the face was really the face of an angel.  Or at the very least, he thought, remembering the grime on the marble-eyed face, if it wasn't an angel it might be a very dirty saint which God had led him to, who might just be waiting there to grant him wishes or point the way to Wizardry.  It was something to think about.

	The next morning, Dob took some licorice and copper buttons from the magic bag, then threw it in the trash fire.  He left Toodlem busting pecan shells with a brick and hotfooted down the holler, into the backcountry to the hole.  It was right where he left it.

	"Sooo, I see ye finally finished yer oats and come to yer senses," the face said upon seeing him.

	"Ye still here?"

	"I'm always here.  Where would I go?"

	"Daaawg--thought mebbe a coon might a-took ye fer a grub and et yer nose off er covered ye up er somethin..."

	"Naw.  Were a fitful night though," the lips rasped at the bottom of the hole.  "In the wee hours Bob Nottinham, yay, Bob Nottinham come by, down that path yonder a-carryin somethin er somebody, but he paid me no never mind."

	Dob's eyes were wide, his mind askew.  He had to get some things sorted out.

	"I--I reckon I got to ast ye a thang er two--"

	"Shoot."

	"Er ye a dirty demon or a dirty saint?"

	"Hmmm. Have to work on that one fer awhile.  I'll git back to ye."

	"Ye got ye a name ter go by?"

	"Sure--sure I does, but I doubt ye could pernounce it.  Don't fancy it much no how.  Too many names to go'round anyways."

	Dob wasn't too sure what that meant.  He plunged onward.

	"Well, how ye come to be hyere?  Was ye a livin human oncet?"

	"Nope.  Never was.  Never keered to be.  You folks er always a-runnin yerself ragged over little o'nothin."

	"But--"

	"I'm evermore, Dob, jist like the rest of us scattered round these hills."

	"Th-they's more of ye?"

	"Next question?"

	Dob gulped.  "Kin ye give me wizard powers, so's I kin work the magic o'the Holy Ghost?"

	The face laughed down there, a weird, raspy little laugh as it rolled its green glassy eyes.

	"I don't do that."

	"Oh."

	"I know things though, secrets n'sich."

	"Kin ye grant wishes then?"

	"Awww, I could, but I won't."

	"Why not, ain't I the one dug ye up?"

	"Oh sure, Dobber, yer a sleuthin fool, the cat's jammies.  But grantin wishes and that kind of fiddle-faddle, that's fit fer one among many, the rarest o'birds."

	"Awww, c'mon--"

	"Cain't do it."

	"I'll cover ye back up."

	"Go right on ahead, Dob.  Foller yer heart."

	"But--I only gotta couple er three wishes mebbe--"

	"This is the worst part, this gits right weariful--"

	"Please--"

	"They's riddles ye never dreamed of, Dob, afore I could mess with any such wishes."

	"C'mon ast me em now, I got God's finger in my poke--"

	"Ohhh, awright.  How many magpie they sleep, how many magpie fit the tree?"

	"Huh?"

	"That's the first stumper.  How many magpie they sleep, how many magpie fit the tree?"

	"Uh---two."

	"Wrong.  Now--kin we git down ter bidness?"

	"I thank I might jist putta bullet in my haid and yers both," wept Dob.

	"How would yer Nonny feel about that?"

	"Butta...butta...my Nonny..."

	"Don't bust nothin, Dob, take er easy--"

	"Wh-whud would she be thankin bout you, hyere in this hole?"

	"Plenty."

	"Lucky fer you and me she daid."

	"Wouldn't bet the mule on it, not in these hills."

	"Ain't got no mule," blinked Dob.  He was getting confused, had forgotten what he came for.  But those green marble eyes had not.

	"Open ye ears Dobber Magee.  Mebbe I ain't no genie in a bottle but I kin tell ye things.  Secret things that folks is thankin."

	"Dog-dang, why'nt ye say so," Dob blurted.  He might make Wizard yet.  "You kin tell Dob them thangs, thangs in their haids?"

	"You betcher."

	"You is a mind readin aintcha?  A dirty mind reader, howz about that?!"

	"Naw...naw, not exactly.  That'd be a-sayin I didn't know what they'uz a�thankin afore they thunk it.  And I does, jist as I did."

	Dob was not following this line of reason too well, but there had to be fortune and favor to be tilled from the garden of folk's unspaken secrets.  Any fool could see that.  Weakly, very weakly, Dob heard his Nonny say pride went before a fall, but had no problem changing the subject.

	"Tell me sumpin a body is thankin," Dob pled, "sumpin useful."

	"Thought ye weren't never gonna ask.  Mizz Ollie June Walderoop--"

	"Uh-yup, I knows her.  Skint a hawg fer her oncet."

	"That's th'one.  She thanks a panther's been gittin into her coop and snitchin her roostin guineas.  They's a loose plank on the coop's backside and she figgers the panther gits in through there, but she's feelin poorly these days and ain't got the gumption to tack it shut.  Now, if you was to come along with hammer and nail and fix her coop from anymore thievery, she wouldn't have the money to pay you, bein she's a elderly lady of little means.  So what she would give ye fer yer trouble would be a cool glass o'cider and a waterstaint pitcher o'John ther Baptist in a stamp tin frame.  See, Mizz Walderoop is had that pitcher under the bed fer over twenty year, since her daddy died, and she don't know it but he hid a hunnert dollar bill in that tin frame, behind ole John ther Baptist, an hit's jist a-waitin fer the foxy individual who might come along and cut it out."

	"H-how do ye know that?"

	"There ye go again."

	Dob was supposed to thin some weeds for Sook Jackson that afternoon, so the snakes wouldn't pester her two-year-old baby.  But Dob decided she would have to wait.  She might pay him as much as six bits, but a hundred dollars was out of the question.  He told the face in the hole to wait, the face said it would, and Dob allowed how it might be tomorrow even before his return as he laid a black gum bough over the hole at the face's request.  Look sharp, he heard the face tell him, the prize was pressed betwixt Brother John and the pasteboard backing.

	The face was right of course, right as rain about everything.  But first Dob had to certify such mind-cracking skills.  After all, it was evident this was no Master Loki buried to the neckbone.

	Dob picked up clawhammer and nails from Pap Leapfeather's toolbox and was just sinking his last nail into that guinea's coop when Miss Ollie June poked her head out the back screendoor and said yoo-hoo.  Dob told her he had just been wandering by and wanted her guineas to be panther-safe, even though he hadn't spied a guinea on the place, but it was his dog-dang pleasure all the same and Miss Ollie June didn't need to get out of her bed to thank him.  But sure enough, she did get out of her bed.  She offered him cold cider which he drank and before he knew it, Miss Ollie June was returning with a waterstained portrait of John the Baptist hip-deep in River Jordan.  Sooner than later, Dob was back home where he peeled a brittle one hundred dollar note from the innards of the tin frame then tossed the leavings into the trash barrel.

	"Reckon hit's a hunnert dollars.  Don't look like any bill I ever seed though--" Dob told the face the next morning, as he knelt holding the strange money over the hole for inspection.

	"Oopsee.  My mistake."

	"Mistake--?"

	"Confederated currency.  Jeff Davis' frogskins.  Should o'knowed.  Ole Deke Walderoop never really cottoned to his war bein over, tetched he was, jist like his daughter.

	"I dint see no guineas neither."

	"Ain't none.  Ain't been a guinea on the Walderoop place since Ollie June was fifteen.  She still sees em though.  I tole ye, she thanks they's a panther gittin her guineas."

	"Daaawg, an this hyere ain't no good money then?"

	"Awww---mebbe.  Afore long.  We due another stab at secession.  Naw��don't let it fret ye--they's more whar that come from, lotsa notions floatin around in them cockermamie noggins.  We'll git a-holt of a good'n yit."

	Then the face pointed out that Schuyler and Vee Tubbs were almost fixing to move because Vee thought a haint had possession of their house.  The face said that Vee was right, it was a haint, but she would settle for believing it was the monkrat they didn't know was living in their kitchen wall.  You could always poison a monkrat.

	Dob didn't act so quickly on this one; he was still lummoxed by the shoddy rebel money the face had sent him chasing after.  This time, he trudged slower up Pearlwick Road toward Tutweiller's Snoot, where he knew the Tubbs' lived.  He took his time.  He found Vee around back of the house in her tree swing, afraid to go inside.  Schuyler Tubbs, who had done real well trading horseflesh, could be heard behind the barn chopping kindle.  Vee jumped when Dob hailed her, but he eventually got her attention and told her how he was happening by and spotted a monkrat burrowing in under their kitchen.  Vee leapt up and called for Schuyler, who came running and pretty soon Dob was inside the house, banging on their kitchen wall, flushing out a monkrat sure enough, who met the axe-handle and its maker when Schuyler whacked it.  Waiting out there under his kitchen window, Schuyler had not thought poisoning a wall-nesting monkrat was such a great idea.  

	Within their home, Dob heard the creak of footsteps coming down the empty stair, but ignored the echoes as he went outside to collect a five dollar reward from Schuyler's ample money clip.  Vee kissed his hand.  Both were happy he happened by, relieved and rejoicing in this turn of events.  A monkrat, Vee kept singing, all the time it's just a sneaky old monkrat and I ain't slept a night all summer.  She was still going over it as Dob skipped off down the road, counting his money.  He even had enough daylight left to skeedaddle down to Sook Jackson's and thin her weeds.  She only gave him four bits but Dob was feeling no pain.

	"Where'd ye git the perty paper Dop?" asked Toodlem, as he laid out the crisp bills before her.  She was licking mud off a spoon with an empty, mud�stained bowl crooked in her arm.

	"Ain't no paper, Toodlem.  Is five dollars and fifty cent."

	A cat snatched at one of the bills but Dob flung her away.  He stacked the thirty pennies and two dimes and marveled at the wizardry involved in getting them.  His generally dull gaze glistened in the firelight.  This might not be a hundred dollars after all, but it was more than poor Dobber Magee had possessed in a lifetime.  Of course, Vee Tubbs would be beginning another fretful night in her hainted house, but Dob would just be sure to steer clear of Tutweiller's Snoot for a spell.

	"Papper say kitty-kitty gone takee th'train ter Memphis if'n he catch her in corncrib agin.  Whudsay Dop?"

	Dob didn't answer.  He just swept the money into his pouch then went out on the porch to ask the moon how he should spend his riches.  He had a few ideas already.

	After that, Dob got industrious, going to the base of Riddle Top every morning to consult with the moonface in the hole before taking advantage of the secrets they shared.  He found out that Arbus Ray Stang thought his son�in-law Bucky was a liar and a thief who had stolen from him, which he had, and the moonface said Arbus Ray was thinking about shooting Bucky in the back of the head while he was shatting in the pea patch; so Dob showed up just at the proper moment to save Bucky from a bullet.  Arbus Ray was plenty riled, but Bucky was thankful as you might imagine and gave Dob another cow which the moonface predicted he would.  The cow was mangy and probably stolen, but Dob gave that very little consideration, selling her to a Quaker family over in Ewe Springs for twenty-five dollars.  He also told the well-to-do Peabody Dawes that his daddy was thinking of cutting him out of his will and Daddy Dawes died mysteriously in his sleep the next evening before this amendment could transpire so Peabody was grateful; Dob saved a widow certain heartbreak from a sly-nosed gypsy, found an antique Britannia soup tureen where a rotten kid had hidden it from his mama and by hook or crook accrued almost forty-seven dollars before the week was out.

	With this windfall, a starry-eyed Dobber Magee flexed his powers and bought himself a new porkpie hat with quail feather, a used whalebone-handled pocketknife with three blades and a corkscrew, two pairs of celluloid sunglasses, too many Bibleland Comics to keep track of, a moving-picture peeper that broke when he tried to crank it, one hundred army men in a cardboard can, a polka-dot water pistol shaped like a six-shooter, plus assorted peppermints and even a new dress for Toodlem which she used as a pillow when she slept, refusing to change from her old one.   Most of these he bought from Willy Birdwell's Mercantile Feed, Fuel & Grain, except for the pocketknife which he bought from a Van Smittle twin; but even still, those twins sat there joshing and sniping with the others as he picked out every purchase.  He heard the local geechee boys and geechee men making cracks behind him as Willy Jay rang up each carefully considered sale--even the women hid their smiles, and schoolkids mocked the sight of his jaunty porkpie with quail feather loping past their playground.  It seemed that Dobber Magee's newfound wealth was everybody's business.  They continued to doubt his wizardry and raised enough of a clatter for Lawson K. Leapfeather to insist he fork over something for the groceries.  It didn't help that Dob was sucking on a banana chilly-pop at the time.

	He coughed up two dollars for Pap Leapfeather then asked him if he ever knew of Toodlem buying rosewater from Fritzy the drummer.  Lawson called Dob a bad name and said any idget knew that that drummer passed out rosewater samples like they were scripture and could hardly recollect the ladies he had splashed with it.  Then Lawson winked at his prize bluetick and left Dob standing there with chilly-pop dripping down his arm.  How about that you geechees?  So Toodlem had been true to him after all.

	"Tell me Dob, ye ole scutter--" the moonface was croaking down in its hole, one morning early in August.

	"Whud now?" bleated Dob, behind a pair of maroon celluloid glasses.  They hid his wandering eye real well.

	"Ye ever wonder what them friends o'yourn is a-thankin bout ye?"

	"Them boys at Willy Jay's store, they ain't m'friends."

	"I knowed that--"

	"Willy Jay, Black Elam, Preacher Polk, my red heifer--Red, Mister n'Mizz Weaver, Toodlem and that nurse lady, Mizzy Jane--they's my friends.  I gots lots o'friends."

�	"I knowed that too.  Ever thank'bout what they's a-thankin'bout you?"

	"Uh--naw."

	"Hmmm."



	After he cut the red heifer's throat, Dob found himself walking along Cooly Bug Creek with a lot of blood on his shirt.  He was headed for the Weaver's place.  Don't fret, the face had said, don't fret about whether folks are talking about you behind your back.  Of course they are.  Folks talk about folks, that's just the way they do.  Don't fret, the face said.

	Matthew Birdnell--or was it Matthew’s big brother Weldon?--one of them was squatting on the creek bank, ruminating as Dob passed.  "Yeeea-there, boy, howz my dopey Dobber?" the Birdnell cracked.  But Dob hurried by without a word, an awful ache growing betwixt his eyes.  He had thrown away the sunglasses and did not have time for know-nothings like Weldon Birdnells or Van Smittles or Boyetts or any other chucklebait from Cayuga Ridge.  No goat, no goat, no goat for the likes of them.  His wandering eye wasn't wandering anymore.  It saw clearly the farmhouse ahead, the log cistern house and the feed pen.  Somewhere far behind he heard Matthew Birdnell snorting something about how Dob could lick his podrash and like it, but Matthew was drowned out in Dob's ears by the rising hellwind which came coursing through Auld Gap and ruffled one's disposition.  A summer gale, unusual for these parts, which grew vigorous as the valleys and hollers turned deep purple.

	Dob crept up to the Weaver's porch, peeked through a window.  Inside, he heard nattering, cheery voices and a lit hurricane lamp threw a glimmer down the hall.  He was loitering around the open window screen of their front parlor; but down at the end of the hall, within the light, was a kitchen table where Melba Weaver and her six children were taking supper.  There was the clatter of dishes and silver and all seemed to be talking at the same time, in a friendly, warm sort of way that stirred something in Dob, a pang he had never felt before.  For some unknown reason, this only served to stoke the thorny rage now noodling through Dob's brain.

	He slipped off the porch, almost tumbling over his own feet as he rounded the back corner of the house--and came face to face with Mr. Ash Weaver who held six eggs, three in each hand.  Mr. Weaver, short, broad-faced and full of giggles, had always been a kindly fellow to Dob.  Right now he looked surprised.

	"Dobber Magee!  What kin I do ye fer?  Ye jist caught me roustin the chickens as you kin see--"

	"Uuuhm-uh--"  Wrath.  A festered wrath was skewering Dob's constitution, but he strove to hide it.  "Uhhh--seee,I wuzza--"

	"Whyn't ye come in and set supper with us," Ash beamed, nodding toward the voices in the kitchen, not a word about the blood.  "We'd be proud to have ye."

	What about those big evil notions, Dob was asking Mr. Weaver in his head, what about the vicious, black-hearted notions that boil behind your smiling eyes Mr. Ash Weaver?  The face told him plenty about such thoughts.  Evil thinkings about Dobber Magee and his bride Toodlem.

	"N-naw, th-thank ye Mr. Weaver, but I done et..."

	"So how ye come to be hyere?" smiling Ash asked him.

	But you think old goony Dobber Magee is a perverted dimwit and worse, you figure Toodlem should be in a cage, don't you Mr. Weaver?  So says the moonface.  You can call it rest home or a sanatorium or what you will, but it's still a cage you're wanting for her.

	"Eeerrr--I wuz jist takin a kinda detour through ye place, from the crick over t'the road.  Hope ye don't mind?"

	"A detour, huh?"  Ash was chuckling.

	Wouldn't you like to know, Mr. Weaver?  You and your witchy witchwife Melba and your witchy notions about other folks' business.

	"That's right.  Been a-choppin weed fer Mizz Jackson and wanted to git t'home afore dark."

	"Sure--sure Dobber, I git ye.  You go right on ahead.  Detour through my place anytime yer a mind to."

	"Thank ye, Mr. Weaver.  Yer supper's a-gittin cold I spect..."

	"Evenin Dob."

	Dob loped off toward the road, as if he were leaving.  Ash Weaver stood there with his eggs for a spell, watching him go, but nearing the barn Dob threw a glance over his shoulder and saw Ash go up the kitchen steps then inside to the thrill of those childish voices.  Dob ducked into the Weaver's barn.

	He poked around the barn's workbench, amongst the tools and paint thinner, until he found a half-empty can of anti-freeze.  Dob had a quick looksee at the yard, the lost family of gigglers kept feasting on their devilish supper--feasting in their unholiest of kitchens as Dob bent over and dashed across the yard, into the log cistern house.  As he poured the anti-freeze into their water supply, he was thinking it was the least they deserved, it was the righteous thing after all the moonface had told him, rasping out their vicious secrets from down in its hole.  The anti-freeze might not kill them, but it would sure make them sick enough to regret it, sick enough maybe that their hair would fall out and they would get skin spots and folks would think them unnaturally peculiar and maybe these Weavers would repent and see the backsliding profanity of their ways.  Reap it, he said, hearing the children giggle again as he drained the can.

	When Dob got to Black Elam's shanty the wind was kicking dry chaff and dust in his face.  Black Elam lived on the outskirt of Cayuga Ridge, his shanty sat back in the field behind the Livery.  As Dob lingered around his door, he could hear Black Elam in there snoring, probably sleeping off some shine.  Black Elam liked to drink shiney and sing camp songs to his dogs.  He had over twenty of those dog-dang dogs and would up and adopt the next stray that came sniffing for scraps.  A lot of niggers were like that.

	Dob went around back and poured some coal oil he had brought from the Weavers along the back wall of Elam's shanty.  He lit a match to the MYSTERIES OF THE HUMAN MIND, pitched the tract, and scampered of into the woods to watch.  Pretty soon the flames took hold, then a lot of barking and cussing and the door flew open.  Old Black Elam came prancing outside barefoot, holding two mongrels, choking bad from the smoke.  A slew of hounds bounded outside with him, yelping, raising a ruckus as flames leapt across the roof of the tiny shack.

	"Git outer thar, Mugg---Lulu!" Elam hollered at the hounds, doing a jig in his flea-bitten union suit.  "Hep!--hep po Elam!--hits afarrr--afarrr!"

	For shame on Black Elam.  Shame on your dog-dang gutter thoughts and gutter believings.  Dob had heard all he needed to hear, heard it from a hole in the ground.

	"Hep!---brang dat water quick man---shit, ain't no use--"  Black Elam stopped and stood there amongst the jumping dogs, watching fire consume his worldly possessions as Willy Jay ran out of his store to join the bucket brigade forming out back of the Livery.  Luke Boyett, his step-daddy and a handful of teenagers from Bible school began a feeble line of water, but not before one side of the shanty collapsed.  "Aw mercy me Mistah Luke--dey boint mah owny shoes, mah owny shoes!"

	Reap it nigger, Dob was thinking.  You better reap the hellfire of your vile, sulphur-stinking notions.  You might think Dobber Magee is dumber than ox flop, or what about your filthy daydreams about Toodlem and you the same time thinking she was plumb pitiful? but you had no call wishing Dobber Magee's little baby--Baby Lawson---wishing he had been put down, put to sleep like a runt piggy with rickets, dog-dang you.  Right then and there, Dob decided all lonesome niggers should be put to sleep.

	The bucket brigade gave up and Dob saw Preacher Polk standing on the Church stoop, arms folded, watching in his high black collar, but never moving to help.  His preacherly thoughts were plenty bad about Dobber, but then, Preacher Polk felt pretty much the same about his entire flock.  Dob pulled further back into the trees, retreating from Cayuga Ridge.  Willy Jay was the only one who never said or harbored a slur against him.  Willy and Toodlem.  He'd leave Preacher Polk to his own hellfires, he was the man of God and Dob wouldn't mess with him.  Nor would he take vengeance on Nursy Jane, though she was surely the worst.  So bad he couldn't bear to ponder her abomination.  Still, she was a healer, the womenfolk and Baby Lawson took to her and depended on her.  She was a seed of Satan but Dob was too spooked by her omens to smight her.

	So he hustled away from the sinners of Cayuga Ridge, leaving them go.  There must have been much smoke and cinder in the wind though, because, not far up Pearlwick Road, last light was fading ever-so-fast as Nursy Jane's surplus-white jeep came rumbling around the bend.  The jeep skidded and stopped.  So did Dobber Magee.  She was about Dob's age, but seemed a lifetime older in her starched white smock.  Nursy Jane saw the blood on his shirt.  She climbed out.  Her voice came like low music as she moved toward him.

	"Dob, are you awright--?"

	Dob said nothing.  His eye did not wander.

	"I just come from seein yer baby to the Leapfeather’s.  And Toodlem said you come by and hurt the cow."

	He began to quake, he felt the whalebone knife in his pocket.  There was no tolerating such a harlot staining the memory of such a sainted Nonny as His Nonny.  She was sick, ailing for a long time with tremors and visitations.  Not demented, you whore.  Never, never, never ever, not never demented.

	"Is--is that true, Dob?" she asked, reaching out, Nursy Jane looked so sad.

	One of his hands flew up and crushed her windpipe.

	"Weren't no skizzo!  Hear me?!  Weren't no dog-dang skizzo--she weren't!" Dob was wailing.  He throttled her and stabbed her and kept stabbing, gouging, flaying until her blood stained Dob from head to crooked toe.

	Then he ran and ran into the feverish wind, up Pearlwick Road, through trees and briars, up the clefts toward Riddle Top.  He fell and retched in the grass, then he got up and ran some more.  Uncovering the hole, he began to beg, drooling down his chin.

	"Whud I do now, gotter tell me, whud I dooo now--?"

	Deep in the hole, the moonface was whooping, vast gales of laughter.

	"Haaawww, Dob, ye didn't have ter go n'killer did ye?"  The green marble eyes rolled, raspy jubilation burst from the cracked lips.  "Haaawww-hawww-hooo-dee-hooo-de-hoooooo!"

	"Hep me undo hit, like ye done before--"

	"Heeehee--naw, ye kilt her good this time Dobber boy, this'n is deader'n Dixie, cain't hep ye thar--"

	"Butta--butta--whud she thunk about Nonny.  She'uz plumb nasty to thank sich as that!"

	"Hooo-hoo-hee-hee-hoooo---whudsay?"

	"Nonny weren't no mad thang.  I ain't no fruit o'no mad thang!"

	"Hell if she weren't Dobber.  I'uz jist a-visitin with her t'other day an she's tetched, mighty tetched I tell ye!"

	Dob's head boggled to the core.  He squealed and began shoving dirt into the hole, his hands clammered madly, grabbing earth and hurling it down onto the hooting face.  The moonface's lips began to sputter as his laughter filled with grit.

	"Whooa---Dob--wait--" it spat and ground its tongue,

 "--wait, we kin do bidness."

	But Dobber bawled for the hills to hear; railing at the eyes of night, he buried the face and fled, up onto Riddle Top where he prayed they would never find him.
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T A R B A B Y







	Claud took the albino toad off her tongue, then plopped the toad in a moonlit glass.  Her toadlet glowed pink and white in the milky water.  She puckered, squeaked her chair forward a notch and pondered the fruits of sleep, eternal sleep and life everlasting.  Kasper John was already snoring across the room.

	Claud slept in the hooky slew betwixt Choat's Peak and Old Riddle Top.  Most nights she slept sitting up since her legs had been sawed off.  It was a sight easier than putting herself to bed, though some nights it was warmer under her dead mama's patchwork.  She could always ask little brother to help her from the chair--Kasper John was only forty-seven and his back hadn't quit on him yet.  But she liked it here by the window where she could tune in the stars and the lovely voices from beyond.  Needed her voices, she did.  You know the kind.

	Not that she slept much these days.  Her sleep was often disturbed.  There were too many intrusions. 

	Sometimes her toes felt a tickle and she went to scratch them that weren't there.  They still fooled her, every time.  It had been almost a dozen years since the sugar diabetes got into her chunky legs, since dead Doc Sax took them off on the kitchen table over there; but sometimes she'd swear her legs hurt just as bad as ever.  There was no justice in it.  She could not walk, but wherever her toebones were wiggling without her tonight, they could still riddle Miss Claud with a blue-edged pain and even bluer old blues for to trouble her sleep.  But not Kasper John Turlow.  You couldn't trouble him.  Who dared?  Who would want to trip his slow, rattled breath over there, in the darkness?  Yes.  He always slept the night.

	And wouldn't he get up dull in the morning when she scraped the skillet onto the woodstove, and wouldn't he sit at that butcher's table through breakfast, barely awake and muttering in one long drone about how tired a body felt?  Then her brother would spend tomorrow yawning around the place, barely awake as usual and never quite figuring out why.  It seemed to Claud that long, tall Kasper John had never really wakened since they were babies.  Not like her own keen and wasting life at all.  He had been stuck here forever betwixt Choat's Peak and Old Riddle Top, just as she had.  But Kasper John was steady, forever steady, if your idea of steady was a flat rock with no expression and no plans to speak of.  He even looked much the same to her, though Claud knew his face must have seasoned over the years.  But then, Johnny was pretty old from the get go.

	For Claud, creeping closer to sixty meant too, too much had changed for her to ever sleep easy.  She heard him murmur, looked over to see his bones ripple on the bunk.  She was trying not to dwell on the lost pieces of herself, misplaced heartsongs that little brother would know piddling about.

	Once, it seemed, she had been fair and full of promise.  Tonight she was just cranky.  Tonight she might scare the chickens.  And she wanted a sweet, gooey tarbaby from the cookie box no matter what Nursy Jane had said.  Sweet dead Nursy Jane.  Sweet dead Sisilse Bane.  Oh, the sweet dead children.  How could Claud be left here being, asking luck of a white toad's stone, alive like this, while so many sweet ones perish?  Once, it seemed, she saw herself as a dancer, until her dead mama filled her with enough lard and molasses cakes to change everybody's mind.  Tonight she looked down at the stumps beneath her paisley robe and did not see what difference another tarbaby or two could make.  Claud did not figure she was long for this world with or without.  But then, a trip to the cookie box meant rumbling past Kasper John's cot.

	The mountains whispered, the spreading elm fluttered outside her window.  A puffy finger hooked aside the curtain so she could peer outside.  Nothing else moved out there, except the watery slew.  No deathdealers.  No love.  No hope.  Nothing she could be sure of.  Only wind milling in the marshgrass. 

	These were the empty nights she fretted most.  One of Kasper John's nights.  She thought about the tarbaby a moment and reached a proper decision.  She would just sit here, sit and think about it for a spell.  The tarbaby would wait.  But Kasper John, he would not wait much longer.  The moon crept higher over his private slew where the flash floods ran in spring but never after solstice, where the road below their yard lay deep black and stony silent, and somehow in his sleep he felt it.  These were the signs she knew too well; they inflicted strange dread upon her.  Soon he would go out that door and walk.  Wouldn't he?

	She wondered where he might go and who he would visit there.  Once or twice in the last few years she had caught him muttering to somebody outside.  Always just outside the door, always far enough gone she couldn't quite make out his words.  Maybe he was visiting strangers on the porch, maybe down by the road.  She could never tell.

	He began his travels just before his high, young voice dropped; yet for the longest time their mama never knew--and when her suspicions turned real she was afraid to ask.  Claud was keen all along, almost from the very beginning.  They slept side by side for so many years that Claud sensed her brother's stirrings even after he had moved to another cot.  But her mama hated the unfamiliar thing, feared more than she hated.  From the day her beloved husband died of yellow jaundice, fear had the guiding hand in their dead mama's life.  Claud was the oldest and she could hardly remember the man.  Baby Kasper John was still sucking his fingers in the crib, just drawing new breath from this world as their sire breathed his last.  And from that breath onward, fear began killing her dead mama in slow degrees.

	Geese flew honking threw the hills, ruddy ducks splashed down, then moved on with the seasons.  But not Mrs. Turlow. 

	Mama never left the slew much in years to come.  She didn't want to visit folks.  Rarely, she would let one of her two children go down to the store in Cayuga Ridge for some necessary item, usually Claud since she was the eldest by almost ten years and the one with the most gumption.  No, Claud's dead mama didn't risk much after her husband abandoned her.  She clung to what little she had.  She fed sweets and gravy to her only daughter to tamp down her spirit, keeping her here where she belonged with the shadow woman that bore her, and she fed ridicule to her shy child so he would never grow into a man, so he would never leave her like a man was meant to do.

	Her mama gave what schooling she had to Claud and, later, Claud passed it on to little Kasper John who didn't stay little for long.  He grew tall and when the occasional crusty uncle would come down the slew to check on them, or in the brittle cold months when hunters would sometimes pass by their place and stop for coffee, why, Kasper John was forever hanging close to the older men, trying to soak up what he could, longing to match them in the endless drawl of highflown tales and sage advice.  He liked the way they laughed though he never laughed himself.  Sometimes, when they were friendly enough and didn't scare mama too much, she would let them camp by the road most of an afternoon with a  bonfire and their kill hanging from the redbud tree.  Kasper John couldn't be lured from their circle on those days until the kill was skinned and parceled out, until the last wager had been settled.  And this made his dead mama very nervous.  And her nervous conniptions worsened with each passing year.  She cast lizard guts upon the hearthstone, looking for an answer.  In time, she shunned any and all passersby.  Love was out of the question.  But Claud loved sad Kasper John, had loved him dearly, hadn't she?  Surely this was true, for there was a tiny grave up in the chinquapin wood. 

	Claud heard his voice.  

	She looked over from the window.  

	He'd said something.  It sounded like he was hailing some familiar soul, but the name was too slurred to understand.  

	Claud bristled; she still bristled after all these ages of his coming and going.  She could just barely make out Kasper John's form in the shadowed corner of the room.

	He sat up in bed.  He sat up and she was breathless.  It would do no good to question him, she knew that.  He was asleep.  He would sleep through the night.

	Kasper John got dressed slowly, as was his custom, he dressed himself with care.  Frozen in her moonlit chair, she watched him do it.  He put on his dark trousers, his white cotton shirt, and he laced his boots with a purpose she wished she could approach.  His eyes were open, his face faceless.  Tucking and folding, he made his neat little bed.  Then Kasper John shuttled softly across the boards, took his tobacco and papers from the fireplace mantle.  Every step was like a clock wound inside him, slow-ticking and taut in this silent room they had forever shared.  As he turned for the door another's voice broke the silence.

	"Kasper John?"  

	She could not help herself.  She often could not keep from calling, reaching out to him.  How many nights, how many nights, how many nights?

	He did not hear her of course.  He was asleep.  Asleep as she was awake and watching.  "Kasper John."

	Kasper John was elsewhere.  He pocketed tobacco and papers as he moved toward the door.  He opened it and went out.  He was careful to shut his room and latch it, matter-of-fact as a man leaving home to go vote.

	He might be back in half an hour.  He often was.  Looking just the same, undressing as he had dressed, and waking in the morning without remembrance.  She was sure of that much.  There would be no remembrance on Kasper John's part.  Or, he might be hours gone, hours lost before returning to his bed.

	Long after she heard his footfalls leave the porch, centuries after she heard the gravel shuffle up the road into nothingness, into the flux of water and leaf, she was still puckered by the window.  The moonglow evaporated from her toadlet in the glass.  The tarbaby meant nothing to her now.  She dreamt awake.  She dreamt she might roll across the room and take her dead mama's conjurebook from under the bed then find the proper page and go with Kasper John, walk with his long legs wherever he went; she would go dancing away, to wherever, to whoever he saw fit.
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G O D L E S S   S U N D A Y S







	Sunday the old preacher come knocking.  Knock-knock.  But Frank Jr. did not answer the door.  Frank Jr. never answered the door no more when the old preacher came knocking and he came knocking every day of the week, about this time, shortly after dawn.  

	Why should Sunday be any different, just because an old longjawed, tuft-chinned preacherman chose to break his godless Sabbath?  And Frank Jr. knew his was not the only door this preacher rapped at.  There were other doors, other doors scattered round these woods.  Actually, Frank Jr. seldom answered any door for anybody since his wife Althee had died three years back in childbirth, taking her killer child with her.  No godless door was going to change that.  Her dead.  Her killer child born dead.  Today, Sunday, would be no different.  

	No, Frank Jr. took the needle out of his arm and spiked the syringe upright on the handle of his vet bag.  Frank Jr. rose carefully from his padded chair.  Everybody wanted him to go out more, to come tend their beasts.  But Frank Jr. didn’t want to go out.  He didn’t want to open any doors.  He didn’t want to go nowhere.  He didn’t want to tend nothing nor nobody.  

	As the preacher knocked and knocked Frank Jr. walked out his missing back door, off the porch, and down into his root cellar, closing the overhead trap behind him.  Down here he kept his beastly medicines and memories.  He also kept a padded chair, a crib full of rubber nipples, and a stuffed felt pony Althee had clung to in her final hours.  Down in this earthy wet womb he could once again hold close to Althee.  His beloved Althee.  His lost, murdered Althee, now sheltered by by-gone beasts of burden--Althee sheltered as he now was sheltered until, finally, that old preacher wandered off and away, gone until tomorrow.  Gone like Frank Jr.’s lamplight would fade with his Althee and the oils of life.  But today, Sunday, from his grave, Frank Jr. would bury himself from that drunk godless preacher’s only godless question:

	“How went tizzypoke?” was all that old man ever asked.  “How went tizzy...?”
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P S A L M   O F   T H E   E M U







	Listen close, but not too damn close.

	If you ever hear a drumming, a weird mumbly drumming while you lay awake nights on sweated sheets, well, it might be an emu if it ain't the sickness or the dying beat of your broke heart.  I don't know if the emu loves me or anybody else, but who really gives a good gesundheit about some white boy's heartbroke heart?  Ruby Ann did not.

	Somehow, the minute I saw her and her manicured cousin D'Wyla coming through the trailer door with two tackle boxes I knew there was misery in my brew.

	"D'Wyla's stayin the weekend, maybe longer," Ruby announced with glee, "and look, Shad, she's brung her little poochie with her too!"

	I never caught the poochie's name, but I did pour it some beer before I slipped into the shower that infamous Friday night.  D'Wyla dropped her two big tackle boxes on the shag then smooched at my naked butt before I got the toilet door closed.  Not that she hadn't seen my crack before, since she was my own third cousin as well and played nurse to my doctor years ago as kids.  But she wouldn't be coming to the reunion next week and that was jim-dandy with me.  I figured I would get a free weekend's worth of her psalm singing and supermarket mag gossip, and besides, this upcoming family feed didn't extend quite as far as third cousins.

	In the shower I gargled cold Schlitz and wondered why she and my Ruby Ann would be messing with all that hook and tackle.  Neither lady had been exactly bred to skin a catfish or hoist a cane pole; come to think of it, neither of them had much grasp for anything but my Sears card and Sears was maxed plastic.  Hadn't Ruby Ann and I been punching it out for the last week over that new Silvertone guitar of hers, the one I split and chucked in the smoker?  Go ask the sheriff.  She ran off bawling while I turned wild boar ribs on the rack and she didn't come back until she squeezed $600 in new whitewalls onto the Texaco card then wrecked her Cutlass Supreme leaving Bull's Gladiola Lounge.  But she was hooting happy when she came home.  That was the main thing, even if only one of those new tires was still on-rim when B&B Wrecker dropped her heap Supreme in the yard.  I told her I loved her and offered her a spare rib.  She took it, ate it, threw it up and I nursed her all night, through the dry heaves and everything.  Love conquers.

	You can imagine my flabbergast when I came out of the shower a week later--only to find my little girl, our girl cousin and cousin's poochie sprawled in the floor with all those hot n'glossy fingernails.  Both tackle boxes had exploded while I was out of the living room.  The ladies were busy whispering, my very own pair of ticklebritches with a blue Tom Jones wavy and flipping out on our tired old Zenith.  And those big tackle boxes were  overflowing with chromacolor fingernails: trays and trays of magenta, orange and green acrylic nails, acetone fumes stout enough to gag a wire-sprung poochie--and damned if poochie didn't already look damaged as he gnawed on a tube of lip gloss.  They ignored me, so I went into the bedroom and flopped with the Penthouse Forum.

	My body must have been a rundown thing; because it was about threeish in the a.m. when I came around--still wrapped in my free STP Oil Treatment beach towel when I heard their weeping fit.  I remember raising up for a moment, peeking through the accordion door--into the living room where a vague and dreary dream met mr. sleepy-eyes.  They still sat crosslegged in the shag, test pattern buzzing and both chicks hunched over D'Wyla's open Bible.  But their tongues sounded different, queer as I recall, kind of low and siren sharp and desperate as they wrestled with something I could not hear or understand.  I remember they both wore a new set of long spiked nails that kept scratching wildly at the air as they flicked pages and spilled teardrops on the Good Book.  D'Wyla's were silver and my Ruby Ann's were bright fuchsia purple, the fingernails that is, and Ruby was chain-smoking Pall Malls like she always did when she was pent-up and trying to make a decision.  Before my head fell back on the pillow, if memory serves, I looked down and saw that wiry pooch snuggled against my hip, sleeping it off with me.

	When I woke up Saturday morning, poochie was gone and so was my true love.  Not to mention that goddam girl cousin of mine what stole her.

	There was a letter, there's always a letter.  This one was written on the flipside of Szechuan Juan's carry-out menu, taped to a dark Zenith screen, those airwaves cut off like my heartstrings.  Yes, baby was gone it said, gone for good and she had spaken to the Lord and the Lord wanted her to straighten her life out and go back to junior college and maybe go into the prosthetic wig business with her cousin, D'Wyla.  That's what the Lord wanted her to do.  The letter didn't say a word about Ruby Ann's feelings on the subject except that she had a new born-again boyfriend and she probably didn't love me anymore.

	That week it hit 104 degrees in the shade while I broke 101 degrees shaking and shivering in my double-wide.  I did not attempt work on Monday; I took to running the air-conditioner frigid-cold, night and day, and by Tuesday I was fighting chills and fever and suicide and crunching sinus tablets just to keep on breathing.  I took my Magtech field rifle out and cleaned it.  I spread its lethal guts out on the kitchen table and sat there hours on end, thinking about power tools, thinking about animal sacrifice, wondering if I called up her folks and begged and sniveled if maybe they might tell me where to find her.  And I would have too, if I could have stopped blubbering long enough to dial the phone.

	Failure befriended me.  I'm a lumberman by trade.  I cut cordwood for ready cash.  But I ignored my chainsaw and I ignored the feverish heat.  I huffed until my reefer was all gone.  I played He Stopped Loving Her Fatass Today until Sir George Jones snarled in the machine.

	Sometime early, early Friday morning--or was it late Thursday night?--I forget, but lost somewhere in love's horrorama I stuck my head into an empty freezer compartment.  I stood waiting for hypothermal doom to set in, at the very least I'd wait until my ears hurt.  That's when Uncle Orbuckle occurred to me.  I got the word.  I would go up and visit with Uncle Orbuckle, before the reunion on Saturday.  Soon the entire clan would flood our old homeplace down the fork from Uncle Orbuckle and there would be little peace of mind for him or me or anybody else until the weekend was done.  This was my last chance.

	Almost six hours later, sun breaking on the collapsed barn, I drove up through the mustard greens to his house.  He did not look surprised to see me.  He never did.  I ate a sinus tablet then got out of my Jimmy 4x4 with suspenders and workshirt plastered to my body.

	Uncle didn't seem to notice anything awry, though I'm sure he noticed alright as his long legs stretched out from the wolftrap he was lodged on, those high razor-sharp cheekbones of his catching first cocklight.  Whatever happened next, Uncle O. would probably let it happen.  His Choctaw eyes cut across the top of the coffee cup.

	"Shad..." 	

	"Uncle O."

	"How about it?"

	"She done run out on me."

	"Run where you say?"

	"Straight to Jesus and the welfare line fer as I care."

	"Coffee?"  

	We took coffee together.  I got a cup from the kitchen then sat drinking the skanky brew on Uncle Orbuckle's porch.  It made me sweat even more.  My skull felt like a bubbling percolator full of hot glue.  I ate another sinus tablet.  After a little while I realized the coffee or the tablets or something had gotten me horny.  Horny for Ruby Ann.

	"Jest fixin to go fetch them melons," Uncle O. said.

	"Whose melons?"  I was thinking about Ruby Ann's.  And D'Wyla's.  

	"What's that?"  Uncle O. did not hear so good since Korea.

	"After melons you say?"

	"Yaller-meated melons.  Tilden Critchwald's got some sweet'ns this year.  We'll need em fer this mess this weekend."

	I pictured all our kinfolk converging on that empty homestead around the bend, before afternoon was out.  Welcome to my nightmare. 

	"You ready fer all them kids and cranky in-laws?"

	"They'll come and they'll go."

	Uncle Orbuckle tossed the last of his cup at the chickens before setting it through the open window into the sink.  He didn't seem too concerned about my predicament and I didn't expect him to be.  This was what I required of my favorite uncle; acceptance and indifference.  It was comforting somehow.  Those who said he kept to himself since Aunt Nenn died didn't know him too well before.  His house and yard were just more clogged, that's all.

	Most folk wouldn't believe it, but my Uncle Orbuckle is a retired science teacher.  He had been a good teacher, too, who found time for agriculture and schooling kids when he wasn't doctoring stock and dingoes.  It was grown-ups what didn't set too well with him.  All the dingoes were gone now--for the first time in my life--Uncle O. was without dingo.  He said the wolves got some, the others got so elderly he had to shoot them.  There was only one beast left out in the back pasture; a biological mistake, a hinny-ass named Archimedes, who was born on my fourteenth birthday when Aunt Nenn fried me some birthday donuts, dipped them in chocolate then told me that little hinny had more on the ball than I did.  Thinking back on it, she was woefully correct and would be until the day Uncle shot either me or Archimedes for cause.  To begin with, a hinny ain't got no horny to it.

	Uncle O. was shoving junk out the back of his pickup by now, making room for reunion melons.  When he got inside, cranking the engine without word one, I realized he wasn't waiting for daylight, muchless a lovesick drake like me.  I drained hot scorching sludge down my chin and belly then ran for his pickup.

	"Jist kick a space, kick a space," he was quick to say inside his gizmo-cluttered cab.

	We were miles into the backcountry, on a hard clay road before he spake again.

	"Who ya say got yer gal?"

	"Jesus Christ and D'Wyla."

	Soft beads clustered around a steep widow's peak, thick as his hide which never seemed to quite break sweat.

	"Good as anybody I guess."  Those black eyes stung, unsmiling as we bucked up a rockribbed incline.  "Now don't let them emu scare you."

	"You say emu?"

	"See ole roundboy over there by that maintainer?"

	We passed a short, pink dirt farmer pouring oil into a roadgrading monster with steroid tires.  He waved.  Uncle O. raised two fingers from the wheel.

	"One of Mitt Lufken's boys," he drawled, "used to own this parcel here.  Senator Ginricky and his eminent domain come in and give that feller two bits on the dollar fer this parcel, give him that job with Smoky Iron and Chem to boot and kid let me tell ya, mineral rights never even come into the conversation.  It went overnight from his hands to Park Service to Smoky Inc. with no stops in betwixt.  They say he's a-drankin more and glad to have the job."

	"You say emu?" I repeated.

	"Sure, Shad, ole Tilden Critchwald's runnin hisself a herd of emu and they're mighty fierce when summer takes hold."

	"Big ostrick-lookin things ain't they?"

	"Man, emus are the future, don't you know that?  Seein more and more of em around here.  Just ask Tilden.  Cheaper than cattle and they got em on the best menus in Houston and Atlanta."

	"I don't believe it."

	"Believe it.  Year or so back, Tilden'd spend all mornin in that store a-tellin ya about emu-dollars, before folks up and glutted the market."  Uncle O. chuckled.  "He don't mention them emu much now.  Unless, o'course, you insist."

	We rumbled over a cattle guard a few minutes later, into the Critchwald's yard.  The first thing I saw was the run of cages off beside their white crackerbox house.  The cages were a makeshift telephone pole encampment, strung together with chicken wire, concertina wire, and dock pallets under a spread of valiant maples.  I saw the long shaded craws and beaks of strange birds.  Big birds with heads that bobbed fretfully, like their fates were sealed and they knew it and knew enough to be real nervous about it.  There were about eight pens of them altogether with a feed shed in the big middle lot.

	"There's Shirley," Uncle Orbuckle said.  We got out and moved toward the birds.

	Yes, indeed, there was a woman in their midst.  I finally made out her squatty shape as she sorted through the flock.  And I heard drumming.  That weird drumming like an overlapping echo out of Congo Records.

	"Perty bird, perty bird," she was mewing to one punk-headed wonder in particular.  "Perty bird's a perty mama..."

	Uncle Orbuckle crossed his arms over the fence.

	"Shirley, you nursin that bird er is she a-nursin you?"

	"We all fend fer ourselves, O.W., and don't you fergit it.  See here, I gotta git this ole mama bird back in her pen so's I kin go to town."  Shirley gave me a quick wary glance then returned to the bird she was stalking.  Where was that drumming coming from, I wondered?  She stepped from a gangly cluster of emus; they were long-legged, long-beaked and taller than she was with gullets shorter than an ostrich.  They were ugly.  As Shirley parted salt and pepper feathers and emerged, I noticed the feed bucket in her hand, the flabby woman barefoot in her shiny aqua housecoat.

	I also got a bead on miss mama bird.  She was strutting in slow-motion, away from Shirley, cake-walking toward a rank corner of the lot, where the fence sagged and rotten leaves mingled with emu droppings.  The bird's great clawed feet found syncopation with the dreamy echo of the drum.

	"Hear her a-drummin?" Shirley said.  "She's a-drummin fer ya."

	It was only then I realized the sound came thumping from the emu's throat.  Just as suddenly, the bird did an about-face and came my way, eyes bulging, drumming up a storm.  Her beak was shut, but I saw a steady pulse in her throat, a pulse that matched the spooky rhythm.  And she winked at me.  I swear on Elvis' jockstrap, she winked at me with the world's longest eyelashes and a hot sexual trill sped over young Shadrack, rushing up from my Wranglers.  The mama emu kept strutting my way and I got naked flashes of D'Wyla, then Ruby Ann, then D'Wyla, then Ruby Ann and D'Wyla together, long nails raking my privates.  For a moment there, soaked with odorous sweat I felt nothing but love for those two naked gals and for that emu coming at me.  Love and dripping sex and horny abandon.  The emu boogied up to me, bug-eyeing my merchandise, only a fence separating our lust as I fumbled in my shirt for a sinus tablet.

	"Shirley?"

	"Perty birdy, perty--my goodness, O.W., git to the point."

	"Where's that ole boy o'yours?  Tilden promised me some melons."

	The pretty bird winked again then backed off from me.  She was looking lovelier by the minute.

	"Well, he's down to the store, or so he says.  Help yerself to Daddy's melons.  Got too many melons and no hogs to speak of."

	The mama emu tossed her head, petulant and proud, she turned away--swishing her tail toward Mrs. Critchwald.  The rest of the flock scattered across the pen, big emu and baby emu alike, as the barefoot woman pampered her harem queen with soft whispers and juicy tidbits, coaxing the vixen emu from their covey.

	We ran the truck up the road to Tilden Critchwald's melon patch.  Uncle O. eased his tires down the furrows betwixt sandy banks of watermelon.

	"Sandy soil grows em the sweetest.  That's why my own thumpers are generally poor, ain't fit to eat, less'n you're a swayback mule.  My gumbo grows a mealy melon."

	I listened to him, half-hearted, feeling the heat and dodging carnal daydreams in my curdling brain.  He saw something he liked, so we stopped and got out.

	"Thump em, son," he kept telling me as he bent and thumped.  "If they be ripe, they'll tell ya.  Hear that deep holler sound?  Means she's ripe and ready."

	I thumped and he thumped and we loaded melons into the truck bed until we had an even dozen.  Orbuckle allowed that that was plenty; there were hundreds of the Black Diamond melons still waiting in the sun, but ours was a load he said.  I asked if any of these specimens were seedless.  His eye told me I shouldn't have asked.  "A seedless is an unacceptable melon," he said, "no flavor."  And that was the end of that.  We got back in the cab then made slow progress from the field.  Uncle O. lit up a Roi-Tan, spat its tip at the open gate ahead.

	"Well there's ole Tilden now--"

	And, sure enough, there was old Tilden grinning by the gatepost.  I had not seen Tilden in a long time.  He would have still been the Cayuga Ridge postmaster and I would have worn short britches not unlike the cut-off overhalls he was now bouncing up and down in on this blister-bug of a day.  His knob face was crusty brown as his kneebones.  Even in my sorry state, I looked twice at the dancing combat boots and toothpick.  He had folded himself a rough cap from a Piggly-Wiggly paper bag.  We could have passed on the street.

	"Lord, I believe they's sneak-thieves in Diddy's dirt patch," he was already hooting, thin gold-rimmed teeth glinting at us.  "Come quick mama and bring my book."  He went around to Uncle's window.  "I'll jist have to pray over em, Glory Be."

	Uncle O. cracked a smile.

	"What you mean runnin off when I come grocery shoppin?  I taught you better'n that."

	"Yes you did, Orbediah, yes you did.  Will ye ever fergive Diddy, please, please?  Was it today you was a-comin?"

	"Naw, I ain't a-comin, man--I'm here.  Me and young Shad cain't be all mornin a-waitin fer you to save that whole town from perdition.  We got work to do," he joshed, flicking cigar ash.

	Tilden popped an eye at me.  My moist half-chuckle did not seem to move him much; yet his grin held tight as he cocked that toothpick back to Orbuckle.  "You want some tomaters, fresh summer tomaters?"

	"Well, since you mention it, Tilden, I didn't put in tomaters this year."

	"Help me Brother Orbediah, I'm blinded by the light.  The Power and the Glory and the tomater samwich everlastin.  Let's run git us some before they're gone boys."

	Uncle O. arched a brow at me, downshifting as Tilden came around the truck.  Tilden was told to kick a space, kick a space before he ever got inside.  I scooted to the center of the seat.  Tilden opened the door and gaped up at me.

	"I bet you don't remember me, do ya?" I attempted.

	He stood blinking loud, eyes stumped.

	"You'uz probly jist some little ole kid."

	"That's right.  I'm Shad."

	Tilden's face clouded until Orbuckle told him I was Eddynell's boy.  This sent his boots dancing again.

	"Eddynell's boy, well kiss me Jesus."  His whole spirit glowed as he hopped into the cab beside me, slamming the door.

	Uncle O. came off the clutch as the three of us rocked onto the road, turning upcountry, away from the Critchwald house.  The soft thunder of the tires reminded me of emu drumming.  Melons, tomatoes, peaches and sunripened pears came to mind, a fruity, bosomy cornucopia.  I glanced down to Tilden's stunted fingers and the toothpick they held.  There was something uncouth about that toothpick.  It was a slender, aging yellow-ivory thing with a crooked end.

	"I sees you Eddynell's boy, I sees ye anglin on my toofpick."  Tilden squeezed his face closer to mine, drilling into his gums with the bony picker.  He was mighty ripe in the tight cab, but I was the only one sweating.

	"Carve it yourself?" I asked gamely.

	"The Lord whittled it, youngster, the Lord whittled it and I picks out berry seeds and toejam with his blessin.  Tee-hee-hee.  Is liberty's law!"

	On my left, Uncle O. was enjoying this as he ground down into second gear.

	"You want a toothpicker like that'n, Shad?  We'll hunt you one--"

	"Uh, what Uncle O.?"

	"You want a toothpicker like that?"

	Don't ask me why, I don't grasp it exactly.  But at that exact instant I was no longer concerned with funky toothpicks, no, I was thinking about Meg.  Meg.  Tilden Critchwald's daughter.  Suddenly she came rushing back at me out of the foggy hills of memory.  My skin squirmed, the picture flickering of a dark finespun lovely, working behind the Cayuga postmaster's counter when I was a randy teenager and she was a teenager too.  I remembered her being kind of cute, sexy with an exotic tilt.  Yes, her name was Meg or so it seems, and she had a fishhook scar on one kneecap where her daddy now had a crusted callous.  No kidding.  Where was she these days?  Was she married off to some ditchdigger by now, with a kit and kaboodle?  I doubted that much.  She did not seem the type.  I recalled her, better and better, the truck jogging my memory.  I recalled pretty Meg leaning over that dutch door like some minx, or a witch's dream, flirting with me while her daddy was out on his mail route.  (And, come to think of it, didn't Postmaster Critchwald look a damn sight dandier back then in his blue uniform and military trim?)  Why, sometimes, on snowy days Tilden would deliver by horseback while I stole the afternoon sporting Meg.  Too bad it never came to be.  She had jayblue eyes that sparked mischief when she would commence about jetting off to Greenwich Village, becoming a fashion queen.  She sure had the figure for it, even if it was less than likely she would ever escape these hills.  Yes, Meg was something, something teasing, and I wondered where I could find her, how I could work her into the conversation.  Oh why, oh why, had we never gotten lewd before I moved off with other in-laws?  Immediately, my visions of Ruby Ann, D'Wyla and the naked emu were displaced by those wild wanton eyes of Megan Critchwald's, my sweet forgotten Meg.

	Apparently Tilden was part cockeyed mystic, because he laughed out loud just then.

	"Don't miss ye turn up hyere Orbediah, cut thoo Meg's place, they's another truck patch I put into the back acre."

	"M-Meg?" I stuttered, foam on my lips.

	"Sure nuff, Megan's Acres, they'll be her dowry someday."

	Uncle O. chuckled again, but quietly.  "You say you want a toothpicker Mr. Shad and we'll just go out tonight and plug you one."

	My fever broke fleetingly as--again--I checked out the thing in Tilden's teeth.  It was the width of a No. 2 pencil at one end, it tapered, then the tip hooked slightly where it was wedged into this old man's shrunken gums.  His laugh got wheezy, his eyes jumping over to share Uncle Orbuckle's fun.  I was glad to bring such joy to so many.  "How do you plug a toothpick?" I faltered.

	"Well, now that's a good question, nephew, an expeditious question.  See, first you git yer flashlight and hunt that coon."

	"That's right, Orbediah, hunt that coon--"  Tilden was about to dance out of the cab.

	"What coon?"  I was very slow that day.  I was in love after all.

	"Take a gander, son.  Yer lookin at a coon's pecker with the end knobs filed off.  Ain't he Tilden?"

	Tilden just nodded, but didn't spring a leak as he held his boney prize up to my nose.

	"Christ.  A coon's pecker?"

	"Believe it, Eddynell's boy, believe it," Tilden snorted, "they's one mighty lonesome, ring-tailed cooncat runnin around out there, and look out now, he's plenty pee-owed at everbody!  Hal-lay-looo!"

	The men laughed and I laughed with them.

	"Man, that's nasty," I managed before a chest-racking cough took over.

	I crunched another sinus tab while they explained the art of filing off dingleballs from the head of a racoon's penis.  Such finesse eluded me, however, since I was already obsessing on Megan's Acres and how I could find her then bed her before the reunion was done.  After all, there had been a vibration betwixt us back then, hadn't there?  Yes, I definitely remembered a vibration.  And she was a nice white girl, of age, with a dowry no less.

	Tilden re-creased his paperbag cap, pointing us to the truck patch.  We were deep into his woodcrested hill before the field opened up, dirt red, buzzing in the sun.  We got out and picked tomatoes.  Or rather, they picked tomatoes.  I wasn't worth much by then.  My shirt and jeans were sweat sogged, my brain a sexual delirium.  I bent and attempted to find a few of the firmer specimens; most were already rotting on the vine, it being late in the season.  I heard Uncle O. tell Tilden there was nothing like sticking your thumb in a mushy black tomater.  They ate as many as they picked, so many that Uncle O. went back to the truck and fetched some salt and pepper packets which they sprinkled over the little cherry tomatoes then popped in their mouths.  The big red jobs made their way eventually into Tilden's brown derby.  I did not eat tomatoes.  I stopped even trying to harvest them, stood erect, facing up into the glancing sunlight and fed on the heat, feeling trickles rise and drip down my body.  I was numb, swollen with medication, swollen with sickness and love, swollen like a crazy buck rutting for his wet, slobbering release.  Within me, I heard a weird faraway drumming.  My heart ached, leaping after the love-drenched embrace of Meg Critchwald.  Wherever she was--nearby no doubt, I felt her nearby--I would seek her out this very afternoon.  If she was lonely or despairing of her lot, I would console her.  If she had a born-again boyfriend, I would steal her away.

	"Howz 'bout some yaller squash, Orbediah, I got me some fine yaller squash this year?"

	They wandered off to gather squash while I just stood there, pride melting in a sunsoaked truck patch.  Who knows how long it took them; hours, days, a minute or two?  When they returned, we all went back to the truck.  As I climbed in, Uncle O. set his choke; I turned with alarm to see Tilden Critchwald draw his needle-sharp penknife.

	"Ya'all wanna eat up a melon?" he posed, eyes afire.

	"Why, sure," Orbuckle brayed, "I'm thirsty enough."

	I was agreeable.

	Later, as we shimmied down the road, Tilden sliced chunks from the melon in his lap then passed them over.  I studied his crusty fingers and knees and childish, flophouse garb as his signals began to scare me, just a little.  Ghost signals, the way he spiked his jokes with Jesus and mercy Moses hallelujah, while he peered through your innards, like he rode with us but not amongst us.  Like he spake a language, walked roads, ate tomatoes parallel to ours, but different as summer's shine is to winter's.  When he eyeballed me in that queer way, as he handed over the next sweet melon chunk, eversmiling, I got the distinct notion he was seeing some Shad even I wouldn't know or recognize.  Someone real, though.  But only to him.  I was afraid to ask his daughter's phone number; he had a knife in his hand you see.  My uncle would have to help me out.  Yet, I couldn't stop hashing over the revolution in Tilden Critchwald, from the spiffy public servant in my mind to the sandcrab parked next to me.  The melon was goddam refreshing.  Rolling along, I ate and spat seeds and watched him, wondering what peculiar beings Tilden saw as he jabbered on; sugary juices and pulp stuck to his chin.  He had just been quoting scriptures I didn't fathom, when his whole tact shifted and I listened closer.

	"Ain't no devil's doin," he was saying, "unlessin yer the devil's vessel and I ain't, see.  Ain't no devil's vessel, and you ain't neither Orbediah and neither is you Eddynell's boy.  So ye jist foller the path, wherever it leads ye, and you'll be alright.  I figger if some thirteen-year-old gal comes a-walkin down that path and she and me ends up off there in them bushes, then that's jist the Lord's will.  Mr. James One-Twenty-Five calls it the perfect Law of Liberty; fer blessed in his deed is the doer, the pure-dee-doer of his Lord's pure'n unspotted work, so roll over darlin.  That's what I believe."

	His eyes were big and round and suddenly I didn't want to have much more to do with him.  It was his daughter I wanted to do with, not some thirteen-year-old.  I mean, I ain't no pervert.

	"Diddy is the Lord's vessel and the Lord says fill her up!"  Tilden spat a seed at his own mailbox.  I heard it tinggg, again and again, as the truck slowed and Tilden got out.

	"What do I owe ya on these melons n'produce?" Uncle Orbuckle asked.

	"We'll even up on the sly, Orbediah.  I hear ye bought a new thresher."

	Orbuckle winked, smiled.  "Good enough."  He glanced up at the house and the shaded pens.  "Say, hoss?  How's them emu a-treatin you?"

	I scooted back over to the window, hoping to part company on good terms nonetheless.  "Yeah Mr. Critchwald, I hear emus is the future."

	Tilden got real still, neither his eyes or combat boots danced for the moment, and the grin was a shadow grin in a faroff land only he dwelt in.

	"Nope, Eddynell's boy, Diddy mighta thought they was the future.  Once.  But they's supper.  That's all.  Now don't you let a little emu turn yer head like she done mine."

	"Save me one, Tilden.  Save a soul or save a gizzard," Uncle O. said and we drove away.

	The last I saw of Tilden Critchwald he was headed up to his house, like a sixty-year-old kid in short overhalls, headed for a sure whipping.  The Mrs. was nowhere in sight.  But I swear I saw that mama emu, neck bobbing, swishing up there in her pen, waiting for the next fool.  He seemed to be headed her way.

	"Gee boy howdy," I heard myself sigh, "I thought we'd never drop hitch from him.  Has he gone off the beam or what?"

	"Aw, Tilden's alright, fer Tilden.  Reckon I'm jist used to him.  He's a�street preachin these days, always spoutin scripture and that hoary ole tizzypo�hoodoo what some call scripture up in these parts.  But somehow his scripture is always looped around to suit Tilden."

	"He's differnt, I'll second that."  But what about Megan's acres and acres of willowy naked flesh?  There were more pressing matters to attend to, like the alleviation of my sins.  Thumpathumpa--her drum rolled after me.

	"Yeah...yeah, he's gone about half-cracked and who's to blame him?"

	"Is Meg still home with her folks?" I blurted, taking the leap.  I did not care about the sorry emu market or dipping livestock reports.  My heart was a Congo, drumming out love and carnal frenzy.  Yes, drumming, I could still hear her, drumming, behind us, drumming, back up that loopy road.  Thumpathumpathumpa...her gullet throbbed for me and me alone.

	Uncle O. ignored my distress as he drove.  "Yup, Meg's still to home.  I guess you could say that.  Seein as we jist drove twicest past her stone this mornin."

	"Stone?"

	"Gravestone."

	My drum stopped.  Emu stopped.

	"Wait--her stone? but Tilden said--"

	"I know what Tilden said.  We passed right by her stone goin in and out to git these tomaters.  But I guess you couldn't see from where you was a-sittin betwixt us.  She's restin right there beside the road."

	I met his gaze for an awkward spell, saying nothing.  Finally, he re-lit his stogie and I cleared my lungs.  My chest ached fierce inside.

	"When?"

	"She passed a good while ago, right after highschool.  Shirley took it hard, but Tilden--that's when he quit the post office and took up the Bible along with his fast money schemes.  It don't matter.  Debt don't touch ole Tilden at all.  He's too busy in his head."

	"She was perty."

	"Yup, she was perty."

	"So what kilt her?"

	He blew rings, eyes cut deep into his resolve.

	"Toxic shock.  That's what Doc Sax called it.  Toxic shock.  O’course...she was closed casket, so I can’t rightly say."

	So that was that.  Sweet, wild young Meg was dead and gone to dust.  She was dead and so was Ruby Ann, so was cousin D'Wyla and so was that lovely emu back there.  They were all dead to me now and the strange thing was, right then, my constitution leveled.  The body began to feel a little better.  As we descended through the green hills, there were chickaree and magpies that led me to believe I would soon be well, well enough that is, while there were sorrows sent upon me that could never heal.

	I did not stay for the reunion that year.  When we got back to Uncle Orbuckle's place I shook his hand and left him there.  He needed no explanations, never did.  I came back home to the trailer where I've been pretty much alone ever since.  The divorce will be final in January though I still see Ruby Ann now and again.  She's usually downtown this time of year with her not-so-new, clean-cut boyfriend, ringing a bell for the orphan's fund or somesuch.  I think she dropped out of junior college.  She always looks frostbit and reverently cranky, but I like the winter months better than most.  Times are lean for family folks; but I just got a major purchase extension on my Monkey Wards card and bought myself this satellite dish that gets every channel in the known universe.  I've got brew in the icebox.  I peddle a little weed in the pinch since all my cordwood is sold.  Most days I watch the monster trucks, Big Daddy Roth, championship wrestling and I play with my new smoker, grilling emu steaks, diddling with a tomato relish I'm trying to perfect.  I like my smoker smoking in cold weather.  Last week I found a wee black kitten under the trailer that I've taken in and named Queenie after a vogue queen I once knew.  She sleeps with me nights and it's good to know she's there.  She purrs on top of my chest while I'm snoozing, so that's all I can hear most nights.
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3   A N G E L S







	Peabody Dawes strode free, white and handsome across the Cayuga churchyard, ready for more shits and giggles, ready for pussy down the line.  Peabody was the handsomest man in Cayuga Ridge.  You had to accept the fact.  Don’t worry it.  It was a God-given thing.  Nobody wore a three-piece gabardine stripe like Peabody did; no other male Cayugan possessed a three-piece period or wore such angel's gold hair.  He used a mail order Italian pomade to slick it.  And tonight was on.  The road was dark.  The holyrollers were dragging.  And Peabody couldn't bear to drag.  He hopped into his DeSoto Fireflight S-21 and spun over to Billi Mae's house.  He expected her to be whored up and ready--get it?--juicy for the all-night train to Big Time Shits And Giggles.  

	Peabody had his way with women.  Back there, for the last six hours, that revival-ripped congregation had its way with Adelaide Jewel Johns.  They wanted to know what Adelaide had done with her three angel boys.  Mercy, her darling triplets weren't three moons off the tit; she'd just birthed them a summer ago, and what had Adelaide done with them now?  Everybody wanted to know.  Christ wanted to know.  Did you kill them you she-witch, Adelaide's young husband Tom demanded, did you kill our sweet angels?  Now that was some real shits and giggles Peabody told himself, chain-smoking up the Ewe Springs road to Billi's house.  You should have been there.  Everybody else was.

	Adelaide flung herself on the altar, put on a good show.  She'd done no wrong to her angels, she swore.  Oh truly and deeply, at first, Adelaide testified to her innocence.  She returned from gathering toadstools and found three empty cribs, that's how it was, just yesterday noon, she swore.  She wept with conviction.  Then her upright neighbors bore down hard upon her.  Preacher worked her over with his tongue.  So Adelaide cried; a peddler, a Gypsy Jew peddler must of stole them.  Later, she really lost touch.  Man, it was rich.  Peabody about busted a button laughing when she pointed the blame at sunstroked rogue panthers, then at Boogery Bob Knott and, my, my, how that Preacher slapped her then.  Boogery Bob Knott.  Shit.

	Peabody scooped up Billi Mae in his Fireflight.  Peabody bit her and kissed her strangest nooks before flashing his mad money wad.  The twinkle in his eye made her giggle, but Peabody wasn't telling.  No way he owed this little dividend to the hunches of Dobber Magee; bless Dobby's lame little brain, wherever it was hunching tonight.  No more guessing games for Peabody Dawes.  He let Billi put her fishnet toe to the gas.  Then his shoe mashed her toe and the Fireflight S-21 blew faster.  Because Peabody was a natural born doer.  His daddy's will had been read over a month ago.  Peabody couldn't get at his real money yet and it had been tough, being short on funds when he'd never suffered before.  But Peabody wasn't going to let probate slow him down.  He and Billi drove over and picked up her best girlfriend, Sue Lou Denwittle; then the three rode downbound and fast for the Roanoke Station.  Nigger rich, he told them, we're nigger rich and that put smiles on their faces.

	Adelaide had looked up and seen the smile on Peabody Dawe's face, shortly before he cut out from Revival.  Through her hairstrings, through a ring of firebreathing inquisitors, her eyes blazed out at him.  He'd seen them blaze before.  How many afternoons had he seen her, all heated up on his picnic blanket or sloppy wet and naked on the backseat tuck and roll?  Peabody was a rakishly handsome man.  He had a way with his women.  Adelaide was no different.  Some saw her as a fresh, rosy mother, but she sucked upon his root.  So Peabody knew.  He knew exactly what she was.               

	Even now, tonight, she panted for mercy, like she'd always done when he delivered the goods; she asked mercy but this time Peabody wasn't listening.  And neither was Judge and Jury.  Things got rough after she lied about make-believe peddlers and panthers and make-believe Boo Bob Knott.  Some deacon landed a kick.  

	Fortunately, Peabody had connections out of town.  He'd even met a dude named Weevil down in the city.  A good man to know.  Weevil was known to traffic in anything worth buying, to all corners, East, West, North or South, to every appetite known to man; so, ready money was no longer an issue for Peabody Dawes.  Revival might last long dragging days on end in Cayuga Ridge, poor Adelaide.  But those shits and giggles were over and new ones had begun.  Soon Peabody Dawes found himself booking three tickets and one berth on the 3 Angel Express with green sawbucks to burn.  Their tickets got punched; the girls rode his rail.  Love was all that mattered to Peabody Dawes.  By next week, Peabody would be back in Cayuga town.  He'd slick back his gold with Italian pomade.  He would go visit the big family banker.  You had to love a fat banker with a fat check.  Peabody might take Billi and Sue Lou with.  He might take any old gal, and wouldn't there be some fun?
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W H O E V E R







	Lizzie's nostrils vented white mist.  The mule was pumping hard, hurrying Valjean home.  Valjean felt bad, real bad.  Unflagging, she rode Lizzie, stubborn as the air of desperation she breathed.  She had never been a clinging vine.  But now she felt rife with heavy humors, her own breath billowing steam into the cold black forest.  Moonset was upon her.  It was late.  It was early.  It was awful.  Tears be damned, Valjean swore as an awful longing chased her back down the night trail from Riddle Top.

	For the fifth night in turn, her love had not met her on the clover meadow.  Autumn was losing grip.  Each evening came chillier than the last.  Was she forsaken, Val wondered, would she ever lie with her porcelain lady again?   Her dear heart had vanished.  Gone like the breath of life evaporating from Val's lips, evaporating from her most faithful mule, Lizzie, who Val spurred gently but earnestly, down toward the hooky slew. 

	She had waited too long by the glen.  Now, Valjean was in a dire race back to bed before her papa woke and found her missing.  He was an early riser, often checking his precious brood before anyone else awoke.  How many times had she, as an infant girl, rubbed her eyes to see Jake Shea gleaming �from the candle-lit doorway?  How many mornings had Val been first downstairs, or so she thought, and found him by the kitchen stove thumbing the tobacco-stained pages of his almanac?  Maybe that's why she still kept to home.  She wouldn't know any other way.

	Valjean was just approaching a blind twist in the trail when she heard the voice.  

	She yanked Lizzie back, the voice, voices, nay--the conversation caught them both short.  Heart pounding, Valjean slid off the mule then led with one hand on the halter.

	She did not care for encounters at this strange hour, whoever they might be; mortal, daemon, Lych or Nottingham.  Twice in her nocturnal retreats, she had chanced to see weird Old Ephron Lych, a genuine by-god Lych, astride his own mule in the wee hours, head hung low, going nowhere in particular with his scrap-bottle baggage clinking softly.  You could never count the chipped glass decanters, cruets and bud vases strung across his saddle.  Fortunately, she had been above the road both times so she did not catch Old Ephron's eye.  But this time there was no mistaking the casual cadences of men--men speaking up ahead--just around the leafy tangle where this path doglegged.  Lizzie's hooves kept clomping damply and Valjean was afraid the men might hear.

	"...not direckly, no, but I seen em suffer n'bleed come rainy season.  Tree frogs er the like..."

	Cautious, she peeked around the snag--then sighed, easy.  It was just Kasper John Turlow.  He was alone.

	He stood tall and stark in the road before her, even taller than Valjean with his slumped, swaybacked posture, one hand in his trouser pocket, a lit cigarette suspended in the other.

	She was okay.  Why, Kasper John was about the gentlest soul hereabouts.  Kasper John didn't mess with anybody.  He hardly ever spake.  Kasper John's known opinion was a tip and a wave before going on about his business.  But he was sure talking now, low-grinding talk, steady, with a red ember's glow pinched betwixt his two fingers, inches from his muttering lips.

	"...come ter think of it, yer right," Kasper John droned, "Doobelle Sim tole me the how of it.  Says ye kin soak him in turpentine'n he'll still be yaller dog Democrat."

	He took a drag on the cigarette, listened--then continued his conversation.  His eyes were fixed askew from Valjean who paused just a few feet away.  He was addressing someone she could not see.  Someone not there.

	He stopped droning again and nodded, hearing the unheard.  Was he privy to some ghost or haint?

	"That's rot, that's rot," he said in agreement, taking another drag.  "Yep, you got that rot, everwhichaway the boo smoke blows, that feller'll foller..."

	Tugging her mule's halter, Valjean took the next step towards crinkly Kasper John, then the next.  She was close enough to touch him.  Yet, he was unaware of her, or so it would appear.

	"Hidy, Kasper John," she gulped.

	"...whuther it's foot-washin Baptist er foot-choppin Regulator Man..." his voice crept along, eyes trained on his unseen companion, his starch white shirt buttoned to his adam's apple.

	Valjean tried to judge his expression in the darklight.  Indeed, it was no expression at all.

	"...er even a mealy-mouthed Metherdist.  And ye know whut ther railroad boss said about that..."

	"Kasper John?  It's me.  Valjean Shea."

	"...that might jist git ye thirty ter life in the poky without no by the by..."

	He listened, shook his head, then spake again:

	“Naw, naw...don’t know hows tizzypoke went...”

	She shut up.  She didn't pester him anymore.  Valjean led the mule past his unfazed eyes.  She began to quiver, watching him as she passed, thoughts of her porcelain lover and Kasper John dovetailing inside her lovesick soul.

	He was still holding conversation as she leapt back onto Lizzie and spurred the mule.  She heard Kasper John's creeping voice all the way home to Coffin Holler, she heard him buried under the coverlet of her lonely bed and all the next day besides.
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H U S H A B Y E   W H I T E R   T H A N

                  E T E R N I T Y   I S   L O N G   

( or  P E R D I T I O N   B Y   A N Y   O T H E R   N A M E )









	J.Pea nuzzled the snow, snooping for frozen gooseberries.  Just another caintrip.  His grey paws clawed and dug, down to the hard earth beneath; an angry hunger ate into his belly as he sniffed, but all scent was distant, stolen by the ice.  For a moment, he held a dim, darting memory of warmer, less hungry days.  But it left him.  J.Pea grunted then lapped at the ground.  It gave up nothing.  Suddenly--his feral eyes shifted--in a flash, he loped up the snowbank, bounding into piney woods.

	Within the trees, all became dark and crystalline.  Little stirred, not leaf or feather or ferret, nothing dared to stir here.  He prowled through hushed timber and it stood hushed because of him.  He sensed this.  Knew it without question, without knowing he knew.  He was life.  Yes.  He was life itself.  Around him and above, a thousand tiny souls quivered in their hovels or held a communal breath, not daring to move or twitter on their frozen branches.  He was life and life was a cold traveler through these snowbound hills, forever ravening and crafty.

	J.Pea panted then dipped his grizzled snout, burrowing under a dead clot of crabapple boughs, his long tail flicking and breaking icicles as he pushed deeper into the thicket, making a dugout for himself.  The icicles broke like tinkling bells; his muscles coiled.  Here he crouched on four paws.  Only his ears would twitch, each tufted point pivoting silently at any hint of movement in the forest.  He would watch and wait his turn.

	Fortune was with him.  J.Pea's belly did not wait long.

	A crystal branch cracked--

	--and he heard it; his ear tuft pitched toward the sound, aching for another signal.  Was it an oak straining under the weight of winter?  No, he heard another crackle, and another as the spoor flexed his nostrils.

	There.  It was there.  A scroungy monkrat.  The monkrat came snarfing around a dim tangle of rootwork, off to J.Pea's right.  The monkrat twitched its whiskers and ruffled up zagging troughs of snow as it came.

	J.Pea twitched his whiskers as well.  His eyes slit.

	But he let it come.  Closer.  The monkrat was upwind, unaware of J.Pea's golden-eyed gaze behind his clot of branches.  The slobbery little creature looked and darted, snarfed and foraged the snow, coming abreast of the thicket before J.Pea went eyes wide.  J.Pea sprang.  Quickly, it was over.  A plea piped from the tiny throat as J.Pea's jaws crushed the monkrat, piercing its windpipe and quealching its pleas forever.  Blood sprayed the icy crust beneath the pines, the warm red flow refreshing and vital as it stained J.Pea's fangs, as he thrashed and tore at the flinching carcass.

	He settled for a moment, hunkered beneath the pine canopy, the monkrat lifeless and secure in his great downy-grey paws.  J.Pea began devouring fur and flesh.  The cold stinging air mingled with the raw blood in his nose.  He had barely eaten the monkrat's haunch when he heard voices.  Voices of men.

	His head thrust out--alert as his blooded muzzle whipped around, eyes hot in the direction of the breaking forest.  They drew near, approaching, footfalls crunching the snow.  They whispered back and forth, but their man sounds boomed fearsome in J.Pea's ears.

	"Tole her that kitty would take ther train ter Memphis if she didn't watch out..."

	"Hesh er ye'll skeer the sidemeat..."

	Their man gibber meant nothing to J.Pea as he leapt up--monkrat clenched in his bloody teeth, an icy gust knifing through the needles--and he whirled, dashing off with his kill, away from the intruders.  He would return to his rock den and fill his belly there, away from the awful spoor of men.  Their voices fell far behind him.  Soon they would find his dark stain.

	J.Pea left the treeline then made a fast track down a craggy ridge, galloping boldly through the snow.  Hot slobber flushed from his nostrils as he ran, the bone and gristle of the monkrat locked in his fevered bite.  He rounded a granite knob, within site of his burrow--and the big man stood there, surprised.  The big man wore fur himself, bear fur, and he carried the fire stick.

	J.Pea froze, spraddle-legged in the white flurry.  The big man bit down, smelling of fear, of life.

	"Gawdamighty," it hissed.

	J.Pea dropped the monkrat then backed away, grrrrrrowling, golden eyes flashing.  He snarled at the intruder, snapped and snarled with his blood-dripping fangs.

	The big man raised the fire stick and the stick exploded at J.Pea.  KA�BOOOOOOOOM!

	J.Pea felt his chest erupt, saw the white snowpack splatter red with flecks of grey fur--

	--and the rifle's report snatched J.Pea from his caintrip.  The shot echoed through the hills as J.Pea noticed himself leaning against the ancient gatepost at the foot of Riddle Top.  The axe was still in his hand, but his chestnut sack lay dropped in the snow.  It took him a spell to recover his senses.  His mouth was dry.  His jaws ached.

	J.Pea took deep, bracing breaths of the mountain air, as he had learned to do when a caintrip shook him seriously.  His grandmammer had warned him, told him that these caintrips were not entirely harmless.  He had to be careful.  He could not control their coming.  So he had to keep his wits.  He was standing on the outer flank of a ruined homestead, a place long gone.  And suddenly this snowbound afternoon seemed glum and forbidden to him.	He bent for his sack and a blooddrop fell upon the snow, spreading like a ruby snowflake.  J.Pea touched his upper lip.  His tooth was bleeding.  He took a clump of snow and held it to his tooth until the bloodflow was stanched; then he cleaned his face with several handfuls of the chilling stuff.

	J.Pea picked up the gunny sack and shouldered the axe.  The Shea clan's Chriskindl tree would have to wait until tomorrow.  He heard no more gunshots, but the huge pawprints he had detected in the snow around the homestead were still vexing him, nagging at him as he pulled the heavy wool coat tighter against the wind's bristles.  Then he heard himself singing.



  Ooooh that monkrat he cry poorly,

     Ooooh that monkrat, don't he moan?



	J.Pea Shea turned down his earflaps, his nose and cheeks were plum as he trudged back through the snowdrifts toward Coffin Holler where a feast awaited.  Life had hushed him today and he wanted to go home.
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T H E   A X E M A N 'S   S H I F T







	Voltage.  Bzzzz.  That's what this bitch was all about.  Eeee-leck-trixxxity, baby.  For his first attack--Lovell Starling plugged his amp, slung his rhinestone-braid guitar strap and shot straight into Axeman's Shift.

	CHICKA-CHICKA-TWAAAAAAAANG!  

	It was quite a shock.  Fisticuffs broke out stage left.  The Big Bad Fryday Brawl was on.  Lovell bent strings till they were white-hot, chasing demons with his big guitar until the whole roadhouse woke up screaming, mercy mama, screaming for more.  He sang like a nighthawk soaring, then swooping for the kill.  Lovell booted a bloody trucker off the bandstand as his third gut-torn, staccato guitar break ripped loose, took over.



				Whaaaaayhell,

				Everbody lose they heads

						on the Axeman's shift--



	Hell, he might be getting old, but his axe never aged a day.  A dental plate ricocheted off the mikestand.  Call the doctor.

�	"Hook it, daddy, hook it!" they pled.

	"Gawdawmighty--" he cried, spiraling down his frets.

	Smoke swirled, glittering swirls in velvet black ether.  Out the corner of his eye, Lovell saw the Bull's mallet strike paydirt, a body dropped, ending the stageside ruckus just as Lovell skidded through the last bars of Axeman's Shift.  The applause never let up; he gave no second chances before kicking out all stops on Generator 13, another hellbent boogie of his own:



			Pack yer grip--yay,ya-yay, 

			Don't a-gimme no lip--nuh-naw, naw, naw,

			Gen-a-rator Thirt-ta-ta-ta-teen gone generate 

			   yer fireballin, caterwaulin, hot steeeelhaulin 									maaachine, baaaaaaaaaby!



	When he how-wooow-woooowled like the wolf train Lovell's jaw still popped.  Jesus, would that snap in his jaw never heal?  Water crackled in his left ear.  But the crowd didn't hear it.  They heard the chugalug, the boomlayboom, the squall in his right digits, the gunshot in his picker, the godawful beat and the glory.  They rode that train around the horn and back, stamping their feet, begging for release from Fireball Lovell, that wild-eyed, jumping-blues engineer who would not let go.  Baptismal juices flowed, salty lather dripping from his long pointed sideburns and devilish Van Dyke beard, evil and black, goddamn the grey.  The Posse Men, Bull Hannah's house bluegrass band, did their best to keep up.

	Sure, Lovell gave his crew the wink during a neck-choking lick.  The boys did all right.  For bluegrass pickers.  Tip Lee's doghouse bass thumped up a storm and Lovell only wished for drums.

	Most of this raunchy clusterfuck had come for mountain dirges, backholler tunes--and daddy, weren't you surprised to get Loco Lovell Starling instead?  It was a late booking.  But damned if they didn't take to his shenanigans like dirty ducks to water.  Didn't they just always.  After Generator he would try his jump tempo Sic Em Dogs On Down.  He stole to survive.

	A little later, Bull himself came up for a couple of his trademark mandolin jigs.  One of the Posse Men, a beau named Dexter, stepped forward to strum and harmonize on Going Up Caney.  Bull sang tenor.  Lovell helped out with a cushion of jazz chords.  It worked, didn't it?  He watched them cheer, those hardscrabble faces, roaring, clapping callous into callous.  After twenty years of this, he saw jackasses clap and roar in his sleep.  Mud pounders in their one good shirt, young rutheaded sharpies fresh and damp out of the patch--making payments on a shiny serge cowboy suit.  Hairjobs slicker than a nigger's heel.  And the women.  There was always the women.  Not many good gals, thank goodness, just yards and yards of the bad.  Painted, waxed and plenty willing.  His people.  They cheered Bull off the stage.  That giant, fearless, god-fearing rascal loved every last squeal as he hung his mandolin back over the bar where it swung nightly from the wild boar's snout.  Of course, by this time--POW-CHICKKKA-POW-POW--TWAAAAAANG!--Lovell was rocking the joint again.  

	"Give it to meeeee, son!" the gals hollered, shaking their hips.

	"Woooowooo yeah!" their menfolk railed, those piss-eyed, hip-haunching bastards. 

	"Slaughter em," Dexter winked.

	Lovell played for six hours, until shortly after two a.m. when he was still greasing the tracks with a slow, lowdown killing machine called Backdoor To Glory.  The house was mostly dizzy, vacuum-packed flesh when he finally flipped off his amp.

	Inside Bull's Gladiola Lounge, the folks puked venom.  Blue toxins of sweat, greedy sex and racked desperation.  A gall of spent anger at their own sorry lives.  That's how Lovell saw them, his face dripping.  Outside lay the icy, snow-bitten hills.  Inside this roadhouse was venom, their only blue-veined venom.  You could go to Jesus but first you had hell to pay.  And now, one by one, they badgered and filed out that door, wanting more, talking trash, giving Bull Hannah hell as they headed home through the snow, trudging back to their cold, cold lives.

	Lovell looked down and the no-good devil had busted a D-string during his last number.

	Two hours later, the roadhouse was dark, getting nippier by the hour as Lovell camped alongside the woodstove in Bull's back office.  He was stoned and alone.  His favorite disposition.  The only remedy for that fine Hershey bar supper.  He would have preferred to doctor some slum-gullion, loaded with onion.  Sage and black pepper.  Two things he could damn well do: Lovell knew how to outpick and  outcook any punk in the Hillbilly Sweepstakes.  Outside, yesterday's blizzard revived itself. The wind clattered tinny signs, playing a mean snare on the attic fan.  If this kept up, those roads would be nothing but glass and snowdrifts.  Tomorrow night at Bull's looked to be a bust.

	Lovell sat on the floor, wrapped in a horse blanket, rolling more laughing tobacco in brown paper.  His fingers were slow but sure.  He had already popped his little pink pill.  The beer made Lovell's eardrum swell; the jawbone ached after a night's singing, but no matter goddammit.

	He would not go home.  She was home waiting for him and he would not oblige.  Fuck her.  She should never have walloped his ear.

	Floy.  

	Floy, Fla-Floy, Floy.

	Fuck her.

	Fortunately for Lovell, good old Bull Hannah didn't mind his favorite picker parking overnight at the club.  Why, Lovell even had his own key.  Hadn't he been busting his nut long enough at this racket to rate a few keys after all?  Couldn't anybody, any-body see that?  Couldn't she by-Jesus see that much?  Well, his Triumph motorcycle sat outside in the freeze.  And she had thrown a rod on the Buick, so she couldn't even come looking for him.  Thank the Lord for itty-bitty favors and pass the churchkey.

	Lovell found his churchkey, pierced another can of Jax.  It was good to be drunk.  Knee-walking, goggle-eyed, dick-dragging drunk.  Christ if he couldn't still knee-walk his way to the mike and play another six hour set without slipping a beat.  If he only had a D-string.  

	If he only had a D-string he could lay them flat, but what was the percentage in that?  Did he even care anymore?  It was supposed to be different by now.  He was supposed to have the mansion on high and the Lincoln Continental, the record deals and the Hollywood contracts.  Lovell took stock of the jammed office.  Broom.  Desk.  Ledgers.  Spittoon.  His f-holed Gibson Super 400 axe lay atop cardboard crates of soda straws and napkins.  After twenty-plus years of trying to peddle his stripe of goosed-up, electrified countryman's blues, he was about tuckered out.  He dragged Floy through every tinpot juke and beerhall in the Mid-South before returning home, busted.  She was his bag to drag.  All those years had told him one thing.  These dirteaters might go for his electrified shenanigans.  Bull Hannah might even hire him weekends.  But the big record men in the big cities weren't buying.  Lately, another rumor teased Lovell as so many had teased before.  He had heard tell of some stud burning up the local radio down in Natchez or Memphis somewhere, some mercury-throated white boy stomping the blues.  They said this crazy dee-jay had made a record on him and was looking for even more boogaloo kings.

	Lovell had heard such nonsense before.  If he were a younger man, if it had not been so many long years since he first carved a slot in his guitar so he might screw a P90 cobalt-mag pickup into the maple sunburst, why, he would run that silly ass rumor down.  And he would draw up empty like he had always done.  It was good to be drunk.  No radio receptions intruded this far.  If be fucking damned.  Nashville wanted the jug and fiddle stuff while New York wanted horns and strings.

	Lovell wanted another Jax.  He opened his fifth and lay scribbling snatches of lyric on a manila envelope.  After a while, his pencil drew werewolves and goblins along the edge.

	He would have to go home in the morning so dawn and dread clung together in his brain pan.  She would beat hell out of him if he didn't fork over tonight's pay.  He was weary.  Weary of the dirteaters and the beaver-go-round, weary of chasing his tail, and goddam it, he was tired of her.  Floy.  And being tired of Floy made him wonder sometimes if he wasn't sour on his guitar too.  What had the axe ever gotten him really, except a scrapbook of failures, some forgotten poontang and endless nights of super-charged euphoria that hooked him like morphine.  He came back night after night, pick in hand, needing the thrill, the jism.  Often his fingers bled on stage, he needed it so bad.

	Other than his nightly jolt, Lovell had nothing or next to it.  Floy had kin hereabouts.  Lovell's clan had died out.  Oh, he owned his axe and glitter strap outright, his bike, a gold palomino vest; and there was six acres of wet Alabama real estate he had never seen, willed by his nasty Great Grandma Zee, may she rest or die trying.  A son-of-a-bitch-born-Satan, that's what she called him.  Grammy Zee once smashed all his demo records in a crutch-swinging rage and recently Lovell, her runaway, runamok great-grandbaby, was glad she had done it.  When you were flat-ass nowhere you did not need 78 revolutions per minute.  Mirrors were reminder enough.

	Yes friends, Lovell Starling was tuckered out.  Fireball Lovell, pissing blood.  He had quite plucking his silver hairs.  Floy wanted to dye his mop, but he wouldn't sit still for her.  Dye your own rat's nest, bitch, not mine.  That's what he told her.  There were nights he just needed to kill something, anything.  Somebody.

	As he dozed off behind the stove, Lovell wondered what point there would be in hiding an old boy's silver.  He had to yawn and face the music.  The axeman's glory days were done.  But he was getting tougher.  Tougher than wise.

	The next morning, Saturday morning, was bitter cold, hushed and bright with glorification.  Lovell let himself out of the club.  He was so wasted, it didn't faze him much when he realized the frosty Triumph's battery was dead.  His bones hurt as he shuffled glumly toward Ewe Springs on foot, guitar strapped across his chest.  He would have to reckon with Floy.  A third of his pay was in his shoe, with a third stashed back at Bull's in the boar's gullet.  He took an old, seldom-used shortcut through the remains of J.C. Dixon's snowbound lumbercamp, then began walking upcountry along Six Bucket Run.  Hungover and ailing like a son-of-a-bitch-born-Satan, Lovell was whistling a rag nonetheless when the long, green Reo swept around the bend.



	Over three hundred pounds of Floy Starling sat in the icy, unsealed privy.  She was tugging on her rottenest tooth.  It was tricky business.  Floy wore her flounciest, ritzy dress and did not want bloodstains around her cleavage, or worse--for her hem to snag in the pothole.  This was her favorite dress of the scores in her boudoir.  And, surprise, surprise, Lovell refused to pop for it, the cheap turd.  She had to coldcock him when he came in drunk after the show.  Floy wished he would quite making her roll him for the dough.  But this little cocktail was worth every dollar-a-day Miss Doobelle spent stitching it.  She knew gals who would sell their kids for such a dress.  Champagne satin with a taffeta bodice.

	Floy loved dainty things, her perty-perties, things of florid beauty like herself.  She had to work at beauty of course, since under the rouge, the double eyelashes and thick black burgundy lipstick she was the most hatchet�faced girl to ever strut through Ewe Springs on stiletto heels.  "A girl at heart, the soul of a lady," she always said.

	She squirmed on the pothole.  Stress gave her cramps.  Frigid shithouses made her varicose veins throb.  Ladyship was a bitch.  Her bloody fingers probed the back of her mouth where a molar was tearing loose.  What was another tooth or two at this stage?  Why, Floy was seriously considering a charm bracelet designed to incorporate her oral extractions.  Floy's make-up case held plenty of her uprooted fangs, each suitable for mounting.  Naturally, this would mean getting Lovell to negotiate a ride down to Roanoke, to the jeweler.  That might be trickier still.  It was Wednesday and Lovell was five days missing.   

	The word was out, but so were Floy's snoophounds.  Her homely nieces, Myrna and Kate, had driven back up to the house this morning on their diesel tractor.  A good tractor was about all that could climb that snow-packed hill in this weather.  Floy was just polishing off breakfast--six fried eggs and a pound of chicken livers--when she heard her boxy nieces jump onto the porch.

	"Mawnin, Aintie Floy," Kate said, coming through the door.

	"Mawnin, Aintie," Myrna shivered in behind her sister.

	Floy gulped her last greasy liver, smacking hello at them.  

	"Uncle Love show his face yit?" asked coal-thatched Kate, brushing snow off her overalls.

	Floy yawned, picking her teeth with the glossy spike of her pinkienail.  "Nope.  The sumbitch is out likkerin up on my money.  You gals ask fer him at Bull Hannah's?"

	"Yes'm, we asked," Myrna rolled her eyes.  She had been through this too many times.  "Bull says he'll keep his finger in the wind and not to worry, that tomcat will drag his guitar home soon's he's uncrossed his eyeballs."

	"Ain't his eyeballs I'm applying my thoughts to.  It's Friday night's take he's a-drankin up while I sit here in the lap of misery.  Our lifestyle is teeterin on the brink."

	Kate dropped into the chair opposite Floy.  "Aintie Floy?  Why don't ye jist accompany Uncle when he entertains the folks?  Then you kin keep track of finances up front--"

	"--Yep, snatch it from ole Bull before Uncle Love kin," Myrna growled from the window, pouring coffee, more interested in the fawn and mother doe crossing Floy's yard.

	Floy chuckled, showing a few spotty teeth, lifting two mighty cheeks from her twin chairs.  Both chairs creaked relief.

	"Look girlies, I spent more nights in more jiveboxes with that cheat than his own pecker did.  I was still a size twenty when he reloaded my Shirley Temple that New Year's Eve in Plowboy's beer joint, down to Roanoke, eighteen hellacious years ago, gals."  Floy pumped water over her breakfast plate.  "Count em.  Eighteen years o'goadin that shiftless sumbitch into bein somebody, into shootin fer the big record money, the Opry'n all that mess.  I sat at enough teensie tables in Kentucky, Tennessee, goddam Georgia poolhalls, long electric nights enough to contract epidermal eruptions and an allergy to sawdust."

	"My word," Kate boggled, chin in hand.  Myrna's behind stood guard at the crystal-flaked panes.

	"Everbody dances to Lovell, honey, but he don't listen to nobody, nothin, not never, not ever," Floy advised her younger niece.  "He don't mind his Lady Floy at all.  I tole him to drop that jungle bunny shit and pick hillbilly like they wanted on Music Row.  Nobody want's to cut no wax on that jungle bunny shit.  Christ, Lovell I'd say, ain't nothin but white folks is gonna ante up fer enough platters to finance our swimmin pool, our Lincoln Continental and ermine earmuffs.  Slow it down, baby, I said, mebbe Ernest Tubb'll take you on as a Troubadour, then you kin work yer way up the ladder with that Opry-bookin-sucker, Jim Denny.  Know what yo Uncle Lovell said to that, Kate honey?"

	"Garsh, I dunno.  What?"

	"Plug me in you split-tailed demon."

	Myrna roared, laughing herself sick  as she fell against the window.  Floy frowned at her.  Kate shook her black thatch, a wry spasm on her lips, afraid to join her sister's folly.

	"Uncle Love was sockin them electric blues--weren't he?--when he first struck yer fancy," Myrna bellowed, all smiles and strawberry ringlets.  She liked that shit Auntie called jungle bunny shit.

	Their three-hundred-pound princess took offense.  "You young and ignorant, Miss Myrna.  Lady Floy wasn't always lit with grace.  She was a fool thing once herself.  A finger-poppin, panty-twistin fool but not fer long."

	"Made a coupla records though, didn't he, Aintie Floy?"  Myrna kept smirking.

	"A couple, damn his hide," Floy snapped, kicking off her fuzzy houseslippers.  She did not care for little Miss Myrna's tone.  "Fancy, my foot.  Where's he hid out?  They's only two hunert-fifty skins left in my china kitty."

	Myrna sighed, wise beyond her years.  "He's got moxie, Uncle does.  Always comes home after a day er two."

	"A day er two, Myrna, that's right.  Never been gone five before.  If he brings me home that bloody pox what's eatin up every Mutt, Jeff and scar-kissed Lych who spooks at bathwater--I mean--last thing we need.  Damn, I'm blue.  Feel like shoppin up a little good cheer.  How'z about you darlins runnin me into Ewe Spring, mebbe even Cayuga Ridge to pick out a few things."

	Myrna shrugged.  "Sure Aintie Floy, you bet.  Paw-Paw's done fed an so is the stock."

	"Deeelightful," Floy rang, squeezing out through her kitchen door.  "Let me jist trim my toenails and I'll be right with you.  Law, mebbe we'll buy you each a perty-perty hair barrette er somethin."

	Floy trimmed her pointy toenails, which she had just lacquered  crimson the night before.  She found her good highheels and frayed mohair carcoat.  Both girls held Auntie's outstretched hands like Floy was a great, gangly stork picking her way through the snow to their tractor.  She sat backwards on the hydraulic hitch while Kate perched on the wide left fender.  Myrna drove responsibly, as always.

	Lady Floy watched snowy hillsides unreel behind them, becoming glazed asphalt when they reached the road.  Her footsies were freezing in the glittery, open-toed shoes, but Floy had learned to live with it.  Beauty exacted its price.

	They stopped at Miss Doobelle's, where Floy left a Butterick pattern and her down-payment on a new orchid chiffon dinner gown before they went on up the branch to Ewe Springs.  She selected some magazines and lipsticks (but no barrettes) from Valentine's Salon, sat for one of Valentine's Tulip waves, then Floy bought dinner for herself and the girls at The Brass Dray Inn; a smoked goose and fixings which they decimated in five minutes.  After dinner, the well-fed trio rode the diesel tractor over to Cayuga Ridge.  Once there, Floy could not find the brand of pear halves she desired from Birdnell's Mercantile Feed, Fuel & Grain.  She had made a special trip for those pears, her syrupy favorites.

	"Where's my special favorite pears, Mr. Willy?  This ain't them," her shrill demanded, hoisting an inferior brand betwixt plump thumb and forefinger.

	"And I am most sorry Mizz Floy," said Willy, behind the candy jars, eager to please.  "They couldn't ship no Sunnybowl Pears this week, a trucker strike er somethin like that.  I hear them Hi-Lo Pears yer a-holdin make mighty fine eatin, though."

	Floy set the pears back on the shelf.  "I tell you what Mr. Willy, when Sunnybowl returns to your establishment my sugar pear dollars will return as well.  Gimme some of them peppermints anyhow, and I'll take this comb set and this here scarf. Oh, and some of that Sal Hepatica purgative."

	She peeled off one crisp bill after another.  Birdnell's array of perty-perty hair barrettes showed little appeal for Myrna or Kate, nor had Valentine's for that matter, so Floy bought them a case of Chocolate Soldier and left it at that.

	"How's ole Lovell that gitpickin ace these days?" Willy joshed as they left his store.

	"He's dead or better be, Willy, now shuddup."

	The afternoon was waning, so the girls took Floy back home after Cayuga Ridge.  Snow began filtering through the late grey light as they helped her inside with her purchases.  They left right after that and Floy felt a whole lot better.  Pretty soon, breakfast and dinner began to move on her, making her wonder for the umpteenth time why her Uncle Dodge--the girls' grandpaw who lent Floy this shotgun palace--could have sense enough to string the place with rural electric power but never put in proper plumbing.

	The tooth tore loose.  Floy wrapped it preciously and finished her business, using the soft tissues she brought from the house.  No Monkey Wards wipes for Lady Floy.  But now there was an open pit festering back there in her gum.  Her poor sorely pit thirsted for some cherry wine.  Fortunately, half a pint was left in her lingerie drawer.

	Worse still, even more sorely open--what Floy was really hankering after��was some deep nookie.  Lovell wasn't too interested in her deep nookie these days.  More often than not, after she rolled the skunk-drunk gitpicker for his folding money, she had to pin him down, hike her skirt and overload that nookie for herself.

	This desire nipped at Floy, who evacuated the skin-tight privy, going back inside to her warm boudoir where the Rotogravure magazine wallpaper gave her scads to think about.  After a few hours of sipping cherry wine she took care of her own dern nookie with no help from Mister Lovell Starling, thank you very much.   



	Fionuala Brynn Dar'bannon was dreaming silver again.  She was forever dreaming silver, remembering silvery days in a silvery light.  Perhaps it was because glints of silver were the sharpest she could still see, dreaming or awake.

	But she was surely dreaming now.

	Fionuala could glean that much.

	She was surely dreaming, surely dreaming now.

	She was riding in the catfish car with Mrs. Kleef at the wheel.  Mrs. Kleef drove a mud-grey car that looked like a slow, slimy catfish.  With silver whiskers.  Fionuala might have left Mrs. Kleef behind lifetimes ago but Mrs. Kleef never left one's dreams for long.

	"Do you read us, missy?" Mrs. Kleef was asking.

	Who was us?  They were always alone on this mountain road.  In a silver wash of sunlight, Fionuala looked over at Mrs. Kleef who also had whiskers.  A thin, furry mustache feathered Mrs. Kleef's upper lip; the squat woman peered over big knuckles on a big steering wheel.  Mrs. Kleef's hammertoe rode the gas pedal.  Fionuala gazed out the window at shining, silvery treetops brushing past them, the chipper twinkle of wrens on air.  She nudged her mirror spectacles back into place.  Fionuala was wearing the same polka-dot smock that fit her on the trip down to the home two years before.  She had not worn it since.  Familiar, she thought, how familiar.

	"Do you read us, missy?" Mrs. Kleef repeated, eyes still latched on the shimmering route ahead.

	Fionuala felt herself nod.

	"Do you read us?"

	Silver currents of light flowed from the rearview mirror, speckled with soft, giggling voices--they curled around Mrs. Kleef, wrapping around her bulb�shaped head before light and giggles streamed out the open window, trailing far behind the catfish car.  Fionuala felt nice.  She was happy.  She was going home.    

	"You're not ready, you know.  Not ready for a real world full of real peoples."  Mrs. Kleef kept talking to Mrs. Kleef's big knuckles.  "Real peoples lie and steal and some'll take advantage of a girl like you.  Some'll take advantage.  Some'll take advantage and you've not been much of a problem to us at the home, but your father wants you back and some'll take advantage and he's got a pot of money so we can't keep you anymore..."

	Same old Mrs. Kleef.  Same old hammertoe.  Same old dream.

	"...even tho she's not ready-or-not for real peoples."

	Asininity.  That's what this dream woman was.  Fionuala spake only to herself during the entire journey home.  She did not answer back then and she would never respond to such nonsense now, not in this silvery situation.  She was waiting to speak with Asta, her father, her only adult visitor in the last two years.  Dear Asta--whom she never called Daddy--who wanted his girl back, now that Asta's wife was dead and mailing no hospital checks.

	"My word, Fionuala Brynn, you're growing like a shoot."

	Fionuala's specs looked again.  Now, it was Asta Dar'bannon driving.  Mrs. Kleef was memory.  The catfish car was memory.  Of course, Mr. Dar'bannon was memory, too.  In memory, Asta sat silver-haired, straight and well-groomed while guiding the great Royale Victoria.  "...growing, growing, growing like a shoot."

	"Am I?" Fionuala asked in return.

	"Yes, indeed you are.  You've blossomed into young womanhood and I know why."

	"Tell me why, Asta, tell me why."  Why had she never called him Daddy?

	"Because this world outside the walls has nurtured you.  Sunshine, A�bombs, spring showers and the cultural refinements of our home.  No more secret whisperings, dead languages, no more ghostly creatures.  I'm only sad that your mother cannot see her young lady flourish."

	Fionuala thought about Asta's wife for a fraction.

	"I am too, Asta.  I'm sad too."

	Asta's finely beveled nails splayed at the windshield.

	"Oh darling, we're home in time for tea," her father lilted.

	Fionuala looked and saw the grand shining house, weepy willows dripping with sparkly tinsel, just like Christmas.  The garden was alive, truly alive, zinging a joyful springtime tune.

	The Royale Victoria drove up the steps and into the foyer.  They drove once around the parlor then up the staircase, passing through Fionuala's old room with the nursery carol wallpaper.  The Royale Victoria rode the dumb waiter down to their gleaming, utensil-draped kitchen.

	"Soon you'll be mature enough to drive yourself," Asta told her as they wheeled through the library, then into her parent's regal bedchamber.  Asta's wife lay within the bedposts, a face of rice paper, half-sewn into her shroud.  Fionuala snuck a smile when their Royale Victoria left the chamber then turned left toward the back porch.

	As fat tires rumbled out the backdoor, down the stoop, Fionuala saw her own plain fingers on the ivory steering wheel.  She was driving herself now, this was no Royale Victoria and the sky was silver foil, rippling.  She released the wheel, turned around in the seat.  The hearse's long compartment held Asta's glass casket.  Asta lay perfectly tailored inside the glass, open-eyed and consumptive.  He was beautiful under glass.  Fionuala scooted back around, retook the wheel of her rolling hearse. The rearview mirror giggled and spake as Fionuala reflected on the line of putt-putt cars trailing behind her, headed for the silver-stoned cemetery.  She felt happy.  Asta was going home.

	Then her shining dream went white, snowy white, as she rounded a frozen curve and saw the darkling fellow.  A tall fellow with a silver-stringed guitar.

�



	The axeman propped up on white cotton sheets, all the better to study Fina's foot.  She needed one foot protruding while she slept, as though her five dainty toes required liberation from smothering coverlets, no matter how cold the night.  Why, this very morning was early, grey and rising warm, but he knew those tiny toes were still chilly to the touch.

	Lovell loved the arch of her foot.  There was a spare, fledgling grace to that arch.  He spent many, many daybreaks lusting after it.  Over there, his guitar leaned against the mahogany wardrobe, waiting for him.  He thought about strumming his catstrings for that arch.  He considered composing an ode to that arch, but did not wish to waken Fina from her dreams.  He tugged the sheet, revealing more of her milky ankle.  He favored the ankle too; he loved to taste the ankle, to kiss it until she got giddy.  But nothing compared to her naked arch.  Her toes flicked away a lazy fly, a pleasing sight to the connoisseur. 

	He was growling hungry.  Lovell lay back in bed and considered rolling some laughing tobacco to cleanse his palate.  He had abandoned most every other abuse.  But he liked to roll smoke.  He liked the fresh musk of it; he liked handling the mealy paper, the skill and dexterity of the roll; plus, it staved off his appetite for a short while.  And buttery flapjacks would taste that much richer, once Fina was awake.

	Every bit of this was rumination, of course.  His butt didn't move.  The sky didn't fall quite yet.  The smoke would wait, just like his guitar.  He seemed to get deep pleasure  doing next to nothing these days.  Pondering footsies and the morning's heat and bedroom canopies were just about his speed.  Built for comfort, baby, not for speed.  Maybe there was a chorus bubbling up, �searching for a vamp.  Maybe he and axe #1 would work out that vamp.  Maybe trolls camped inside this mattress.  Lovell wondered if he could ever orientate to such a vast chunk of bed as this bed, muchless the very idea of a--what would Floy call it?--a boudoir the size of this haybarn of a boudoir.  Fina's shaded glasses looked back at him from her 17th-century Acanthus bedstand.  She kept his mind off these quiet splendors most of the time, but Lovell doubted he would ever take it in stride.  Still, he felt dozier than wise anymore; he caught himself smiling over dribs and drabs.

	When he saw her straight-eight Royale Victoria locomoting long along the snowpack one hard glacial morning, he wasn't so dozy; he was just hungover.  Pill hungover, which was always the worst.  Meaning, his troubled heart and mind stole the show.  He did not want company.

	Lovell stood shivering on Six Bucket Run, eyeing the blindered Reo as it slowed on the road alongside him.  Weird, man, he thought.  Weird.  All it needed was a shepherd dog and white cane.  Lovell could not see inside the car.  The Royale Vic's windows were tinted midnight swamp green.  His inner ear crackled with rancor.  He shoved a fist into his coat pocket, cupping the straight razor tucked there, in case of a fracas.     

	Little in life, very little, prepared him for the bird that emerged that frigid day.  The driver's door clicked open.  She flapped out like a lame and hooded peacock blanching at sudden sunlight; whatsmore, she wore the sappiest puss he had ever seen.  For that matter, her puss was all you could see.  Ultra-dark sunglasses peered from under a ten-gallon sunhat, anchored to her chin by her sheer black scarf.  White gloves met fitted knit sleeves, then disappeared into the deep folds of her  widow's weeds; an antiquarian brocade left over from another century.  "Hmmmmmm..." she mused.  Despite this camouflage, Lovell �sensed a frail frame lurking under her pleated armor.  That lower face and plucky smile was her only exposed flesh. 

	"What an exotic instrument," she almost whispered, an airy voice, an echo with no point of origin.

	It was then he realized she was addressing his axe.  Those big sunshades didn't give up much.  Who knew where her eyes were going?  She sure wasn't much of a looker under all that garb; he could readily tell.

	"Never seen a gitfiddle before, ma'am?" Lovell coughed, releasing the razor in his pocket.  He suspected she was ten, fifteen years his junior.

	"A git--fiddle.  Why no, do you stroke it like a cello?  Does it come with a horsehair bow?"  Her voice broke pleasantly, almost gigging his funny bone.

	"Naw, ma'am, it's a guitar.  You know, a guitar."

	"Yesss, I have seen a guitar from time to time.  In catalogues.  But yours has a peculiar apparatus attached if I am not mistaken.  Are those radio knobs down there?" she asked, pointing.

	Lovell slung the axe off his back.

	"Nope, it's jist an eee-lectric guitar.  Made this'n myself."

	"Electric..." she nodded, cupping the word in her small mouth.  "An electrical guitar.  How very clever, simply startling.  What, exactly, does this electricity do for the instrument?"

	"Do?"

	"Does it light up?  Or play songs on a paper music roll?  Like our automatic piano?"

	Lovell snickered finally.  You had to dig it.  It was too, too gone.  Lovell swiftly divorced all thoughts of his house--Floy's Uncle Dodge's house.  Floy could sit tight.

�	"Naw, nothin like that.  No Christmas lights.  That voltage, it jist kicks my chords up louder and kinda queers the sound, charges it up ya might say.  Better fer the boogie."

	"Boogie?!" Her milky lips gasped recognition.  "Our piano plays the Beale Street Boogie.  Plays it very nicely, yes, I would say it is my favorite.  Asta, my beloved father--he purchased the roll but his wife called it an abomination, forcing Asta to file it inside the piano seat."

	"I doubt it's the same woof of boogie I'm prone to bop."

	She giggled at him.

	"Kai shen aroe.  Your language is delightful.  Do you plug it in?"

	"Plug in my language?"

	"Your gitfiddler, is it?  Do you plug it into an outlet proper, into the wall fixture?"

	He shook his dull head, hit a lick on the silver-stringed box.  Soft, it bit the air, like a thin steel shiv.    

	"Not the axe--ummm, the insturment itself.  Jist the amplifier."

	She did not ask about the amplifier and he appreciated that.  She knew when to skip ahead.  Lovell ducked his lashes, testing her open admiration.

	"Why the quiz show?" he probed.

	"Oh.  Élan.  Élan is the staff of my existence.  I am seldom able to leave my home, so my élan is ofttimes confined to shifts of moonlight and season, ladybugs on my African violets, that sort of thing."  The ten-gallon sunhat cocked up at him--dark, blank glasses unmoving on her  sallow face.  Tiny wrinkles were just sprouting along her lips' ridge.  Perhaps she was older than he first thought.

	"Why you cover yerself so?"  Lovell did not stutter.

	She sighed, eagerly.

	"Isn't it wickedly absurd?  An affront to one's natural eye?" she demanded with husky fervor, showing small, even teeth that radiated something a tad--well, electric.  "I cannot suffer any harsh sun due to my condition.  I am afraid mine is an extremely rare, systemic condition that leaves me debilitated and homebound much of the time.  Too much direct sunlight can aggravate, even activate the worst symptoms, causing a flare-up which might leave me bedridden for days, even weeks.  I'm resoundingly incurable.  I have borne it for years and keep chugging along, so no pity for Fionuala Dar'bannon, thank you.  My eyes are particularly sensitive."

	"That was a snootful."  Lovell leaned against her Royale Victoria, strangely comforted by this bird and her plight.  Her condition, whatever it was, did not resemble the pestilent skin eruptions or blood disturbance that was worming its way through the backwoods of late.  She looked certifiable, yes.  But she hardly looked contagious.    

	"Speaking of electricalities..."

	Were they, he wondered?  Were they speaking of electricalities?

	"...perhaps you are aware of some handy fellow or tradesman fluent with the alternating current," she continued.  "Not the directing current, I was told, the alternating one.  My lights went out during our blow last night.  I lit the hurricane lamps.  I've a fully oil-stoked furnace, but otherwise I am in a pickle."

	Lovell scratched his beard, grinning with her.  She set a gloved hand on the fender alongside his.

	"Why, the whole morning has been a pickle.  My housekeeper, Ess, she sent her little colored boy over first thing before breakfast to tell me she was tending a horrid toothache and could not shop groceries or clean.  I rely upon Ess for most of my outside errands, you see.  At present, I am feeling my way toward Cayuga Ridge.  Is the road passable?"

	"Prob'ly not."

	"I thought the Cayuga school janitor might be acquainted with super power surges and other electricalities.  Do you know him?"

	"No, ma'am, I do not. Prob'ly a fuse would fix you."

	"Yes, a fuse," she enthused, perfectly ungrasping.

	He asked and she told him there were no downed lines in her yard.  Since power was still live back at the lounge he suspected her fuse box.  And not surprisingly, Lovell's boots wanted in from the cold and damp.  The prospect of Floy's hard homecoming had blown off into Arctic oblivion.

	Behind her blind shades, this odd Royale Victorian woman got fiercely ecstatic when Lovell said, "I kin do a fuse.  Any ole beau kin do a damn fuse."

	So, she took him home.

	He spent the trip making peace with her eight-piston cocoon.  It was calming.  The Reo's tinted windows cut the sun's glare by half, creating a greenish cell.  Lovell had never felt the like.  His ass unpuckered.  She was a cautious driver.  Soon he forgot about deadly roadslides or patches of black ice.  He was ready to go.  Along the way, she told him to call her Fina.  Just call her Fina, she mewed.  Her friends did.

	Home was some-kind-of-swank alright.  Jumbo-sized and special as finding Notre Dame Cathedral shut off, towering up a run amidst snowpeaked regency.  Lovell had seen this one before.  In the National Geographic.  "Home again, home again, jiggityjig," she added.  When she finally idled down that long, brown-vined arbor into the receiving end of a swell carriage house, Lovell got tongue-sprung.  Icicle nests circled in formation around the arbor; a crystalline garden sprouting behind low stone walls and latticework, mired in windswept drifts, neglected and complete with its own frozen puddleduck pond.  �A shade turned the duckless ice purple, the three-story, pavilion-peaked shade of that splendor she called home again, home again.  Freshly salted tiles led their way, climbing inevitably toward the manor house's broad, riverstone foundation.  Before they made the porch, Lovell tried but failed to count each of those steep-gabled dormers above, totaling up the silent windows that watched him come.  Cradling his raunchy guitar, he was given, strangely given, to counting her steeples.

	And the indoors was everything he should have expected at this point.  Cornices and high ceilings, room after epic room, landscapes under glass, formal portraits in rich oils, murky hallways, depthless corners, velveteen loveseats and scrolled woodgrains that whispered money, money, money.  She gushed appreciation, for Lovell, for the stringed instrument, the kazoo, The Holy Encyclopedia Brittanica, crickets, and other passing interests which he lost track of as they zig-zagged through labyrinthine chambers.  He noticed an overabundance of snapshots.  Every doily and lampstand held a postcard or three, or four, a stereoscopic slide, a foreign postage stamp, a ripple-edge photo.  No matter where his eye fell, he saw Carlesbad Caverns or the Colossus Of Rhodes.  Stereo-visions of The Great San Francisco Earthquake scattered across a footstool.

	Eventually, Lovell found the laundry porch where he found the problem in her circuit box.  He proved true.  Lovell fixed her blown fuse, gave her the juice and when he  returned to her parlor with the nine-bulb chandelier all aglow, her veils had lifted.

	She ran, clasped his coattail and gushed, "Transcendent is the light!"

	She spun, hands high.  He gave chuckle.

	"Light, oh light, espathen teke jind uava de tosh! 

	"Espa--?"

	"The Gaelic means: of dying embers the spirit shines.  A friend taught me as a child."

	Yes, Miss Fionuala had shed her wraps, and was soon explaining volumes about her very weak eyes.  He saw she was willowy and fragile indeed, a network of freckles upon lucid skin.  No more dark glasses.  Her swollen brown eyes were revealed, her crop of ash-auburn curls.  Fionuala Dar'bannon thanked him mercilessly.  She reminded Lovell of a space alien he had seen one Saturday matinee.  No, this one was hardly the looker from where he stood.  And here, under the unvarnished glare of her chandelier, Lovell figured Miss Dar'bannon had waved bye-bye to thirty-five, maybe even forty, though she could fake ten years up or down.  Her eyes were dimming, she said, weak and dimming with each day.

	There was no coffee, so she served him warm cocoa in a sun-drenched glass nook she called the Florida room.  They sat at a round teakwood table and drank from gilt-edged teacups.

	"You'll need a proper fuse from the hardware.  Made do with a copper penny in the meantime," Lovell admitted, stroking his devilish spade beard.

	"How clever.  A copper penny.  You can do such a thing?"

	"Legions have.  But swap it back or you might burn this palace down."  He took pause, meeting her liquid brown gaze.  She was beaming back at him from the shade of a rubber tree plant.  His eardrum hit a rimshot.  "Anyway, shut the gate, the meter's runnin.  Miss Fina's back on rural electric.  Is she happy then?"

	"Wickedly warm and wickedly happy," her airy, fluted tongue told him, more cocoa pouring forth, "are you happy Mr. Starling?"

	"Happier than a sissy in a C.C. Camp."

�	Fionuala giggled, though she had no notion of what he meant and he knew it and she knew he knew.  Somehow, nothing in the words really mattered.  She asked if he had a home and he said not really.  She asked if he was married.  Lovell answered the same.  He described the roadhouse, the music he made there, the drunken ovations he had provoked in so many joints for so many years.  They all seemed phony in the telling.  But she listened with swollen-eyed rapture.

	He slept the night in a spare bedroom.  She insisted.  He insisted.  It would just be for a few days.  Before he moved in, though, Lovell borrowed her Royale Vic to fetch his guitar amp and motorcycle from Bull's Gladiola Lounge.  The car got through, but not without adventure.  Lovell left Bull a note saying he figured Saturday night was no-go what with these slick roads so the axeman was heading south to flamingo heaven so Bull would need a new headliner.  Lovell didn't jot a dot about Floy.  The weather thickened into stiff snow flurries during his dusky return.  Arriving with a bumperload of Triumph, Lovell fought the carriage house doors closed.  Winter's dark sank fast.  Fionuala's white castle accepted him once more.

	Blissful, he snoozed like a mole in his splendid guest room, snow deepening throughout the night.  Down the second-floor hallway, Fionuala slept in her own little room with the nursery carol wallpaper.

	Next morning, Lovell sipped cocoa, told some warstories from the road, then tuned an E-string up to D so he could pick and sing a couple of jump tunes for Miss Dar'bannon.  This seemed to excite her.  Taking his hand, she led him on a tour through her vast manor.  He quickly learned the lay of the house, including which toilet pipes complained, access to the rooftop cupola, the total number of gables: twelve.  There was even a secret staircase behind a panel in the second-floor linen closet.  Pure Abbott and Costello stuff.  The cramped, hidden steps descended to the furnace cellar where you could exit the house from flat double storm doors--if you could lift a yard of snow.  The third floor was currently unfurnished, given over long since to dust and storage.  Fionuala grew faint, so she napped several hours of the afternoon while Lovell repaired a library shelf, then leaned out a third-story alcove and lag-bolted the shaky lightning rod to the house's crown.  For supper he made his Mad Rabbit Stew, going easy on the red pepper for the sake of his host's delicate stomach.  He whipped up a bowl of snow ice cream as an antidote, drizzling caramel over it before delivery.  Licking spoons, they shared slides and postcards she solicited faithfully from around the world.  Her swollen eyes ached to see all wondrous sights and vistas, she said, before her eyes were gone.  "How long?" he asked.  Months, maybe years, she could not say.   The snow held for most of the coming week. The housekeeper never appeared.

	During his third night, Fionuala came to the guest room and woke Lovell.  He returned with her to the little rhyme-papered room where he took her virginity.  After that, they made love every night and every morning before cocoa.  There was nothing said about it.  Fionuala accepted him and his presence within her as though Lovell had simply reappeared from some mislaid remembrance when their hearts and bodies had once entwined.  With each kiss, her true loveliness surfaced and he saw.  How could he have overlooked such fair beauty?  So what if, from time to time, he overheard her speaking something she called Gaelic to the mirrors and clocks.  She was used to living alone, where her natural charms had suffered from lack of appreciation.  His beard left a mild rash on her cheeks, her belly, her legs.  She did not mind, but he shaved the beard anyway.  In lush tones, she declared him the handsome rake, with or without the shrubbery.

�	For a week he strummed her and his guitar while Fionuala's naps grew shorter.  After dark, they built fires in the library's hearth where she lay before him, growing warm, pink, strong.  He held each darling foot in hand.  Her naked arch seduced his everloving soul.  Outside, the snow began to thaw.

	When Ess the housekeeper brought groceries that following Saturday, Fionuala cut the lady's workload by half, getting her  out of the place in under two hours while Lovell hid behind the secret panel upstairs.  He sat inside the wall on the tight, candle-lit stair, made erotic drawings in a Big Chief notebook until he heard Fionuala's gentle tap from the linen closet, her airy flute trilling, "aelspin frey ma tein, woen ma...come out, come out, my love.  Wherever you are, you are for meee-heeee."

	Winter surrendered to mayapples, wysteria and Queen Anne's lace.  Lovell kept a low profile, working the garden when nobody was around--which was almost always.  Who were these friends who called her Fina?   Rarely, it crossed his mind. There was the housekeeper twice a week.  An old family lawyer visited monthly, bringing stipends from the Roanoke bank, discussing vague executory matters in her parlor while Lovell stayed upstairs.  This gave him time to plan his attack on the horticultural front.  He began to draft a free�standing belfry on lined tablet paper.  One had to wonder, but rarely.

	Lovell dredged the duck pond with twin pitchforks strapped together, wading knee-deep, clearing out weeds while Fina sat on the porch viewing three-dimensionals through her stereoscope.  Given time, some duck might even call Lovell's handiwork a home.  He tilled fresh rows at the back of the garden, invisible behind evergreen spires.  These rows he planted with laughing tobacco and crowder peas.  Lovell had always been partial to crowder peas.  Meat was plentiful.  The neighboring forest was so untapped, he could hunt �fowl or rabbit from the porch.  Fina's daddy, Asta, provided a fine Marlin Rimfire rifle from his collection.  

      One Tuesday in late August, the narrow staircase had gotten altogether too damn hot and stifling when restless Lovell thought he heard housekeeper Ess crank up her old Dodge to leave.  He was just reaching for the secret panel's handle--when Ess began mumbling a few inches from his face, on the other side.

	"So how much was it, mister?" he heard her ask softly, in a voice deep as any bullfrog's.  "Let's see.  It'uz sixteen and four bits--and two penny.  Sixteen from twenty, that's, uh--"

	Lovell went rigid.  Ess was a breath away from him, inside the linen closet.

	"--that's four dollar.  Four bits from a dollar, that's four bits more--"

	She was talking to herself.  He heard the housekeeper pull clean sheets from the shelves.  Lovell got stranger than wise, afraid to move off down the stair, afraid Ess might hear the creak of steps inside the wall.

	"--then there's the two penny.  That leaves forty, forty, forty-sebbum.  Yes, ma'am.  She owe me three dollar and forty-sebbum cent." 

	He didn't even know what Miss Ess looked like.  He had never seen her clearly.  He wished she would go away.  Ess slid a blanket from its berth, somewhere near Lovell's ankles.  The floor flexed as she left the closet.  Pressing his mended ear to the wall, her one-woman debate continued down the hall toward Fionuala's bedroom.  Lovell realized it was only grocery change Ess was ciphering.  Only change due her for the tally.  Faintly now, the trickle of Fina's laughter came up through the boards, joined by gleeful chimes from Ess's youngest boy, Melrose--who came with the housekeeper when school was out.

	Lovell slumped back down on his step, damp in the head.

	When Fionuala heard about this close call she declared it Pickwickian, that's right, poppycock incarnate and she leapt into his arms.  The following Saturday she paid Ess a fifty-dollar bonus, then sent her home for the last time.  The housekeeper's long, steadfast service was no longer required.  Fina said Ess was perplexed but took it in her usual stride.

	It was the right way to go.  They were independent minded people.  Their house took care of itself.  She seldom took her naps anymore, though she was still sun-sensitive and always would be.  Lovell cooked, making the occasional sugar and supply run into Ewe Springs where he was less known.  He would park her clashingly-tinted Royale Victoria somewhere out of the way, usually down a blind alley, then walk up the lane to shop.  Once he ran into a hillbilly jump fan who knew him from the club, a boy named Percy; but Lovell was more easy talking by then and did not really mind the encounter.  Another time, in the blind alley, he crossed paths with a long, old, preacher-looking thing who asked him how went a tizzypoke.  That’s what the long thing said.  How went a tizzypoke.  This encounter wasn’t to Lovell’s liking.  But he let it go.

	  Later that day, he bought himself a new D-string before heading home to his Fina.  With his amp barely humming, he played her every scarlet torch song, every sweetheart's lament he knew, and later, they made love in her parent's great canopied bed for the first time.  With all the windows open, with crickets and scent of hydrangea tickling over fleshly pleasures.  From that evening forward the great vaulted bedroom was theirs.

	At Fionuala's urging, they began to make day-long excursions in the Royale Victoria Reo.  She would don her layers and dark glasses then Lovell locomoted slowly out of the hills, sometimes to Roanoke, sometimes as far as Shanville for a Saturday picture show.  She liked Mr. Montgomery Clift.  He liked Miss Barbara Stanwyck.  They both loved King Solomon's Mines.  They spent hours turning Rexall's postcard rack, haunting museums and record shops.  They even rode a Ferris wheel under cloudy skies.  It was even easier to stock their groceries downland then carry the booty home.  There was much to choose from in the city.  Yet, it always felt great to escape at day's end.

	Only once did Fionuala seem vexed.  That particular sunset, one autumn eve they left Roanoke for the hills.  Bridge repairs forced Lovell to detour the Royale Victoria, cruising past the silver gate and silvery lawns of St.Dympna's Healing Home.  Fina averted her gaze, turned in, and played possum during the return trip.  Usually she chattered non-stop.  But that day, with the sun ebbing through swamp-green glass, Lovell left her to her secrets.  He was much the same as she.  So be it.

	He wouldn't know real Gaelic if the words were etched in stone.  So who the hell cared if her Gaelic was blarney?  There had been no skin rashes nor irritable reactions to sunlight--not in months.  If her swollen eyes had weakened, Lovell was unaware.  Apparently, so far, Fina saw as sharply as ever.  Perhaps too sharply.  She still doted on her stereoscope and exotic photos.  And Lovell, he had his own fetish for Taj Mahals.  He was just learning how to look, to look out, not in; for his own mysteries shone brightest in Fina's celestial eyes.  She made him tougher every day.  Tougher than wise.   

	A year went dawdling by.  They grew pokier together, weathered more snow storms and now it was red-hot August again, waiting for the flames to break.  Waiting for cool relief.

	Lovell savored her naked arch for that extra moment, licked Fionuala's tasty nape before leaving bed.  He took the translation of Gabriele D'Annunzio's The Flame Of Life from his bedstand, retiring to the porcelain throne for further study.  Afterward, he made for the kitchen.  Lovell held cocoa in high favor, especially Fina's cocoa; but two of the loveliest arrivals in their home, dearest to Lovell's heart, were chicory and roasted beans in the cupboard.

	What to conjure for breakfast, what would delight her, he wondered?  Wearing canary silk bottoms and only canary silk bottoms, he padded through the marbled foyer, smelling phantasmic pecan muffins from the near future��just before he chanced a glance out the front door's prismed glass.

	Bent in the prism, a big, big man was coming up the gloamy path.  Moving from inside the arbor where Lovell's Triumph lay stashed, the man was grimy, barefoot in a lean blue nightie.

	That man was Floy.

	Quietly, Lovell slipped out, latching the door closed.  Son-of-a-bitch-born-Satan if it wasn't Floy.  She was big, but he had seen her bigger.  Every big inch of her, he'd felt that inch, he'd smelt that inch, he'd been pinned by that inch, he'd left his climaxes in their bargain.  And they had all been bigger.  This morning, loose skinflaps draped off Lady 's bulk.  Something was awry with her hairdo.  Floy spotted him but gave nothing away.  She looked unhealthy in her torn, shapeless nightie; why, she couldn't weigh more than two hundred and a quarter.                       

	"Mornin, doll...how ya been...?"  Her mouth sounded boggy, aimless.

	"Mornin to you, Floy."

	She had found him.  Him, or some fool who could pass for the late Lovell Starling.  A stranger who only looked the part.  What could she expect?  Floy climbed the porch, sat on the swing.  Their faces never quite met.  Soon, she began to bay, horribly.  Lovell fretted as her tears rolled on.  Mainly, he fretted about waking Fionuala.

	"You never did come home, doll," she snuffled finally.

�	He sat on the porch rail and faced up to her.  "This, mmm...this here's my home now."

	"But you dint come back to yer Lady Floy."

	"No.  I didn't."

	Her wet chin quaked, dropping open.  More teeth had been lost.  Suddenly her eyes pled up at him.

	"I'm yer wife.  Best come home with yer wife now."

	"We was never married proper," he shook his head.  "You know that."

	"But, all our years of struggle..."

	"Married er not, them years is over.  Thank God and Billy Sunday."

	"Wooo-w-was-was-was ever bit so b-b-bad?"

	"No.  Not ever bit."

	Floy's cheeks pooched out, about to bust as her mind drifted off, across the mist-couched lawn where sunrise was overdue.  Lovell's heart sank.  She had never left her boudoir without three coats of semi-gloss, not in all their years together.  He could clearly see the ragged complexion, the ill-plucked eyebrows.  Her hair hung limp and spongy, matted with hairspray, clinging with lint, sticker burrs and crap.  Shoeless, her chipped gold toenails begged for soap and a trim. 	But her wasting corpse could not figure in this conversation.  Lovell had little choice.  He had nothing left to give her.

	"Lady's been workin..."

	"That's fine.  That's good."

	"Been pickin fruit fer Uncle Dodge n'friends o'his.  Moppin n'sweepin up fer Bull sometimes, Bull, he said you left him a bye-bye note.  I said, Axeman dint leave me no bye-bye note..."

	Lovell shut his eyes, aching to blot out her woes.  For Mister Pity's sake, he wanted to ask Floy, do we have to do this?  Can't you just fix yourself sexy again?  Can't you snare another thumb picker?  Why not settle for a burlycue piano man, or an elderly pedal-steel man ripe for his Navy pension?  Christ, wasn't there some fool barkeep, somewhere, with a grubstake and a footlong, rock-hard death wish?  But Lovell did not ask.  His eyes opened and looked, out.  Sizing her up, he saw enough.   

	"...run into dumb ole kid pitchin pennies front of Ewe Spring merchant establishment.  Done sold my rooty-toot shoes n'jewelry, ain't I?  So that dumb ole kid says he sees ya drivin this Reo and kid tells me who that Reo belongs to.  Folks say she's daft from a early age, yes they do."

	"She's not daft," Lovell shot back, arms crossing his bare chest.

	"She perty?  Pertier than me?"

	"Leave her go, Floy.  She's a good woman."

	"You love her, don't ya, doll?"

	He nodded.

	"I git scary up at the place.  Alone..."

	"I'm sorry."

	"Last week," she reached out, touched his knee, then withdrew the hand, "last week I believe it was, after midnight.  I woke up, sweaty and hot, hearing voices out back around the clothesline.  Lych voices.  I heard that mush right off.  Ain't I heard Lych voices before?"

	Her words got low.  In the dank light, Lovell could see the huge medallions of Floy's nipples through her thin, blue batista gown.  An old bloody crust stained the collar's hem, a stray spit of red beside her left nipple.

	"Got out the bucklight, shined it out the back window and I saw em.  Two Lych's alright.  Long man and a long woman.  I could see them messy faces o'theirs, even from the house, and she was round-bellied, ready to drop��as you will soon see.  I hollered scat and they both run off into the wood, uphill o'the privy.  Couldn't sleep after that of course.  An hour or two, and she commences to wail.  Up there in the trees.  Serious wailing, terrible wailing and screeches through the night.  Every so often I caught wind of him too, that Lych feller coaxin her through it, kind of soft and steady in words nobody fit could understand.

	"They was gone the next afternoon when I finally felt sturdy enough to search the wood.  Didn't take long to find it.  That dead suckling they had left behind, unburied.  Right betwixt two sassafras roots it lay, still half-stuck in its afterbirth.  Couldn't tell if it was a he or a she Lych."  Floy threw Lovell a wild, unfixed stare.  "Lovell, that Lych suckling, it had that bloody pox they been warnin about.  Even dead, there's no tellin what kind of contagion that wee thing might reek.  It was covered with pustholes, flies, the whole mess.  Just rotting and dead when it was born.  What else could I possibly do?  I doused it with kerosene.  Burnt it up.  What else could I do?"

	Lovell left the rail.  He knelt before her.  His fingers cupped her chins.

	"Yer smart as a whip, honey.  You did just the right thing."

	Both hands came up fast, too fast, and clutched his.  

	"Mebbe I shoulda used lime.  I coulda gotten some lime from Willy's store and covered the thing with that.  It was such ugly sickness, Lovell.  I keep sufferin dreams o'torment!"

	 Tough.  He wanted to be tough.  But nobody was tougher than a burnt baby or the whims of disease.  He was afraid as she was. Fear put them silent.  For several long minutes it gripped them, Lovell allowing her to clutch him while she wept feebly, eyes squeezed.  When he spake, his feeling was genteel.

	"Floy," he soothed, tearing from the clutch, "you have to go now."

	A giant sob racked the porch swing.  She yelped out, "I get scary.  Can't you come on back to the boudoir, pet me, gimme deep nookie?"

	Lovell stood suddenly, swept back his silvering locks.  "Nope.  That can't happen."

	"Buy me perty-perties..."

	Just as abruptly, revelation struck him.  He finally woke up without a pill.  Lovell told her to wait then disappeared into the house.  She waited.  

	A sunny scrim dropped over Floy and her sorrowful gaze.  She glided the swing.  Dawn brushed across flowertops in the garden, slicing through the arbor, gleaming off a bell in a small belfry at the bottom of the yard.  Ducks.  Ducks went quack-quack nearby.  What was this strange place, this big, spookhouse, this maze of trees and vine?  Where was she?  How had she gotten here?  Her mind was going south.  Floy sensed as much and felt more afraid.

	Then, after a year and a half, Lovell was back on this strange porch.  Returning to her.  Returning from inside with his guitar.  The devil's beard was gone.  Wasn't that nice?  Floy had never fancied his beard.

	"Yer beard's gone--"

	Lovell untied his rhinestone-braid guitar strap from the peg head, deftly unhooked the button end.

	"--you lookin nice."

	Setting his electric axe aside, he lay the strap across Floy's lap, flipping it over to the leather backside.  His fingers found the hidden seam and the zipper within.  Unzipping the strap, he exposed a secret lining.  It was flush with cash.

	Floy's brow  creased when she saw the folded money.

	"Honey," he said, " you never knew, cause I couldn't afford to tell you.  But I had a feller make this gitfiddle strap years ago, down in Chattanooger.  �He made and sold money belts so I figgered he could sew me a rhinestone money strap just as good.  There's almost a solid grand in h'yere.  Nine hunert dollars at least.  I saved it.  Kept a few bills from ya ever week."

	Floy shut-up, dried-up, looking from the inner green of the bills, then back to Lovell.  He was fitting a pair of old tan bedslippers on her feet.  They were tight.

	"This is all I kin give ya, Floy," he was telling her, "these shoes and this blanket to cover ya proper, till you kin get home.  These ain't walking shoes, the dude who wore em took a snugger fit in his wingtips.  They'll have to do.  Here, keep this blanket around ya, there ya go, no need fer everybody to see your bosoms is there?"

	Lovell got her on her feet then walked Floy down the steps toward the road.  She stumbled, hugging her blanket and strap beneath her chins.  He made her hold the blanket tight.  He told her the blanket was important, told her to keep her business out of the street. 

	"You take that money," he advised, "don't tell nobody about it.  Tuck it away somewhere only you know about.  Don't fergit where ya tuck it.  I see things have changed fer you, Floy.  But yer gonna have to do some more changin still.  Just spend a little o'that green at a time.  Only when you really need it..."

	She stopped, turned and looked bluntly at him.  It occurred to her that Lovell wasn't coming along.  How could that be?

	"...you gotta learn to live differnt than you ever have, hon.  We all do.  You save this cash.  You git back on your feet.  But you cain't never come back here.  I cain't help you no more."  He hated himself for saying it, but he said it.  "Fergive me."

�	Lovell thought she might boo-hoo again, when he asked that.  But she did not.  Instead, Floy cheered, after a fashion--hooking stiff strands behind each ear, struggling for a brave face.  Her snaggletoothed words finally came:

	"Don't be thinkin you wasn't anointed.  You and that guitar you love.  You was the jack o'spades."

	 Yes, he thought.  But, no.  "You ain't gotta be anointed to know whether love rubs right or wrong."  That's all, he said.

	"Thank you, doll."

	"No problem."

	"You bought me pertier perties than any man I ever knew."

	"Gives me a strong feelin, knowin that."



	Fionuala was sipping her special blend of chicory and cocoa when he found her in the Florida room.  From the shade of the rubber tree her swollen eyes smiled.  Kissing her lips lightly, he hummed a few bluesy notes.  Sinking into his chair, buttoning his vest, he hummed a few more.

	"You had company?" Fina whispered so tender.

	"Mmmm-hmmm."

	"You could have invited them in for Mad Rabbit Stew.  Only if you wanted to."

	He took up the guitar.  Without voltage, Lovell chorded a slow-thumping blues.  He sang, barely.



				Lock up you cats, lock up yer kit,

				Whaaaaaaayhell,

				Everbody lose they heads

						on the Axeman's shift--



	His riff soured, he stopped, then--TWAAAAAANG--he shot the D-string.  Gleaming fire and bedevilment, Lovell gave her the eye.

	"Whatcha want fer breakfast, Fionuala Brynn?" he asked, smacking his chops.

	Fionuala leaned forth, warbled her own flat, airy melody: "Another aelspin  song, sir...yes, another song...oooh yes, then another..."

	His discharged axe tossed off a couple of spry boogies before she told him her secret.  That little room with nursery carol wallpaper would soon be a nursery once again.  Ten long seconds later he made a proposal.  When the lawyer came on Wednesday he was introduced to Sir Lovell Starling of the Chesapeake Starlings.

	They married that weekend down in Roanoke, swearing vows before a justice the lawyer knew well.  They never exchanged rings.  Neither Fionuala or Lovell saw the need.  Two hours later they visited the doctor, a doctor Fina and the lawyer knew well, and the doc gave them both his blessing.

	Winter crept in as she outgrew her dresses.  November found him signing away the mineral rights to his Alabama parcel.  The two were seen together more and more, sometimes even strolling through Ewe Springs and Cayuga Ridge.  The expectant bird in her swathing and dark shades, cooing an arcane tongue to her swarthy gitpicker.  It was quite a shock.  They kept mostly to themselves in that twelve-gabled manorhouse up Six Bucket Run, especially once the snows reached full bluster.  She could not travel easily by then, so they waited for Spring's gift.  He carried good fuses in his pocket at all times.  In the icicled evenings, tuning up before the woodfire, he thought he might get around to asking how her family made all of this loot.  Maybe he should inquire

�about her mother someday.  These were just chords to ponder.  Shortly, he began crooning boogaloos to that woodfire, boogaloos that turned into lullabies.  She rocked easily.  She looked out and sang along. 

�









T U R P I T U D E







	Up from the lowlands they came, guns at ready.  A blue, crystalline mist overtook the six horsemen. Ice trimmed their beards and made the timothy grass crisp under hoof, turning to snow by late morning.  The riders avoided speaking, each fellow swaddled in his hidebound determination, a dozen brown eyes trained on the hills above, watching doggedly as they climbed ridge to ridge.  Pursuit drove them into deep mountains, deeper snowdrifts.  The bloodletter was not to escape.  Under no circumstance.

	His capture was the only thing Mrs. Arbogast could speak of, near the end.  His capture cursed her lips, his slow, slow hanging; not her pony's misfortune, yesterday--and Mrs. Arbogast loved that piebald pony--not even her housegirl's skint babe consumed her fever anymore.  All men would still be paid, she said, but the bloodletter must pay first.  Over Sergeant Pritt's objections, Mrs. Arbogast signed a note.  The money would be waiting back in Mug Jump.  Her orders must stand.  At dawn, shortly after she wrote these orders, Mrs. Arbogast was rolled into a blanket and buried.  She did not specify how five dark gunmen and an olive-grey foreigner were to collect on a white man's corpse.

	Now, in driving snow, Sergeant Pritt reread her note.  He was dead serious, as always.  Not a smile to his name.  This was no laughing matter.  Should they return with the bloodletter, across Kentucky and the Missouri River, the Sergeant would have to explain to whoever they met riding back.  This was a real bad white man.  

	No sir, I don't mean no disrespect.  Just passing through.  Me and my fellows, we was hired by a deceased widow lady--my old Major's widow.  What's that?  Yes sir, that there body is a white gentleman, his name was Robby Loy; but he weren't no gentleman, if you'll excuse my say so, sir.  We buried the dear lady.  Sir?  Oh, he was a evil, soul-fed man, sir, a baby skinner.  That's right, sir, a baby skinner.  Cooked em.  Et em.  Took some of their tiny bones, left all the skins.  A fearful thing, sir.  Why, I don't justly understand, Mister Sheriff, sir.  Yes, I rode with the 9th Buffalo Brigade out in Injun territories.  No sir, Mister Sheriff, I was not lipping back at you.  I meant no disrespect, sir.  I've got a IOU paper from the lady--I mean--I woulda kilt him fer free, sir.  Like I said, he was a real--I'm sorry, sir, yes, I heard you the first time.  No.  I did not know Mr. Loy personally.  What's that?  Sir?  No.  No.  No, they wasn't no white babies he skint.

	It was hopeless, of course.  This life was mean.  Folding the note, Sergeant Pritt had few delusions left.  No white bastard's body was likely to look big enough or bad enough if black folk had him strung over a saddle.  Perhaps the German would be an asset.  Perhaps not.

	With only a few hour's sheen left for an advance party to reconnoiter, Sergeant Pritt dropped back from the lead.  He slapped his broad-brimmed hat across his stirrup, shedding ice as he eyeballed Akando.  Akando was the most proper Negro the Sergeant had ever  known; the blade rode square-shouldered, erect and sullen.  When Akando spake it was King's English or close to.  

	"Snow looks to be unkind this evening," the Sergeant said.  His face hung bottom-heavy, grim eyes locked in chapped crinkles.  

	"Hate to marshall camp without effectual cover," Akando measured his words.  This Pritt, he was a sober chap.  A soldier.  "Suppose Loy's privy to us, sir?"

	"He's privy.  Figger we've got daylight enough to top this ridge.  We'll look fer rock er tree cover up beyond that notch yonder."

	"Yes indeed sir."  Akando's smile was a shining thing.  It asked for kinship.

	Pritt frowned.  "Akando, I'll keep rein on this trash we're ridin with.  Ain't no need to sir me.  Mizz Arbogast wanted you here.  Good enough fer me."

	Unlike Pritt's pony, the tall tracker's roan was not winded or foundering in the thickening drifts.  Akando's smile softened.  Akando gave nod, eyes skinned ahead; cat's eyes they were, golden moons under berry-black lids.

	Sergeant Pritt could almost see Stone Major sanctioning this Akando.  A proper man for a proper task.  How long had those words been Pritt's creed, his inheritance from the finest officer he'd ever served?  And this was proper duty.  Rank, but proper.  It had to be.  The Stone Major had never tolerated idle bloodletting, muchless a baby's blood.  Yes, time was, the late Major Arbogast would have commissioned a Nova Scotian nigger if he could ferret like this one here.  Akando made sense.  But then, without Stone Major out front, renegade Nate Forrest or any other klanriders would just as surely string and burn these two Yankee niggers together.  Sergeant and Sergeant's Royal Canadian boy.  Blood or no blood.  Stripes or no stripes.

	Yes, Sergeant still wore the uniform.  Mrs. Arbogast insisted.  His blues and stripes might get them by, she said.  So Pritt wore his rank, but hidden under leathers and longcoat.  This was no joke.  He had no real jurisdiction over these men.

	The Sergeant inspected his unsworn troops, again, doing battle with the defeat in his belly, again.  Oh, his silent roll calls always began with great promise.  First there was this elegant critter sitting fine saddle alongside him in doeskin breeches and moccasin.  Akando's flesh rippled, ebony-smooth, he was some breed of immaculate perfection.  Second, Sergeant looked down at his own scarred hands, laced with proud flesh, white risen welts.  His left arm ached from old puncture wounds.  There was still an Apache musketball somewhere inside him.  Too bad, Sergeant Pritt told himself, newly impressed by Akando's presentation.  Too bad this upstanding trooper wasn't just the best of the Sergeant's lot; he just about was the lot.

	Behind Sergeant Pritt, Seals and Kortsteinen rode.  One thieving, butt-ugly tanbark-shucking Negro and one pickled German schoolteach.  Up ahead rode Seals' two sons, Stackhouse and Nothin' Bill.  Sure enough, they were all game for the hunt; they were greedy for Mrs. Arbogast's bloodmoney and each wanted to slay a white devil.  But each was lout stupid to boot.  Come to think of it, Seals never had properly explained how he got his boy children off the County Farm, not to the Sergeant's satisfaction.  All three would of made excellent cannon fodder at Petersburg.  There was no mystery about the German, either; he was too old and besotted, too hacking noisy for true Cavalry service.  Stone Major and Young Captain John often differed back then, but they'd never outfit a consumptive Prussian.

	"Mister Pritt?" the tracker was saying, frost on his lashes, "those young men at point?"

	"You be right, Akando.  Ain't up to the mark, are they?  Let's you and that hoss forge ahead, scout over that notch fer proper harbor.  We'll need somethin betwixt us n'this storm tonight."

	"Yes sir."  And the black tracker was off, his roan highstepping through the snow.  The Seals boys parted their horses and let him pass.  They laughed, making sport of his royalty.

	"Frikken yo nannygoat--" their daddy Seals was keening from down the trail.  "--looky dat nigger runnin on.  Say now, Saaargent, you fetchin dat boy after my yaller gal?  Keep my bedroll warm tonight?"

	The Sergeant reeled his pony, shooting daggers at Ugly Flagg Seals.  "That'll do mister.  Watch yer back before Robby Loy sets his blade in it, he's our concern, Seals.  We're after that chile killer, er don't you recollect our bizness?"

	Kortsteinen lifted his grey, burnsided face to the wind, shivering, tugging his buckskin away from Seals' mare.  

	Seals chuckled up the trail at the Sergeant.  "I remembers well enough, Marse Pritt, I remembers my callin.  You?"

	Steeling himself with admirable constraint, Sergeant Pritt spun and gigged his pony betwixt Seals' craw-yucking boys.  Without word Pritt retook the point.  No sense in letting Robby Loy catch these foolish lads unaware.  Sergeant Pritt would give his gold tooth right now for a steady corporal or two.  

	At least he had Akando.

	Sergeant could barely make out the tracker and roan, amongst those rocks above, braving sharp flurries.  Akando was just now cresting the ridge��there, he disappeared into a hazy white notch.  If that black prince heard Flagg Seals' vulgar slurs, the prince gave it no heed.



	Over an hour went before Sergeant and Attachment reached the burnt hulk of a watermill.  By then, they were in the blizzard's teeth, their weary mounts nearing the river gorge, heads low, drizzling slobbers.  That roan had cut a fluffy path thus far; clearly visible, despite whitening onslaught, Akando's wake led smartly past the mill.  

	"I's rarin to whomp yo ass, Nothin'," shouted Stack Seals at his brother.  Brother's horse bit Big Stack's wolfhide coat, again.  The coat smelled like cheese so Nothin' Bill always let his horse nibble.  Stack saved his coat with a spur in the nibbler's snout and all dumb animals took a breather while Sergeant's point pony slogged off toward the bridge.  Only one side of the big two-tiered mill was left standing.  Most of the millhouse ashes were hidden under snow, no doubt, but the waterwheel was still intact and frozen into the ice-locked river below.  Spanning across high bluffs, a plank footbridge had also survived.  Akando was not rushing out to greet them.

	Sergeant took his pony across the bridge, saw the roan's track heading steeply up the far bluff, then Sergeant returned.  With Akando unaccounted for and a bitter night crawling closer, Sergeant Pritt was in quandary.  Here was the only decent windbreak they'd encountered for some time.  The mill's surviving wall faced northerly and would supply some degree of cover from the element.  Akando should have returned by now.  The scout must have hoped for better refuge farther along.

	Sergeant halted their push.  

	Tying their horses in tight against the inner mill wall, they attempted rough camp under the charred eaves of a loft floor, or what was left of the loft.  The horses each got a few handfuls of oats.  Beneath their loftroof scrap and partial ladder, the men built a small fire then huddled inside the circle of beasts.    

	His shaggy team ate jerked meat and raisins.  Sergeant ate millet from his squaw pouch.  The blizzard was ebbing, however briefly.  Dusklight still shone upon the snow.   

	"Vot am I to do wid tese stockings?" Kortsteinen unbuttoned his calf-high gaiters, just down to the boots.  His long stockings were wet and he could not bear them wet all night.  But removing one's boots in such harsh circumstances was a bad idea.

	Ugly Flagg and sons watched the German's odd lip turn at the pitiful fire.  Kortsteinen fished out his pewter flask and nipped from it, considering his options.  Sergeant kept faith with his millet.  Sergeant's hard palm felt those six last-charge bullets, keeping faith at the bottom of his squaw pouch, safe under his meal.  Sergeant's mind ran with thoughts of Akando and Robby Loy.

	"Ottto!  Po me some o'dat corn juice," Stack Seals blurted, suddenly.

	"Nein."  Kortsteinen fell into a nasty cough, but managed to cap his flask.

	Smack in the face, Ugly Flagg backhanded Stack.

	"Mine yo manners, boy.  Flagg raises you better'n dat."  Ugly Flagg smiled his rottenest at the German.  "Wait'll Mistuh Koatsteeen invites us to a lil sip."

	Kortsteinen grunted at Flagg's challenge, ignoring the bait.  The flask returned to his breast pocket; Kortsteinen's flamboyant eyebrows crooked toward the Sergeant.  "Are vee beyondt civilization--now zat Madam Arbogast is deadt?"

	Sergeant spake softly, a thoughtful fix on the foreigner's boots, jupecoat and arrowpoint nose, "Didn't hear of any settlements up this far.  Bound to be a few mountain squatters.  But, I doubt Eu-pean Society'll ever be too far afield--long as this party's in possession of a live German schoolmaster."

	Kortsteinen coughed, bleakly rewrapping his grand lapels.  "I vuz not alvays alt schoolmeister."

	"Hell, you say," Pritt said, then saw Nothin' Bill gaping bluntly into the curve of his spoon.  Funny thing about spooky, calm, speckledy-faced Bill: he worshipped that tin spoon.  That spoon never left the lanyard or his neck.  "Whatcha seein in there, young Bill?" the Sergeant asked.

	"Nuffin."  Then Nothin' Bill snickered at the Sergeant.  Brother Stack snickered at Bill.  And Ugly Dad Flagg snickered at the sickly German. 

	Sergeant Pritt actually liked Nothin' Bill, in a sad sort of way.  Bill might be good for a laugh, in Sergeant's book.  Not much else.  Fortunately for Sergeant, Sergeant didn't afford much laughter these days.  

	"Where yo hightone nigger now, Marse Pritt?" Stack was saying, "mebbe he finds hisself another hoecake kitchen.  Mebbe his hightone hoss takes a flip, breaks dat Akando's nut.  Jez like po, po Mizz Abergasss."   

	Pritt's scarred fingers probed the millet bag.  Mrs. Arbogast had made things easier.  Most farms would have her into the house, her and Kortsteinen, though Kortsteinen refused to go.  Pritt and the others usually got their cups filled with soup, something.  One Quaker's wife baked hoecakes for the entire squad, with extra cakes to carry along.  One farm widow told Mrs. Arbogast to get those goddam darkies off her place now.  "I have the utmost confidence in Mr. Akando," the Sergeant told Stack.  "And it's still po Mrs. Arbogast's coin you'll be spendin if we ever come to kill this man.  You'll respect that.  Or I'll kill you."

	For the moment, he had Stack's attention.

	Ugly Flagg spat a sour raisin into the fire.

	"I vuz many tings," Kortsteinen continued, frosty throated.  "Ze tailor, ze tackidermist, huntsman, der rattejager.  I eefun toiled in ze grinding mill such as tis, very briefly.  In ze North of England.  Tis vuz after ze Austro-Prussian War, my millwurk vuz."

	Flagg leaned across low flames.  "Mens like you is noble stuff, ain't you now, Pritt?  We real lucky dat Mizz Arbergast done writ out West fer sich a soldierin man--"

	"It was a telegram."  Sergeant set down his pouch.

	"--her lettin us ride posse with nobleness like you and dat perty nigger--

	"I would've crost Hell fer Major Arbogast."

	"--dat's right.  You woulda crost Hell.  But he's done, ain't he?  An she's done.  An everbody round Mug Jump knowed no white laws weren't gone go after Black Robby.  What's a nigger baby er two?  Shit, Mizz Arbogast's housegal Sally kin jist git another nigger baby, shit, Mizz Arbogast kin jist git another housegal.  But fortune shined--din't it?  Lady gits t'pityin dese po nigger chilren an we gits you."

	Foolhardy, Stack had to jump into the act.  "Ain't dat a ho-dee-ho-ho?  Black Robby, he jist a dirty White Robby?  White folks calls him black fer all dem black ribs he et?  Reckons you and Sir Akando might wanna string dat Robby y'ownselfs.  Yep, dat Robby, he best beware."

	"Best beware o'dat kilmoo," Nothin' Bill told his spoon.

	Sergeant took off his blue cap; ready, if need be, to kick bejesus out of father and son.  The horses shifted.  Snow no longer blew betwixt their hocklegs.

	"Vere dit you hear zat vord?"

	"Whut word?" Flagg asked, still grinning, he and son Stack still trading fiery eyes with the Sergeant.

	"Kilmoo," Bill said, scarf polishing the spoon.

	Kortsteinen hacked, but spake with new gravity, "Vy do you zay��kilmoo?"

	"Down dat hoecake house," Nothin' Bill idly explained, "hoecake man tell me, look sharp fer boint millhouse.  Look sharp fer dat kilmoo.  He say, kilmoo likes to play.  He say, kilmoo ain't got no mouf to eats wif."  Then Bill licked his prize spoon, polishing some more.

	"No mouth?  Whud a kilmoo live on?" Stack asked, drawn to the idea.

	"Nuffin..." answered Nothin' Bill, "...I s'pose."

	The German looked cold hard into the dying fire.

	"Only undt heathen beliefs in life witout sustenance."  

	Nothin' Bill lifted his eyes from the bent reflection.  "Ah ain't no heaben."

	"Nein?"  Kortsteinen smiled strange, withdrawing his flask.  "I am.  Most certainly.  Ze poet says: heathen vastrals commen ze nacht, ze dance is all zat matters..."

	Ugly Flagg whistled, eyes easing up on the Sergeant.  "Gawddam, listen dat Mistuh Koatstiney, preachin poems at us.  Bet yo Lady Akando kin talk dat poetry too, Saaargent.  You?"

	"I've read my share."  Sergeant would just let Ugly Flagg, Stack, the whole lot of them, he'd let them skate.  For now.  The bloodletter must not escape.  Sergeant took up his squaw pouch again.

	His fingers found raisin pits in his millet.  Fresh raisin pits.

	"...I slafed in ze mill for a very nice gentleman.  I vuz twenty-two years uf age.  A time when only ze trickster kilmoolis couldt disturb my sleep.  Heathen lore, I swore.  No longer.  But I needt no kilmoolis.  I haf heard bombs, screams in my sleep since I vuz thirty-two, Officers Corps, ze Siege Of Paris."

	Sergeant flicked out the pits from his millet.  He gave everyone the once over.  They were listening to the German now.  Ugly Flagg chewed his raisins.  And somebody had spat pits into this Sergeant's grain.  Sergeant was losing patience.  He cupped the pouch, felt the six brass shots hidden inside.

	"...zo I only descended to schoolmeister after failingk my way aroundt ze vorld.  Mathematics and Greek literature vere my principal studies at Academy.  Uf course, I also excelledt at ze fencing, but I'm too oldt und zis country iz too youngk for fencing skills."

	"But dis country be old," said Nothin' Bill.

	"Almos' old as Saaargent Pritt," Flagg added.

	Disgusted, the Sergeant tied his pouch.

	"...but ein trickster liffed in zat dark millhouse, ven I vuz a boy, aaaaaaaaakkkk-kkk."  Rib cracking, Kortsteinen coughed, unstoppered his flask.

	"Gimme some o'dat damn juice," Stack blurted and went for the flask--

	--quickly, there was a four-shot Rupertus derringer at Stack's black throat.  "I vould not care to kill another schartze," the schoolmeister whispered.

 	Sergeant grabbed his cap and stood.

	"Done had my bellyful of you, Stack," the Sergeant barked, "you too, Flagg Seals.  We kin do this job like the hard labor it is or we kin go to killin each other.  But make no mistake.  The next man who messes with my feed--"  Sergeant slapped his cap on his head; the cap dumped snow down his face.

	Flagg laughed.  So did Nothin' Bill.  So did Stackhouse.  The German's derringer fell, for even he was amused.

	Flagg rose up, one big grin into the Sergeant's wet face.

	"Somebody thowed snow in yo cap, Saaargent.  Ain't dat funny?  Don't dat funny yo bone?"

	Flagg was caught across the jaw by Pritt's longironed Walker Colt revolver.  Flagg flew backward through the horses.  The horses shrieked as Flagg hit the open snow.  Drawing his Bowie knife, Sergeant came out after Flagg.  Flagg crawled an inch or two before the blade was at his scalp.

	Sergeant knelt.  "You mudshuckin African--" he began to seethe--just before, whack, Billy Seals uncapped Sarge's blue cap with a rifle butt.

	"Who you thinks you is?"  Nothin' Bill stepped over the felled Sergeant, brought his barrel sight down onto Sergeant's nose.

	Akando laid an elegant hand across the barrel.

	The hand brushed away Bill's aim.  Nothin' Bill looked up at doefringed Akando; Akando standing quiet beside him.

	"You ain't no kilmoo," Bill said, simply.

	Akando smiled, said nothing.  He offered the Sergeant a hand up.  But Sergeant was already up.      

	"I've found exceptional refuge across the bridge," Akando reported, "a cave."

	Sergeant yanked Bill around by the collar, forcing Bill's gaze.  For a split-second, Sergeant saw himself bent in Bill's spoon.  "What'll it be then?  Bullets? Knives?  Call it, call it now, goddam you!"

	By now, Bill had lost interest.  He cradled his long rifle.  "Nuffin.  I don't know..." Bill muttered, shrugged, and dropped his head.  Stack closed in.  Angry Flagg got off his knees.  

	Otho Kretschmar Von Kortsteinen the Fourth still sat by the fire, sheltered by horses and a mill in ruin.  Suppressing his spasms, the German heard the Negro Sergeant challenge the Seals family.  Would they apprehend Loy or would he, the Sergeant, duel each of the Seals Negroes in turn?  This Sergeant took sobriety to new lengths.  Kortsteinen had never enjoyed sober men.  Kortsteinen broke open his derringer, double-checking his four-brass load, listening.  Aha.  Father Flagg Seals was blooded, but prepared to finish the task, or so the schwartze was saying.  The Negroes' boorish oaths sounded blunt as mallets to Otho, like stupid carpenters in the upswelling blizzard.  The wind was coming back.  Bitter winter on the Schleswig Holstein Province came to mind, epic casualties, the frozen agonies of those months, a squandered lifetime.  The oaths continued.  Apparently, Father Flagg did not think they stood chance one of returning Loy's corpse, or so he said.  Their ransom went unmentioned.  But, the swine-faced elder Seals was a crafty black.  Kortsteinen felt certain Father Seals would wait and kill that Sergeant on their returning journey, or try to.  The derringer slid back into the German's wrist holster.  Strange company.  Strange, and yet...out there, apart from the rabbling coloreds in the snow, stood a very cultured fellow indeed.  Akando had returned.  Now he was speaking, so precise, so well-spaken.  Kortsteinen might enjoy Akando, given the chance.  Apparently Akando had located a cave, and even some nearby seclusion for their threadbare horses.       

	 A cave.

	Always the vestiges of mercy, thought Kortsteinen, buttoning his leather gaiters.  There was no God, so, such a fickle mercy must be fool's balm for the heathen.



	After the men were settled inside the deep rock seam, Akando drew the Sergeant aside.  The Sergeant was duly impressed when the pathfinder led the party across the bridge, then a scant hundred yards up the opposite bluff, beneath an ascending lip of pine.  Here was a cave's mouth, barely visible, but here; the broad sheltered ledge overhead was suitable, so they tethered their horses upon its rock.

	Now, in a cubby of hooves, Sergeant lit a new fire for the German or Stack--whoever would sit first watch.  Then Sergeant Pritt joined Akando in the milkshadows behind the horses' rumps, where they would go unseen.  Echoing from the cave below, Ugly Flagg threw out curses and invocations that cut louder than all this slashing wind.

	Akando untied a blanket roll from his roan's saddle.  His elegant fingers shook, they shook, but discreetly.

	"I'd rather the other gentlemen not see this," Akando said.

	Sergeant was surprised at the perfect new fear in this perfect Negro.  Kneeling, Akando unrolled his find like a high holy priest.  On the blanket lay a small skin.  A baby's skin.

	Eyes glazing, mouth set, the Sergeant soon crouched over the hide.

	"Awful pinkish," Sergeant judged, softly.

	"It's white, sir.  It's a white child."

	Akando was true, without fault or hesitation.  Anyone could see the blond wisps, the little rosefleshed mask, and more.

	"A boy?" Sergeant asked, seeing.

	Akando was nodding, yes, a newborn boy.  Like all the little gutted abominations they'd seen before, like every sample Mrs. Arbogast displayed upon their enlistment, yet, unique.  Unlike any of the little horrors either man could recall: this pelt being the first pelt not dark nor tanned.

	"Up there, sir, several meters into the trees I found fresh furrows--too wide to be anything but the Lady Arbogast's drafthorse; the studhorse stolen by Loy.  He had ridden the animal under a lightning-split oak."  Akando laid a fine glossy finger on a flaxen curl.  "This was tacked to the bark."

	"How long?"

	Akando met the Sergeant's eye.

	"Ten, maybe fifteen minutes, sir."

	"He's close at hand."

	"Possibly too close, from my perspective, Mister Pritt."

	The Sergeant understood.  The babyskin was already collecting thick flakes.

	"Be a good night to come callin unbeknownst, you mean.  Us in the cave.  Only one gun out here."

	"I've a proposal, sir."

	"Yes, Akando?"

	"I've another half hour's light, maybe more with snowshine.  I'll go as far up as seems reasonable, time permitting, then I'll scout a rough perimeter to ascertain that Loy has not backtracked toward us.  This is certainly your command, Mister Pritt.  But, all considered, I'd prefer this fellow got farther afield until we've proper conditions for safe capture.  He can't make much progress before daybreak."

	"Irregular..."

	"What's irregular, sir?"

	"Look.  There.  And there.  He skins out the feet, but carves off the hands."

	"Hands."

	"He carves em off, see?"

	There wasn't much to see.  Both had seen enough.

	"Akando?"

	"Sir?"

	"They'll think we did this."

	"This child's mother and father?" asked Akando, already aware of the equation.

	"Bury this poor thing.  No blanket.  For God's sake, be sharp-witted and be back down here within the hour.  Our bloodthirsting companions ain't qualified for night patrol.  Lose em to the storm 'fore we lose em to Robby Loy."     

	Gingerly, Akando rolled the skin again.  He almost forced a smile.  "I should heartily concur, Mister Pritt."

	Sergeant's gauntlet took his tracker's doeclad arm.

	"Course, Akando, I might just afford him a Seals or two.  It's you I can't be losing."

	"Though I'm something less than a kilmoo, sir?"

	"What?"  Sergeant frowned.

	"Isn't that what young William Seals has ascertained?  Apparently, I am no kilmoo."

	"Fergit about that mumbo dung."

	Akando rose, began lashing his grizzly passenger to his roan stallion's rump.  "Lest you worry, Mister Pritt, I'm from north country.  From north country people.  We acquire quick respect for ice and dank.  And frigid spirits."



	Blue flame cupped in his hand, Kortsteinen carried his foldable Belgian alcohol lamp to the back of the cave.  Or, as far back into the maw as he and the Sergeant dared to bed.  Bent under a low rock ceiling, stepping lightly over the snores of Seals, Kortsteinen was glad to be out of the cave's snowflown door.  Predictably, he found the Sergeant lying awake.

	Akando was overdue.  Hours overdue.

	Sergeant Pritt looked weak in the thin, blue glimmer.  Still, the Sergeant came upright when the German set his wee lamp betwixt their pallets.

	"I have zeen Herr Stack.  He us very hoppy up by ze fire.  Ze lifestock, zay are hoppy.  My bladder us hoppy.  I ham not yet in-con-tinent."  His wheezy chuckle soon had Kortsteinen strangling on a cough.

	Sergeant could not see the humor.  "You think Akando's froze dead out there?" he whispered back.

	Kortsteinen recovered, spruced his moustache.  "Who can tell?  He us a very rezourceful creature."

	Sergeant threw taut eyes at the sleeping bundles of Flagg and Nothin' Bill, the flurries outside.  He could only nod yes.

	"Uf course, I remember ze poster uf Herr Robling Loy.  He appeardt rezourceful as vell.  Quite ze fugitive."

	"Loy's a vicious white devil."

	"Yes.  Zere are many uf us."

	"I did not mean--"

	"A soldier shouldt zay vat he means."

	"--I mean, this life is mean, Mister Kortsteinen.  Colored people been ground to dust worse than anything that millwheel out there could o'mustered.  Bein a old Buffalo troop like me, it grinds steadier, but no easier.  You're new to this land, Mister Kortsteinen.  I can respect your position.  You can excuse my candor.  I'm self-taught and tired of the learnin.  Every day of my life, one day after t'other, I've been slave to white men that takes who they want when they want em from black mams like m'own.  Turpitude.  Turpitude that don't quit, not for my mam or none other.  But nothin like this Robby Loy.  That said, mebbe he don't see no shades at all.  Mebbe he takes what he kin git, what's easy fer him," Sergeant sighed, thinking of that fresh pink babyskin.  "Just like the Good Lord above.  They say, He be jealous of other gods.  Jealous.  So what kind o'god is it, makes a white devil black with turpitude as Black Robby Loy?"

	The German listened with a rotten pleasure the Sergeant did not appreciate.   

	"He us been--vat is ze syntax?--he us on ze march for some time now, nein?  Undt long undt bloody campaign?"  Kortsteinen folded into his blankets, supporting his wasting skull on an elbow.

	Sergeant grunted, untying the squaw pouch; but the pouch felt wrong.  "Mizz Arbogast, she said he hired on as chief hosswhipper.  Said he come from Emporia.  Turns out, he come from a bushel o'places.  But he did not come from Emporia."

	Kortsteinen smiled.

	"Zo ve are not his first."

	"Huh?"

	"Ve are not ze first to lendt pursuit."

	Sergeant Pritt had no comment.  Instead, his dark finger stirred inside the squaw pouch, searching.  Someone had stolen his last-charge bullets.  There weren't any brass shots under his millet.

	"I only remember zis vaunted man's face, you zee, mit his name on ze underneath," the German added.  "Undt ze kindt lady's cash bounty."

	Eyeing Ugly Flagg's sleeping dome, Sergeant was thinking about Ugly fingers in his food pouch, thinking about stolen bullets.  Thinking about the swill-swimming thief within arm's reach.  Stack or Nothin' Bill could have been into his pouch, but they weren't.  Sergeant was convinced at this point.  That goddam Flagg would take and push and poke until the Sergeant's buttons popped.  Flagg had to show his ratass boys who was boss.  "Have you any childern, Mister Kortsteinen," Sergeant was asking soft, "you ever been--?"

	The cave ggggrrrumbled behind them.  Both men turned, peering into the darkness, the deep receding bowels.  A strong draft nearly snatched away their flame.

	"Vindspouts," the German said, the gggrrrowl subsiding.  "Most caverns haf vindspouts," he smilingly insisted, uncapping his flask.  Another cough.  "Ze cave us breeeathing."

	Sergeant watched him drink.

	"Windspouts.  Never heard of em," Sergeant confessed, his brown hangdog face unflinching.

	Kortsteinen didn't care one way or the other.  Let this schawrtze complete his education elsewhere.  Kortsteinen was a pragmatist.  He sunk lower and closed his eyes.

	"I believe I'll be cuttin his head off."

	Kortsteinen reopened his eyes.  "Who?"

	"Robby Loy.  That's how we might tote him back to Mug Jump without discovery.  His head ought be sufficient for identification."

	An arch Prussian eyebrow raised.  "Zat is undt intriguing thought.  I haf a secondt letter for you, Sergeandt, directingk my funds to my deshtitute brother in Bitzbagen.  You need not sendt mein head."

	"You'll make it--"

	"I am doubting zat zeriously.  And ze answer us--nein."

	"Nine?"  Sergeant leant toward him, seeing the palpable shivers rippling Kortsteinen, sensing his true frailty for the first time.

	"Nein.  No wife wouldt haf me.  I know uf no son nor daughter.  What aboudt you?  Where are your childer, Sergeandt Pritt?"    

	Sergeant dropped his gaze, began donning his gloves.  "Out in the territories, we were ordered to incinerate a deserted Chiricahua wickiup village, just one more among many.  Burnt their council house, too.  Later, in the ashes, we find a redskin woman's arm and teat huggin two papoose.  She'd gone hiding em in that roundhouse, hadn't she?  Now, why would she do such a thing?  Unless, of course, they was all three dead when I lit that fire.  Mebbe they was already dead when I lit it.  No, Mister Otto.  Never wanted wife or babe after that."

	Otho Kortsteinen sneered.  "But, veren't zay mad savages?" he said, then tipped back his flask.

	This did not rate direct response from the Sergeant.

	"Am I not ze raging Hun?"

	Taking his gunbelt, Sergeant got up to leave.

	"Breathe a sight longer if you'd let up on the rye whiskey.  Mebbe you just ought let Stackhouse Seals swaller the rest.  I'm goin out to relieve his watch.

	Before Sergeant could exit the blue lamp, a mirthful Kortsteinen spake, foam upon his lips.  "Oh, but zis us not ze schnapps or viskey, mein friendt."  Eyelids heavy, his flask gave a toast.  "Zis us merely laudanum.  Tincture of ze opiate, for ze pains.  I never touch ardent schpirits."

	It was nearing midnight.  Akando was grossly overdue.

	Sergeant left the cave.  He climbed up to the horses and relieved Stack, who was pleased to be relieved.  Sergeant curried the animals then settled by the fire, secure with his full cartridge belt draped across his knee.  He could only wait it out.  For morning or Akando, whichever showed first.  Sergeant took out his Dickens, began to read.  Stack went down to the cave and joined the others in snowbound slumber.  The cave was dark but safe.  The German was snoring drunk.

	A short while later, the wolves came up from their overrun wolves' den and devoured the sleeping hunters.                 

	 

	Screams.  Death screams of Seals.

	A shot rang.

	Horses.  Sergeant remembered them sharply.  Five horses racing down at him, down through the watchfire.

	Another shot.

	Someone had cut the horses loose.

	Sergeant quit shooting into the wolfpacked cave--away, he ran--onto the slim suspension bridge; but midway, Sergeant felt the bridge heave, heard screaming horseflesh and he whirled around, whipping air with his gunbelt.

	The horses galloped onto the bridge, vicious wolves at their haunches.

	His own pony--a paint named Jill--barreled past Sergeant first, almost knocking him over the rope rail.  Then, the rush of ice-sheeted water below, the snow nearly blinding him, one horse after another blew by the Sergeant.  He clung to the bridge.  He took a beating, but managed to snag the saddlehorn of the fifth and final pony, just ahead of the wolfpack.  Singlehanded, Sergeant swung up into the saddle then beltwhipped Ugly Flagg's pony across the bridge, toward the burnt millhouse.

	Clearing the bridge, Sergeant and pony were quickly swarmed by snarling wolfsnouts.  The other four steeds had fanned out, scattering into the blizzard while Sergeant fired shot after shot at his whitefanged tormentors.

	Ugly Flagg's pony was in full hoofrearing terror when Sergeant spun the animal, then sprang back across the bridge to escape.  By now, the bridge rocked treacherously.  Sergeant beltwhipped as the pony balked on the unsteady planks; Sergeant beltwhipped harder, cursing as the wolves tore into the pony's flank.  The screaming pony reared up again, almost bucking the Sergeant.  For a moment, Sergeant felt sure they'd all topple overboard into the river ice below.  He needed two hands to stay in that saddle.  A hand for gun and bridlerein; a hand to grip the horn.  Another high, hard buck and his cartridge belt went twirling alone into the gorge.

	The pony kicked, a wolf went over, the pony shot ahead;  Sergeant Pritt prevailed.  The bridge and millhouse were soon behind them.  Upward climbed the bloody soldier and wild-eyed mount.  Echoes gagged on wind and snow down there--though he daren't glance back--for quite some time, he heard the long echoes of the death cave, the night feasting wolves. 



	He hated to shoot Ugly Flagg's pony.  His thumb clicked back the hammer.  He shot the pony.

	More blood sprayed across the snow.  What else could he do, with a chunk gone from the animal's haunch?  They hadn't ascended all that far into deep white forest when Ugly Flagg's pony gave out.

	In here, the trees thrashed but cut the wind in half.  This fluffy woodland was dark, yet aglow.  Leaving the dead pony, Sergeant turned, slogged a few feet uphill and discovered wide-plowed snowtracks.  Had Akando seen them as well?  It was hard to know in this midnight sheen; Akando's roan was so sleek its hoofprint would be lost if the roan trailed inside a drafthorse's great clods.  And these clods here, they were made by a drafthorse.  Mrs. Arbogast's stud.  Obviously, Robby Loy had driven the powerful stud up through here.  Obviously.  Sergeant Pritt had blood-slashed legs, his dark face frosted with ice; but he was rock sure of these tracks.     

	He began to march.  He might as well march.  He was freezing to death.

	Following the big tracks, pistol barrel back on his shoulder, Sergeant marched until his boots could march no more.  Then he marched on his knees.  Then, frozen and winded, he fell backward in the snowy trough.  His march was over.  Lying there, Sergeant waited for cold death to take him.

	From deep inside his tomb, Sergeant sensed a ripple from a forest of  hoar frost and glass.  His half-sealed eyes looked upslope into dark shining trees.

	A pale man rode naked and astride, a black steed betwixt his pins.

	The timber parted.  Yes, the timber let them pass.  Soundless, man and beast came back down their trail.  The mighty horse blew steam but stopped, hushedly chomping as the naked man slid off the animal's unsaddled spine.  Bare feet hit the snow.  Robby Loy carried a blanket roll.

	Sergeant was stricken.  He couldn't move.  His eyes shone with hate as the bare white devil knelt over him.

	Suddenly--the Sergeant's gunbarrel was square in Robby Loy's brooding face.  Faster than a schoolteach's derringer.  Part of the Sergeant, part of his bitter being could still snap to attention after all.  He cocked back the Colt hammer.

	Robby Loy held fast.

	Sergeant squeezed his trigger.  The empty chambers rotated, clicked.  Futility fired, again, and again.

	Robby Loy covered Sergeant, unrolling the blanket over his Union blues.  Sergeant kept tripping the trigger, helplessly, until Robby pried the weapon from stiff fingers.  He slid the Colt back into Sergeant's holster.

	"Be damned," Robby Loy was burring, "you another black 'n."

	Loy tucked the blanket around the frozen soldier.  Sergeant felt the woolly fleece beneath his chin.  Sleet-lipped, he could not speak.  So Loy spake instead.

	"Shouldn't o'follered me, soldier boy," he droned, soft as panther breath upon snow.  "I kin see you a serious nigra.  Man like myself.  So I fergives ye fuh follerin me."  Loy wiped ice from Sergeant's beard and brow, then whispered closer, "Don't suffer none.  Ain't gone slay ye.  Ye got troubles enough with that kilmoo to get shed of."  Loy kissed proud flesh then closed the stiff hand.  Loy stood up, tall and naked in the snow.  He chuckled.  "Once ye got ye own kilmoo, kilmoo ain't gone let ye be."

	Moments later, thrusting a clefted chin, the bloodletter sat high on the black drafthorse.  Sergeant's eyes followed as the blackhooved monster pranced full orbit around him, scarcely disturbing a drift.  He, Sergeant, was left with a thought.

	"So long, icy stripes.  We the persecuted.  Ain't we?" 

	Black Robby asked but was already going, man and horse, prancing away.  The stolen beast carried Robby Loy up through the timber.  Sergeant tried to rally.  The bloodletter was slipping loose.  Aching to catch and thwart his prey, Sergeant reached out for the fading vision of Robby Loy.  But that witchtailed horse carried pale Robby off into the night.  Where had the rider gone?  Whose babe would his blade kiss next?  Where had he come killing from?  Why was he?  Why was he?  Sergeant's limp hand fell back across his blanketed breast.

	His fingers landed in slime.  A dark, gummy mucous.

	Plagued, he lifted the blanket.

	The blanket was a skin.  Glossy black skin.  The black fleece he held--the scalp of Akando's skinned out face.

	Reborn in horrors of frenzy, Sergeant shucked Akando's skin.  Akando's eyeholes stared blank ungolden holes in the Sergeant.  And Sergeant screamed.  He sprang away from the tracker's princely human hide.  And where, oh where, were those elegant hands?--he screamed, screamed, screamed.  Turning away from the abomination, Sergeant clutched again for the figment of the bloodletter Loy.  Reborn in hatred, Sergeant chased upward through the snow, first on his brittle knees, then climbing afoot once again.  And always, he screamed.  For every scattered baby, every hop-to nigger, every rank indignity since Creation.  He screamed.

	Until the studhorse came plowing back at him.

	Out of the trees, barebacked and angry, the snorting black beast galloped straight at Sergeant.  Sergeant turned, ran, then fell into a heap as the horse leapt over.  Eyes clenched, Sergeant clung to Akando's skin, the big horse pounding around and around them, great clod hooves kicking snow.  Finally, the mountain stopped shaking.  The horse stopped snorting.  Sergeant took a peek.

	The animal stood there, gently.  But he was not the stolen drafthorse, he was no black monster.  He was Akando's roan.

	The roan whinnied before bursting into flames.  Blue flame, then red, in seconds the burst lit up this fairy forest and melted the roan stallion into a hot pool of coke and tallow.

	It was all Sergeant could do to jump and flee, tossing off Akando's empty skin, leaving behind the melted horse.  He tumbled down the mountainside, fear giving him a strength he'd given up for gone.  As he blindly plummeted through snowy wood, Sergeant heard footfalls crunching behind him.  He knew it was Robby Loy--barefeet chasing after poor Sergeant Pritt.  Robby Loy would slay him after all.  Robby would wear the Sergeant's worn-out hide.        

	Hairy hands grabbed Sergeant by the shoulders; for a moment, Robby leapt upon the Sergeant's back.  Imagine, his mercenary brain told his mercenary lungs.  Imagine the turpitude and the glee when Sergeant's woebegone eyes cut back and saw who he was really trying to high, hard buck.

	A wee hairy fellow hung upon Sergeant's coat.  Breathing weird pig-slurping grunts into Sergeant's ear, the furhumped troll ran naked as a Robby.  But, Robby it was not.  Its nose was huge, absurd, with swollen nostrils.  No mouth.  The kilmoo had no mouth.

	Sergeant threw off the kilmoo several times, finally shedding his fraidcoat altogether as his ass sledded down plunging slopes.  Such abject liverleaking cowardice in the teeth of conflict would have revolted Sergeant Pritt, on another winter's night.  Tonight he ran buck agered and scared.  And there, below, the burnt watermill stood sentry.



	He was alive, in water.

	Awaking in water.

	Beyond frigid, he felt almost--zero.  There was something wrong with his back.  He couldn't drive his legs, or feel them.  A twinkly sky, stark as a shotgun blast, clear.  The snowpowdered bridge, high above him.  Awaking, in water, he remembered.

	Death.  Screams.

	A shot rang.

	Five horses racing down at him, down through the watchfire.  Another shot.  Someone had cut the horses loose.

	Up on that bridge, horses and wolves stampeding headlong over Sergeant, trampling him.  He was knocked from the bridge.  He fell.  Everything after was delirium.

	Now, floating here, Sergeant could see his choices with a stunning clarity.  When the rosy cheeked jackals came, they would spot this break in the ice.  He could be a frozen nigger down in this iceclad river.  Or he could be a frozen nigger face down in the snowbank.  Sergeant dragged himself across the unbroken ice to the shore.  The blizzard had passed.  The calm made his bellycrawl easier.  There was a prize waiting onshore.

	Farther up the  upgang, his Walker Colt revolver dangled in a shrub crowning the cottony embankment.  The pistol hung on a lone hoarfrosted finger.  Sergeant made it to that shrub, and he made it with no help below his waist.  Thank God the pistol had landed with such fortune.  Soaking wet, his body useless, Sergeant knew he would freeze to death shortly, but goddam them all, not shortly enough.  He'd rather eat a bullet.  

	Sensation was returning to his torso.  Violent shivers racked his arms, his ribs; nonetheless, Sergeant managed to pluck the gun from the shrub before he rolled out of the gorge onto the open field.  He spun the cylinders and found them empty.  He dumped millet onto the snow.  His last six shots weren't in the millet.  Well, who could forget?  Ugly Flagg had stolen them.  Sergeant had none of his brass mercies left.  No sucking the iron nipple for this trooper.  Ugly Dad Flagg had finally popped Sarge’s button.  Ugly Flagg, and Black Robby Loy, and Mrs. Arbogast.  One button after another.

	He wanted to die.  He needed to die.  A reprieve for the persecuted.  For to end this white world's emancipation.

	He looked up, then far and wide, and saw how truly wrong it all was.  For all was right.  There stood the watermill on a snowy winter's eve.  But the mill was not a charred shell; its walls, windows and timbers were intact.  Its waterwheel still poured a frozen waterfall into the crystal-locked river below.  Alongside this perfectly fine fairy mill, deep drifts lay undisturbed across a swaying bridge.

	There was no mistaking the soft crunch, the shuffle of feet.  Those furthatched toenails danced around his head.  The Sergeant looked up at the mouthless, squat-bodied kilmoo.  Kilmoo's eyes made gongs look small.  Kilmoo held out his mitt, opened three fingers, and let six shining bullets spill upon the snow.  Whereupon, the kilmoo snatched a fistful of millet and shoved the snack, fist and all, up his double-barreled nose.

	Sergeant did not smile.  He laughed.  He laughed.  He laughed.

	And laughing, he unfolded his bloodletter so he could read it aloud to his kilmoo.  Then he loaded the gun.













A   C O M I N G   F O R







	Jake Shea was flummoxed.  He was kind and you know the kind.  Him that’s better than most.  Damn him.  Being an outcast preacher himself, he understood a preacher's dilemma, though he’d of liked to forget it.  He had a preacher's walk and he walked it.  In other words, Jake felt downright able when it came to soothing upset kids.  Especially his own.  So it pained him quite raucously to find J.Pea weeping and ashiver in the darkest nook of Lizzie's stall.  Jake thought he was the only living Shea awake that damp Spring morning when he decided to scrounge baling wire from his barn in the darkling hour before dawn.  But instead, he heard his only son sob-busting before he even opened the door; and once inside, Jake found J.Pea holding himself tight, taking little comfort from the mule's fodder he burrowed in.

	"What's ailing you son?" Jake asked carefully.

	"Oooooh, ooooh, zzzzzz," was all the boy could mewl.

	Jake asked again, rephrasing the question, then rephrasing again.  Yet this attack fell short, somehow.  The boy wouldn't look at Jake or rightly respond.  Lizzie kept nosing J.Pea's exposed ear; generally he would have talked to her at least, having taken refuge with her.  But J.Pea kept his tailend toward his daddy, and toward his mule who shifted straw with her heavy hoof.

	Now, Jake, he will abide him a flummox.  Much longer than I.  So we’ll cut him some slack, how about it?

	Jake went back into the house.  After a while, J.Pea's mother came out to coax him with a hot bowl of pudding.  She quoted Gene Autry at him.  He wasn't in a cowboy mood.

	"Come on now, darlin, what's got you to ailing so?" Odelaida Shea asked.

	"Oooooh, tzzztzzztzzzz," was the only answer, “zeeeezeeezeee....

	Odelaida left the pudding outside the stall, then returned to her warming kitchen.  Shortly, Old Granmammer got out of her sickbed, wrapped herself in three housecoats and a good wool blanket before venturing out to the barn.  She came into the stall with sister Val's red rubber waders protecting her gnarled toes.  She minced no words.

	"J.Pea, boy, were hit one o'yer caintrips?"

	“Whar went, whar went, tzzztzzztzz.....”

	Suddenly, the witchy boy blinked up at her through the mule's shins, his eyes rimmed with tears.

	"“J.Pea!  Were hit--?" she demanded. 

	"Oooh, ye know it was Granmammer."

	Granmammer leant against the mule for warmth and support.  She chilled easy these days.  "Whar was ye when hit come?"

	"F-fetchin a drank in the kitchen last night.  Woke up thirsty, ooh, come downstairs fer a drank I did.  Looked out mama's kitchen winder when I heard wings a-flappin on the glass.  Next thing I knowed, ooooh, next thing I knowed I was gone. Lordy, mercy, save me from another caintrip."

	"How many took ye this week, child?"

	"Six.  Used to be two, maybe three a month."

	"But this'n scared ye soul?"  The old woman's voice rasped like a soft, familiar file working on his heart.

	"Yes, ma'am," J.Pea sat up in the straw, one hand sharing Lizzie's warm belly with his grandmother.  "Heard them wings a-flappin and looked down in time to see this h'yere barn a-passin underneath me, then I flapped harder and spun up through the trees over Cooly Bug Creek.  Caught me a stiff header what carried me higher, higher, up into some strange wood this side o'Riddle Top.  I was a hootowl fer a fact.  A chalk-feathered hootowl."

	"White..."

	"Uh-huh.  Whiter'n King Cotton.  So I lit down on a rock in them dark woods, a big ole rock full o'holes n'sich.  And pert soon, here come a magpie who sets down beside me."

	"Oh me..."

	"And the magpie, he don't talk, but Granmammer he tells me plenty, somehow.  He tells me enough."  J.Pea was trembling deep within, fresh tears stinging his cheeks.

	Old Granmammer came around the mule then took the boy's clammy wrist.

	"What was hit he tole?  You kin tell Granmammer."

	"A band o'darklin boogies..."

	"Yes..."

	"Magpie sings, at first.  A cackly song, jist one note over and over, swing low, swing low, he sings, a band o'darklin boogies jest a-comin after me..."  A horrid pain bleated from J.Pea's lips, he formed the words slowly.  "Oooh Lordy, then magpie tole me about a tree.  A turrible, turrible treee--"

	He wept.  Granmammer frowned.  With knuckle and spiked thumbnail she turned his face.

	"Hesh, hesh now--I was tole about that tree, years gone by.  Hit--hit weren't no birdy what tole me, hit were a snipe and I'll be nothin but bones afore I fergit what that snipe tole about that tree.  But you kin start fergittin right now, boy.  Ye too young to be hainted by sich an affliction.  Here, chew on this."  Granmammer fished a queer, button-headed herb from under her housecoats.  "Now, you go up thar to that kitchen and you tell yer Daddy Jake to pour ye a snootful of his good likker.  You tell him I says hit's the only way.  You tell him, I want ye drunker'n a piper afore breakfast.  Then, J.Pea--are ye a-hearin me proper?--then I want ye to stay tiddly, today, tomorry and ther next day.  Plenty o'this herb oughter help ye.  But you must do hit.  You stay so datblamed tiddly that yer sick fer the rest o'ther week until Sunday-river-meetin.  And with any charity at all, yer nog will be so pickled and cured that you'll fergit about cottonback hootowls and hateful trees what ye cain't do nuffin about.  Don't believe they is no tree myself.  Nope.  Ain't no tree.  Hit's jist giddy-gaddy nonsense.  And from now on we'll try to keep yer conversatin confined to Mizz Lizzy Mule h'yere and that ole coonsniffer sleepin under my bed.  They got plenty to say without slittin yer gizzards open.  I learnt a thang er two about them caintrips.  They's some tricks ye kin play, to help yeself out.  Now come on in with Granmammer.  Is too dang dark and too dang cold fer this Christian woman's nature.  Be a while before sunup and I jist might eat a herb with ye, jist to git ye started on ther right foot."

	So that's how come Granmammer helped herself to a taste before retiring to her feather bed one barely Spring morn; and that's how come Jake Shea took up the challenge, helping his only begotten son stay lit for three days running.













Y O U   S E E,  I   S E E,

W H O   S E E   I C Y   S T R I P E S ?







	Behind her sunglasses, Fionuala Starling was nursing her baby when Lovell came home; her lovely arches arched before an electric oscillating fan, heels on a damp tea cloth on a tea table on her porch.  And despite its persistence, the fan did not hypnotize away the prickly discomfort Fionuala had felt all afternoon.  She heard Lovell's footsteps coming through the house.  He was late getting back from the fiddlemaker.  But, late or not, she was glad for his company.  The Royale Vic must have overheated again, probably while climbing the pike to Cayuga Ridge.  When Lovell opened the backporch screen, she smiled.  Just this morning he'd plucked along with the paper rolling through Asta's old pianola.  He was practically a one-man band.

	Stroking his chin like his devilish Van Dyke still grew there, Lovell sank into the other porch rocker.  He took her hand.  But his was an unreal, faraway smile.

	"What's happened, aelspin dear?" she asked.  "Did the anti-coolant geyser again?"

	Lovell lay his other hand on the baby's head, quietly, watching her suckle from Fionuala's rosebud.

	"Huh?  No," he said, like the question was slow getting to him.  "How's she goin?"

	"Caitlin Fina?  She's a Starling princess, heir to the Starling throne.  What's she got to burp about?  It's her tippity, wilting, naplessly anemic mother who needs attention."

	Fionuala could see Lovell was struck, struck as a tuning fork; he was oscillating--albeit, at a higher tension than she.  Higher voltage, lower wattage.  She gleaned as much.  He wasn't looking at the baby, or lending an ear.  Lovell was looking at his hand upon the baby.  No, he was looking at thin air, about six inches short of his hand and the baby.  An island in space.  Fionuala took off her sunglasses.  Unbeknownst to Lovell, his thumb gave his little wife's palm an oily workout.  Fionuala gave him a couple of minutes, and soon he was talking...

	"...so, like always, after Hayden's Crossroad I bop it into low gear and ease down the Run.  It's hot..."

	"Yes, and not even the solstice yet."

	"...and it's still hot where the road cuts next to the river.  Just past the old foot bridge I see something in the road.  Somebody, I should say.  A soldier."  His eyes met hers, she was ripe with wonderment.  "A frozen soldier."  He was nodding already.  "I got out and looked that Uncle over good.  He was froze, baby.  Iced over, head to toe, laying crostways on Six Bucket Run with a long pistol froze in his cocked hand.  See, it's stranger still--he'uz in uniform, I swear, but it's a snowcaked Yankee blue uniform, like they wore durin the Southern Independence--way, way back, you know?  And he's a colored fella, and his eyeballs look like big hailballs.  I believe I saw a rank stripe er two on his cuff.  Darlin, I have not been a-drankin.  Well now, what do I do?  Tell you what I did.  After all, cain't leave him there a-puddlin in the road.  I git back in the car, I pull the car around him, gonna put him in the trunk and cart him back to Bull's mebbe.  Or to the new doc in Ewe Spring.  Hell, it's a legal matter.  Alright, I ain't got a clue what I'm a-gonna do with him, but I pull the car around and back it up close to his stiff carcass.  So he's reeeal convenient.  Now, listen, now, I set the brake--and before I can get out and load him--I hear a gunshot, a backfire from the tailpipe, I don't know.  Somethin loud, I heard.  Loud.  Out my window.  Never knew the Reo to backfire before.  But I hear what I hear, so I jump out, jump back, and that frozen soldier ain't with us no more.  Nothin but dry dust where I found him.  What you think o'that?  Frozen soldier.  A bluebellied Yankee Tom.  I never even got the trunklatch open."

	The baby was asleep; Fionuala's breast still winked out of her blouse, her mouth poised open.

	"My word, sir," she exasperated at last, "you have been adventuring."

	Just then, Lovell's brow went quizzical, both hands withdrew.  "Wait, wait.  Say that again--"

	She didn't understand.

	"My word?"

	He turned profile, leant an ear toward her.  "Again--"

	"My word, my word."

	He was scaring her.  He turned one profile, then the other, making her repeat it.  Finally, Lovell snapped his fingers alongside his left ear.  Several times.  Fully stricken, his fingers stopped popping.

	"Oh, hon."

	"What, Lovell, what?"

	"I just went deeaf in my left ear."

	And so he was; the axeman's ear went deaf and stayed deaf.  The damn thing just up and died on him.  From that day forward his was a cockeared harmony in a cockeared world.  Fionuala raised her voice from time to time, another new experience for Fionuala Brynn, and baby girl was fine, just fine.  The Starlings got used to it.  It was the big guitar that suffered.
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D E A R E S T   C O R L I S S







August 26, 1855, Schoonswyk House







Dearest Corliss,



	As I sit writing this upon your desk, my husband, I am surrounded by your pipes and ledgers while across the room, our room, you lie sleeping with your new bride, Katrine.  Her coppery hair is pressed against your sleeping lips where my own dark strands were once clenched in your teeth.  It is only a few hours since you spent yourself inside her belly, as you often tried to seed my belly in repeated carnal fits.   You are both so lovely to behold, entangled, enraptured in each others arms.  She is a divine creature as you well know.  She was my friend.  But it is you, dear Corliss, who is the true beauty.  Your clefted chin, so familiar to me, catches the candlelight as I pen these words and I am taken once again by the delicate assurance of your face, your long lashes and sinuous arms.  Arms that can hold me no more.

�

	Perhaps she will bear you the son you so desire.  I could not.  Certainly you have sired more than one pickaninny with that precious octoroon who lives 

beyond the mill pond, the tiny, sad-eyed girl who still does your laundry.  But, of course, she could not and can not provide for all your needs.  My, my, Corliss, for such a wealthy young heir bred into such privilege and fortune, it has taken so many of us to leave you so unsatisfied.

	The hour is late.  I can hear the oaken grandfather ticking mournfully outside the locked door, he ticks and tocks, echoing the halls of this great house.  I always loved that clock.  You said he was mine.  But he is still yours, for you never give up anything once you possess it, do you dear husband?  Long after person or thing are of little worth to you, you still cannot relinquish that which you deem as yours.  So be it.  I love you.  Will always love you and would never deny you.

	Did I deny you when you insisted on ravaging my insides so soon after my last miscarry?  Did I deny you when later that very evening you led me to the root cellar and cut the vein in my neck?  Did I deny you when you kissed my open eyes, as I whispered your name, sweet Corliss, as death overtook me?

	I could not deny my love.  And in so many untold ways, you have sent me wandering afar, to vast  faraway fields and visions of spiritual wonderment that I never knew in life, muchless within the confines of your manor.  For I have seen things, Corliss, visited places that I dare say even you in your travels have never dreamt of.  My desires were small, silly, sometimes even petty dreams that belonged to a not unattractive lass who was fatefully spoiled by her kind father, �no doubt.  A genteel child who only longed for poet's lace and a love that would bind.  And so, I was given to you, and you to me.

	Can you possibly fathom the worlds that you have opened to me?  I have stood atop these mountain peaks in a raging firestorm, and looked out across these heavens while a thousand veils enfolded upon themselves, revealing phantasmic secrets to my thirsting soul.  The skies have swum like nectar before me, engulfing me, sworling open like some infinite camera obscura, allowing me to glimpse the unknowable beauties we can never unlock in life.  For me, as I walk these hills, there is no daybreak--only eternal twilight betwixt death and redemption.  For I am passing my love, forever passing.  And as I go, I meet others like myself who bespeak tales of utter woe, far more beleaguered and horrific than any sorrow I have to tell.  We listen, each to the other, then we pass on.  I have met lost children, the grieving mothers who smothered them, and I have visited with soft, gentle souls who are only asking forgiveness for sins they cannot remember, questing in peaceful resignation for an everlasting passage to home.  We are all going home.

	Oh, Corliss, I have so much left to see and learn.  And you have given me the time, the means.  My heart is full as I watch you cuddling your freshly deflowered bride.  We are each so fortunate in our mystery, Katrine, you and I.  What will become of her?  Will you torture her into submission, will she give you sons, will another Schoonswyck heir make the difference?  Surely not for you my husband, surely not for you.  I worry that your ravenous charms might consume you before you find the blessings of rest.  You shan't harm or corrupt my vessel or �hers, only yourself, and the pity you've wrought would be unbearable to those of us in the passing.

	So I must return, often, to visit you.  To assuage your wounds.  I will try not to be a bother.  The bedroom doors are bolted from the inside, the windows locked.  They will still be so in the morning when you arise and find this letter waiting on this desk.  You will recognize my handscript but I will have left, for now.  But do not vex yourself too harshly, dearest Corliss.  We are bound together.  My love will never leave you.



                                                  Forever yours,

                                                       Earla Vi



�























Little girl, rise and be healed...

                                Swaggart
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W I C K E D   T E M P E R







	Two dominica hens were run low by Matthew Birdnell's pickup, shortly after amen.  Night coming, he mowed them down on Skawmarrow Holler Road, or so they say; feathers and blood flew as the singers sat and Preacher Polk took the pulpit.  Hosannas rose and fell, every soul joined in the glory, and young Tizzy heard it so clearly, that darkling eve, heard it so datgum well.  Hell, spake the Preacher.

	"Brother...my sister....my wretched chilren," he boomed, eyebrows tangling as the truck broke past outside.  "I am naming my text this evenin.  The Book of Malachi and the Book of Revelation.  Chapters four and twenty-two, respectively.  Fer behold, the day cometh, that shall burn as an oven; and all the proud, yea, and all that do wickedly shall be stubble: and the day that cometh shall burn em up, saith the Lord o'hosts, that it shall leave em neither root nor branch."  He found another leaf, removed the ribbon.  "Blessed er they that do my commandments, fer they git rights to the tree o'life, and may enter through the gates o'the city!  Fer without are dogs, and sorcerers, and a�whoremongers, and a-murderers, and idolators, and whosoever loveth and �

maketh a lie..."  The Preacher's goatee lifted, dour he was, locked in eternal scorn.  "Let me show ye somethin you ain't never seen before."

	Suddenly Preacher Polk's nails clawed a handful of pages from the Bible, ripping tissue, he flung them away.

	"That couldn't possibly make any difference to most o'you.  Most o'you cain't read.  I don't know whose fault that is, it's not mine.  But do you hyear the word?  I don't think so.  I don't think so.  Outside is where the stench must remain.  Outside the city of eternal life.  Outside the city of blessed salvation.  Outside with the blackest heart that walks this earth...these mountains...Cayuga Ridge.  Yes, you know who you are.  And so do I."  His chuckle was cruel, wiping spittle from his mouth.  "So do I brother.  You gone risk perdition eternal lest you bend to his commandment as hit was tole unto you!  And only then will you cross over and feast on the fruit o'rapture, the tree o'life.  You must eat yer own mortality.  You must drink the blood of God's own son.  You must do these things.  Great God Jehover shall smite you with his hand like a broadaxe, should you fail to rectify!  That's the true Jehover, not none o'these horned gods hyerebouts.  Let me tell you the story of Aaron and Zedikiah...."  He faltered, eyed the congregation warily.  "No...I....don't think I'll tell that story on this day.  Never sleep with a cat in yer bed on the half moon.  Hit could result in narcolepsy.  Fer there's no place you kin hide...when God is out to git ya.  He's a-knowin it all.  He's a-seein it all.  He's a-tellin it all...to me brother.  He tells me so many things.  Teensy-tiny things.  And I am his Revolting Angel.  See?  And I've come to offer you..." he searched.  "...blinded sufferance.  Fer ye own stupidity.  I'm tarred o'waitin....He's tarred o'waitin."  His dark brow sagged, in defeat.  "Why not let tonight be the night."

�

	Something awful crowed out in the churchyard.  Preacher Polk shot an agate eye to the front pew.  To Tizzy, who hung her head when he did it.  A mere will o'the wisp smile became her, as always.
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	After vespers, she stood beside him in her buckletop shoes, swatting chiggers on her legs as the old Preacher shook each Magee's hand, and each Lufkin and each Witherbaugh and every fat brother of that ponytailed hag, Shonda Gay Biggs, and even Shonda's fat Aunt Prin from Ewe Springs while he was at it.  Preacher and daughter stood in a grassy pool of lamplight as folks made for their pickups and buggies.  Out in the darkness kids played hop frog in their best hand-me-downs; ladies retrieved jugs of cider, molasses cookies and pie baskets, filling their husbands arms.  Cayuga Ridgefolk twittered in the pines.  Deacon Willy Jay lit a big fire over on the schoolground.  By then the Preacher was pumping Lemuel Baywright's freckled hand.

	"Ask blessin fer us this evenin at the School Potluck, Lem."  It wasn't a question.

	"Sure nough, Preacher, sure nough.  Say, I wanna brang my boy Elmer Lee over to yer place and let ye talk at him.  He ain't worked a day in over a year, mebbe two.  His mama says he'll come aroun, but I don't believe he will."

	"Anytime Brother Lem."

	"I don't believe he will.  Them young'uns o'his ain't got no shoeleather.  Another barfoot winter.  Babys'll be bad sick with the ague."

	"Hurts me deeply, Brother.  I'll surely take a word with yer Elmer..."

	Polk moved him along, Old Lemuel paused over Tizzy, peering down at her.  "I said my piece.  I'm his daddy an I don't believe he'll ever go back to work."

	Tizzy drew a blank, staring up at the elder fellow.  In all her thirteen years she'd hardly spoken three words to the man.  Her fourth was not forthcoming.  Sister Lucille Weeks was now pressing her father, Preacher Polk, for a prayer and a bedcall on her failing mama who was lingering too long in the final stages of consumption.  Sister and Preacher murmured in soft confidential tones while Lemuel shuffled off--and an idle echo caught Tizzy's ear.  Her head turned, her gaze sifted out through the oyster dusk, eyes falling on the road rounding the Livery.  Light struck her.

	Headlamps.  A revving motor mill.  Loud and clear, a slate-grey pickup rumbled past their bustling churchyard.  Out of the truck's window hung the lanky likes of Matthew Birdnell.  Pure-defiled white trash.  He was nineteen or something near enough.  Tongue wagging from his head, the bespectacled Birdnell leered back at Tizzy.  He opened the truck door and stepped out of the rolling rattletrap.  It passed on, he danced a jig in place for a moment, then raced after the pickup and leapt back into the cab.  Tizzy had to gasp.

	So did many others.

	Tizzy looked up at her father; still buried in paritioner's affairs, deaf to bad muffler pipes.  

	Turning back again, Tizzy couldn't help ogling that Birdnell truck as it wheeled fast through the Mercantile--around the gas pumps--and here Matthew came revving back toward The First Reconstructed Church Of Cayuga Ridge but, oh my, he pulled abruptly to the roadside.  He hopped out, whipped off his filthy shirt and dangled a long leg over the fender.  His ribs stuck out, sickly white in the moonrise.  A match flared quickly, he lit a ready-roll, every movement wiry and unexpected like he had fireants in his britches.  His bent hornrim spectacles were supplied by County Relief, no doubt, and held together by electrical tape.  Matthew took a couple of furious puffs then smirked in Tizzy's direction.  Smoke leaked from his teeth.  

	After a tick, she felt a daffy grin overtake her.  

	She knew she was not pretty.  Sometimes she felt like a boy.  When Tizzy Polk looked in the mirror she saw a doughglob with almost Shanghai chinaman eyes; her black hair always looked cut to fit a mush bowl because it was.  But right now, Matthew Birdnell was smiling at her.  

	Lord knows why she smiled back at trash such as him, but as she did it, she glanced up and that put the brakes on everything.  Preacher Polk, he glared straight down at Jehovah's wanton daughter, lashing her with his ruthless eye, daring her.

	Tizzy went blank as the moon.



	The third-grade classroom was brightly lit and festooned with chains of colored paper and crayon drawings of stout turkeys and pilgrims with hatchets.  Farmer in the Dell tinkled from a wind-up Victrola as Griz Turlington overflowed his overalls on a tiny chair at a tiny table in the corner.  He shuffled the dominoes and kept yarning bull with the other big men at the table.

	"Don't like no radio," he said.  "Never did, you bet.  Couldn't never git no reception under Ole Riddle Top an fer my money is jest as well.  Keeps them radio waves from a-cuttin through ye all the time."

	"Hear'd that Vinson boy snuck outa bed last week, ain't seed hide nor hair since."  That was T. Wayne Law.

	"Hail," Mr. Soaks played a deuce, "how many zat this year?"

	Tizzy hugged close to the woodstove, catching heat and eavesdropping on the men's language.  The room was stomping with baby kids.  They fooled around doing dumb baby dances for Mrs. Tesher, the third-grade room mother, while Mrs. Bowdrenaire and Miss Crowell had a table of older babies busy carving pumpkins.  Little Rafer Don Pitt kept waddling over to the desk and sticking his jelly-stained fingers up into Granny Raminy's German chocolate cake.  Teacher Elga's desk was spread tonight with sweetcakes and berry pies and the like.

	Behind Tizzy Polk the coal warmed her hands and bottom.  It had a thick oily smell Tizzy didn't care for.  She preferred hickory.  Just then--beasts o'sodom, I say--she heard her father's damning brogue, not that you could miss his holy bull-timbred voice; he drew attention like a lightning rod.  And, right now, Preacher was coming hard up the backdoor step of the classroom with his gladhanding deacons in tow.  He must of polished off that big plate of hopping john and goatshead cheese; soon they'd be courting a berry pie, just wait and see.  Now, all the children sang.



		               O watch yer step, step, step,

		               O when yer ramblin o'er the land...



	Swiftly, Tizzy slipped through the babies and domino shufflers, then out into the school hallway.

	It was dark here, her steps made a hollow sound.  It was chilly too since both doors were open at the hall's far end, beside Teacher Sue's first grade.  The feast and fire were all outside except for the third grader's room she'd fled; a haven set aside for nursery kids, dominoes and sugary delights.  Outside the principal's office, Tizzy lingered, peering into the glass trophy case at basketball pennets and greenish brass cups from years gone by.  Each plaque, each flag, bore the school mascot within a rusty orange circle; for they were the Cayuga Ridge Bearcats.  The official bearcat was almost crosseyed; his lower jaw jutted forward with both fangs rising over his upper lip like a werewolf.  Tizzy stood and imitated him with her own lower fangs for a spell, her gaze glittering over the dark trophies.

	When Tizzy finally went out front, she hit the bottom step and Shonda Gay Biggs descended upon her.  Shonda asked where Tizzy had been hiding herself in such a loud voice she made Tizzy want to wallop her whoring hide but good.  Apparently nobody heard.  Most psalmsingers were gaggling around by the lit schoolkitchen porch as Tizzy headed for her own dark corner of the playground, wishing she were alone.  Shonda Gay grated on good and decent nerves under any circumstance, and Tizzy didn't care to draw undue attention at this time.  Oh, they were the same age alright, Tizzy and Shonda Gay, but Shonda Gay had unusually large bosoms for thirteen and seemed to know it.  Her mama actually let her come to school during Indian Summer wearing her brother's outgrown overalls with nothing underneath.  Tizzy's desk was right beside her and trash like Shonda Gay got ripe as the days heated up.  Besides, she once said Tizzy's nose looked like a mashed turnip.

	"Gristlebrain, you know my daddy," she quickly informed Shonda as they approached the gnarled pilgrim oak by the teeter-totter.  "He allows I should stay close."

	"Hey, you missed all them boys--"

	"What boys?"

	"They come over an asked did we wanna sniff some cleanin fluid.  Kin you believe it?"

	"You doober girl, swear you didn't.  That's the queerest thing I ever heard of--"

	"Well--"

	Tizzy frowned.  They were out of earshot in the darkness, but she walked hameheaded and straight on to the tree.  Shonda Gay was also two inches taller, and Tizzy hated looking up at silly tramps who never stopped yakking.  "Shonda Gay, you let those holler boys fool you so."

	"Matthew Birdnell was one o'them boys," Shonda confided with glee.  "I saw him sniffin them rags."

	"Where?"  Why did she care?  Tizzy wasn't proud of such stirrings.

	"Behind the lunchroom."

	"Matthew Birdnell...?"

	Shonda cackled sharply.  Tizzy winced; she was being pointed at and didn't like it.

	"Clary was right.  You do have a fancy fer that dopey Matthew Birddog!"

	Tizzy wheeled in her print dress, trained her ire on two dumb-ox eyes two inches above her.  "I most certainly ain't got no fancies fer that creepy boy.  And you best not be a-tellin nobody differnt.  It's just that I was surprised he had the gumption to show hisself after such disrespectful behavior at vespers this evenin.  He just better not fiddle with me or my daddy's gonna git him right with God."

	Shonda Gay was a mouthbreather.  She nudged her bosoms into their proper place, her eyes dulled by cleaning fluid, by the visions Tizzy put in her head.

	"I thank yer probably correct in that assumption," she mooed.  "Tizzy I'm gone git me a puddin."  And she lumbered off at half-lope in her feedsack skirt.  The hem was too short of course, revealing the nettle scratches on her plump thighs.

	Some folks are too dim for disgrace Tizzy told herself.  Then she crept on over to the tree, making sure not to bump the teeter-totter against the big root that grew beneath this oak.

	There was a mama coon who lived in this tree and foraged in the wood nearby, along this dark end of the playground.  Only a low stone wall separated the yard from thick sugarpitch pine, and the local hunters never even put their dogs to scent till they were well up the draw from Cayuga Ridge.  So Tizzy had come to know this mama coon well over time.  At this moment she held a fistful of pumpkin seeds in her dress pocket.  Hopefully, she could coax her out.  She'd heard the little trilling coonlets during recess on Friday, but had never seen them.  Their mama kept high in the nest of the tree during daylight then ventured forth at sunset.  Tizzy had made mama's acquaintance now and again.  But it was a secret.  Preacher wouldn't allow her a pup, and any cats that snuck around the house he poisoned with catfish heads laced with lye.  He said they were evil things and would betray a trust.

	As Tizzy approached, she made a chitting noise up into the dark tree by tapping her ballooned cheek, calling mama coon.  But Tizzy stopped, suddenly, when she heard the splat of running water.  What trickled on the leeside of the great pilgrim oak, hidden from her view?  There was a wheezy snicker, a privied snort at some little privy joke; she heard shuffling feet.

	"Who's there...?" she whispered.  Edging around the tree, Tizzy saw the hunched shadow shaking his privates at the root and bark.  He was peeing on his white-top shoes.  His flow ceased and Matthew Birdnell turned to face her.

	"Hey there, sweet lips, I been a-lookin fer you."

	Buttoning his flap, he hooked on a low limb like some monkey then swung around the tree.  His cowlick and huckleberry smile were pressing close upon her and this forced Tizzy back against the oak.

	"Well I cain't imagine why you'd waste your time in such a fashion," she advised.  "Why don't you run on back to the mule trough, Matthew Birdnell, and wash yer dirty hands."

	"Thought I might steal a little sugar from you..."

	His eyes were bleary behind the hornrim County spectacles and his breath bore a sour smell, like kerosene or something.  Maybe he had been sniffing those rags.  His gait was certainly unsteady enough.  Matthew bent over her, forcing her to grip the bark with taut fingertips.  At least he'd put his shirt back on.

	"Ever give up any sugar before, little gal?  Reckon you ain't..."

	"I cain't imagine what yer filthy gourd is jawin about.  And if I was sugary trash, it wouldn't be with no razorback like you."

	Those last words sounded too quivery to her.  Weak, and that wasn't good.  He snorted; it was a peculiar clogged sort of laugh he had.  But Matthew didn't further the discussion.  Matthew swooped down and kissed her.

	For some reason she didn't push him off.  She just froze there like a stunned quail.  His lips were kind of warm and slippery in an interesting way that fingered something in her belly again.  When Matthew did release her mouth she couldn't even blink.  No.  But look.  A chip in his eyeglass lens. 

	"Boy, you don't know what yer a-flirtin with..."  What a weak-kneed croak that was, like it escaped someone else's throat.

	"Haw..." he said, and smiling, he came back for more.  This time Tizzy's lips couldn't help working a bit themselves and she felt his bitter tongue force itself betwixt her teeth.  Her breath left her body, she had nothing to say, nothing remotely.  After he'd tasted plenty, he reared back his head again, and Matthew Birdnell's smirk began to spread.

	She saw a drop of red blood then, just rolling from his left nostril.  He had no idea.  Such a cock-eyed leer, such a cock-eyed boy, oblivious to the bloody drip.

	No, she never got the chance to tell him.

	In the darkness behind Matthew, a hand grabbed him by the scruff, ripping him away from Tizzy.  It was her daddy, Preacher Polk in his pilot coat and round hat.  He shucked the lanky boy across the teeter-totter where Matthew landed with a sickening crunch.  The totter-teetered.  Folks laughed, jeered, rejoiced up at the schoolhouse.  Meanwhile, the wild, lashing eye of nimrod fell upon the girl and to Tizzy this night looked a lot longer.
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	Of course Matthew hightailed over that fence and lit for the piney deep.  The Preacher stropped her then nailed Tizzy inside the coalbox that night.  She soiled herself.  That meant Preacher had to strop her again in the morning before he sent her off to school in the foul dress.  None of the kids made much fun of her, they were used to seeing Tizzy arrive on the playground with her lunchbucket and the occasional badge of shame.  Besides, everybody got distracted by the sight of Matthew Birdnell and his little half-breed Pappy chasing their hogs on foot, past the school, then back up the holler towards home.  Apparently they'd broken fence again the night before.  Tizzy pretended not to, but snuck a peek anyway.  Maybe she wasn't alone in her shame.  Matthew was red of face.  He kept a frown and a mean willow switch on those trotting hog butts.

	"At's humiliatin, ain't it?" lop-eared Tobe McCoy huffed softly behind her.

	Then the bell rang.  Later that afternoon, sitting at her desk in Miss Cockelbay's class, Tizzy was daydreaming out the window when she saw that Studebaker pickup of his rattle by outside--just before Miss Cockelbay thumped her on the head for ignoring new sums on the blackboard.  She might of spied Matthew Birdnell another time or two in the days to come, she wasn't sure.  Matthew Birdnell wasn't her concern.  Only he knew how many holes he dug or how much hate he sweated and heaved, cursing God in heaven.  About a week and a half later Tizzy was walking barefoot along Pearlwick Road after school.

	A cur dog kept his distance behind her.  The cowering scalawag was black, mostly, with tan paws and tail.  Every so often Tizzy would find a pebble and chunk it at him, telling him to go home.  Tizzy was a bad girl.  She was wretched in her desires, wrong in her thinking.  It did no good to attach herself to cur dogs or anything else she couldn't keep.  Tizzy needed an angel to save her.  And angels didn't come with tan paws or tan tails or long floppity ears.  Angels came with wings.

	A single lance of sunlight lay betwixt the peaks, golddust floating over the road.  Ahead, the grade rose around the Jenks' leaning barn, climbing toward Coffin Holler and Tutweiller's Snoot.  The dog slunk back.  Tizzy took a few more short steps.  She stopped.  Her eyes slit.  She took quick stock of the mutt behind, the road ahead--then Tizzy broke from Pearlwick Road, running--off through the thicket she shot.  The pikeshoulder brush thinned as Tizzy flung through tall darkening timber; snapping pineboughs, then rosebriar before she came barefeet flying into the cemetery--a hidden potter's patch--filled with crumbly gravestones.  She stopped fast, spraddle-legged.  

	How eagerly, Tizzy did dread, how eagerly that sunblot was dropping behind that fortress of trees; the dew would overwhelm everything.  She already felt the chill.  Soon, blue fleece would settle into these mountains, damping the risen dust.  Unshielding her eyes, Tizzy's left hand touched a low statue.  A cherub angel in plaster-of-paris, dotted with dark, fuzzy cutworms: they clung to moldering cherub face and wings.  Tizzy let the angel go.  She tread on needles.  The air verily tingled with mountain dusk, each grave and its stone, creeping with the creeping moss.  Sharp birds spake from the shadows.

	Owww, her big toe stubbed a spade, Tizzy flinched, she spooked:  "Whooozere?!"

	She saw white-top shoes.  Imagine that.  

	Matthew lay before a granite cross.  Atop the grave as if he were the corpse, his hornrimmed eyes closed.  He lay very still, as Tizzy began to squint in anger.  

	Her mouth opened to speak--but Matthew swung and clenched her ankle; "Grrrrrr," he grrrd.  

	Tizzy fought.  And fought.  She began siege on his face and sickly ribs, kicking with her free foot, attacking the Birdnell with all her might.

	"Cutterout--cutterout--!" Matthew begged.

	"Yer the most retarded thing I ever seen," she whelped, still kicking.  "Think yer so hot, well yer dumber than a papist pagan--Matthew!  What if you was a-layin on top of yer grandma or grandpa?  You'd think that was plumb funny wouldn't you--you ugly boy!"

	Chortling, Matthew snagged her kicking foot then lifted it until Tizzy was struggling for balance.  "Hold on ladybug!  We gittin nasty now.  Gittin good and nasty now!"

	"Lemme go!"

	"Swear I didn't know you could jig so good--"

	"Lemme go--you burr-headed pig farmer!"

	The loutish grin left him, abruptly, Matthew hoisted her leg until she fell with a flattening thud, knocking out Tizzy's wind.  He leapt to his feet and dismissed her with a wave, pacing away.

	"Yer a stupid little girl," he snarled. "You don't know nothin worth knowin.  I bout had it with you.  Right now--"  Hitching his pants, Matthew began to strut back and forth across the Bane family ancestry, waking the clan with his ratty white-top spectators.  "Right now yer jist a little bit o'history that's all.  And yer too puny to know it."

	Flat on her back, Tizzy choked, gasped for breath.  "Uh...uh..." she swallowed deep.  Where was her voice?

	Matthew spat and kicked a gravestone.  "Yeah...bout had it with you..."  His head wobbled, pondering his destiny.  "Hey!  Tizzy!  I got somethin you oughta see..."

	He wheeled in a long stride toward the plaster cherub angel, jumping over Tizzy as he went.  The grave was overgrown with weeds and sawgrass.  Matthew flicked a cutworm off the statue.  Matthew knelt, then brushed clean the inscription on the stone below; barely readable in this failing light.



B A B Y  O' K O N N 0 R

BORN AND DIED    MARCH 25, 1898

"An Angel Passing Through"



	Tizzy rolled onto her side, onto an elbow as she felt her chest.

	"My heart's a-fumblin..."

	She watched Matthew riffle through the weeds, finding an old pistol hidden there.  He shook it off, eyed Tizzy with a loose grin, then spun the cylinder.

	"What er you doin with that?" she asked, agape.

	"Pitchin dice.  Jist call him Mad Dice Matt."

	Standing, Matthew shoved the gun into the front of his belt, he struck a pose, rehung the gonads with his right hand.  Suddenly, with one rash move, he jerked out the gun left-handed and fell to his stomach, rolling as he went, until he stopped and leered down the barrel at Tizzy.  He hee-hawed softly at her.

	"Where'd you git that?" she repeated with a slow smile.  "I swear..."

	Matthew found hands and knees and crawled excitedly toward Tizzy's grave.

	"I busted in the school buildin last night.  I took her right outa Mr. Wainwright's desk."  A lewd eyebrow arched.  "Took a buncha dirty magazines too."

	"What kinda dirty magazines?"

	"Ole boy and a ole gal goin at it...two ole gals goin at it, too."

	Tizzy was wide-eyed.  "Two ladies?"

	"Well...maybe," he grinned.  "Look more like two ole gals a-lickin on each other to me."

	His County lenses were in her face, the boy enjoying himself.

	"Matthew could you git me some cigarettes?"

	"Anybody been a-lickin on you lately, baby?"

	But this annoyed her.  "I ain't yer baby and I ain't listenin to yer trash!"

	Matthew went bug-loony and serious, his voice a whisper.

	"I hope you never fergit the thangs you've said to me today!"

	He sprang and paced some more, angry and spewing venom.  Tizzy winced as she sat up, dutifully brushing off her dress and hair.  There wasn't poo to be gained by furthering this conversation.  Matthew was gone too mad to give her cigarettes now, mad like a mad cur dog.  He just hadn't gone to slobbering yet.  Straightaway, Tizzy crossed her legs and dropped both hands into her lap.  She sighed.  She was bored.

	"I'uz thinkin bout takin you with me," he'd begun to blather.  "But you kin jist turn tail and scratch it fer as I'm concerned.  You kin bet yer bottom's dollar on that.  They's bigger gals and friendlier gals on down the line.  Gals with great big tits!"  A fever took him.  "I been to the county seat.  And I been to Bowling Green, Kentucky.  You didn't know that, did ye Miss Sweet Patootie.  I took the Trailways down to Bowling Green when my sister died--me and Mama.  And one or two thangs did happen while I was there."

	Tizzy was matter-of-fact:  "Yer crazy Matthew...yer crazy as a betsybug..."

	"What's the differnce?  What's the differnce if'n I am?"

	"...utterly depraved."

	"Least I ain't no gooshy goddam girl!  And ain't no baby neither.  Ye got that?  I ain't nobody's baby neither!  I ain't nigger trash!  I ain't chickenshit!  And I surely ain't no fuckin pig farmer!"

	Her attention was his now.  He spat again, this time in her direction, and turned his back on the cross-legged baby.  "Ye got that?"

	They both grew sullen as--kuhcaaaw!--an inky blur swooped out of the pine, a crow cawing at some ghostly visage before it rose on the wind, gone now, across the clowdermilk moon.  It would be dark soon.  Preacher Polk would expect her from choir practice by suppertime.  

	After a wee, mournful spell, Tizzy rubbed the back of her sore head then gloomed up at Matthew.  "I didn't mean to hurt yer feelins you know--"

	But, whoa Moses--the lad twitched just then.  Something was up.  

	Yes, Matthew Birdnell was adrift in his own mind.  Stealthy, with untold reverie, he took interest in some shadow of a sound, some movement in the surrounding wood.  He cocked his head, sniffing at the wind.  Finally Matthew ducked low and crept to the brink of the narrow road which led to Pott Ridge Cemetery.  He detected little, nothing really, his superior radar scoping down the deep ruts which bent from view.  His back straightened, he held the pointed revolver closer to his side then tilted to face the deepening forest behind him.  Catwalking light and cautious to the edge of the trees, Matthew shielded himself with the trunk of a large yellow locust.  He was straining to see something in the pitch of thick undergrowth, out there, unspeakable secrets and nightly chitters quickened in the mountain dark.  These woods ran north, beyond Choat's Peak, climbing up the deadly ravines of Old Riddle Top, these woods knotted and spread and ran higher toward that godawful summit until you couldn't run anymore.  His jaw crawling, Matthew uncocked the gun then pulled his eyes from the forest, looking back at Tizzy who was beyond curious: her senses had come alive with this elaborate display.  She was on her knees now, ready to jump and flee at any moment.

	Matthew relaxed, returning to her with a sheepish grin.

	"Awww...yeah..." he considered.  "You jist fail to grasp the situation.  That's to be expected I reckon..."

	He tisked, taking pause before her kneeling form.  Her chinaman eyes were just slits, but she was kind of cute in that cornflower dress.  Slowly, Matthew held out the pistol, its slender barrel rusting in Tizzy's moonshone face.  She took hold of it, cradling the barrel with both hands and an unnatural fascination; teeth wet, open.  Her eyes glued on his.

	He dug a frail newsclipping from his shirt pocket, thrust it at her.

	"Got ye any idea who that is right there?"

	Tizzy studied the wrinkled photo, intently, but finally shook her head.  "No...I..don't reckon I do..."

	Something lit in him then, like she'd never seen, something soft and scary and kind of nice danced across his horizon as Matthew squatted down.  A dirty fingernail stroked Tizzy's cheek.

	"Well...mama..." he spake, searching the dead, then back into Tizzy's eyes.  "It ain't no secret.  That'uz Mr. Johnny Dillinger."

	She brightened a stitch.  "I've heard o'him--"

	Matthew was nodding.  "Ye heard o' Alvin Karpas?....Clyde Barrow?...How 'bout Big Chester Wilkes?  Heard o'him?"

	"They's gangsters, ain't they?"  The girl got blunt.

	 He applied pressure.

	"Chester Wilkes stuck up a bank in Elk City, Oklahoma...three years ago.  He took her five minutes a-fore closin time....his last day on this earth.  As fer as J. Edgar Hoover knows.  Cause they ain't seen Chester Wilkes since."  He whispered with husky glee.  "Twelvethousandollars....like that!  To spend on anythang he wants."  Nervous tremors shifted in him.  "Well, he shot that janitor in the back o'the head and it's a cryin shame.  Yes it is.  But Long John Dillinger hadda shoot one er two ole boys who got lost along the way."

	Matthew snatched the clipping from her; it went back in his pocket.

	"Wanna know somethin else mama?"

	"What?"  No, she wanted to say no.  But she was afraid to.

	"Gimme six months--remember I said this--gimme six months, and Matthew Birdnell's a-gonna be on the F.B.I.'s Ten Most Wanted.  I kin assure ye."

	"Goodness..."

	He wagged his head, sure of fate.  

	"That be the way it is."  The wind came screeching with some screeching thing in it.  His jaw dropped.  An old mean taste swelled up in Matthew as his glasses combed across pearly timbertips, across mean ridge after mean ridge.  "Devil done shat on these mountains."

	Tizzy was glazed, rapt with hush and amazement.  At last she took the dirty hand from her cheek and lay the pistol in his palm.

	"Don't talk ugly, Matthew," she was soft.

	Matthew looked her over for a moment.

	"Yer daddy's crazier than I am."

	"I know it."

	"Tizzy...I'd burn down Cayuger Ridge if I could."

	"I would too..."

	"Now, I don't figger there's a chance in this life...that I could git away with that."

	"Matthew...you wanted me to go...?"

	"Aw it occurred to me t'other day."

	It occurred to him.  Well, how about that.  Who would have ever conjured such notions?  Matthew Birdnell?  Tizzy had never met anybody who saw her in faraway places with patent leather shoes.  Cayuga Ridge, these dire mountains, they all grew distant in her mind.  "My daddy'd come undone..."

	Matthew gave a hopeless shrug.

	"I love you," she said.  And he laughed.

	"Tizzy, er you a Christian?"

	"Huh?"

	"Do you believe in Jesus?"

	"Sometimes I do."

	"Well, sometimes I wanna take all yer clothes off and sleep with ye all night."

	Her body was a swoon, unsteady as she warmed to the fire in his eye.

	"Why?" she heard her say.  His smile was loose.

	"I thank it's a blood condition, don't you?"

	She felt the good light fading on their faces.

	Later he showed her the hole he'd been digging for a crippled man who couldn't get out of bed that morning; they held hands, and Tizzy made it home in time to set the table.  Fortunately, Preacher Polk was late from sick rounds, so he didn't climb the step till after dark.  By lantern and moth, they sat in clenched silence.  They ate turnips and cold soup.

	They never spake during meals or any other time much for that matter.  Sometimes an entire week would pass and the Preacher might communicate his desires with four or five well-placed grunts, half-words that sounded like the thick tongue of a varmint; a nanny goat or some other cloven-footed critter.  A Lych clansman couldn't possibly utter sounds much worse.  The Preacher was long in his pilot coat, like a burnt stringbean, and when he removed the round hat indoors it revealed a white-stubbled dome.  The chin bore a jutting tuft of fur like Tizzy had seen in pictures of sea captains in her school primer.  Grim and staring at the salt mortar, his leathery mouth worked the hard turnip like a cud.  His eyes and long nails were tobacco-yellow.  Tizzy doubted there were many words betwixt him and her mother, a girl barely three years older than she, who died in childbirth.  A girl known as Latisha.  

	Tizzy didn't know how old the Preacher was exactly, but to her he seemed like an old stringy taproot who walked upright and rocked the heavens with each thundering prophecy.  Most Cayuga Ridge folks seemed to like him well enough, or liked what he dealt them every Sunday, anyway.  Most around here felt they needed a good thumping from time to time.  She couldn't figure it out.

	After supper Tizzy cleaned the dishes then went to bed as usual.  She didn't have a room of her own, exactly; she slept in a storage closet behind locked door.  The closet was narrow with a high window.  It held layers of folding chairs leant against the wall, stacked hymnals in peach crates, church decorations and the like.  In a spare corner beneath the window was Tizzy's cot and clothing crib.  

	On her lone chair lay a cracked china doll's head, just the head, raked in moonlight.  Every night, from under her quilt, Tizzy would whisper to all that was left of her first toy, her first childhood memory.  The crack split the china forehead, ran betwixt the blue button eyes, ending like a lightningbolt across the nose.  The crack even bit off one tiny nostril.  But her cupid lips were still perfect, dolly's eyes undimmed.  Ann was fine, indeedy do.  The rosebud cheeks might be dirty with age, the hair might be a few blond curls left to the imagination, her rag body may have been torn asunder long ago, by other hands; but she was the only real friend Tizzy ever had.

	Tizzy began to sing a song to Ann, for Ann is what Tizzy called her.  Hugging her pillow, Tizzy sang, "there was a little ship and it sailed on the sea," softly she cooed in the flood of moonlight, to the broken doll's face and the crickets outside her open window.  Tizzy did well to ignore any rustlings outside her door.

	In the parlor Preacher Polk sat on the couch, engulfed in darkness.  He was naked.  Crickets were screaming through the keyhole, taunting him as he shivered and gulped from a fruit jar.  The drink poured down his whiskery chin, glistened on his pale chest.  A few cold rivulets settled in his privates like fingers of Satan.

	With divine method, he replaced the lid and screwed it tight.  Rising from the couch, the Preacher shuffled his bony feet across the room then into the kitchen.  There he found the loose board beneath the butter crock and stowed his rookus juice in the floor.  Then he crept back, hobbling through the house, into the hall.

	The boards were rough and creaking, he felt with those yellow nails along the wall, until he hovered outside Tizzy's door.  But her door wasn't locked after all.  The iron deadbolt was slid back.  The Preacher pressed his wet lips against the woodwork, the gap of the doorframe.  A thin line of moon divided his features, his breath came ragged.

	Inside, Tizzy drifted off to sleep, eyes heavy as the Preacher uttered his lowliest moan then carefully lowered onto his hands and knees.  In foul desperation, he began to crawl along the floor, muttering, scurrying like a rat.

	Suddenly Tizzy was wide awake.  Green Tizzy eyes frozen and staring at the door.  Outside, the crickets stopped.  

	Hooves went clopping by, as a hunchman rode his glass-clanking mule past the dark parsonage.  A crow spake down to him from the weathercock.

	It was hours before Tizzy slept again, dreaming of a mother she'd never seen one picture of, a mother who looked like Ann and asked her kind questions in a kind voice beside a beautiful honey-lit river.  Just a brief motherly glimpse before Tizzy woke once more, shortly after midnight.  Something muffled and strange caused her to stir.  A plea from elsewhere in the house, then a torn whimper that seemed to live deep in the walls.  Tizzy was full of grog, yawning as she threw back the covers and her feet touched bare floor.

	She appeared in her father's room.  She heard him there.  He was still naked, still damp.  

	The Preacher lay knotted on the bedspread, drunken, his skin crinkly, unearthly white; his eyes wrenching shut as he gagged and sobbed.  Horrible, horrible trees of life, he cried.  Wailing nonsense.  Talking feverish gibber from a gaping maw.  The Preacher curled up tighter and tighter, ignorant of his night child.  Ill met in some unholy struggle, he fought to smother himself; his brute tears.  But the most pitiful pains kept racking his shell.  Those yellow jaundice fingernails locked in weird prayer, trembling with palsy.  With grief.  

	He was starkers with grief.  

	Ooooooh, the treee, cried He.

	Tizzy beheld as long as she could.  Stricken, she was, mute with a craven fear beyond her dreams.  Here lay her father.  Her sire.  His serpents spake wantonly, until, at last, she did flee the Preacher's doorway.
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	He was next.  That's what he was.  Next.

	The spider was a fiddleback.  The spider took steps.  The spider paused mid-step when that raggedy-ass rooster cut loose.  The rooster wound up at first blush over Choat's Peak, every goddam day.  Rooster would probably eat spider, given the chance.  The fiddleback counted time with its upheld leg.  Down below, where the floorboards warped, nine brats and Matthew's Mommy and Pap kept snoring, four to the bed.  Baby Jes was gurgling in the bottom drawer.  Matthew could hear him.  

	Matthew quit staring up at the fiddleback spider on the ceiling and decided to do something about it.  First, he sucked his split thumbnail, for it was black with blood.  After Tizzy went home last night, he'd bunged the thumb badly with his spade; anxious to pack his grip and get out of that graveyard.  Grinning Deke the undertaker would have to find some other idjit to dig his holes at six-bits a box.  No, he'd worried the subject long enough.  This morning Matthew sat up on the rope bed, careful not to disturb his golem brother, Pug Lyle, who lay alongside the other two Birdnell boys.  Pug Lyle was a rank moron.  His folks shared the second bedrack with his sisters.  Over there, the baby in the drawer had the same inbred, lumpish face as most of his clan.  A few down in Cayuga Ridge confused them for Lychs.  But Matthew had whipped more than one snothead for making that mistake.  Matthew was lucky.  He looked normal.  Not too scary at all.  Nothing like some ugly throwback Lych bastard hiding in your woodshed.  They were weird things and rarely seen.  No, Matthew didn't brook such wild mistakes in judgment.  He was the second-oldest sprout of the Skawmarrow Birdnells.  The sprout with moxie.

	And he was next.

	His older brother, Weldon, would have been twenty years strong, in just two more days; there were no worms in Weldon's helmet.  But big brother went silly last summer under the noonday sun, breaking his back for little Pap and that ox.  Blew his brains with a shotgun.  Well, Pap might miss his Studebaker pickup for a while, but he'd be plumb untolerable without that ox.  So Pap was getting the best end of the deal, all and all.  Matthew thought about shooting the ox too, out of spite, but there was pity in his heart for the other runts.  Eight stomachs gnawing with hunger come wintertime.  They would need that sorry ox the most, poor children; Pap sure wasn't going to sacrifice a costly pork trotter for their upkeep.  They'd be obliged to brother Matt then, the runts.  "Yer welcome," he said aloud.  Otherwise, he disowned every goddam one of them.

	This morning he would do plenty about it.  The spider stayed put.  Matthew crept from the room carrying his shoes, hitching his britches.  He went to the privy and wiped his ass with a page from The Queen's Saxonican Juris Dictionary.  Then he stole a chunk of baloney and some pone, pocketed thirteen cents from the tin behind the clabber urn, and on this morning, he pushed the truck, letting it roll down the holler until he could pop the clutch just past the smokehouse, well out of earshot.

	Waiting for the bell, Tizzy hovered near her pilgrim oak, looking for signs of her mama raccoon.  Across the schoolyard, Shonda Gay jabbered with Shonda's new girlfriend, that raven-haired beauty who just moved here from Ewe Springs.  She was too pretty for words, with such lovely alabaster skin.  And Tizzy didn't like her one bit.  Her name was Courtlynn.  Of course, she'd only been pointed out to Tizzy from a distance, Tizzy had not really met the new girl yet, but that hardly made a difference.  Right now those two witches were giggling and pointing in Tizzy's general direction; when one wool-headed Tom Braxton intruded upon them, flashing his teeth.  They began to fawn over Tom while Tizzy screwed up her face.

	Tizzy squinted straight up through the gnarling oak limbs to the sky.  Crushing her school hornbooks to her flat bosom, no coons offered comfort to her black, scurrilous goblins.  Tizzy's blood was plagued by goblins this morning.  Preacher Polk had risen and left for The First Reconstructed Church Of Cayuga Ridge after breakfast, just like always.  As though she were deaf-mute.   Shooed aside like a gnat or a contagion, unseen and unseeing.  But Tizzy knew better.  She thought of last night.  Of that boy.  Of that graveyard.  Of a naked, crybaby preacherman.  Her blood was changing, had already changed.  

	Tizzy heard the rattletrap before she saw it.  

	His brakes squeaked and there he was.  Matthew Birdnell idled in his pickup next to the stone fence, brimming with piss and vinegar.

	Tizzy hoped none of them were watching, least of all her daddy, as she stepped over to his runningboard.  "Matthew..." she began, but her mouth went dry.

	"Lookee hyere," Matthew said and came up with a folded section of roadmap.  He hung with it out the pickup window.  A map corner was circled with charcoal.  "They's a Savings and Loan over in Shanville that I got my eye on.  You'll be a-readin bout it in the post office."

	"What er you gonna do?"

	"I'm a-gonna git me some o'that money."

	She was fretful, glancing back over her shoulder at big nosy Shonda Gay.  But Thomas Braxton had her under his spell.

	"You cain't jist leave," Tizzy spooked, scowling at Matthew's map.  The motor died.  "This is yer daddy's pickup and you cain't jist steal it."

	"Well that's what I'm gonna do!"

	“Yer all wrong, Matthew--”

	“I ain’t yer fool’s fool--”

	“Yer jist--jist--”

	“--ain’t no dip Dobber Magee, huntin bear with a butter knife.”

	"Well I cain't respect nobody that don't respect their mama and daddy.  This truck don't belong to you."

	"Big deal, they ain't nothin in Cayuga Ridge er anywheres else what belongs to me.  Not yet."

	"You cain't jist leave, Matthew," she whined.  "Ain't we in love?"

	He got shifty, uneasy in his seat.

	"Sure we are," he snorted.  "But they's some thangs ye cain't git shed of.  I got my worldly fate to thank about.  You oughta thank about yer own worldly fate oncet in a blue moon.  Course, who knows if a shirttail thang like you even got one yet."

	Tizzy couldn't think right now, she balked, she refused, she kept wondering about those coonlets in their nest.  Why was her brain's blood so cloudy?  "I cain't go with you, Matthew.  This ain't a good time."

	But Matthew already had her pegged.  He recranked the ignition.

	"I ever ask ye to go with me, huh?" his grin was rash.

	"No."

	He took a grubby flask of liquor from betwixt his cods.  She watched him swill the mess then replug its cork.

	"Then don't."  Matthew wrestled his gearstick for punctuation and gave her the walleye.  "Fareyewell mama, I'll see ye in the funny papers."

	Tizzy stood stockstill.  Matthew Birdnell drew his fingerbead on her like a pistol, soft chuckles, gunning the engine.  His pickup lurched ahead--baaarooooom!---Matthew raced down the asphalt to the end of the schoolyard.  Everybody stopped and saw blue smoke when he hit the brakes, squealing the truck around.  It came rolling back towards Tizzy.  As he coasted past the girl, Matthew leapt from the cab and ran to her.  He kissed her hard, shoving his tongue deep into her mouth.  Just as suddenly he was releasing Tizzy, dashing back down the road.  He caught the truck a hair's breadth from Miss Rebekah's mailbox.  The tires were weaving wildly as he pulled himself into the driver's seat, regaining control, he punched the horn then sped away.

	Tizzy threw a quick glance at Shonda Gay, pretty Courtlynn, and smooth Tom laughing over this shameless spectacle.  Tizzy turned back to see the last of his rattling Studebaker roll out of sight.

	Bye-bye, my Matthew, she thought, as an unfettered yearning arrived late and strange upon her soul.

	Morning's lessons had begun.  Later still, as first recess approached, Tizzy sat in her desk and mooned away Miss Cockelbay's history lesson.  While their stout maiden teacher made proper tones--something about Yankee lies and Colonel Nash Renfrew--there was a little ring-tail-tooter named Ludlow crouched in front of teacher's desk, just out of her sight.  He kept peeking underneath at her personal business then gawking back at the class.  Snickers rippled through the room, but Tizzy was too busy fretting over Matthew, and herself, and sneaking eyes of wanderlust out the window.  Time stood still now.  Tizzy's life was wasting.  Nobody cared.  Tobe McCoy took a cough drop.   Raven-haired Courtlynn had introduced herself during show and tell, and now sat plucking her widow's peak.  Around here, mostly Choctaw hawk-spirits were said to possess the widow's peak.  As Miss Cockelbay broached the nigra question, Tizzy spied her father.  He strode intently down the empty road past the school.  His head bent, the Preacher was homing back toward the Church; his long face and legs were driven, Bible under one arm.  She knew he must be returning from serious affairs, an expiring parishioner or settling accounts at the Mercantile.  The Preacher didn't fiddle around.

	Suddenly a burst of churlish laughter broke Tizzy from her stupor.  Teacher had discovered the nasty antics under her drawers and now had the boy by his ear.  The class was in uproar.

	"Lud Prather!"  Miss Cockelbay was shrieking, "--you perverted little thang!  Git up offa this floor.  Git up!  Yer penitentiary-bound boy!"  Raising Lud by the ear, she got a hank of hair and the boy finally stood, yelping.  "Yer gonna carry yerself down the hall to Mr. Wainwright's office and tell him to give you thirty swats with his elem cane.  You tell him!  Er I'll make it forty---Tizzy Polk!--"

	Tizzy blinked.

	"You go with him to Mr. Wainwright's office and make sure he gits there.  Hear this, Ludlow T. Prather:  I've had my fill o'you young-un!  You and me er gonna come to terms.  Now git on down there."

	Tizzy left her desk while the boy made goon faces for his crowd.  When Tizzy passed, Shonda Gay Biggs blew some loud smooches.  Tizzy shot back a wilting go-drink-your-strychnine look before leading Lud out the door.

	"Y'all shut up!" the teacher railed.

	As soon as they were alone, that towheaded ring-tail-tooter tried to wipe his finger on Tizzy's dress.

	"Shitass," he hissed, grabbing under her skirt.  "Hee-her-hee-hee!"

	She shoved him away.  "Ludlow quit it--!"

	The front schooldoors were open, casting twin columns of grey light down the short, dark hallway.  They made slowly for the principal's office, but without let-up, Ludlow kept his runny nose in her face.

	"Is it true preacher's gals do nothin but praise Jesus while yer a-puttin it to em?"

	"Shut up, Ludlow.  I'm gonna tell my daddy what you jist said."

	"Yeah and I'll burn down yer gotdam house--"

	"I'm gonna tell Mr. Wainwright."

	"Wainwright kin chaw on my willie."

	Lickity-split, they stood at the principal's door, the one with frosted glass bearing his name.  P R I N C I P L E - Q.L.Wainwright, Jr. .  They both took pause, hesitant to go the next step.  Tizzy felt squeamish and wondered why.  For once, she wasn't the persecuted.  Ludlow was.  But, in short order, Ludlow recovered his true colors, swiping his finger at her with a snit.  He turned the knob.

	Inside, the room was cool.  Outside, was harvest frost.  Inside, Mr. Wainwright was sweating anyway, an electric fan whirring atop filepapers on his cluttered desk.

	"You knock on that door before you open it, buster."  The principal sat baldheaded with furious eyebrows and a string tie.   He kept rubberbands on his sleeve at all times.  Unbridled stinginess was known to run in the family.

	"Mizzz Cockerbay sent me down," the boy stammered, meek as a tadpole.

	Mr. Wainwright considered him for a fatal moment.

	"Good.  Git back to class Tizzy."

	Tizzy exchanged dire eyes with Ludlow.  She turned quietly and slipped from the room, closing the cool door behind her.

	Outside she waited and listened.  She heard nothing.  After a moment's hush, she gazed down the darkened hall.  There was the murmur of eight classrooms, shafts of light streaming the floor.  And through the double frame at the far end of the hall--Matthew's pickup pulled into view.  It came to a stop, square in the schoolhouse doors.

	Whack!

	Slowly, she cocked her head and began moving, helplessly down the hall.  Behind her, the whack-whack of a whipping cane tickled her ears.  After the first harsh swats, Ludlow began to repent, loud.  But no matter.  Whack!  Tizzy ignored this as she came toward the light.  Whack!  Reaching hallway's end, she moaned, then found herself on the front steps.  Things dark and vile were boiling in her blood.  Serpent things.  Tinglings.  It was clear morning.  There sat Matthew, idling, grinning gently from the window of his truck.  Whack.  The whipping elem cane was an echo far behind her.  Stop.  Distant howls of pain.  Don't.  For Tizzy the spell was cast.

	Tizzy came off the steps and struck a trot briskly across the schoolyard, covering the distance like an antelope.  She rushed up to his pickup and pounded Matthew's dangling arm.  He winced but took it.  The school bell began to ring.

	"I hate you---I hate you, boy."

	Tizzy ran around the truck and leapt into the passenger seat.  Matthew set crazy eyes on her.  Brrrriiiiing-iiing-iiing.

	"Git!" she shouted.

	Matthew cackled with glee, the pickup was screeching away. 	He punched the horn again, a long pealing ruckus as children poured from the schoolhouse, children in his dust.  The bell kept ringing and ringing.

	Shonda Gay saw their blue fumes from the step while kids squealed, pushing past her.  His muffler was cracked, his pipes were loud.  

	Tizzy twisted to see out the back window as Matthew's truck careened past the white steeple--The First Reconstructed Church Of Cayuga Ridge--that horn blaring like an angry angel's trumpet.

�  

	Within his sanctum, the Preacher Polk lifted a bleary eye, his fruit jar quaking, an ache in his gourd.  His sweat pooled on the rectory desk.  He sensed the brash and fleeting trumpet and knew all trespassers were in His Hands now.
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	The truck wobbled.  The front alignment was out.  Its tires were contrary sizes, but the wheels kept threading, unsteadily, through hills and gaps.  Two hearts pounding.  This mountain-logged road was all theirs, curve after curve, mile after mile, a lost river of asphalt.  One tiny shack gave way to the next, each shack with its small barren field, desolate cornrows littered only by blackbirds and autumn leaf.  And morning's frost was burning off as the shadows grew short.  Each good day brought a brief respite from these shades, close to noon, when the sun had no more ridges or peaks to climb.  But one stubborn hump held the darkness longer than any other.  Ahead, on Tizzy's side, it loomed.   The highest, black majesty of a peak.  The one that most resembled a granite auger with bristle hairs; a mountain that stole the golden light from so many hearts in this rolling country.

	Both runaways were mum for awhile, they just kept swaying, watching the rearview mirror.  The road split and a sign pointed down the right fork in a scrawling hand: RiDDLe ToP. 

	They branched to the left.

	She played with the radio dial.  You couldn't get good reception on any stations up here.  So she clicked it off.

	"Hill-a-billy boogie, hill-a-billy boogie..." Matthew bopped.

	Tizzy began to whistle a very flat sacred tune, at great length.  His bopping stopped.  Five more minutes and Matthew threw his empty whisky flask out the window.

	"I wanna git some Lucky Strikes soon's we git to Shanville," she told him, dead serious.

	"Man, that's perty stupid--"

	"You are, y'mean--"

	His tongue got snide.  "They gottum see-gar-ettes in Cayuga Ridge.

	"Yer a half-wit," she was fuming, "I want my own gun too!"

	He laughed without guile.

	"Bullshit."

	Matthew sped across a covered notch-timber bridge, revving up like a demon.

	"Okeedoke.  She's right up hyere."

	"What?" she asked.

	"This is the joint."

	"Which'n?"

	"I figger we got thirty-four mile to go."  He pointed at the gas gauge.  "Ye see that?"

	"We gotta buy some gas."

	Matthew's grin went lopsided.  He came out with a funny voice:  "We gotta git a job first.  Stupid."

	The gravel lot was as empty as the road when they wheeled up to the roadhouse.  It was low and long, shored with rusty corrugated tin, tarpaper and beer signs.  A busted neon over the door called it Bull's Gladiola Lounge.  The roof was flat.  A roly-poly sedan sat alone by the woodpile.

	Matthew slid to a gravel-slinging halt.  He dismissed Tizzy with his chronic smirk, leaned across her, opening the glove compartment.  The pistol was inside.  He liked the heft of it in his hand.  The cylinder was spun and slapped back into place.  He winked at her.

	"Wait--" she said.

	"Daddy can't wait no more."

	"We ain't sure--"

	"Ain't sure o'whut?"

	"We don't know what we're a-doin."

	"I know whut I'm gittin ready to do."

	They both eyed the windowless club.

	"But..."

	"I'm a-gonna run in hyere and rob this ole boy.  And after that I'm gonna rang up the New York Times."

	She felt trapped.  "Well I ain't a-goin with you."

	At this Matthew kicked open the truck door.

	"Ye never was a-goin with me--as I recolleck!--but we-uns is gone!"

	He fell from the truck, loping over to the roadhouse door.  Tizzy panicked, running her eyes up and down the road in case somebody was on to them.

	"No, I'm comin--"  She leapt out to join him.  He didn't seem surprised and this riled her most of all.  But Matthew shushed her with a barrel to his lips, a test of the door found it open.  He was inside before she could squeak.

	Nobody stood behind the bar.  The long dance floor lay nearly black, not a speck of light and a clamminess that told Tizzy the sunshine wasn't welcome.  It smelled of ammonia and dirty mopwater.  Upended chairs hung on the tables, Tizzy made out a boar's head over the whisky bottles.  Matthew slid a foot forward, feeling the table legs like a mine sweeper as he pressed his luck, waiting for his eyes to adjust.  Ahead, behind the bar, the dull outline of a door became visible, it was slightly ajar.

	"They're closed," Tizzy was saying.

	"Shhh--you betcha," he whispered.  "Ain't nobody's joint open afore dinner."

	They slipped around the barstools, Tizzy realizing for the first time that she was walking on new sawdust.  She'd never seen a sinner's den like this.

	Matthew was getting away from her.

	The hinge barely whined as they eased into the backroom.  The room was cramped.  A backward man knelt behind a rolltop desk.  A mandolin sat in his chair.  His khaki-covered rump met them in the amber of a dangling bulb.

	"Right there--!" Matthew barked, a sudden, nervy twitch of his gun.  Tizzy twitched with it.

	The man glanced over his khaki shoulder.  He was elder enough to be her grandpa; his surprised face had fleshy jowls, the grey eyes set wide and even over ruddish cheeks.  Tizzy hooked Matthew's belt loop for security.

	"Who're you, son?" the man asked, his voice so steady it rattled both intruders.  The gentleman had a shock of snow white hair creeping down over a bushy eyebrow: a strongbox in his left grip, his other held open the hatch of a small padlock safe.

	"Lemme see them hands, and shut yer yap!  I'd hate to kill ye--"  Matthew grinned.  "--but I'll do'er."

	"I can see that," the man answered.

	Why, Matthew was doing all right for himself after all, that jitterbug had left his throat.  Tizzy let go of his belt loop.

	The lanky boy's eyes went wild.  "Okeedoke, you stand up.  And fetch over that moneybox."

	"Ain't no money, son..."

	The big khaki-clad man arose with an arthritic cringe; he turned, and they both saw the star.  A shiny, five-pointed badge clipped on his shirt pocket.  Matthew's jaw sagged.  Tizzy bit her lip.

	"Aw gee, mister..." she said.

	"Who're you now?!" Matthew demanded--suddenly the gun was foisted straight out from his body, nothing reckless about it.    "Hell..."  His muzzle held the star at bay.

	"Sheriff Bull Hannah, from down in Ewe Spring.  This is my place.  I own it."

	"Own it--?" Matthew yelped.

	"--since before you was a seed, boy.  Sheriffin don't fill the corncrib."  The Sheriff dropped his strongbox on the desk blotter; the lid lay back, empty.  "Like I say, they ain't no money hereabouts."

	"Whyzzat?!"  Matthew cocked back the hammer.  The Sheriff froze.

	"Whoa there, sonny, I got mouths to feed.  I just come back from the Farmer's National Bank o'Roanoke.  I make the deposit twice a week."

	"Matthew, maybe..."

	"Shuddup---better not be a-razzin me mister, I got plans fer that money."

	"We all do young-un, but how kin I oblige?"  A hinting smile, rugged and kind.

	"Change--" it dawned on Matthew "--you gotta make change fer yer people."

	"Back at the house.  In my wife's purse."

	"Christamighty!" Matthew swore and smudged his damp lenses.

	Then, the little girl in the cotton-print dress whispered something cute.  "His billfold..."

	"Oh yeah--oh yeah---howz about that billfold Mister High Sheriff.  Just lay her right on down fer the count."  The man's hand started to move.  "But you watch yeself now, don't go fer no razor er nothin--"

	The iron gaze held still under Sheriff Bull's bushy white brow.  "No.  I would not do that."

	Sure enough, he handed a wallet over to Matthew who gave it to his girl.  It was elkhide and worn to a shine.

	"Any cash in there?" the boy asked her.  Tizzy opened the wallet fold and saw green.

	"Yes."

	This made Matthew happy enough to wag a finger at the Sheriff.

	"Awww, Mister Sheriff, you figgered to make a fool outa me?"

	"I would not do that either.  I plumb forgot--"

	"Hell ye say, well howz about ye steppin on out here and we'll take a gander at that fancy till.  See ye ain't got no double-false bottoms full o'hunert dollar greenbacks."

	"How many you know in these parts with a hunert dollars to they name?" the Bull asked.

	But this meant little to Matthew.  He had Tizzy check the empty safe for secret buttons and compartments before guiding the Sheriff out to plunder his own cash register.  It was folly.  There were no trick deposits to be found.

	"Awright, you stay right chere and don't be a-raisin no fuss till we got a good runnin start.  Oh, I'd say a solid hour er I'm come back and shoot ye children, ye hear me?"

	"I hear you son," Sheriff's hands were high.  "You sure you wanna go through with this?  Don't I know you?  What, yer maybe seventeen--eighteen?  And yer puttin this little girl in a world o'danger."

	"Shitfire!  She likes it thisaway," Matthew blurted, the two of them backing toward the door.  "Come to think of it--they's a Nash Rambler outside.  I'll be a-wantin them keys."

	The Sheriff unclipped the ring from his belt, tossing the keys to Matthew.

	"The phone..." Tizzy remembered, half-hidden behind the boy.

	The phone?  Then, Matthew got her drift, whirled, but smashed his loose hand into the wallphone's crank.  His pistol went slithering across the dark dance floor.  Oh Lord, a ridiculous racket ensued as Matthew dashed for the gun.

	Tizzy glanced at the Sheriff.

	There was a window of opportunity, just a moment when the Sheriff could have taken a chance, made his move.  But he didn't.  He held his oats, unflinching, as he watched the kid recover the rusty weapon.  

	In that instant, Tizzy also saw a green bank note deep in the boar's gullet, above the Sheriff's head.  She said nothing.  She felt sorry for the poor Sheriff.  Not that he needed it.  The Sheriff's eyes kept track of Matthew's runaway revolver.  That soft, waxy smile never left him.

	A full recovery was made.  Mad Dice got his gun.

	"Don't be a-frettin bout me kids.  Y'all jist drive keerful."

	"Shuddup!" Matthew allowed; he was heating up as he ripped the phone line from the wall.  "Heed my words ole boy--"

	Tizzy felt him fall against her, the pistol betwixt them and the Sheriff at bay, as they burst into the sunlight.  Outside they ran for the pickup.  Matthew flung the keys across the asphalt into an elderberry bramble.

	"Cain't ye stay outa the way?" 

	"Cain't you hold onto yer own gun?"

	"Jist piss off, Tizzy!"

	Bounding into the truck cab, they tore out of the parking lot, out onto the highway.  Behind them, Sheriff Bull Hannah pushed the front door open a few inches, stern now, like an old warrior he watched them go.

	Racing  hard down the white-line, Matthew hooted with wild, slaphappy relief.  Tizzy was almost aglee.  Still, this glee didn't pull their eyes off the cracked rearview.  Why worry?  Why fuss?  Nobody appeared in that mirror as the piney woods roared past.  Matthew could hardly contain himself.

	"He knew I'd kill him if'n I had too!  You could see it in his face.  He knew I was bigger stuff than he could handle.  Yes, he did.  It'uz writ all over his face��"

	"That was kinda fun," Tizzy allowed.

	"Hell, it was a lotta fun--how much'd we git?"

	A bottomless gorge opened up on one side of the highway, where a railroad trestle bent to meet them; howling, a cannonball express appeared suddenly, chugging black smoke, pacing the truck.  Matthew talked.  The train howled at them again.  Tizzy counted.

	"Twenty-two dollars," she said.

	"Whadda ye mean?"

	"It's twenty-two dollars."

	Matthew scowled at Tizzy, his mad chatter ceased.  "She looked like a lot more'n that."

	"Well it ain't.  It's all in one dollar bills."

	"Gawd-fuck-me-dammit!"

	She was fed up.  "Well yer jist gonna have to stop and count it the next time, ain't ya?"

	Matthew hit the steering wheel and boiled.  She let him.  She would make no mention of the greenback in the boar's gullet.  

	"Yeah, twenty-two shit," he shook his head.  "Keee-ryste--"

	"Retard boy."

	"Fergit you."

	They drove silent for almost twenty-two minutes worth of winding road.  They met nobody but a pair of nosing goats headed for Cayuga Ridge.  The goats came and went.  Nothing was spaken until Tizzy pointed up at the cracked reflection.  They were being followed.  "Model A..." Matthew said.  A flivver pickup had appeared, put-putting sprightly in the rearview mirror.  It had a lot of power for an old flivver.  Matthew slowed so he wasn't speeding.  Boy and girl sat white-knuckled, breathless--as a yawnful farmer pulled around beside them--then spurted ahead, only to turn off at his pasture gate.  Tizzy sank back in her seat.

	Suddenly--Tizzy's window passed a dark rider: a hunchman, astride a clanking, clopping mule--strange, she'd heard them clopping outside her window the night before.  Today, they were all outward bound together.  Sweeping past the slow figures, she noticed a stringer of junk bottles across the mule's flank and the shadowed, half-hung face of a Lych under the straw cap.

	"Ole Ephran Lych," Matthew volunteered.  "Packrat.  Scrounges glass scraps, parfume flutes and sich fer small change.  Sleeps Sundays."

	"Jist Sundays?"

	"Well, all day Sunday."

	By now the Lych and mule had vanished back into blue mountain haze.

	"I want somethin to eat," she said.

	"Yeah, I reckon yer used to forkin three plates a day."

	"Yer all dumbass, hogboy."

	Whereupon, Matthew Birdnell slammed his brakes, his wheels locked; the truck fishtailing to a stop.  Clutter shot off the dashboard.  He shot icicles down at Tizzy, seething.  She made like she was aloof.  She wasn't.  He did his dead level best to act vicious, mad dog vicious.  He growled, put the gear shift through its pattern--then Matthew popped his clutch.  The truck lurched forward.  They were off and running again.  Tizzy scrunched up her nose in disdain.

	"Matthew, I swear.  You are utterly depraved."

	They rolled on, him sucking his sore thumb, her head against the door.  Tizzy gazed out as a sinking filled her soul.  These were the same hills and hollers, they never seemed to end.

	"I wanna go home..." she finally heard her say.

	"Naw ye don't," he sparked.  "Ye think ye do, but ye don't..."

	"How fer is it to Shanville?"

	"Twenty-six mile."

	"Maybe we kin git on Relief...er somethin.  I could babysit."

	"Hey--ladybug--"

	"What?" she responded, dimly.

	"We're a-fixin to gas up.  Ye want a sweet roll er somethin?"

	"Yeah."

	"Well, yank-my-chain, yer in fortune's pocket with Mad Dice Birdnell.  Mama's jelly biscuit is just t'other side o'this hill and we cain't tarry too long."

	As the Studebaker left the highway at Hayden's Crossroad, a clean-cut jasper in white duds was racking a dolly out the door.  The screen snapped and 

�he spun his load, six glass-clinking milk cases went rolling over to the milk-white truck, a clean wood-paneled affair whose promise was in gold: GOSPELTIME MILK - "Sweetest O'er The Land"

	Tizzy read it three times before she noticed the milkman, back of his truck, loading cases in the twin doors.   A diesel tractor sat a stone's throw away.  Their slate pickup slid under the KENEBREW GROCERY/GAS awning, betwixt pump and doorscreen.  Tizzy leapt out and walked around, asking Matthew what he was dreaming about.  The boy looked up from his lap.  He belched and said, "well, lets gitter," and they did.  Matthew cut the engine and they went inside.

	There were voices within.  The store was dark, thick with the smoke of sorghum and damp tobacco.  Tizzy let the screen creak closed on her heel.  She was in a tight maze of tools, hullsacks and canned goods.  Matthew was already fingering a harrow blade.  Two large girls bent the ear of an old lady at the register.  Both girls were a good six feet tall in overalls.  The sister with tight strawberry curls and calamine lotion on her chins was man-voiced.

	"--at it all day yesterdy and terday on the hide.  I cut my hand open--"

	The tired old lady shook her noggin, clucked her tongue.  Tap. Tap.  What was that?  Tap.  Her old finger tapped a silver thimble on the register.   Tizzy surveyed the racks.  There were rows of canned cling peaches and sardines and sugar beets.  Black Draught.  Tube Rose Snuff.  Several upended crates sat empty near the woodstove, near the window.  A Dr. Pepper box and candy were braced along the counter.  Matthew was inside that box already, in fact, his arm swishing the icy water.  He caught Tizzy's eye and winked a tap.

	"--God a'mighty if he weren't the hairiest shoat I ever had to stick."

	"Hairy like a witch baby," her sister said.  Her hair was hacked short, jet black.

	"Mama said she come up on a piggy--when she'uz a little girl--come up on it an it was a-readin the back of a ole coffee can.  Paw-Paw bled that piggy and burnt it.  Right off he did it.  He give mama the burnt ashes in a tow sack--and she thowed em down a well."

	"Yer a liar," the sister asserted.  "She give them ashes to Aint Willa an she made a real strong cough serum.  That'uz that serum what saved Paw-Paw an Uncle Bennie from the yella jaundice."

	"Oh me..." wheezed the old tapping woman.

	Tizzy wandered through the grocery shelves, mute, memorizing all three women over the top of the bread.  Below were donuts and packaged pastries.

	"Uncle Bennie...?" the big strawberry blond posed, hooking both thumbs in her overalls, her face freckled, sunbeaten.  "Uncle Bennie was down with the dropsy, I'm perty sure..."

	"Yer perty sure o'what?  Yer perty sure o'nothin.  Paw-Paw an Uncle Bennie both kitcht'at yella jaundice the week a-fore Christmas...letsee...nineteen and thirty-ought-somethin....aw, thirty-ought...?  Cain't seem to recall...now..."

	"I thank Uncle Bennie give Paw-Paw the infection..."

	"Shut up Myrna."

	"It's simple arithmatics..."

	"Myrna!  Ignernt ox!  Granpaw'd tan you if he knew how unremarkably purile you was!"

	"Oh me...my word..." went the old spinster.

	The strawberry blond laughed, whacking her sis on the back.  "Settle down, little sister, Daddy loves ye and I love ye.  Yer a keeper.  Granpaw loves ye and Miss Doobelle loves ye too--doncha Miss Doobelle?"

	"Lord yes, hon," the wrinkled Doobelle exclaimed.  Tap.  Tap.  "Yer a prize tomater and we love ye to death." 

	Matthew snickered at them.  Tizzy held a pecan roll.  Nervous, she glanced up.  Miss Doobelle smiled at Tizzy from behind the counter.  Tap.  Tizzy smiled back.

	"That ain't the point, Myrna!" the jet black hairs stood up.  "Yer tellin tales after school.  Tales ye don't know nothin about."

	Big Myrna curled her lip at sis then smiled sweet for the old lady.  "Doobelle, how much er we owin?"

	Doobelle came to life; she ran a feeble hand over the goods on her counter.

	"Oh me..." she warbled.  "We've got a two-pound black pepper, rice and coffee, Wine Of Cardui..."

	Tizzy's hand exchanged the pecan roll for a small sweet potato pie in cellophane.  Timid, but quick, she slipped the pie under her dress and into her panties.  Matthew sidled up the counter to press his flesh with the big girls.

	"Hidy y'all--" his voice cracked like a parrot "--I hear the nigger sang Dixie."

	Nobody laughed.  The black-headed sister grunted, she was still pretty peeved.  Old Lady Doobelle was straining for good humor, but Myrna, well, Myrna looked downright surly.  Her eyes bid upon Matthew like she was sizing him for slaughter.

	"Ain't from this neck er ye?" she decreed.

	"Aw, sure I am, sis," Matthew swilled his cherry pop.  "Jist up the road a piece, Skawmarry Holler jist t'other side o'Cayuger--"

	"Well, we don't cotton to that line o'talk around hyere, not around ladies we don't."

	"Well do fergive me, Myrna," and Matthew took another swill, still grinning.

	This didn't satisfy the big girls so they snubbed him, paid their chit and left.  As the door jangled shut, Matthew set his half-drunk pop bottle beside the register.  Doobelle nodded at him simply, like her head was on a loose spring.  Tap.  Tap.

	"Honeybunch--" Mad Dice called out to Tizzy.  "Ye want that sweet roll?"

	"Nope," Tizzy said, approaching the counter.  The old lady made precious eyes at her.  So did Mad Dice.

	"Ye want some crackers er a soda pop then?"

	"Nope."  Tizzy was a blank, scanning the hametugs and tack on the wall behind the proprietor.

	"Nope?  Hell, I thought you was hankerin fer a bite to eat?" he said.

	"Well I'm not."

	“Howz about one o’them new fleet trailerhomes an a three-tube Zenith radio?”

	“No.”

	“No?”

	“No.”

	"I swan," he swore to the lady.  "Young'uns these days.  Well, I'll jist be a minute, gal--" his eyes locked on Tizzy's, "--better wait out in the truck."

	"Okay," the girl said, obedient.  Her hands were clasped in prim fashion across the tummy of her faded print dress.  She went, and as Tizzy opened the door she saw the big sisters turn the crossroads on their chugging diesel tractor.

	Matthew lolled his head back around to drool over Miss Doobelle.  He was cocked, leaning on the register.

	"Anythin else...?" the old one asked.

	"Ah-yuh, I could go fer some of them Camel ready-rolls.  Two packs."

	"Surely, there ye go.  That will be six bits."

	"Aw--" Matthew snorted.  "Yer a-japin me."

	"Do tell?" the lady looked bright and stupid to him, like a withery scarecrow.  Tap.  "Didja fergit somethin--?"

	That's when he slid the pistol from his shirt.

	Her rheumy eyes got bigger, wiser.

	"No, sweet mother, I didn't.  You did.  You dang near fergot to fork over that booty.  Now open'er up!"

	His pistol jerked at the register and Doobelle got the message.

	"Oh me..."  She palpitated, fluttering like a sparrow.  Tap went the thimble.   Her bony digit released the drawer.  Jittery hands spread the cash before him.

	"Wait--!" he twanged, his pinhole pupils dancing with raw voltage. "Count it.  Count dat money."

	Fumbling, she tried to please.  "...thirty-nine...forty ...forty-one.  Forty-one dollars.  Do ye want the silver?"

	"Let the devil take yer silver, ole darlin."  And he snatched the greenbacks from her.  Crudely, they were balled up and shoved into his pocket.  Now Matthew was retreating through the hullsacks.  Doobelle's thimble dropped off.  It tapped and rolled.  Her mouth was agape, fear-stricken.

	"Now don't ye holler--"

	"Oh me, no, I won't--"

	"Ye ain't a-gonna holler on me--?"  His tailbone hit the screen.

	"I won't holler--"

	"Naw, I reckon ye won't."

	And his gun exploded.  His trigger tripping before he knew why for or how; a bloody hole bloomed betwixt Miss Doobelle's eyes.  KA-BANGGG.  She fell.

	Cackling, he flew out the screendoor.

	Tizzy heard the pistol's report, a clattering screen, as she sat in the cab.   Gooseflesh swept her as Matthew landed behind the wheel.

	"What'd you do--?" she bleated.

	"Watch out!" was all he said as the engine cranked.

	Dumbstruck and dead ahead, the Gospeltime milkman stood in the windshield: his milktruck and twelve milk cases blocking their path.  

	Matthew ground into reverse, backing out from the pumps like a streak.  More grinding, and the pickup gunned away fast, hot for the road, kicking gravel--and that milkman was in the windshield again!  He cut in front of them, waving, shouting something Tizzy couldn't quite understand like stopweseenyou before Matthew cursed and dodged him.  The gravel began to skid when Tizzy saw the mule just passing.  Ephran Lych bent on his mule.  They were about to run Ephran down.  Tizzy grabbed the dash, the pickup sailed across blacktop, the brakes locked, she felt the pickup's rearend slide around and they went careening into the mule and rider, broadside.  Tizzy screeched as her window smashed into the hairy belly and trouser leg, the beast bellowed, glass flew and Matthew fought the wheel.  BAAA-ROOOOOOM!  Lych and his mule were crumpling like shadow puppets as the truck lit for the crossroads.  But a hay wagon was crossing.  On it, four black shining lads sat paralyzed--staring head on at the barreling truck--Tizzy and Matthew both terror-riven in the oncoming cab.

	The boy locked brakes again, the Studebaker pickup reeled around, full circle, smoking and squealing.  

	And they sped away.  Returning from whence they came--him berserk, her door stoved in, leaving human devastation in their wake.

	Bloody, she screamed in his ear.  "We still ain't got no gas!"
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	About halfway back to Bull's Gladiola Lounge was the cut off, where the dirt road ran up the branch to Ewe Springs.  They left the asphalt and ventured in a good hot hurry, raising dust along the draw, past a few fancy gabled houses.  Suddenly Tizzy didn't want to go home.  She wanted to die.  Now.  Home was impossible.  She could never return, for that would be worse than eternal damnation.  She thought about the Preacher as she picked glass shards from her scalp.  She didn't whine and she didn't blubber.  She had a pretty good idea of what happened back there, inside that store.   Lych and his mule might even be dead.  And Matthew, he looked scared alright; gripping the wheel, tongue working, lips dry with that gun in his lap.  But he also kept breaking into chuckles now and again as his eyeglasses bore ahead.  That said it all.  Matthew was gone when he got up this morning.  So was she.  And that set her straight.  Tizzy never cried over spilt milk.  She remembered the coalbox and the Preacher's icy, hateful touch.  Then Tizzy Polk knew.  Hers was spilt for good.

	Their hearts raced for several speeding minutes, before they heard the first sputter, Matthew pumped the pedal anyhow as they flew, then coasted, then died on the roadside.  Getting out, Matthew pushed the empty truck into a dry, brushy creekbed.  Its tailgate was still visible from the road, but there was nothing they could do about that.  The sun had shifted in the sky, they were moving into afternoon.  Matthew mentioned a driveway he'd spotted just before the gas ran out.  They trotted back down the road.  Matthew made no effort to hide the gun and Tizzy's side ached but she kept up with him.  They wasted no time.

	A blue Packard convertible sat on the gravel drive.  It was a nice, two-story home, not too big really with an alcove and black shutters.  Each shutter had a white star.  There was no key in the convertible's ignition, but Matthew heard a splash.  He slid over to the birdbath, peeking along the side to the backyard.  He glimpsed a toddler in her frilly bathing suit.  A woman's echo caught his ear, and giggling children.  

	Tizzy knit her brow watching Matthew skip onto the porch.  She did not tarry when she saw him sniff sideways through the screendoor, then slip inside.  It was open.  And she went in after him.  

	It looked like a nice family lived here, in this airy place, with the doilies and crayons and hardwood floors.  Mercifully, none of them surprised their intruders.  There was a  grand hook rug in the parlor and a Bible on the kitchen table.  Over the sink, Matthew found carkeys.  He also saw the young mother and three children out the sink window.  The squirtlings were blowing soap bubbles in the backyard.  Twin boys and a girl.  And one lovely mama in sandals.  Matthew loitered at the sink, watching their bubbles float.  Watching young mama splash baby girl's footsies in the frog pool.  It made Tizzy squirm, the way he considered them out that window, them so blissful and ignorant of his hungry eyes.  And Tizzy so wise to the disaster in his hand.  "Come on," she said quietly, pulling him away.

	He was reluctant, with a taste for curlytopped redheads.

	They rolled the car back first, but surely, the pretty young mother must of heard a motormill; and she would have looked up when they spirited away her Packard.

	Lucky for her, her Packard ran beautifully, swiftly.  You could call it reckless abandon, or a fierce determination to pop a bank president, but Matthew was retracing their flight from the store.  To Tizzy he didn't seem so broken up about any of this.  By her count; they were forty-nine dollars richer, seventy-one dollars in all.

	"If we kin sneak back through the crossroads in this doozy," he figured, "--we got a shot at slippin on down to Shanville this evenin and ketchin the train.  Git a sleeper whatsay with clean sheets.  One of them Red-Eyes to Memphis."

	Tizzy didn't argue with him.  She was too weak and grogged in the warm afternoon sun.  The car's upholstery was nice stitched-leather.  Black calfskin.  It had a swell radio, but this one didn't work either.  So Tizzy went back to whistling her flat hymns, cleaning her forehead with spit and a napkin she took from the house.  The blood was dry by now.  She'd recover.  Besides, maybe this was a dream, and maybe, they could make it all happen.  She'd never ridden on a train.

	Another fool's sedan was turning off the Cayuga Road as Matthew turned onto it, but the prissy bearded driver paid them no mind.  Tizzy entertained notions of invisibility until they reached the steep knob before Hayden's Crossroad.  By then sinister clouds were gusting in through Auld Cloot Gap, the sun blurring into a hazy spot.  Matthew braked before the crest of the hill, got out, and skulked low as he went to take a peek.  Pretty soon, he motioned for Tizzy to join him.

	She burrowed in beside Matthew on her stomach and her dreams were dashed.  Down the grade, flashing in the crossroads, were three patrol sedans.  A black and white roadblock.  Local folk were milling out front of the store with road officers in khaki.  One of the men looked a little like Sheriff Bull Hannah to Tizzy, but she couldn't be sure from this distance.

	"Oh my Lord, Matthew, they're a-lookin fer us."

	"No doubt about it," he squinted.

	"What er we--?"

	"--most likely they got fellers a-combin Cayuger Ridge by now."

	"Then my daddy knows."

	"Everbody knows in yer ole sowin circle by now, mama."  He scuffled a few feet back from the crest, so he could raise his head.  "Listen hyere Tizzy, I got me a second cousin, more like a uncle really.  Wert Birdnell.  He's got a cracklin still and a two-room shanty up on Riddle Top."

	"Riddle Top--?" she gulped.

	"You bet, an he's hid out pert good up there.  It's been a few years, but I believe I recolleck the way.  I believe he might put us up till this settles down.  Hell, perty soon they'll figger we slipped through somehow.  They'll find the truck in no time a’tall, an this car'll be reported stole.  Folks'll reckon we snookered em and we're long gone from these parts."

	"You think so, Matthew?  Won't this car look odd up there?"

	"Aw," he assured her with a kiss.  "We'll hide er out, in some barn er somethin.  We kin cover'er in pine boughs if we have to, till we need it again.  Anyhoo, them hicks don't git much news up there.  You know that."

	Actually, she didn't know much about Riddle Top.  People whispered this or that snatch about the odd occurrence, distasteful encounters, tales of folks disappearing on the dark mountain; but it generally lacked regard in the daily lives of Cayuga Ridge.  Rumors grew of a secret lake few had ever seen.  It was known that most of the Lych clan had trickled down from there.  If you stood around long enough, you might hear a rumor or two.  Most Cayuga citizens considered themselves too worldly and genteel for idle chatter about such an ill-hainted, unrefined peak.  All Tizzy really knew, was this: she'd seen that Riddle Top looming over her every day of her baby days.

	No matter.  Damage was done.  Within the hour they had returned to the RiDDLe ToP turn-off, the rising fork up the mountain.  Just before reaching the signpost, Tizzy spotted a road patrol ahead, coming from Cayuga Ridge.  Quickly, Matthew pulled the blue Packard behind a boarded fruitstand.  Once the police sedan passed, they ventured forth again, turning wide onto the mountain fork.  Less than a hundred yards and the asphalt grew broken, then finally ceased, giving way to hard clay ruts.

	They began to climb.  An early dusk seemed to rush upon them, then linger, roiling as the storm grew close.  Within this weird  gloaming, trees thrashed and ruled.  Black thunderheads embraced the peak, commingling with the piney slopes, high winds whipping the electric pearled air into something dire; an electricity both fugitives could feel.  Going up and up, the road tied itself in knots; twilight hung for hours, or so it felt to Tizzy.  The car rocked and bucked and made difficult passage up the steepening route.  Occasionally another fork would appear; but Matthew kept to the main artery, the Packard buffeting until Tizzy felt her teeth would jar loose.  

	She had to give Birdnell his due.  Birdnell rode it like a champ.  Often he had to make several runs at a grade before they could surmount it; once he had to stop and force branches under a rear tire to escape from a wash-out.  Tizzy helped him.  In most places the way was so cramped, needles and branchy fingers were scratching the pretty blue paint.  Surely, this trace was seldom traveled.  When Tizzy saw the first shack, overgrown with vine and fungus, something occurred to her: how peculiar that this would be the first homestead since leaving the base of Riddle Top.  Usually folks clustered in the lower regions.  Soon she saw another shack, rickety but upright, then another; these were apparently occupied, with smoke curling from their stovepipes.  But she spotted nary a face nor anybody at work or along the roadside.  Who knew if human eyes saw them pass?  None were stirring.

	When Tizzy realized her head was bleeding again, Matthew insisted they stop.  He heated a pine knot on the manifold, then closed her cut with the dripping resin it produced; then they moved on.  Boy and girl in an urgent blue Packard, everclimbing, upward through the restless slash of road.

	When they came to a hub where several paths intersected, Matthew had to ease off the gas and take consideration.  His shirt flapping, Matthew cleaned his hornrims with a ten dollar bill then restored his vision.  

	The sky threatened rain, and sooner than later.  

	He thought about raising the car's ragtop, but was unsure of its mechanism or how long it would take.  Shielding his face from blown debris, ignoring Tizzy who had begun to shiver, Matthew plumbed his memory.  There were no signposts here, none at all, only a rock cairn ahead, piled alongside the ruts the Packard was traveling.  This looked like the spur he was looking for.  But he remembered an old water tank.  Were those wormy crossties all that survived of it, over there rotting in the laurel?  To his left, a rust-eaten tractor chassis was dry and drowning; half-sunk into a mudbaked bar ditch.  

	It was an offwinding spoke of road.  A charred dogwood bent over the narrowing spoke as its rut rose quickly, swallowed by forest.  

	That looked familiar.  He was six years old, in fact, when they'd toted him up here to see Cousin Wert.  His Pap bought some shine and a special witching rod off Cousin Wert.  But Matthew didn't want Tizzy to know it had been so long.  His memory was good.  This was where you left the trail, he was pretty sure.  Why, when he was six it seemed like Pap's truck reached it even sooner.  Matthew cranked the wheel, guiding the reluctant Packard under charred dogwood.  Tizzy watched the sunken tractor float by.

	They hadn't gone far before killer had his doubts.  This roadspur was poor; this was more like a gully they were twisting and pushing through.  The root-tangled sides rose and fell.  More than once Tizzy had to lift a pinebough by hand.  Matthew knew she was cold and starting to vex.  Better not vex, he said.  Vexing never rang the bell, he said.  Got to push forward, he said, so they did.  Long after Matthew had quit searching, dredging, vexing for something to say next--the furrowed trace leveled off, without warning, into a short blustery stand of black gum.  They were huge trees.  Many of the giants were just hollow shells, blackened cinder bark.  From wildfires, he thought.  Then Matthew saw a glint of fire just ahead.

	The mossy log shed pressed back against a claybank.  Outside in the wind, a kneeling man held a torch over a small hole in the ground.  The thin, spidery figure was jabbering something, into the hole, unhinged when he heard them coming.  Whoever it was, covered his hole quickly, leapt up and scurried inside as Birdnell and Polk drew near.  Parking his brake, the boy hailed the log shed.

	"Feller in the house--?!" he shouted through cupped hands.

	Tizzy fought the shakes, chilly paws held betwixt her knees.  She forced her teeth to stop chattering as Matthew got out.  But he did not stray far from the Packard.

	"In the house--," he repeated, "--sure didn't aim to skeer ye!"

	Matthew looked back at her, uneasy; ready for anything, ready for nothing.  Ready to take off.  Then the mossy log door cracked open.

	"Hit ain nunner mah done..." 

	This garble came from within the quarters.

	"What--?" Matthew asked the flickering doorcrack.

	"Hit ain nunner mahn..." the spidery man echoed, hidden by the door.  His voice was clumsy and thick, suffering from disuse.

	"Ask him again, Matthew."

	"Lemme handle it--say there, ole boy--?"  He beckoned, keeping the gun from sight in his back pocket.  "C'mon on out hyere and talk to us.  Don't mean no harm, we jist lookin fer family."

	After a moment, the door creaked and the man tiptoed out, like he was sneaking on somebody.  He brought the flaming pine torch with him.  The air threw a ghastly pall, a clinging twilight that was perverted, but nowhere near dark enough for most folks to need a torch.  As he approached, the flicker danced across his face and they saw who he was.  He was a Lych.

	The eyes were almost webbed shut with what appeared to be scar tissue, the underlying skull misshapen.  His left cheek seemed to have melted long ago, as if wax and ash commingled too close to flame.  Only four fingers and a partial on each hand.  His red, watery eyesacks glinted back at them.

	"Doncher tell, doncher tell, doncher tell," he babbled, distraught and shaking.  Something like a smile stretched on his face, revealing a couple of brown teeth.  "...peehee."  It was almost a laugh.

	"Matthew lets go--"  Tizzy gripped her doorhandle, reaching across for Matthew's sleeve.

	Matthew's mouth was trying, but nothing came out; his brain riveted on the Lych before him.  Finally, his mouth made good, "--I--I's a-lookin fer Wert Birdnell's place.  I'm kin.  Matthew.  His cousin Wilbur's boy.  Ain't--ain't sure if this hyere's the way--"

	Like a thousand volt jolt shot through him, the Lych went rigid and his arm flew out.  His triple-jointed finger pointed up ahead, up the road; stiff as a dead limb it pointed.

	Matthew felt himself backing away, retreating to the car as Tizzy reached for him, six eyes of shining fear.

	"Up ahead, ye say--?" managed the boy, his glasses askew.

	The Lych dropped his arm, aquiver again, disturbed and spooky about it.  Suddenly, the torch seemed to loosen in his hand, he was drooling, and they were simply no longer there to the Lych.  He sat on a stump.  "...nunner....nunner mahn..." he began again.

	She pulled Matthew into the Packard.  Were those tears puddling on those ravaged Lych cheekbones?  They didn't linger to find out.  Matthew released the brake then hustled off into the wind, Tizzy turning to gander back at the sadly torn creature.

	As they disappeared up the black gum grove, the Lych looked down at his covered hole, a mad tongue forking his lip.

	"Hit ain...hit ain nunner mah done..." he spake to the hole.



	"You think he's right," she asked, "yer uncle's on up here?"

	"I hope so," Matthew supposed, steering out over a cavernous ravine.  The ledge was tight.  And Matthew had begun to vex aplenty himself.  Especially as the trail cut back into the mountain, leading them inward, twisting deeper into wild forest.  He didn't care to get stuck out in Riddle Top country after dark.  It was forbidden, thought he, as far back as his recollections went.  Tizzy must have heard tales.  Tizzy would not take to such darkling adventure.

	"Matthew--?"

	She was fixing to bawl, he just knew it.  She'd ask him questions he couldn't answer.  Questions about spidery Lychs while ice spiders tapdanced down Matthew's spine.

	"--shuddup!" Matthew wheezed back.  It was hard enough getting this buggy over this hardrock creek bed without having to wetnurse a baby.  Yes, he was worried.  His eyes weren't so good at night.  Matthew nudged his glasses.  "We're pert near there, I know he lives close.  Cain't ye feel it?  I kin feel it."

	He hit the headlamps and lit up the wolf--or was it a panther?--it was so fast.  Both beams flashed back from two feral eyes, white hot ingots--an indistinct blur, big, hairy--a shadow streak bounding into the woods--

	--Matthew veered sharp in the narrow trace--to avoid the beast.  He braked hard.

	And the Packard slid backward.

	Tizzy squealed; her rear fender buried itself in a side gully.  

	This left the car at a peculiar angle, lights shooting up into the towering pine around them.  Things got desperate.  Matthew spun the wheel, goosing the pedal, but the Packard wouldn't move.  After he'd burned sufficient rubber into the hillside to convince himself, Matthew quit.

	He slammed the door.  "What manner o'Hell's varmint was that?" he cursed and kicked the running board.

	"Matthew, I'm skeered," she fumbled over to him, slipping a hand in his belt.

	"Now don't start frettin er prayin to Jesus on me.  I saw a curlycue o'smoke jist afore it jumped us.  Didn't you?  It'uz right up this woody slope, not too fer a piece."

	She wasn't sure if he was lying to ease her troubled mind.  But what difference could that make now?  As it happened, he wasn't.  Indeed, Mad Dice's eye had caught a tease of smoke just over the treetops, just before he reached for that headlamp plunger.

	"You sure, boy? " she asked anyway, owlish in the grime-grey dusk.

	"No doubt about'er.  You kin smell it, caint ye?  Hick'ry."

	Suddenly, she realized she could.  A faint smoky undershade of hickory on the wind.

	She dreaded it, but Matthew killed the lights and kept the keys.  He took her hand from his belt, gave a squeeze.  There wasn't much time.  Skrrreeeeekacheeee!  Overhead a lost crow thing was flapping, screeching at them.  Matthew left the road's furrow, pulling her up through piney wood.  It was ingrown and dank here.  The musk of fetid earth, clotted vegetation, death on the vine.  They climbed a steady slope, Matthew's pistol pushed aside limbs, clearing a rent through the nettles as they searched the bristling, fading sheen.  Both were soon winded, breathless amidst swirls of leaf.  Tizzy raced to keep up and before she knew it, there was a shack alright.
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	"Is this his place?"

	"Naw, I don't think so.  Naw it ain't."

	She tried to slow him but Matthew was already approaching the porch.  Hickory smoke spun from a rock chimney, teasing into the wind.  A grasshopper weathervane pointed the way.  

	The house was sizable, for mountain folk.  Brick pilings well-settled with age, just a tarpaper roof, and the wood was greyish; stormworn.  But there were four rooms at least with a wraparound porch, cane fishing poles leant along one porchside.  The chicken coop perched downslope from the cane poles.  Tizzy saw the upended wheels of a buckboard wagon nearby, higher up lay the bones of a busted gristmill; its mule-harness singletree in splinters, and above that mill sat the smokehouse.  She felt queer about the place.  Tizzy hung back. 

	Meanwhile, Matthew swaggered right up onto the porch.  He held tight for a moment, poked the pistol into his back pocket, then took a stiff gulp of wind.  Tizzy shivered.  Matthew rapped upon the door.

	Some meateater commenced howling off in the trees, but nobody answered; the meateater howled and the wind howled with it.  And yet, an inhuman slumber clung about the house.  The house was asleep.  Tizzy felt it.  Matthew rapped again.

	Directly, a thud met his ears, thud from behind the door.  This gave way to an earthheavy shuffle, creaking inside.  Tizzy could hear the quake from out in the yard.  Louder it came, door-muffled clumps, deep from the house's belly.  Matthew withdrew by inches.  But the quake stopped, suddenly.  Seconds passed, maybe a minute or more, before Matthew heard that dead voice.

	"Help me," it said.

	Matthew didn't move.  A man.  It sounded like a man.  Or a bull down a well.

	"What...?" asked Matthew, throwing white eyes at Tizzy.

	"Ain't you gonna help me?"  The voice spake again; just a dullard burr behind the wood.

	The boy got goosey.  "...what...what's wrong?"

	Tizzy glanced about the windswept place, quite wary of watchers and varmints creeping forward with nightfall.

	"Push on this door.  It's swole up."

	The doorknob rattled, from within.  As if by ghostly hand.  The inner command was clear, Matthew couldn't doubt it.  He most certainly heard the words.

	"Oh...okeedoke...sure," he allowed.

	"Push on it."

	Matthew rolled his gaze out to Tizzy, she took a step back, then Matthew's specs fixed on the doorknob.  Reaching out, he grasped the tarnished iron, firmly, and heaved.  

	Without waver, Matthew leant against that door, grunting, he braced everything body and soul against it.  Nothing gave.  There was no vent but this mountain howling.  Matthew's breath burst, he struck a new position and threw his shoulder at the broad planks.  Tizzy winced with him.  He groaned, straining harder.  But nothing gave.  Finally, he quit.  Releasing the knob, Matthew fell away, shaking out his hand.

	Once more, the voice spake within.

	"Git over there--"

	"Over where?" Matthew posed.

	More thudding behind the door.

	"I ain't a-talkin to you," it said.

	Then, the heavy door trembled, it trembled, it cracked, and swung open.  Bellyaching hinges whined as a huge silhouette moved forward in there.

	Tizzy's womb seized; Matthew retreated to the top step, swapping feverish eyes with her.

	"Baby..." she couldn't help her spasm, her lips broke.

	A hulking, brutish man filled the doorway.  He wore loose factory fatigues, rolled at the bicep, like a city worker.  Tattoos ran up both massive forearms.  His face showed fleshy decay, eyes deep and brooding over the presence of young Matthew and Tizzy as the wind crashed around him.  Tizzy knew right quick.  It was clear what that face reminded her of.  He reminded her of a wicked stag.

	At his flank, a tiny girl appeared in ragged dress, barefoot, filthy.  She looked about six years old.

	Tizzy passed unstrung thoughts with Matthew.  

	The almighty man brought his intentions down to his dirty blond child.  "I said git over there," he rumbled.

	Without effect, the girltot turned and trod back inside.  He frowned.  His porch cringed as he stepped out, examining Matthew closely.

	"Where's yer ride," he grunted.

	"Do what--?"  Matthew wasn't sure of this lug's gravity..

	"Matthew..."  A small, quiet plea from out in the yard.  Matthew wasn't listening.

	"Huh?" the man pressed.

	As a flush of leaves scoured the porch, Matthew grinned, stupidly, loosening up.

	"Hey--yeahboy---how ye doin buckaroo?  We sure sorry to bother ye.  We cain't find Lewt Birdnell's place, ye see?  Maybe you could point us straightaway."

	The man's hands hung like staghammers.  Limp but ready.  He vetted over Matthew for an awfully long draw, slow burning and deliberate.  "Son...I'm wantin you to tell me...how y'all got up here."

	"Right---right--jist what I was fixin to stun ye with.  Tizzy an me hyere, we was--uh--my cousin Lewt, he's my pap's cousin, he still lives on up hyere.  Somewheres uplong Holy Creek.  Sure.  It's all comin back to me now.  You prob'ly know the place.  They's a red cistern house offa the back porch.  And a buncha voodoo niggers stole his whole boogin firewood sled, back during that cold spell in--"

	Those stag eyes began to slit.  Tizzy saw this.

	"We drove up in our car!" she blurted.

	And Matthew shut up, a curt nod at the man, then: "--we drove up hyere in our car."

	The man came forward, creaking, pulling the door closed behind him.  He loomed over the boy.  Tizzy could see Matthew's pistol butt in the false light.  She hoped nobody else could.

	"And where's yer ride?" the man repeated.

	Matthew was still hesitating.

	"Tell him Matthew," she said.

	"Aw--" Matthew smirked.  "--we parked her under a persimmon tree.  About five hunert yards down thataway."

	He gestured wild, down toward the road.  

	Tizzy kept her jittery smile.  Mercy, it was cold.  These mountain gales just kept slamming away at her.  "Where's Mister Birdnell's house, mister?" she asked, simply.

	The gravity shifted down to Tizzy.

	"I don't know."

	She was contrite.  "Well..." she'd try not to betray any heebie-jeebies, "...we're sorry we bothered you."

	Tizzy began to stumble aimlessly away from the house.  First she stumbled backward, then she turned to go.  She prayed Matthew would follow.  But where?  She could not face such a tempest.  Not a cold night listening to her limbs rattle and thinking, in that car, in these woods.

	"...hey, Tizzy?"

	"Matthew, let's go before we git wet."

	But Mad Dice got pestered, and spewed up a storm: "Doodlysquat!  Tizzy!  I'm a-talkin to this man.  I'll be fit and shittin ready to go when I'm through talkin to this man."

	Matthew swung back around, and leered straight up into that dead, unforgiving stare.  

	The brute shifted weight, almost invisibly the tall one shifted on his broad porch.  Almost escaping Matthew's senses but not escaping.  Matthew lost steam but only for a blink.  He puffed up his brave face then eyeballed the bastard again.

	"I don't thank it's any o'yer goddam business how we got hyere," he sniped.  "All I require o'you is some answers.  Ole boy.  Right?"

	All around them, dusk became a deep suspended roar.  The man's jaw went crawling bit by bit.

	"What's yer name, anyhow?  I wanna know who you are--"  Matthew kept pressing.  Tizzy never doubted his insane depravity again.

	And the storm kept brewing, while a darkly profound puzzlement came over the stag-faced man.  Then slowly, grimly, terribly, he smiled.

	"My name is Bob," he was sighing.  Something like a chuckle could be heard inside his drumbreasted chest.  "And I don't know yer people.  Seriously I do not."

	Matthew just gloated up at him.  Tizzy just kept away.  Finally, this man Bob called out to her:

	"Who er you daughter?"

	"Tizzy June Polk, sir," her teeth chattered.  "I mean--"  Oh Lord, there went her real honest-to-god name.  "I mean, we best be a-goin--"

	Bob eyed them both.  "That's too bad."

	Cocked on the top step, Matthew reached around and cradled a hand on the pistol in his back pocket.

	"Well I'm a-tellin ye Bob.  You could use some work on ye disposition.  Am I right?  Huh, now?"  He moved into the man's shadow, rising full onto the porch, toe to toe with Bob.  "Feller like you best know who yer a-fuckin with.  Are ye with me on that?"  Nodding, Matthew began to back off.  A cavalier cut of his hand. "So yessir, mebbe so, mebbe we gone git outa yer way--"

	"Matthew, I'm cold!" insisted Tizzy.

	He winked at Bob.  "Jist so happens, I'm a-wanted by the law--"

	"Yeah?"

	"And I'm rightly disappointed in ye, yes I am Mister..." the chucklehead dropped his voice, "...Bob."

	The man watched Matthew settle his cods, turn on a heel--and stride right off the porch, his foot missing the step by inches.  He fell splat on his face in the dirt.  Tizzy gritted.

	From shadow, Bob moved to the porch's edge.  Tizzy took baby steps as Matthew tried to lift his head, gave a whimper then fell unconscious in a bed of hen scratches.  Her baby steps stopped.

	"Tizzy June--"

	She lifted her face, to Bob, the fleshy stranger whose arms hung limp as tattoo-riddled sidebeef.

	"--how old you be?"

	"Th-thirteen."

	"How long you been familiar with this kid?" he asked.

	She couldn't find an answer, as thunder rolled.  So she picked up the spectacles instead.



	Bob hove Matthew's carcass through the door of the house and dumped him on the floor like 100 pounds of chuck.  A raw gust filled the threshold.  Tizzy edged in behind Bob.  She saw Matthew on the splint rug, the air thick with bits of chaff and twig.  Coughing, Tizzy adjusted to a dim flickered room--and the biggest hound she had ever seen.

	Before the stone fireplace stood a giant dog.  Jowly, with great stumps for feet; it was darkly mottled, a spindling creature.  Yet nearly as tall as Tizzy.  The hound stood alert and agitated before a hot fire.  On the hearth, the little ragged girl sat crosslegged and let the beast growl.  Tizzy froze, pale of heart; Bob went to the door, but Tizzy was held fast by those searing black dog eyes.  Bob shut out the weather.  His fingers snapped at the hound.

	"Uh-uh," was his gutter deep command, a quirk of his head.

	Clumsily, the dog settled onto the hearth but kept a fix on Tizzy.  Bob almost grinned.

	"Uh-uhhh..." he stressed, gauging his beast with more than a glint of titillation.

	Bob came from behind Tizzy.  He lumbered across the room, avoiding everybody.  Tizzy began to fret legions in his wake.

	"We're sure hating to bother ya!  But we cain't stay on though, not really��it's a-gonna rain---it's a-gittin dark!"

	Bob reset his tack.  He mulled her over once, twice, then an inner demon struck him and he went like a shot, disappearing into a pitch black hallway.  "Who'd ever believe?" he swore.  His rumbling came from somewhere beyond the light.

	With him gone, Tizzy gazed about the room.  The place was ample but sparsely done, hewn of rugged timber; only a heavy rocker, one ladderback chair and nary a stick of extra sitdown furniture, or a table in sight.  There would be a kitchen.  They must take meals on a kitchen table.  She did not want to see the kitchen, no thank you.  But she did see a standing Victrola, over in the corner.  And, blessedly, Bob had not left Tizzy alone with Matthew's remains.  Shimmering back at Tizzy were a couple of stony ancestors, an old sir and an old missus in an oval frame, hung over the Victrola.  Their tint-photo portraits weren't smiling; their faces were hard to sort from the flicker.  They'd been framed here for ages, no doubt.  So Tizzy wasn't alone with the body, or with this tiny girl or this hound.  Tizzy didn't like being stared at.  She was no two-headed calf.   

	"Mmmmm..."

	Suddenly, Matthew began to stir, the butt of his pistol thrusting straight up from his rump pocket.  Tizzy bent, gave him the poke and let fly a freaky whisper.

	"Oh Lord, Matthew--git up--"

	But Matthew sneezed, then slumped back into the floor, back into the land of lost boys.  The little rag child slid him an idle glance.  She seemed hardly aware of the deadbeat son.  Thump, thump--thump, thump, thump, God drummed his fingers on the tarpaper overhead and Tizzy realized it was too late now.  That was rain.  It was raining outside.

	And the stag was back.  With even cruder graces than before, Bob returned from the hall dragging an oily, blunted old broom.  His thick-soled boots stopped at the rug.  Brooding over the boy's body, a mean, surly bile had risen in him.

	"D'you thank I want you unner my roof?  I don't want you unner my roof," he barked.

	"And we sure thank you," was all she could muster.  "God, I'm sorry mister.  He's a-fixin to wake up.  Ain't he?"

	Bob reached down and plucked the pistol from Matthew's pocket; he stepped to a black doorway and tossed it in on the bed.  Returning, Bob booted Matthew on the tail.  "Git up, boy."

	Matthew flinched.  He began moving again.  Tizzy hugged her arms tight, watching Matthew's split thumbnail rub at a raw knot--mister worldly fate's new tumor--freshly swollen at his scalpline.

	"My haid..." he mumbled, turning over.

	"Eats," Bob said.  Bob was talking to himself, then to the broomstraw he was ripping apart:  "Goddam, they'll be wantin eats."  Then straight at his visitors.  "Y'all want grub?" 

	She had to admit, her stomach had been cranky for hours.  Tizzy gave a silent nod.

	"Hell yes," Matthew slurred, eyes closed.  "I'm powerful hongry."

	Bob knee-snapped the broomstick before it hit the fire.  He lumbered back down the dark hall, returning minutes later with two tin plates, lukewarm grits and a hard biscuit each.  Matthew was sitting up in no time, sopping his plate, cheeks stuffed with feed.  Tizzy nibbled politely, knees together.  She had accepted the granny rocker though it wasn't offered.  Don't mind if I do, and, no, she never dropped her guard.  Her eyes combed the room, from the surly host to the tiny girl to the hound.  Two dark bedrooms opened off this front parlor.  Lightning flashed within, from hidden windows.  But, in here, these parlor curtains were drawn shut, each flash filtered through bleached burlap.  A musty, bitter-pecan aroma clung to the place, like generations had grown ancient in here, grown toothless and mum and died in here.  Came a blue white flare.  A spectacular bullwhip crack, with thunder behind it.  Stony faces turned electric for a moment.  But the elder couple in that faded portrait over the Victrola, they bore no resemblance to this Bob, or the little girl either.  And Tizzy's biscuit was so awful hard, with too much baking soda, she had to soften it in the grits to chew.  As she dabbed, she tried to smile at the girl.

	"Who're you?" Tizzy asked.

	But the ragdoll child stood suddenly and left the room without a ripple.

	Their host spake nothing.  Bob sat sullen, straddling a chair, his gloomy meditation shifting constantly from hand to hand, from Tizzy to Matthew.  The huge forearms flexed, taking out a buckknife, he scraped his keen blade repeatedly, shaving a callous from the left hand's heel.  Matthew watched him.  The boy was sopping grits, hunkered in the corner.  The third eye on his forehead was a rosy shiner.

	"Say, what about you Bob?" he smacked his lips.  "What's yer other name be?   Maybe I heard o'yer clan."

	"Lloyd."  Bob let the skin shavings filter to the floor.

	"Never heard of no Lloyd bunch," advised Matthew.  "How bout you baby?"

	"Nope."  Tizzy shook her head, chewing, looking peakish.  But she forced a friendly smile upon Bob.  Bob was having none of it.  The droopy-lids avoided her, he kept his business on the buckknife and the job at hand.  Thunderclaps landed on top of each other.  Sometimes the grumblings sounded like they came from him, from somewhere deep in his gullet.  The fleshy chops and cliffhanger cheekbones were heavily seamed, leathery, yet he had an insolent, almost girlish mouth.  He blew a dry scale off his blade.  The eyes retreated in this light, disappearing into dark caverns and a bushy brow; cut like a rafter, his forehead hid any human gleam from the fire.  His breath came dry and regular, trying to find something beyond this room, something needed, something deep inside that callous.  Tizzy thought he looked like he was riding a bad horse named Devil's Teapot, a secret horse, sitting hard in the saddle with his tongue cut out.  To her, Bob's hair looked groomed but too greasy, too long and swept back, a big city barbershop trim gone to seed.  He was unnatural for such a natural man.  And for the first time, Tizzy realized his tattoos were butchered.  They were more like tattoo scraps.  Bleached-out, wrinkly red and blue-green etchings which had been almost removed, altered until they were a twisting, scarred mess of old cuts and hairy remnants of color.  Those tattoos had died torturous deaths.  Tizzy chewed.  She was pretty sure that was a snippet of dragon's tail, blue and curling up from scar tissue, down toward his left elbow.

	"Sure 'preciate the supper, mister," she peeped at last.  "Is that yer little girl?  Sure is a cutie pie."

	Bob grunted.  Matthew tried not to laugh, stuffing it down with biscuit.  Tizzy scowled at him.  So did the dog.

	Bob spake.

	"Got a wife.  Is her daughter.  She's just waitin fer her mama to come home."

	"Tonight?" asked Tizzy.

	"Not too likely.  Soon though.  We all waitin fer her mama to come back."  And he smiled, like a reptile.

	"I'd sure be proud to meet her, maybe we'll git a chance before--"

	"Hell's bells," Bob was booming.  "Reckon you two grommets kin bed down till daylight.  I thank I'm knowin where that Birdnell lives."

	The floor timbers groaned as Bob unstraddled and left them.  Matthew slid close to the rocker, ran his thumb up Tizzy's leg.  Tizzy swatted him off, arousing the giant dog's suspicions.  Tizzy stopped rocking.  Doors were  opened, then shut, adjustments made out in the blacker regions of the house.  But even the little old ladykiller kept his County specs trained on the hound.  The hound didn't like him.  He didn't like the hound.  Matthew hoped he didn't have to plug this big, mottly, egg-sucking bastard before all was said and done.  There, there, Matthew thought.  Nice pupper, Matthew thought.  And this flea king here, he seized each thought in turn.  Matthew would bet his life on it.  So would Tizzy.  The dog didn't like her.  The dog read her mind.  Tizzy was actually glad to see Bob.

	He put Tizzy in a side bedroom, just off the parlor.  It had a lumpy bed with nice chenille coverlets plus a bureau, a mirror, and an outside door of its own.  Quickly, Tizzy returned to the parlor, lingering as long as possible.  Afraid to be alone.  Bob gave a raft of blankets to Matthew, telling him to make his pallet on the sideporch swing.  The hearth made for poor sleeping, Bob said.  Centipedes crept from the wood cradle.  Especially after the fire died, he said.

	The little girl had returned by then, carrying a broken, jagged-edged bottle.  Brown glass dangled from the Dr.Pilcher's medicine label.  Bob instructed her to make ready for bed.  The dog had been let out, so Matthew was feeling dicey about the outdoors, but chose the porch anyway.  He kissed Tizzy and wished her sweet dreams mama before he went.  Then, without a goodnight grump or a by-your-leave, Bob retired to the other black bedroom, his heavy boots knocking into unseen furnishments.

	Tizzy was justly queasy when she finally closed the parlor door.  Alone in this bedroom, she was afraid to blow out the lantern.  Wind kept singing through the cracks.  Many, many psalms later she removed her buckletop shoes.  Another prayer and she lay down.  It took almost two hours to persuade herself out of her dress, and only after Tizzy lost her own tussle with darkness did the lantern's flame gutter then snuff out.  She slept, for a while.  By midnight the rains had let up.  Atop the roof, the grasshopper vane no longer spun.  The next wind was never far off on the mountain, of course.  But the locust would keep while quicksilver rivulets went slithering from the eaves.

	Matthew woke up, somewhere in the wee hours.  He grew restless riding his swing, leery of any movement in the moonless yard, listening to the odd drip and the night chitters.  In time he threw back his blanket, then slipped around to the side door of Tizzy's room.  It was open.  Inside, in the dark bed, he found her sitting up and munching on a snack.

	"Sweet-potater, sweet-potater, how's my little sweet potater?  Say, where'd ye git the pie, mama?"  He tiptoed over, slipping onto the quilt beside her.

	"I brung it with me.  And you ain't suppose to be in here..."

	"Brung it from where...?"  He was already nuzzling her ear.

	"Brung it to school with me, fer dinnertime," she smacked away the last stolen bite.

	"Haw, no wonder you wasn't so hongry back at that feedstore."

	He kissed her.  She let him for a little while, then caught her breath.

	"Gee."

	"But you said you was.  Why'd you say you was hongry on the road, little gal...?"  His lips engulfed her again, he was snickering, so was she.  When it wasn't a bestial abomination, kissing could be pretty funny, Tizzy felt.  Why, sometimes it was okay.  Until he got fresh, that is, until his hands started scurrying under the sheets, his split thumb fumbling for her nipple.

	"Matthew, quit it," she whispered, shoving him off.  "Behave or I'll holler."

	"Tizzy hon," he whispered back, his breath hot.  "I got me a bad rash.  Mebbe you kin help me doctor it.  It's a unhealthy condition and only my mama kin work the cure--"

	"Hush, you are utterly--"

	"Let's play married folks, now, you kin be my wife.  Fer a little while."

	"Matthew, stop yer grabbin, I ain't old enough to be no wife."

	"Sure ye be.  Merf Tuckabee's girl, Ruth, married that pot drummer last harvest moon.  And she'uz only thirteen."

	"She had to, you ignorant boy--"

	"What's so ignorant about this?"  He kissed her again, his tongue exploring.  She began to explore back.  But she fretted every inch of it.  Maybe the bedsprings were too noisy.  And what if their whispers were heard, or worse?

	"You could be my wife, it's possible, I ain't tole nobody up hyere ye wasn't.  I thank I love ye Tizzy."  He was back at it, they traded breath, his nibbling lips shot small tremors through her.

	"I ain't ready.  You need a gold rang, and a preacherman..." she murmured, struggling to retain the blanket.

	"Don't need no preacherman, baby, this is jist pretend," and he touched her where she'd scarcely been touched.  Tizzy gasped.

	"Buuut-ton---?"

	They froze.  It was him.

	"Button---"  The voice echoed outside, deep and mournful.  Bob's voice.

	"Where is he...?"  Tizzy arms were still locked around Matthew's neck, her eyes black, shining with heat.

	"I don't know," the boy whispered, sliding off the bed.  She followed.

	Alongside the four-poster's headboard, a window looked out onto the yard behind the house.  They pressed their faces to the open screen.  The nightsky was clearing and a shard of moon pierced the timbers, lit upon Tizzy's wonderment.  Matthew's craving.  The air smelled damp and earthy through the screen.  There was a dim motion outside--then they spied him.

	"Shhhh..."  Matthew jabbed her.  Tizzy never knew it.

	Out back, beyond the privy and clothesline, Bob was calling to the woods.  He was stark-white, beefy and stitchless except for his underpants.

	"Buuut-ton---"  His bare feet paced back and forth over the dewy grass.  The thick pine forest closed around the place, forming a tangled mystery.  Every so often, the near naked Bob would cup his hands and plead with the black woods.

	"Button--come on girl.  Come on back in this house now---"

	The woods didn't answer him though.  Tizzy knelt, petrified, gripping the windowsill, afraid to even glance over at Matthew.  Afraid Mad Dice might sneer, boo or split a gut.  Worse, afraid he might up and go; leave the room.  Leaving her alone till dawn.  With that man out there.  The mountainside wasn't singing anymore, her winds were quelled.  Vainly, a lone hootowl began to hoot at Bob.

	"Button--?"

	After a spell, Bob gave up and strode back inside, slamming the kitchen screendoor as he came.  Until then the little lovers held tight.  Spellbound they were, and they did not dare move.
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	When Tizzy awoke, her first vision was of Button.  And Button wasn't lost.  The itsy-bitsy girl was outside, hooked in the porch window, watching Tizzy sleep.  Through stuck eyelashes Tizzy detected her.  Tizzy sat up fast and the child ran away, chased by Tizzy's yawn.

	Lying back, Tizzy cleared her head, pondering the long night's doings, reciting chapter and verse by rote.  Thank heavens they would leave today.  She wanted away, someplace away.  But then, who knew what Mr. Wert Birdnell's hospitality had to offer?  He would be, after all, an Upcountry Birdnell.  And they were not the purest lot.  Matthew for instance.  

	The coon's age came and went and came again before Tizzy ventured from bed.  She dressed, then went out into the house.  It was grey morning; the house was empty.  She searched down the hall.  Bob was nowhere to be found, not in his bedroom or the other smaller room beside his, nor farther along in the worn linoleum kitchen.  The kitchen screen was propped open with a rock, the pump dripped over the sink, but she didn't hear the man's heavy footfalls or any other echoes of life.  She wondered where the little girl hid.

	There were chickens outside.  Tizzy found Matthew on the sideporch swing, snoring to beat the band.  A sparrow and several rowdy goldfinch were springing after the scattered grain in the yard.  They would have to be quick and lucky though, to beat the clucking crowd of white brooder hens which roamed freely, even up onto the porch and outward, spilling into the trees.  A leghorn rooster kept crowing, ragged like he had the croup, but crowing nonetheless as Tizzy snuck up on Matthew asleep.  Matthew might be able to ignore roosters come morning.  It was one hootowl's hoot too many that finally spooked him last night.  He'd lost most of his vinegar after Bob came inside; Matthew kissed on Tizzy, another peck or two, but kept turning back to gaze out the eerie window.  Soon, he and his drowsy kisses began to fade, so Matthew returned to his own pillow without complaint.  That was alright with Tizzy.  She wasn't so swept away by love anymore, not once her heart settled.  Not after hearing that stagman's midnight brogue.

	Tizzy poked Matthew in the ribs, making him stretch.  Wings flapping, a white hen hopped onto the porch at Tizzy's feet and Matthew startled, his eyes popped open.	"Whuuutha-hell...?" he croaked.

	"Shhh--she's just an ole hen," Tizzy said.  Matthew was still rolled in patchwork quilts when she sat on the edge of his swing.  He raised onto an elbow, squinting around the place, a heavy, clouded morning sky.

	Unbeknownst to either of them, the tiny girl, Button was beneath their feet.  She crept from the crawlspace, out under the wide cracks of the porch, listening.

	"He's gone."

	"Who'd that be?" Matthew scowled, groggy, rubbing the rosy knot on his head.

	"Who else?" Tizzy insisted.  "That feller, that Mr. Lloyd."

	"Bob, ye mean.  Well where's he at?"  All in all, Matthew didn't seem too concerned about getting off the man's place.

	And this didn't make Tizzy very chipper.  She wanted to find Matthew's uncle or better yet, give some serious thought to turning themselves over to the authorities.  Tizzy had begun to think, maybe they'd convict her and send her down to some children's home.  Or a reform school someplace in the city.  That would be alright, maybe.  She could live with either of those.  Then, just maybe, Tizzy would never be released to Preacher Polk.  In a few years, perhaps even before she was an old lady, they'd have to let her out and she could get a laundry job or do missionary work.  She was pretty good at cleaning things.  She'd probably never have babies or a nice house, nobody would want an old maiden, but her heart wouldn't be so full of stain.  Her conscience would be clean, washed in Jehovah's blood.  The true Jehovah.  Tizzy wondered if Matthew would go for any of that.

	"Danged if I know where he is, let's just git our shoes and go.  That little thang, Button, she dern near skeered the hooey outa me, starin in the window when I woke up.  She's tucked around here somewhere--"

	"I figgered to get my bearins from ole Bob," he yawned.  "That storm kinder confused me."

	"You was borned with confusion Matthew, and hookworm, I swear--"

	"Ain't so sure I'm knowin jist whichaway to turn to find Uncle Lewt.  Besides, who says I kin thow that stuck tire back on the road by my lonesome?"

	"I'll help."

	"Sure thang, mama, a little ole whit like you.  Naw, I believe we oughter layback till he shows and ask a few dumb questions."

	"That should be easy shakes fer you," she pouted, she was ready to go.

	"Lookee hyere, we pro'bly notorious by now, I reckon our names'd strike fear in the belly o'Colonel Renfrew.  And he's been dead fer fifty year.  I know cause I danced on his grave last week."

	"Bout like a dumb ole hogboy, disrespectin the dead--"

	He started to untangle his covers.

	"Jist watch and learn, baby.  I'm takin care of business.  See?  Besides, I ain't so sure he's a Bob, or a Lloyd neither."

	"Who really cares, knothead?  Promise me we'll head out soon as he gits back.  After some breakfast o'course."

	"Know where he hid my gun?" the boy asked, sitting up next to Tizzy.  He wore his jeans, but she was still embarrassed; Tizzy wasn't quite used to being flush with some boy's naked white ribcage.  Matthew looked kind of rickety and malnourished to her.  Tiny red pustules spotted his back.

	"I don't know where he put the gun.  Somewhere in his room.  It'uz awful dark in there..."

	"Yeah," Matthew posed.  "Well, I reckon we'll jist steal her back, shoot---whatsat?!

	Glancing down, betixt his dirty toes, he'd seen a sliver of Button's eye.

	"Where--?!" Tizzy startled.

	"It's her--"  Matthew knelt quickly, scanning from crack to crack, as shuffling got loud beneath them.  Button shot out from under the porch.

	"Hey you nubbin, git on back hyere!" he hollered, but the girl skittered off, chickens in an uproar.

	"She'uz under there a-snoopin on us, Matthew."  Tizzy whistled sharp as Button leapt into the chicken pen and squatted.  They both stood on the porch for awhile, studying her.  The teeny ragamuffin hunkered amongst the chickens, eating goobers one by one and staring back at them.  Dirt clung around her cupid lips and her pale lashes were dozy.

	Matthew called out to her a few more times, but Button didn't move or make a sound.  Rather than approach the pen, muchless bother with the girl, Matthew decided they should search the house for his pistol and maybe snitch a tater or two for the road.  This was an instant hit with Tizzy who advanced the theory that anything which kept Matthew Birdnell's mind busy was a blessing to all humankind; it kept his herky-jerky desires from wandering around to sinful matters or murder.  In fact, her tummy was aching for some breakfast.  At the very least, there were eggs aplenty to be rustled and fried.  That way they'd be road ready for travel as soon as the man reappeared.

	In the kitchen, they found a pantry and substantial stores.  Canned goods, flour sacks, rice, sawblades and rat traps like neither of them had ever seen outside a store.  A king's ransom in the house of poor folks.  Tizzy filched a sardine tin and matchbox while Matthew's head was turned.  There were herbs.  Quart jars lined the counter left and right of the sink, filled with a parade of dry grains, ending at the kitchen door.  Under a tarp on the back porch, Matthew found several crates of bonded bourbon.  A rare thing in these hills.  He heard an acorn snap, and dropped the tarp, just as Bob was approaching.

	Matthew sidestepped, hoping his snoop wasn't seen.  Tizzy quickly sat on a kitchen chair inside and waited as Bob scuffed up the back steps, a dead snake in his hand.

	He didn't stay long, nor was he too surprised by Button squatting in the chicken pen.

	"Ho there, Bob," Matthew drawled, trailing the man into his kitchen.  "That girl o'yourn--"

	"--Button," said Tizzy.

	"--yeah, that Button is out there a-hunkered in that pen and don't come when ye whistle at her."

	"Yep.  She'll do that," Bob allowed, unmoved, as he tossed the snake in the sink.  "Reckon y'all gotta eat.  Eat afore you go."

	He went back outside and grunted something at the tiny girl, something they couldn't quite decipher.  Apparently she understood, because shortly Button appeared in the kitchen carrying a hatful of brown eggs.  It was an old bluestraw sunhat, almost falling to pieces.  Her tiny barefeet shuffled over to the stove--afraid to falter or drop her charge--where Bob was already frying sowbelly in a huge skillet.  It was a good thing she had finally come inside, since now a light drizzle had set in, turning the mountain place colder and misty.

	Tizzy wanted to scoot closer to the stove, but didn't care to hang that close to the man or the strange girl either.  Bob paused, reached in a baggy pocket and hauled out the pistol.  Slapping it down on the rough table, he returned to the stove.

	"There's yer piece.  Wouldn't wanna lose nothin."

	Sheepish, Matthew restashed the gun on his backside.  This surprised them both, but mainly Tizzy yearned for the hickory warmth she knew that little girl must be feeling, crouched betwixt the woodbox and stove.

	"Where'd you get yer snake, sir?" asked Tizzy.

	"Horn snake.   Rolled up and took a stab at me."

	"Hell Bob, hope ye stabbed him back," chortled Matthew, leant in the doorway now, a finger rooting in his nose.

	"Naw, I kilt him with a rock."

	"Will you skin him out?" asked Tizzy, blank but curious what such a man might do with such a viper.  "Will you cook it or what?"

	"Never eat a snake in my life," Bob muttered, breaking eggs into the grease.  "I'll be a-cuttin off his tail stinger.  They's uses fer them."

	Tizzy didn't ask.  Button had left the kitchen and soon they heard thin, zither music trickling from the parlor.  It was the Victrola, wound by her tiny hand no doubt.  Before long breakfast was fried and Bob sat down.  Matthew and Tizzy elbowed up to their plates of grub then both wolfed like they hadn't been fed in days.  The grits hadn't made much of an impression on Tizzy's ache the night before and she was starving.  Bob ate slow, gazing out at the drizzle, lost in some secret buzz, where a dirtdobber out there might lead him back to a neglected place, a job to be done, or just back into the dark of those woods where he'd forgotten something.  Tizzy tried not to, but found herself sneaking peeks at Bob's jowled face; tearing sowbelly with his canine teeth, chewing seriously.  As if no tomorrows ever came up here.  She found it hard to square this man with that long naked craw she saw last night, hairy-legged in his underpants.  He looked different in his work clothes, not much friendlier but different.

	The fourth plate sat untouched at the fourth chair.  Tizzy asked about the girl's breakfast and Bob told her it would be gone pretty soon, that the youngster wasn't used to eating at a table.  Every few minutes the record would start over, tinny music wafting down the hall, somebody's tuneful soul returning to haunt them.  Matthew scarfed his feed.  A wild mongrel fed with more grace.

	"Say...where's yer birddog, sir?" she remembered, suddenly.

	"I don't rightly know.  He keeps to his own.  And he ain't no birddog."

	The drizzle had begun to let up when Bob slung his horn snake over his shoulder and scoured the plates.  He pumped water, rinsing the grease off his fingers.  Then he took out makings and rolled a smoke.

	"I got business still needs tendin.  Be back directly," he gauged Matthew who was tilted back in a chair, legs squeaking, a satisfied grin.  Bob simmered, cutting his eyes toward the clucking outside.  "Mebbe you could pluck a bird fer the pot, boy.  When I git back this afternoon we'll git you outa that ditch and pointed fer yer cousin's ridge."

	"Sure Bob, I'm able--" Matthew popped off, cocky as a firecracker.

	But Tizzy wanted no part of it.  She was bound and determined to flee and flee now.  Her mouth dropped open to speak--but nothing came fast enough, because Bob promptly unslung his snake with a beefy hand and was out the door.  Screen clapping, they heard his labored footfalls, softer and softer.

	"But--"  Tizzy left her chair, shuttling to the screen just as Bob faded into the woodline.  The same trees he'd called to in the wee witching hours.

	"We'll gitalong mama, in no time a'tall," Matthew advised, smirking, creaking back in his chair.  "Naturally, I suspect they may be gold hid around hyere somewheres, under a board er somethin.  Could be, what with all these groceries laid in and sich."

	Bullets were still in the gun.  He showed them to her then they moseyed outside.  The ground was wet but hard; hard mountain earth.  Matthew said that was because it was all rock underneath and the hardest graves to dig were in these parts.  "Dirt don't run deep enough," he lectured.  "No matter the spot?" she asked and Matthew had to allow that certain places the soil sat deeper, a good digger's feet could tell him, it was the sort of thing you were born with.  Like nighteyes.

	"Well, I knew a man who could recite the Psalms of David," harped Tizzy.  "And he sure ain't settin high on a rock farm, a-runnin from the law."

	"Yeah?  I doubt he's a man of means neither."

	"Matthew, I'm bored."

	"Me too."

	"What we gonna do about it?"

	"I dunno."

	"Do you wanna kiss?" she asked.

	"Naw, not really.  What ye know about the best way to choke a chicken?"

	Matthew headed down toward the pen, scattering the white tongue-clucking flock, they darted and leapt around him, a flurry of wings.  She sat, hugging her knees up on the porch.  Tizzy watched him rubberneck, choosing his victim, he pointed out a scrawny hen dithering in circles a few feet away.

	"How's that'n look to ye?!" he wanted to know.

	"Appears awright to me," she called back.

	He leapt for it, but the scrawny hen ceased running in circles and gained substantial flight before Matthew could reach her.  He whirled and locked down on another, a fat old eggcharmer trotting toward the pen, pretty as you please.

	"What about her?!"

	"Yeah--" Tizzy yawned.  "--she looks perty fair."

	Matthew went dodging after her and she wasn't so old after all, for she too flew threw his hands.  He tried another.  Then another.

	"Aw she'uz a loser--howz about that'n--"

	"Uh-huh, she's perty fair--"

	This went on long enough for Tizzy to write her name twenty-six times on the inside roof of her mouth.  She also noticed Button perched on the gristmill, watching Matthew scatter chickabiddys.  The Victrola notes echoed out the window, twanging, hanging in the trees.  He got more red-faced and began to pop sweat.  Matthew pounced on a young white pullet who charged in fright, flapping right betwixt Matthew's gandy legs.  Tizzy tried not to laugh.  Button was sober.  But they were both startled when Matthew unwound and fired his pistol.  KA-BANG!  He missed the pullet but nailed a nearby hen.  KA-BANGBANG!  He popped two more.  The yard squabblers took on a new edge as he aimed--BANG!---and missed one.  KA-BANG!  Another hen flipped in the air and fell dead.  He wasted fewer bullets.  He shot two more, his sights were getting better; he reloaded.  Chickens clashed, flapping, they sprang and shed white feathers galore as Matthew emptied his next cylinder into the flock.  Gunfire ricocheted off the porch.

	Pretty soon, Tizzy saw Bob emerging from the woods.  Sulphur and smoke wove a shroud around Matthew as the man approached, smiling.  Tizzy stood up, she didn't know what to expect.  Close to a dozen chicken corpses were scattered about the place, white lumps with bloody-red splotches.  They'd piled up in a hurry.

	Bob's eyes were slit, but the thin smile never left him.

	"You like to kill thangs do you?" he said, too quiet.

	Matthew looked stupid to her, snorting and spinning the cylinder.

	"Sure nuff, man, when they rile me--" he winked at Bob's stony, fossilized grin.

	"Did they rile you?"

	"Shore did.  Damned if I ain't done ye a favor, Bob, ye got yer chicken dumplins fer a month o'Sundays."

	"Naw.  Not in this life..." Bob uttered, thunder rumbling in behind him.  "They won't keep and only one fits to a skillet.  Reckon the rest'll jest go to rot."

	Bob was still smiling at him.   Just a tad, but cryptic and smiling nonetheless.  This unnerved the boy.

	"Shitfire, mebbe I got carried away--a little--"

	Tizzy was bewildered, an astonishing turn took place.  How unnaturally peculiar to hear Matthew Birdnell repent, looking so soft, so fallow, letting his weapon droop so bad.

	"Don't worry none about it," spake Bob.  Rain began to pelt him and he went for the house. 
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	"Set down, Juda," he spake, while sheet lightning cracked the night.  Bob motioned crudely to the dog, who'd just returned; shucking into the firelight, wet and grizzled with mud.  Juda padded over to the hearth and dropped.  His head high, the twin points of Juda's ears stood perked, still alert to these travelers on his turf.

	Tizzy chose to ignore such dogged behavior while keeping her distance.  Lolling on her tummy, Tizzy felt content in the reddish glow of the splint rug.  She might as well.  Matthew sat sideways on a ladderback chair, one white-top shoe missing; over there, his left shoe hung on her doorknob.  Thumbs gripping his big toe, Matthew probed, trying to locate a thorn he'd picked up from the porch the night before while trotting around barefoot.  Every so often he'd sip from the bourbon Bob had poured him.  Matthew swore it was balm for the pains of thorn hunting; but Tizzy saw he was laughing a little too loud already and enjoying the surgery.  Every other sip, he'd take his cheap pocketknife from his lap then gouge into that toe.  Over two hours and still no thorn.  He said he could feel it.  Tizzy wasn't too sure.

	Bob sat close by the fire, slumped in his rocker.  His hand held Button at his knee.  He poured three golden fingers of bourbon and warmed to the glass.  Outside was deluge, an earth-shattering show of rain and electricity that put the earlier storm to shame.

	They all came inside after Matthew's chicken massacre, and the rain began to fall, harder than before.  The afternoon grew darker and threatening; gullies and streams ran in the front yard as weather pounded the roof, the windows, the doors.  In due time it struck Tizzy, then Matthew, plain as a pikestaff.  They both got wise to the obvious: any real hopes of finding the car or driving it anywhere were dashed.  Washed away.  Bob showed no concern in the matter.  He hauled in plenty of firewood, stomped his feet and opened a fresh bottle of bonded whisky from the back porch.  Then he pulled open the front curtain and sat by his fire.  From there he watched the daylight, what there was of it, give way to dusk then, finally, darkness.  He drank his spirits and this seemed to lull him, just a little.  He made comments to them every so often, about the weather and transmission work and the best way to stew a pullet, while Tizzy listened.  Mostly, Matthew shot off his mouth and dug his big toe.  Lighting flashed and thunder tailed it and they felt it was good fortune to be out of the storm.

	"Ain't never seen no hound like that'n there," Matthew was saying.  "What's that ye call him?"

	"He's a brindle dane.  Calls himself Juda."

	Matthew thought that was a hooting treat.  But, now that the great dog had returned, Tizzy was surprised to learn that Tizzy felt better, safer.  Even though the beast had growled in her direction before.  Oh, she was plenty upset when she realized they wouldn't be leaving, or trying to leave, until tomorrow at first light.  If they were lucky.  Pouting, Tizzy stuck her lip out and tried to give Matthew the willies, acting like she might bust out bawling while Bob was out fetching the fire.  But this grew tiresome too, after a while.  Downright dull in fact.   And the steady warmth had made her mellow until Bob seemed almost generous now.  Friendly.  Sort of.  Meanwhile, the mighty Juda was busy licking mud from betwixt the talon of his clumpish paw.

	"Don't she never talk?" Tizzy asked about Button, whose eyes lay upon no one in particular when she wasn't lost somewhere in the flame; her cherub face silent, smeared with charcoal dust.

	"Not really," Bob said.

	"Never at all?"

	"Not since her mama run off.  Didn't have much to say before that."

	"Wha'happened, Bob?  You chase her off widda stick?" Matthew asked, wagging his toe.

	Bob seemed to think Matthew was funny after a fashion; his brow crinkled when the boy said stupid things anyway.

	"Lit out on her own.  Damaged goods.  She been married once awready.  That's how she got this'n here."  The man idly fondled Button's cheek, stroking her dirty blond hair.  Button didn't seem to notice.

	"I wenta Jackshhhon once," Matthew began slurring.  "And my mama's Uncle J.T. had jush found his third wife hidin thar after she run out on J.T. with another feller.  Perfume dr-dr-drummer from Natchez.   J.T. finds em together.  Drummer does the talkin.  J.T. winds up given em both fifty dollars and buyin her a white weddin dress.  First'n he bought weren't good enough.  Shit now.  She needed her a new one.  Soon as Uncle is dee-vorced he falls into bad company, nigger gals mostly, and takes to drankin hisself to death.  And cryin them gals to death, makin em talk baby talk like her.  Aunt April Jan's baby goo-goo bein forced upon them poor gals.  Man alive," Mad Dice just shook his head, "Auntie April.  Hadda bad conduct discharge from the Salvation Army.  If yooou coulda knowed her...it'uzzz a twisted thang he done to them gals.  Weeelll, friendshhh, I say J.T. got over th-that lil slice o'true love when he fell in front o'that four p.m. Southern Cross.  Train blew but he didn't hear it, they sez.  Didn't kill him right off, nope, he's still a-livin in my Grammy Netta's spare roooom down in Jackshhhontown, but he cain't talk er wash hisself er go to the privy right, so who's to say?  Now he don't feel a thang.  That's good, ain't it?  He's happy 'nuff.  Kinda like lil ole Button hyere."

	"It happens."

	"Then again, mebbe he ain't shed of her at all..."

	"Some git desperate over a woman.  They'll go moon-loony and do vicious crimes.  Till somebody does what they can't do fer theyselves."

	"End their mizzzery?" Matthew smirked.

	"That's about right."

	The boy slurped his glass, pondering the rain-thrashed windows, the thunderbolts and wild wind.  Wild and vicious crimes.

	"Would't dat be some fun fer awhile thooough.  Take holt o'this world by her tail and holler: lookit me, I'm hyere and I'm gone.  You could hit ever mailtrain and bank from Jackssshun to Kingdom Come--"

	"They don't electercute ye too much fer robbin trains and banks, boy," Bob muttered, his brow dropping.  "You just molder in the man's jailhouse."

	Tizzy was disturbed by the shadows, the caverns which had replaced the cold grey of Bob's eyes.  She could barely see two pinholes glinting under his brow.  Crackling, the fire was speaking to him.

	"Shhhooo Bob," Matthew slunk forward in the dark room, his gaze creeping up those beefy scar-twisted tattoos.  "I figger you and me, we seen the monkey show.  Bad times, hard-hearted days and a mean p-p-pecker er two."

	"Mebbe."

	"Sure as shooootin..."

	"Mebbe so."

	"Come on now Bob.  You're familiar to me, I jist know it.  Who are ye really?"

	"What do you mean?"  The voice was a husk.

	"Ye seen our gun, we're wise.  We gonna git us an alias too."

	Boom.

	It was thunder.

	Thunder boomed, and the seamed face caught the light, brooding.  "Name's Robert.  Robert...Lloyd...Nottingham."

	Chain lightning rocked the house.  Matthew sat dumb as a nit.  Tizzy was spooked.  Something about that name; it was familiar or near familiar, like something she'd once overheard or dreamt of.

	"Ye ain't from Ole Riddle Top, er ye Bob?" the boy piped softly.

	"Seems like I've always been here," he said, stroking Button's forehead; she lay against his knee.

	"But I reckon ye been around ain't ye, reckon ye never took no fer no answer..."

	"That is true, I expect."

	Tizzy frowned, stretched on the rug, chin in her hands.

	"Was she perty, Mr. Nottinham?"

	"Who?"

	"Her mama?" Tizzy asked.

	"Yep," he swore into the hot coals, "yep, she sure was.  Pertier than Liz Taylor."

	"I'm sorry."

	"Aw, she'll be back one of these days...most likely."  Steely-blue bombs of light rattled the glass; Nottingham turned his face to the window, a thin, almost pleasant glimmer upon his lips.  "Come to think of it," he spake at last.  "Maybe y'all best stay on a few days and lay low.  I ain't so solid on where yer cousin's ridge is.  I could be wrong.  You could rest up here, do a few chores till the heat blows over.  I know what big trouble is like..."

	"Golly bummm," Matthew said, grinning.  "We'd hate ter shhhtep on yer good nature."

	"And our car--" Tizzy injected, "--is in a bad way."

	"...besides," Nottingham was oblivious, purring to the stormy window, the blasts of hard rain.  "When that sky opens up like this, fer more'n a day, why that ole road ain't likely to be there no more.  You don't wanna git caught out on this mountain.  Not on this mountain."

	Matthew blinked, saucer-eyed.  "Well if yer of a mind--"

	KER-RRRAAASH!  An explosion and the door flew open, a big raven sailed in, and Nottingham's hand shot up faster than anything Tizzy had ever seen.  He caught the black flapping bird by its throat as he rose from his rocker, snarling.  Another explosion, the bourbon glass in the flames.  Nottingham stomped out onto the porch, brazen in the crashing storm, a stranglehold on the blackwinged fury.

	"Damnation!" Nottingham roared, "I tole you to stay outa my house!"

	Aghast, through the open gusting doorway, Tizzy and Matthew watched the man hurl the raven back into the maelstrom.  Their eyes fastened on him as Nottingham returned, slamming and bolting the entrance.

	A queasy silence fell when the craggy face came around, edging into light.

	"I gotta chicken to gut."  Nottingham spun suddenly and left the fire.  Soon they heard cupboard doors and skillets rattling from the kitchen.  

	Tizzy wasn't so comforted anymore, not by this twist.  The linoleum was wet.  The kitchen's roof leaked.  They had a late supper in lantern light.  Man and boy ate with gusto; but Tizzy found the bird underdone and bloody, the entire meal punctuated by grumblings of thunder and Tizzy's misgivings.  Still, she did not share these doubts.  She knew Matthew was bound to stay, out of pure orneriness and sloth, if nothing else, and Tizzy now believed that Matthew Birdnell never had much handle on where his Riddle Top kinfolk lived.  Lord knows when he'd last seen them really.  Tizzy felt glum, and stuck.  Stuck as those peppercorns in the blood of her plate.  The tot stayed in by the parlor fire.  The kitchen ceiling dripped; down the walls, onto the table, into Tizzy's supper.  Worse, this Mr. Nottingham looked greedier as he fed.  He devoured his giblets with a noisy relish.

	The rain was easing up when they got ready for bed.  Nottingham said, if it was too cold, Matthew could lay a pallet by the hearth.  But, with long cozy centipedes in mind, the boy figured the worst the storm was past, so he would do fine on the porch swing again.  They turned in, and on this sinister night, the strangest thing happened.  Tizzy slept; in bliss, more restfully than she had in days.  Under an eiderdown comforter and blankets she snoozed deep, like no bed had nestled her in years perhaps, certainly not in the days and weeks before they fled Cayuga Ridge.  Somewhere in the early morning hours Tizzy stirred, just for a moment, she surfaced long enough to hear the backdoor screen.  It creaked and snapped shut, but she was drifting back into the loving dragon-tattooed arms of her mother while the jug bitten boy never once stopped snoring on the sideporch.
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	Morning was hot, crackling hot.  Tizzy lay on her back, both legs propped over her head against a porch post.  Her most vital goblins were lazy goblins and, yes, slothful goblins.   And she was in lazy danger of drifting back to sleep; a fleet of maple seed whirligigs strewn across her chest.  When the spirit moved, Tizzy would toss a winged seed up at her toes then watch it twirl back down.  Generally, a draft would carry it off the front porch, into the yard, but a few pods did land on her nose or even closer to the maple seed heap atop her navel.  She didn't brush them off her face or body for awhile.  It was a game.   She wanted to see how many whirlys she could cover herself with.  This almost kept her idle goblins busy, but not quite.

	Matthew was down checking on the car.  Button was around, somewhere, but who knew where that might be?  Maybe the queer little child was crouched beneath Tizzy at this very moment, under the porch, poking her dirty button nose into other folks' business.  Tizzy didn't care.  It was already too warm for such nonsense.  Tizzy just wished Matthew would hurry on back so her hobgoblins would have someone to talk to.  She yawned.  Right now, Lord help her, she was just a sinpot of sloth.  

	Whatsmore, Robert Lloyd Nottingham had not had his breakfast yet.  So far as Tizzy could tell.  He was gone again.  Bob was nowhere when she awoke.

	A scratchy needle stole into Tizzy Polk's dream, first thing this morning.  Her mother waltzed away.  The Victrola was plunking forth; sweet melancholy zither chords, a minor-tinted waltz swelling, fading, swelling, until Tizzy stretched then slid from her covers.  The rain had passed.  Indeed, sunshine broke through the glass into her room.  Dressing, she bypassed Button, who sat crosslegged in the parlor before the phonograph's horn.  Tizzy found Matthew in the kitchen eating pone.  He'd been up since daybreak he said and hadn't laid eyes on Nottingham.  Tizzy wondered where Mr. Bob Nottingham went; she had a vague recollection of the screendoor twang, rousing her, briefly, in the echoes before dawn.  What was there to do on Old Riddle Top at such a godforsaken hour, an hour when it was coldest and blackest on the mountain?  Didn't that crow-chunker ever sleep?

	Matthew had made extra pone, so they managed breakfast for themselves.  Afterwards, they went outside to find the surviving chickens having a field day in muddy waters.  Regular puddle-dee-bops they were, Matthew said.  In fact there were so many of the dumb white clucks, it peeved him.  He'd hardly made a dent.  They could see where Nottingham had tossed the dead hens into a pile beyond the coop, and Tizzy figured it wouldn't be long in this sun before the pile bloated and stank.  

	The little lovers flopped on the porch swing then gave it hell; they swung with fervor, counting chickens, fussing and trying to make sense out of their strange interlude with Nottingham the night before.  Bob seemed to enjoy their company, while hinting at things ungraspable in his fire; yet, he extended his hand, he offered a stormy haven.  Then that horrible bird screeched in and broke the spell.  The way Tizzy saw it, Mr. Nottingham did everything but call that crow by name, before he flung it back into the night.  Like crow and stagman were familiar.  But there was no telling, she said, no telling what a body might do when his castle was threatened.  Do the hillbilly bop, do the hillbilly boogie, was Matthew's answer to that.  Tizzy recited Amos 9:1.  Such morning chitchat made her feel almost civilized until Matthew got randy and she banished him from the swing.  The Victrola was suddenly silent.  Birdnell got fed up with her entirely, deciding then and there was the time to check on the Packard.  He'd been gone the better part of an hour, but Tizzy knew the woody slope was steep down to the road, and probably slippery with mud and matted leaves; that's right, it was dense thicket at best.  He'd be back soon.

	Tizzy tossed up another maple whirligig, it spun and bobbed on air.  She hummed softly, singing a little tune in her head.



			     O watch yer step, step, step,

			     O when yer ramblin o'er the land

			     October moon don't....don't...



	October moon don't what?  It was an old song, a baby song, and she ought to know it.  October moon...October moon don't...she couldn't remember the rest, it dangled on her tongue.  Peculiar, seeing as she'd heard it sung since the crib.  She was getting thirsty.  The water dipper was on the other side of the house, waiting by the sink in a tub of cool wellwater.



			     O watch yer step, step, step,



	Squabbling chickens took flight--and Tizzy left her daydream.  Behind her, Mr. Nottingham came around his smokehouse, from the woods upslope.

	Tizzy squinted upside down, shading off the glare and calling back over her eyebrows to him.  "Mornin, Mr. Nottinham--"

	"Mornin back," he said.  He stomped onto the porch holding a coil of wire.

	"We already et some pone."  Her feet came off the post.

	"I figgered the same."  He didn't look at her or smile as he went inside.  He looked downright bitter.

	Tizzy jumped up to follow him, shedding maple seeds while the screendoor slapped shut; she heard limbs thrashing over her shoulder.  Tizzy glanced around and saw Matthew, breathless, slogging up from the car.  He was just clearing the trees when Tizzy shrugged at him from afar; she pointed through the front door, then went inside after it.

	Halfway through the hallway, Tizzy spied the tot behind a door ajar.  Button was curled asleep inside the hall closet.  Nottingham was plundering the kitchen pantry, dragging down a frog gigger from  rafters overhead.  Tizzy sidled into the room, trying not to arouse his ire.  She sat and hooked her barefeet on the rungs of a chair, watching him tug.   He made soft curses.  The gigger was tangled.  His mind was elsewhere.

	"My word, what is it keeps you so busy of a mornin, Mr. Nottinham."  Mostly, she was bored.

	"Nothin much.  Trackin fer game and things of that nature."

	"Without no gun?"

	"Lotsa ways to hunt, girl.  I swap out favors.  Do some goodly tradin with other hillfolk.  Gotta start early to make some of these hollers and back before day's done."

	"Er they that far?"

	"Yep."

	"Well shitfire, Bob," Matthew twanged from the backdoor.  "Help me drag that ole see-dan outa the mud down thar, and I'll steer ye right to Cock Robin's doorstep.  Might be, ye won't have to light out afore the crack o'dawn!"  Matthew was all grins as he dropped onto a chair.

	Nottingham was amused also, in his dull sort of way.  He lay the frog gigger and wire coil on the table betwixt his two guests.

	"Don't you know nothin, boy?  You'd scare off the trade.   Birds up hyere on Ole Top, ain't yet to see no eight-cylinder stretch buggy."

	That was strange, Tizzy thought, since the man had never seen their car.  Or so she supposed.  Suppose he examined the Packard in his nocturnal wanderings.  Yes, of course he did.  He wandered all over.  Each time he returned, Mr. Nottingham emerged from a different pocket of woods.  Did he not?

	"What ye got in mind fer them, Bob?" Matthew said, eyeing the coil and gigger.

	Nottingham washed his hands at the sink; he pumped, and lathered the gritty palms.  "Aw, I might hosstrade a feller, fer some willertar and pounded saltpeter."

	"Hell, what ye gone do with'at?"

	"I don't know."

	"You want any breakfast?" Tizzy asked.  "I could fry an egg."

	"Naw.  I ain't hongry just yet.  Storm took a corner flap off'n the roof.  I aim to nail it and clear that brush blowed under the porch."

	He drank some coffee then went back outside.  His black rooster prowled what was left of a garden.  From a small shed on the upslope side of the house, Nottingham took a heavy roll of black roofing paper.  He put Matthew to work snagging dead branches and snarled brush from under the house and porch; then Nottingham got a ladder, climbed it, and hammered on the kitchen eaves.  This shot the rest of the morning, with Tizzy passing tools up to Nottingham, and  Matthew doing a piss-poor job clearing out the fire hazard underneath.  His was sweaty, cramped work and Matthew did not cotton to it.  Matthew wasn't quick to elbow crawl deep into his crawlspace; widow spiders were known to prefer the dark and damp.  Matthew dragged out this ordeal until Nottingham's roof was fast, until their host came down to help the lad finish his itchy task.  By early afternoon the sun was highmounted and hotter, so they went inside for a bite.

	Button still curled in the closet, like she hadn't slept all night.  Robert Lloyd Nottingham opened a can of cold beans and spooned them straight into his mouth.

	"I got other business needs tendin," he told them.  "Be home directly.  Y'all help yerself, they's plenty of grub.  Bacon up in the smokehouse."

	Just then the mottled hound, Juda, bounded onto the backporch; fresh from the woods, big feet clumping like drums.  The black eyes gleamed.  He drooled sorghum slobber and barked.

	Nottingham set the can in the sink.  Snatching his frog gigger and wire, he went out to meet the hound.

	"Juda--ho now," he commanded, and the dog reeled, peeling off across the yard, back into the trees.  Nottingham turned and spake through the screen.  "Back by supper.  You might do somethin about them biddys."

	"Sure thing Bob.  No big deal."

	When Bob spake, he meant Matthew and Matthew knew it.  Dead chickens had never been far off Tizzy's mind as they'd toiled away the morning, listening to cicadas rise on the heat.  Now she pursued Matthew onto the backporch, both watching their host stride slowly, past two burnt trash barrels.  Nottingham moved with sluggish rhythm, as if his fleshy muscles ached him; his arms hung limp up the rocky trail before he faded off into pine needles.

	"How'uz the car?" she asked, once the man had gone.

	"Awright.  Only the mud'uz riz up nearly to the fenders.  Best git her out soon."

	"Matthew...?"

	"Yeah mama?"

	"I wonder if they're a-lookin fer us still.  Down there.  I wonder about my daddy and Shonda Gay and all them..."

	"Yeah, it's crossed my mind."  Matthew scratched.  Matthew shot the sun a finger-fuck.

	"And that sheriff we done robbed.  Wonder if his kids got enough to eat, er if'n he's a-huntin after us hisself."

	"Ain't too likely.  Besides, ain't nobody gone look fer us up hyere.  Leastwise yer daddy."

	"I suppose not," she said, sitting on the stoop, the Preacher vivid in her mind.  "Not him.  It's all good riddance.  Fer as he's concerned."

	"I reckon.  Don't have to worry by my pap.  Pap ain't got much but he's got a opinion.  On everthang.  And he don't keer fer townfolk er lawmen neither.  He'll jist run em off with his 30-30 and some twenty dollar words, even if he is shy a field hand.  What the hell.  He got his pickup back by now."

	"They prob'ly done fergot about us..."

	"That's right."

	Eventually, Birdnell gave up; he couldn't fight it any longer.  He found a spade in the shed then headed for that coop down there.  He would attend to those rain-sodden chickens.  Since there was no percentage in watching a dirty boy dig a hole or say last rights over a chicken grave, Tizzy went back inside to rummage the drawers.  She ate a stringy snapbean, and nosed through the bureau in her room.  Her bureau did not disappoint.  Each drawer was heavy laden; she found a lavender lace tablecloth and some jewelry boxes, some crumbling postcards from Fern Lamb to Lucan Vitus Merriweather Jr., a pocket compass, a sewing kit with several embroidery samplers tucked into it.  In the bottom drawer, Tizzy uncovered a family Bibleful of pressed lilies, locks of rust-red hair, brittle as the two yellow photographs she found in the fourth chapter of Revelation.  One photo was of a curlyheaded baby with the name--Lonny 6wks--inked on the back in a precise hand, the other was a holiday tintype; the same elder couple Tizzy had met before, in that parlor portrait, but the elders were surrounded now by kith and kin, several youngsters with cowlicks--rusty cowlicks, she would imagine.  They all scowled at her, washed out and kind of faraway looking.  Nope.  Mr. Nottingham did not favor any of them.

	Tizzy almost came unglued in his room.  Nottingham's room was spare, with an inner door beside his bed.  This second door was closed.  It did not lead outside, so there was another room behind it.  Nottingham's bedframe was rusting too, a nubbly olive-drab blanket smoothed and folded beneath his pillow.  Only an oil lamp and soapbox table to keep company.   No table doily or out-of-date bank calendar or Lazarus on the wall like her bedroom.  No cedar hope chest like in hers.  But then Tizzy turned, and saw the chest of drawers.  She had just opened Nottingham's empty top drawer--saw nothing but a rolling tiger's eye marble--when she about croaked.

	"Tiiiizzzy--!"

	She jammed that drawer shut; she was out in the hall with barely a ripple.  Dang him and his holler.  Now the hall closet was also shut.  Tizzy turned the knob and peeked.  Button no longer curled inside, so who knew when itty-bit finally woke up?

	"Tiiizzzzy---come quick!"

	She hoped Matthew Birdnell didn't expect her to come running every time he got a tick in his ear.  Maybe that silly Button was down by the coop and he was pestering her.  Tizzy would have to put a stop to anything like that.  After all, they were company here, no matter what that hogboy thought.

	Tizzy shuffled down to the chicken coop, too warm and faint to get in a big hurry.  She didn't want him to get the idea she was at his beckon call.  She found Matthew behind the coop in the hot shade, standing over a fly-buzzing, feathery lump of chickens and a moist hole.

	"What took ye so long?" he demanded, festering around the edges.

	"I'uz comin..." she whined.

	"Take a look at this--"

	"What is it?"

	Suddenly, Tizzy saw how rudely shaken he was.  Matthew dropped on one knee like a nervous nell, pointing hither and yon.

	"Took to diggin, real soft ground, ain't even hit rock yet and I find this hyere--"

	He raked back his sweaty hair then motioned at the hole.  Tizzy bent forward, peering down at something bone-white, caked with earth.  She looked closer.  It was a hand alright.  

	A skeleton's hand.

	"My word," she spake.

	"Soon as I spotted it," Matthew explained, "I dug out around'er, best I could, they's a lotta roots down there.  Anyways, they ain't no more to it.  It's jist a hand."

	"Ain't never seen the like..." woofed Tizzy, a tremor swept up from her bare toes; the tremor came straight up out of the mountain.   Her toes stepped back from the skeleton's touch.  Those bony claws seemed to bite into a deep clay gullet down there, wanting eternal shade, clawing after it.

	"Looks to a-been dead a good long while."

	"Uh-huh..." she allowed.

	"What we gonna tell Bob?"

	"Shhhh.  We ain't gonna tell him nothin."

	"And why the hell not...?"

	"Maybe he already knows."

	Haaaaw-haw-haw-haw!  Who was that laughing?  They both crooked their heads, all eyes on a devilish monkey laugh.  They were in for a shock.  Button had a tongue after all.  Button was perched on the gristmill, head back, heehawing at the heavens.  She cut it short, flicked a gay little glance down toward Tizzy and Matthew kneeling stupid behind the coop; then Button began to cackle again.  Matthew nudged Tizzy.

	"She's tetched," he whispered.

	Haw-ha-haw-haw, Button's laughter went climbing like banjo strings, giddy as she cockeyed up at the sky.  And who was she to laugh, that ragamuffin tot?  Did she see faces in the ether?  Would she be taunting the clouds above, or merely jeering at dirtscratchers below?
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	Nottingham left the great spreading oak; Juda ran ahead.  He'd let the dog scout as far as Pucker's Knob before he reined the booger in.  Farther down the leeside of the wooded slope, the man sifted the loam, tasted it, and found it to his liking.  If he seeded this earth with acorns, when the moon and the signs were ripe, then an oak--or just about anything else for that matter--would grow itself, rooted deep into the mountain.  Until tree and mountain were one, alive and entwined like muscle, rock and root, almost immortal.  But you had to be careful, the moon must be ripe, or the thing you grew could sour and turn on you.  Some just wilted, shriveled away.  Some had to be dealt with and brought low.

	From beyond the green-draped chiney briers, Juda's peculiar voice echoed back to Nottingham.  Even toads with stones in their heads could not foresee his advent upon the slew and the village.  He might even steer clear of Johabeth's Holler this eve.  Juda had never given a damn about Johabeth, and Nottingham did not tolerate Johab at all.  Nottingham did not suffer or keep those with no sense of humor.    

	He scooped up an angleworm, pinched it in half, then returned both ends to the soil.  Now there were two.  Rising, Nottingham opened his buckknife and continued down the slope.  The dog mustn't get too far afield.  It was harvest moon, and the soul of man kept calling.









S T E P    1 1





	True to his word, Bob returned at sundown, in time for supper.  Without the gigger or wire coil, his hands were empty.  He bore no willowtar either.  Nobody picked his brain on the subject, nor did Tizzy or Matthew mention their skeletal findings behind the chicken coop.  Matthew almost kept the skeleton's meathook, as a keepsake; but after little persuasion from Tizzy he dumped chickens on top of those boney fingers and buried them all.

	The next few days were much the same.  Nottingham would slip from the house in the dark, predawn hours, and return later, usually after breakfast.  He would busy himself around the place, doing repair work or sharpening tools on his grindstone wheel.  Once, Tizzy joined him.  Crosslegged, she watched Mr. Nottingham hone an adzehoe blade on the wheel, and they both looked up when Matthew lost his temper at the stump that tripped him.  A hissyfit ensued, kicking and sniping at a wily stump, but the boy didn't interest Nottingham for long.  He went back to pedaling his grindstone.

	She asked if he often got riled himself and he said he did not.  But Tizzy had her doubts.  Surely his goblin tempers caught him short on a bad day.

	"Ain't no temper left.  Mebbe I burnt it all up."

	She wondered, had he already forgotten the storm, the crow?

	"Mr. Nottinham?"

	"Yes?" he murmured, sparks shooting off his wheel.

	"They ain't no road to yer door."

	"Naw, they ain't.  Used to be though."

	"Well, whatever went with it--"

	"Passle o'roads off'n this ole hump.  They's always another'n to be found."

	"Down into the gaps--and the valleys?"

	"You know it."

	"I declare.

	"Girl?"

	"Yes, Mr. Nottinham?"

	"Ain't no bad days to speak of."

	Mostly, Tizzy left him alone.  He seemed to stew better that way.  Occasionally he'd settle on the front porch, brooding in the heat, his jaded fix on Tizzy and Matthew out feeding the flock or picking at each other, like snotnoses worrying a scab.  He'd watch them unmoved while the Victrola's needle went round and round.  Sometime in the afternoon he was bound to leave them again, always back by supper.  "Look out fer that snake," he would say before departing, but Tizzy never knew what snake he meant and did not ask. 	More than once, while Mr. Nottingham was gone, Tizzy thought she saw phantoms, or sly country boogers who slipped around like phantoms.  They would slip by the house, almost a whisper, just inside the trees, from tree to tree.  She would hail them but nobody showed themselves.

	Late, one dim afternoon, Matthew was suffering grave indignities over the sink; Tizzy pinched lice from his scalp.  And a knock came, down the hall.  From the front door.  He and she went into the parlor, approached the door, but another knock told them the visitor was outside the porch entrance to Tizzy's bedroom.  By the time they had changed kilter, opening the side bedroom door--a decrepit stranger's backside was disappearing into the forest.  In a glimpse, he was hairless and wore a scavenger's coat.  Matthew yodeled, then ran after the visitor.  When he returned from the trees, the boy swore and swore but she was not prone to believe him.  There wasn't a hairless tramp in sight, no one lurking.  Not a whisper.  She accused him of sloth, of not searching with ample vigor.  As slow as the visitor had departed there was no excuse.  But her words fell on deaf, lice-bitten ears.  "Oh, just fergit it," Tizzy told him.  That mountain goat was gone.  Maybe these billies were all shy of strangers themselves, spooked by intruders on the homeplace, and would only chew their beans with Mr. Nottingham.  It was none of her affair.  She was a guest.

	Tizzy and Matthew spent many hours in careless distraction; resting or forgetting bad jokes while they played hangman and ticky-tac-toe in the dirt.  Matthew wasn't so good at hangman since he didn't really know his words or alphabet; he'd dropped out after third grade.  He always wanted her to play mumble peg with his pocketknife, but Tizzy wasn't too keen on his aim or inclinations with a sharp blade.  Besides, it was a boy's game and his legs could stretch farther.  More often than not, Matthew would give up, get mad, and go nap on the porch swing, fanning off flies in his sleep.  Up here it was unusually warm, like a false summer.  With too many flies for this time of year.  

	Tizzy tried to nap in spurts, but the heat was too much for a decent snooze; so she'd whistle hymns and delve into her bureau drawers, fondling the tarnished jewelry and old photos, bewildered by each mystery.  She hadn't returned to Mr. Nottingham's room.  Not with Button poking her head around the odd corner, when you'd least expect it.  Tizzy was afraid to be caught snooping.  The tiny girl might tattle on her, though Button hadn't uttered a note since her laugh riot on the gristmill.  That said, Tizzy still didn't confine her curiosity to the bedroom's treasure trove.  The kitchen cabinets were stuffed with pickled okra and home-canned tomatoes and relish, stocks of canned goods and paraffin-sealed jars such as she'd never seen.  An apothecary chest held herbal secrets in its many nooks; pennyroyal, mustard seed, bloodroot, garlic, chicory, figwort, coriander, sassafras, alongside other dried bulbs and nightshades Tizzy was unacquainted with.   She discovered a pair of padlocked cabinets beneath the sink, in a shadowy corner, and imagined what was kept inside.

	When she grew tired of this, Tizzy would leave Matthew snoring and roam the woods near the house.  She encountered no country men nor country women there, no Lychs either, though the threat always sat on her shoulder.  She never ventured far, never losing sight of the yard, but she heard a creek running somewhere nearby and found it nice to lay on a rocky crag and gaze up through the branches.  Squirrels and bluejays would chide overhead, raising a racket through the pines, which reminded her of the mama raccoon and her coonlets back on the schoolyard.  She wished she could have seen those coonlets, just once.  She prayed they were growing fat and safe.  And regularly, Tizzy's coonprayers were broken by a steady echo, a ricochet sound, like someone chopping wood somewhere far off, each chop carried on the breeze.  Once, while Tizzy listened, a brown cow ambled through.

	On another uncloudy afternoon, Tizzy actually dozed on the rock, opening her eyes to discover that nightfall was near.  She spooked as she brushed ants off her face, her chinaman eyes weren't happy with the dearth of sunrays piercing the trees.  It was cool with dusk seeping in when she returned to the house.  She saw Matthew fast asleep on the porch, his shoes off, his dirty white toes tangled in the swing's chain.  Walking around back, Tizzy climbed the step and startled Mr. Nottingham.  

	His eyes shot sidelong at the sound of her.  He stood tall in the kitchen, drinking, draining the last from a fruit jar.  The kitchen was in gloom and awfully still, the way rooms can be when night is abrew.  His house was utterly unlit.  But in she went.  And Nottingham got disturbed at Tizzy's sudden appearance.  Not shocked, exactly, just corrupted in a manner she'd never seen on his jagged face.

	"Oh--hidy," she said.

	He wiped his pinkish lips, smearing them clean with the back of his hand.

	"There you be.  Wondered where you was off to," he mumbled, laying the fruit jar in the sink.  "Didn't see you round the place."

	"I'uz just out walkin."

	"Little late fer that.  They's wolves in these parts."

	"I didn't go fer."

	"Hongry timber wolf'll stalk right up to yer winder, and you'll count it fer enough."

	"Goodness," she gulped.

	"Best rouse that boy and git ready fer supper."

	"Okeedoke."

	Nottingham turned and went down the hall.  Before she woke Matthew, Tizzy went to the sink to wash her hands.  They were filthy from the woods, in fact she was plumb foul all over; she hadn't seen a bathtub since the Saturday before church.  Tizzy caught whiffs of herself as she pumped water over her hands.  Then she noticed another curiosity.  Something about that fruit jar.  The jar Bob was drinking from.  

	The jar lay on its side in the sink, the dregs of a rusty juice drained out.  Had he been drinking cherry cider from the jar, or some iron water?  The water gushing from the pump was clear and fresh smelling, straight from the well.  She doubted he'd eat a quart of tomatoes, just before supper; but such peculiarities were common with Mr. Nottingham.  She was foolish to waste her time fretting over it.  Tizzy rinsed the fruit jar, towel dried and put the jar away.  Then she went outside to wake up Matthew.

	After supper, Tizzy asked if she could have a bath and Nottingham said yes.  Matthew took the big washtub down and brought it in from the porch.  They boiled many pots of water on the stove.  Matthew said he'd wait another week or two for his suds then left Tizzy to her business.

	Nottingham had already retired to a parlor fire with some bonded whisky.  The fire was a little hot, but it was too chilly out for no fire so they opened the front door.  Matthew sat outside against the porch rail while Bob rocked his chair inside, stroking Button by the hearth.  The boy wished he had a good chaw of Day's Work.  He asked Bob but Bob didn't have a chaw.  Bob kept to his liquor, not that he ever showed it.  Matthew watched the stars and spat on occasion, just for the devil's fiddle fuck of it.  He felt like spitting.  The dark beyond the steps, the dark he spat into; it demanded as much.

	Rewinding the tired black tape along the earpiece of his specs, Matthew wanted to crush them instead.  Maybe, after a Brinks job or two, he'd buy some prescription sunlenses.  They'd be studly numbers alright, more his style

�	"Surprised ye don't keep no still somewheres, Bob.  Never know'd nobody could drank store whisky on a regular deal."  He scratched his ankle, chiggers were thick as the third of June.

	"Don't know nothin bout stills.  Never learnt."

	"Bet ye could buy ye some tempered lightnin, from one o'these hicks, like that Lych feller back down the road.  Reckon he'd run a drop er two?"

	"Ain't interested," Bob said.

	Button spotted a snout beetle and started tracking it.  She tracked it across the floor, out the door, down the porch and off into the night.  Matthew waited till she was out of earshot, before his eyes rolled around, ogling through the door at Nottingham.

	"That little tadpole, she's missin a few rivets, ain't she Bob?"

	"Really?  What makes you think so?"

	"Aw, I kin tell.  Gotta an eye fer it."

	"Hnnn, smart too.  Yer quite a gangster ain't you boy?"

	"Better'n that," Matthew bragged.  "I'm bound fer hot shells and glory.  You must be perty dang stupid, Bob, if'n ye cain't see that.  Shitfire, if I ain't done ye another favor.  Why, you'll be a-tellin yer friends and neighbors how I oncet let ye live and holed up at yer sty fer awhile--"

	"Where's that gun o'yourn?"

	"In my bedroll, like always.  Whyzat?"

	"Just checkin yer memory.  That's all."  Bob was grinning, sort of.

	Matthew wasn't so sure what that last little crack of Bob's was getting after.  He was thinking maybe he'd been insulted or something.  But he wasn't sure.  Lucky thing or he'd have to settle somebody's hash.  Besides, he'd never noticed how funny boy Bob showed two lower fangs when he smiled, like a bearcat, or reptile.

	"You a real lugnut, Bob.  Anybody ever tell ye that?"

	A cricket chirped in the dark yard so Matthew spat at it.  He grew lonely in his gut, watching the moonrise, listening to the stars twinkle and chirp. Awkawkaaawww.  Another crow started screeching.  Matthew was better off if he just ignored such smart remarks until he was free to act with cool deliberance.  Distantly, he could hear soapy water sloshing, behind the kitchen door.  It would be a good night for a coon hunt and this made him restless; he'd love nothing better than to take a game dog and a chaw of tobacco and run down a fat coon.  The criminal life deprived you of the simple joys.  And he seriously doubted that big haunchy hound of Bob's was much of a tracker.  Wherever the bejesus it was hiding, the dog just wasn't built right, its nose was all wrong for bloodscent.  Not like any coondog he'd ever seen.

	He turned back--to ask Bob about his dog--but something struck him queer.  Nottingham looked queer.  His smile was suspended, as his heavy lids fell on something beyond the hall closet, something Matthew couldn't see from outside the front porch door.  Matthew was held at bay, by unseen forces, speechless.  The man in the rocker appeared happy at the sight, whatever it was.  Happy with an unhealthy sheen to him.   Whatever it was, whatever Bob saw, was hidden from Matthew's blacktaped spectacles.

	Tizzy had climbed from the tub, leaving behind a truck patch of dirt in the murky water.  She dried herself with a flour sack towel.  She'd wanted to wash her hair but was afraid of coming down with the croup in this night mountain air.    Her towel was stiff and didn't dry very well.  Earlier, in one of her bureau drawers, Tizzy found a smallish linen nightgown.  It wasn't small enough but would have to do.  Finally, she pulled the gown over her still damp body.  It clung to her naked skin, her sprout of nipples budding through the thin wet garment.  She didn't realize that a draft had blown the door open a smidge, giving a narrow view down the hallway.  So she combed out her hair.  Unaware.

	Unaware of Robert Lloyd Nottingham watching with his whisky glass and cavernous gaze.  He'd taken his mind off the boy and glanced down the hallway a few minutes ago.  The kitchen door had parted, she was bent in the narrow frame, wet and clinging.  Tizzy was innocent of any change, but out there in the firelight, she had changed in Nottingham's eyes.



	Later, while she wandered by that honeyed river with her own eyes clamped tight, a heavy step entered the room.  She might have heard it.  She might have kept her eyes shut, feigning sleep, afraid of the presence which loomed for long minutes over her bed.

	When she dared to look, by morning light, she found a trinket left beside her on the pillow.  A tarnished gold chain which she hid in the toe of her shoe, and never told to Matthew.
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	"I'm gone track him."

	"Track him fer what?"

	"I'm gone tailgate the sucker," Matthew said.  "See where he goes."

	"I doubt Mr. Nottinham'd appreciate that."

	"So what, he don't own this mountain.  Leastways I don't thank he does."

	"But what fer, Matthew?"

	"See what he's up to.  You don't believe that foolishness bout swappin chores do ye?  Ain't enough jaspers up hyere to throw a stick at, fergit about hosstrades er willertar he ain't got no use fer.  Besides--"

	"Yeah?" she pressed.

	"--I'm done stir crazy settin round this joint.  Ain't you?"

	"Well, sure, come to think of it."

	Matthew nodded, slowly, squaring all the angles.  It was only the morning after but Tizzy was ready for another bath.  She could do without this awful mountain breeze, the hot rising damp, the insects.   As usual, Nottingham was scarce when they woke up; as usual, shortly after grits and redeye gravy he returned.

	"He's jist like clockwork," Tizzy told Matthew.

	"Yeah, well, he's a piece o'work.  No gittin round that."

	The man was around back at present, burning trash in the barrels.  Birdnell and Polk could see the plume of black smoke behind the house.  Bob burned things and they loitered by the gristmill, red-hot for a plan.  Matthew sat astride the old broken singletree, spurring his wild rocking bronc.  He leant forward, whispered in Tizzy's ear.

	"Few more days ladybug, another week--an we'll fly this stupid coop."

	"I still say, he ain't gonna appreciate nobody follerin him."

	" Well, I don't appreciate his personality.  Come to think of it, I never have."  Matthew was still raking over Nottingham's backhanded digs from the night before.  Matthew didn't need Bob's little I.Q. test.  Matthew was one with his gun.  Knew right where it was and when to use it.  Yeah, he'd been Dobber The Goat last night, he was pretty sure.  And right now that loaded pistol was safe under this boy's shirt.

	"But I'm afeared," she chewed her lip.  "Them woods is strange to us.  He might--"

	"Then you best stay here, Little."

	"Little?"

	"Little missy sissypants.  Keep to yer dollbabys and powdery puffs."

	For a split-second, Tizzy hated him again.  She felt like he'd just spoken ill of Ann, her beautiful chipped friend; but Tizzy knew he was utterly ignorant of Ann.  It was just hogboy prattle, the kind Matthew was full of.  Still, in all, Tizzy wished she had thought to bring Ann along for the ride.

	"What if he hears you on his tailgate?"

	"He won't.  I'm wise to the woods, see, and fleet o'foot.  You fergittin I'm part Injun."

	"Just be careful, you knothead."

	There wasn't long to wait.  Soon the fiery barrels held only white ash.  Nottingham doused them, then spaded the ashes over his dormant tobacco plot.  His beans and collards were near death already.  With this deed done, he went inside, changed his work shirt, and left.

	Matthew counted 59 before following Bob.  Tizzy stood on the porch, shading her eyes as she watched her wiry boyfriend slink into the pines downwind of the chicken pen.  How odd.  Boyfriend, she repeated in her mind.  An ill-suiting word to her, but sweet.  Even if the sweet boy was raised by hogs.  Then Tizzy had a horrible thought.  If he was Tizzy's boyfriend, wouldn't she be the slopslinger's girl?  No.  That would never do.  Tizzy could hear Shonda Gay's yap from up here on Old Top.  When Tizzy finally withdrew to the kitchen, she was fully peeved at Matthew for his disrespectful nature and kicking herself for not going along.  She was plenty tired of this old homeplace herself.  The kitchen was dull and smelled of sausage grease from breakfast.  Nottingham's soot-covered shirt hung on a chair.  Tizzy washed it in the sink, then pinned the shirt on the clothesline.  It would dry quickly in this swelter.  Already she'd forgotten they were in late fall down below, in the valleys, in Cayuga Ridge, when the air was tart as apples.  Tizzy absent-mindedly mistook the season for late July or August, when the cicadas and junebugs pitched a fit and the sky was pale yellow.

	It was farther into the afternoon, when she realized Button wasn't on the place.  Tizzy's snoot caught a wild hair and she went searching for the itty-bit.  Surely the tot was curled up asleep in some dank corner.  But she wasn't in her favorite closet, or under the porch or crawlspace.  The chicken coop held nobody but a pair of persnickety hens, the rest were out in the yard or strutting through the trees.  Only a peppered ham and two slabs of bacon hung in the smokehouse, no Button child curing in its rafters.  And all the while, Tizzy kept hearing a chopper, chopping far and away on the mountainside.

	Returning to the parlor, Tizzy examined the child's big Victrola.  She'd never looked at it close.  An ornate, upright player with four scrolled feet, it stood almost as tall as she.  Underneath, in the shelves below, she found a stack of 78 r.p.m. shellac discs.  Several were Doc Roberts and Vernon Dalhart, a few by the Blue Moon Quartet plus Buffalo Gal by someone called W. Leo Daniel and his Light Crust Doughboys.  A disc already lay on the Victrola platter.  Tizzy cranked the machine and set the needle.   Scratchy notes began, in simple clusters.  It was Button's tune, zithery notes, a lullaby twinkling from the speaker horn.

	She smiled.  She tried to read the label going round and round, but could not.  Then something pulled on Tizzy, a sadness in the tune maybe; something pulled her into Nottingham's bedroom.  The door was open, she had not looked closely for Button in there.  She trod softly upon his floor then stood very, very still.  Somehow, she was afraid to go farther, to route his drawers or even linger within.  Button's tune was wafting down the hall, into this room, his room, into Tizzy Polk, blacking a girl's blood.  She cocked an uneasy eye toward the innermost door, the one closed before.  But now it stood open: wedged open with a brick.  It was the next bedroom.  Adjacent in the hall.  Button's room.  The itty-bit's room was smaller, stark and empty save for a metal bedframe with bare springs.  No pillow.  Just a twisted, dirty blanket atop the springs.  Tizzy stood there disturbed by the music, her eyes cutting back and forth betwixt the connecting rooms--Button's foul blanket--and Nottingham's well tucked iron cot--back and forth, unsure of those vile goblins again, throbbing in her veins.  So Tizzy lit.

	She left the room.  

	She went straight to the Victrola and turned it off.

	She ran out into the crackling sun.



	This was child's play.  The man's spoor was heavy in the forest, he was not hard to track, not for this Osage pathfinder.  His specs required constant nudging up the nose, but Matthew had no problem at all for the first twenty minutes or so.  Until he crossed water.  That always threw him.  He really hadn't ever hunted that much, his Pap stopped letting him go after a while.  His Pap could tell fortunes and knew one thing about the kid; Matthew Birdnell was too lazy to chase a varmint for long.  Mainly, what Matthew liked was getting loaded with the hunters, drinking rookus juice and peeing in the fire.  After a while he got left at home, unless they needed somebody to tote extra gear.  Maybe he'd come back someday, after he was famous, and kill one or two of them.  That would impress his Pap.  But this was no varmint, this was just Odd Bob.  Matthew smiled as he threaded through the pine, he was born to it.  Being a young Osage buck, yep, that was his ace in the hole.  He could track Odd Bob on purebred instinct.  And he would have too, if crossing a creek didn't throw him every time.

	Not far from the house, a few minutes downslope through crowded forest, a footworn trail developed and Matthew actually sprinted ahead, catching glimpses of Bob on two occasions.  Bob didn't hear him, Matthew saw to that.  No, the man just slogged ahead, a hameheaded gait carried him forward, neglecting any spry Injun trackers.  His bootfalls sank heavy and deep in the soft earth.  It was easy to scout him along a burnt ridgeline, dipping briefly into a shadowy cool holler, then climbing chiseled rock footings to a higher crag where twin elms had fallen.  Matthew slipped under the rotting trunks, his wooded ascent was quick and stealthy.  He kept the man close.  

	But then, something terrible happened.  He heard trickling water.  

	His heart sank.  As it turned out, it wasn't a very big creek.  But it was enough.  Pap and his coondog buddies would probably be busting a gut about now, laughing dead men with a slug in each eye.  Matthew lost the path on the other side of the creek.  He tried to pick it up again, running up and down the muddy branch for the better part of an hour.  Before long, he turned around and the sun wasn't in the right spot; that crop of white speckled mushrooms seemed unfamiliar.  Surrounding him, strange fern and whispering spruce grew eerie, quiet and whispery as a midnight prayer meeting.  But it was hot.  Bob was long gone.  And the boy was lost.

	Matthew wandered around the woods for a few hours, his mouth drawn and thirsty, wishing he'd taken a drink before he left the creek.  Once, while wiping stinging sweat from his eyes, he ran smack into a brush pile.  He tore his pant leg, gouging his thigh on a greenish copper thump rod.  "Christ almighty damn", Matthew cursed, making the painful discovery.  Hidden underneath the brush was a rust-riddled, derelict still.  Bob might not be wise yet; but someone had run popskull up here, not so long ago.  Yes sir, Bob had failed that test, hadn't he?  Mad Dice Birdnell knew the 100 proof truth alright and, in truth, Mad Dice craved a swig.  So what good was a moondry still at a time like this?  Such thirsty cravings soon got moot, though. 

	Somebody moaned.  

	Matthew stiffened at the sound.  

	It was faint.  A feeblish moan like windy chords in an organ.  

	Behind the derelict still, Matthew found a cow.  The heifer was brown in a gummy lake of blood.  And she was ebbing away, bleary eyes almost shut, blood gurgling from the pierced vein in her neck.  The boy took care to avoid the puddle; he didn't want stains on his white-top spectators.  She moaned again, just barely, softly wheezing through the open mouth, her lye tongue coated with soil and rust.  One hoof squirmed in the red slop.  Was she resisting the end, in her death throes, or simply afraid of the figment of Matthew?  Or of whatever had gored her?  Her killer must be nearby, possibly due to return.  She had not lain and bled for very long.  Matthew's nostrils flared, it was incurable.  This heifer would be gone soon and so must he be.  Leery, the boy moved on.  A swig would have been nice, a swig would have soothed his nerves.

	Before the woods gave him up, Matthew saw a few more things.  Queerness' he didn't care to think about.  The sun went steadily and after a brain parching, shirt snagging push, Matthew happened upon a wild chestnut grove; in the broken light, white chickens scratched at the mossy mountain skin, milling about.  Just a smattering of dumb cluckers.  Nobody would know if he drop-kicked a few for fun.  But right now, Matthew's stilts were wobbly, his shoes full of sweat, mud, raw blisters.  He felt he was mighty close, though: a whoop or two away.  So he limped faster, a stringhalted gait thanks to the hole in his thigh.  It ain't the gorehorn that kills you, he chanted softly.  It's the hole.  The hole.  The hole.  Still, another hour and a half went before Matthew took a wild left turn, through laurel briar, around a wasp's nest--before he spotted the smokehouse below.  He left the hot leafy shadow, tripping down to the house where Tizzy waited.  On her gristmill.  Boiling in the glare of day.

	"I doubt you could catch a bug in a bucket," she said, once his tale of woe was told.

	"He'uz sneaky.  He threw me."

	"Yeah, and I'm Joan O'Arc."

	"I'm tellin ye Tizzy now, don't rile me up.  He's a sneaky, back-trackin jasper, and that's all they is to it."

	"Take a rest hogboy.  You look thirsty."

	"Tole ye not to call me no--"

	"I'm sorry.  I'm just hot, dern it."

	"Git on in the house then."

	"Nope," she squinted, chin on her knees.  Not moving, not even looking at the house.

	"And why not?"

	"They's somethin real unfit about this place."

	"Well, I ain't gone argue about that."  Matthew tried to decipher her meaning, gave up quickly and got himself a kitchen dipper of cool water.  Then he spent the rest of his afternoon beside girlfriend Tizzy, outside in the boil; biding slow time until the man's return.



	That evening, hours after sunset, a weight still hung in the air.  Something thick and stifling that Tizzy couldn't put her finger on.  When he finally emerged from the woods, Mr. Nottingham was more edgy, more brutish than his usual brutish bastard.  Mulling over things he would not share, he barely spake at either of them while supper was fixed.  Matthew was a wee bit fretful, wary that the man might have gleaned an inkling that afternoon, but Bob showed no signs of such.  If he knew of Matthew's shortchanged pursuit, that knowledge was buried deep; there was no glint of concern under the dark brow as Nottingham gnawed his hamhock.  The three ate ham and butter beans and canned nectarines in a prickly state.  Bob grunting and gnashing, his angry thoughts elsewhere, while Tizzy and Matthew sat on tenterhooks, afraid to even go for the salt.  In the middle of supper, Button crawled in from the back porch.  On all fours she scooted under the table's oil cloth.  Tizzy blinked, watching as a tiny hand appeared at the empty chair, reaching over the lip, sliding the full supper plate off the table.  Ham and beans disappeared below, beneath the cloth, where underhanded slurping and a smacking good time could be heard by the grim eaters above.  But it was Nottingham, and only Nottingham, who did not deign to notice.
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	"Buuuuu-tton"

	His bottomless throat broke their kiss.  Matthew and Tizzy were clenched on the sideporch swing.  Both faces turned in the moonlight.  The boy was confounded, having just gotten past her obstinance to her tit again.

	"Button--" the man was calling.

	It was well beyond the witch's hour, they were supposed to be asleep.

	"He's at it again..." she said.

	"Yeah..."

	Matthew had coaxed Tizzy out to his bedswing, thinking they were less likely to be heard if he got lucky and fell into the breach.  Well, he was working on it.  Here, for chrissake, was some serious titty.  Preacher's girl titty.  He'd begged, pleaded, lied and whined into her mouth for more, much more, adventurous loving.  But now Bob was back there, routing the hootowl for the second night since they'd arrived.  Bob won.  Without a blip, boy and girl slipped off the swing, then skulked down the porch to the rear corner of the house.  There, they both crouched, hidden behind a lopsided laundry wringer; peering into the backyard.

	As before, Nottingham was fishbelly white, naked save for his underpants as he paced along the wood's edge.

	"Hyere now, Buuu-tton--"

	The trees knit together, silent and black, resisting his guttural plea.

	"--c'mon in here girl," he drawled.

	Nottingham hovered for a moment, his eyes combing that nocturnal thicket.  From his crouch behind the wash kettle, Matthew thought big daddy looked more pestered than before; like he'd been caught short on the upstroke himself and was pretty fed up about it.  Just then, Tizzy pinched his arm.

	"Matthew, look..." she whispered, pointing.

	Matthew followed her gaze, to a murky tangle of pine boughs above Nottingham's head.  

	And there she was.  Button's cupidface.  Hiding from Bob, high and dry, in the nook of a tall tree.  Button looked frozen in plaster, like the cherub in the graveyard, but a cherub perched on high: clutching, riveted to pine bark as she watched the man pace below.  Bob shook his head finally.  He muttered something none of them could hear and went back inside.  So she was safe.  Wasn't she?  Safe from what ailed her?  Nevertheless, tiny Button did not move.

	Swiftly, Matthew and Tizzy withdrew, back down the sideporch.  He caught her arm, pulling her into a secret shadow outside her open bedroom door.

	"Listen Tizzy," he shushed her.  "I got me an idear."

	"What's it now?"  Her nightgown gave a shiver, from one late vision too many.

	"Don't ask yer fool questions jist yet."  He thumbed a black fetlock from her wide chinaman eyes.  "Do as I say."

	"I ain't gonna let you mess with me..."

	"Shhh, I ain't even talkin bout that, now shuddup.  What I'm wantin ye to do is, I'm wantin ye to go in there, git yerself dressed and wait under the covers.  And stay put till I comes to fetch ye."

	"Well, why would I up and--?"

	"It may be a hour er two, but afore long I'll be in to fetch ye.  Now git after'er--"

	"But--"

	He didn't give her time to ponder or worry the subject; Matthew creaked off down the porch, leaving Tizzy with her loving mouth open.  She had no real choice but to seek the bed.

	When he shook her back to life, Tizzy was drifting on the sea and the sea was a mother's hand.  Tizzy felt warm by now, her print dress bunched around her under the blanket.  Matthew seemed full awake, almost goosy as he tugged on her toe.

	"C'mon, hop to," he hissed.

	She took much too long, to his liking, as Tizzy wiped sleep from her eyes and fumbled with her shoebuckles.  Such a careful nature was irksome.  He didn't know it was the special care Tizzy took not to spill her secret gold chain.

	"I swear, Matthew," she yawned.  "I'm tuckered out..."

	"I ain't."

	"...well...well I am.  You better fess up and tell me what this is about now."

	"Keep yer voice lowly.  I heard ole Bob millin around in the kitchen."

	She dropped to a whisper.  "Dang it, what're you up to?"

	Matthew slipped off the bed and knelt before her.  His eyebrow cocked, he caught Tizzy's face in a firm grip, gleaming into her with righteous intent.

	"You don't know it.  But he carries a torch when he goes."

	"Who?"

	"Bob.  Who else?  I seen the fire in his hand the last few nights, I could see it without boostin my haid off the piller.  You can tell that pineknot burnin fer quite awhile before he's blotted by the trees."

	"Yeah...so, yeah...?"  She was afraid of what came next.

	"So I figger a lit torch is a sight more simple to foller than some tracks in the wood.  And we're as good as a coupla ghosts tailin him, since we'll be sneakin up behind, afoot in the dark."

	She wanted to quarrel, yet knew there was no hope.  It scared her witless; the idea of venturing out on wild Riddle Top in the pitch of night.  But she didn't need a divining rod to divine that Matthew was going with or without her.  His curiosities were tweaked.  Every gravedigger knew where curiosity led, so why fret it?  And she sure as shooting wasn't about to lay around this creaking house by herself, listening to every whistling timber or night hooter, with Matthew off traipsing lord-knows-where and Bob Nottingham lurking lord-knows-where and Button high in the pines.

	"I gotta know where he goes," the boy said simply.

	He waited for her fuss and fury, but it didn't come.  Glum, but with groggy purpose, Tizzy finished buckling her shoes then stood up.  Matthew was already watching out the window.

	Shortly, the kitchen doorspring groaned and Nottingham was etched in moonlight.  Tizzy joined Matthew at the window in time to see a torch be lit, just beyond the clothesline.  Nottingham strode around the outhouse; soon the flame fractured inside a skein of branches.

	"Here we go," Matthew blurted, and they left out the side door.

	Matthew set the pace, Tizzy scurried to keep up.  Upon entering the trees, all moonlight vanquished, masked by the inky black pines.  The two ran soft beneath sap-scented cover. The clutch of towering spars did not bode kindly.  Still, they ran.  Soft.  Far up the trail was a winking dot of flame, Nottingham's torch.  Every time it disappeared Tizzy would feel a panicky pang in her stomach until it shone again, flickering, moving up the mountain.  She raced after Matthew.  Matthew raced after the fiery dot.  Ripping along, the needles scratched and stung.

	Nottingham kept a brisk point, surefooted up the dark, rocky path.  Bob had trekked these woods many a night, of course, this was just the same old trail for that crow-chucking Bob, right?  Goddam right, Mad Dice's mind insisted.  Same damn trail.  Same damn Bob.  Sonic speed decisions, maybe.  But somebody had to make them.  

	 Before long, Matthew was breathless, sweat dripping off his glasses; and he'd grown tired of Tizzy's grip on his shirttail.  Silently, Matthew cursed the day Nursy Jane told him his eyes were weak.  But he couldn't let on to Tizzy.  Not now.  Not here in this maze of shadowpines and strange buglife.  They crossed the creek which had flummoxed him earlier today and Matthew almost cried hallelujah: Nottingham's torch was still in sight, bending higher, climbing up a grizzly crevasse.  The boy raced to keep that glow from escaping; he'd barked his shins many times already on deadwood and boulders; he imagined Tizzy's bare legs were plenty worse.  But she did not whimper or moan.  She showed some stern makings--would you believe it?--a gritty resolve as she dogged his heels.  

	It felt like they chased that fire for hours.  Until, fatefully, Nottingham crossed a moonlit glade and his silhouette was briefly apparent.  Matthew and Tizzy hung back in the trees, afraid to enter the open field until the man had forded the clover and foxtails and was well into the woods again.  Lest Bob see them, they panted and stuck fast; gambling with each second.  Matthew waited as long as he dared.  Then he dragged Tizzy in a mad, silent dash across the open moonshine.  

	Breaking into the far trees, the boy's popbottle eyes were peeled, antsy to recapture Bob's guiding light.  Hallelujah!  There it was!  His flame; the torch of Bob winked across a crowded ashgrove, climbing his pike.  Boy and girl charged, onward through stinging wild forest, for surely the end must be near.  And so it was.

	Suddenly, up ahead, the torch dipped from sight--into the clot of leaves.   They ran.  They waited at full speed.  But that torch did not reappear.  Pushing on for a full minute into the black tangle, both hearts sank like bullets.  Their torchbearer was gone.  Just as suddenly, both hearts froze in their tracks.

	"Matthew--"

	"Shitfire--"

	Caw, it said.  The raven's call recoiled through high timber.  They heard little else while gasping air.

	"Where we go now?" she asked.

	"Don't know..."

	"Mebbe you could--"

	"I jist don't know."

	"I thought he'uz suppose to be easier to tailgate in the dark."

	"Guhhhh..."

	"Yer always so smart.  I ain't spendin the night out'chere, a-waitin fer some snake er a bear to git us."

	He said nothing.  The boy just stood there, hexed.  Tizzy could feel his tremble, he was heaving so close, fear quaking down his spine, down his shirttail to Tizzy's hand.

	"Whatsa matter, Matthew?" she whispered finally.  "We kin jist retrace our tracks, back to the house."

	"Unnnh...I..."

	"Yeah?  What's got holt a-you boy?"

	"I cain't see."

	"Nary kin I--"

	"Naw, I mean I cain't see nothin.  Like I'uz inna coalmine."

	His blood ran to icewater, he twitched as--caw--that black agitator went screeching again, somewhere high overhead.

	"Nothin at all?"  Tizzy began to tune in a picture.  Here was a fine fettle; she'd never once suspected his eyes were so datburn weak.  The boy didn't answer, and that was bonnie fine too because Tizzy put him together quickly; Matthew was blind as a mole and too ignorant to beg.  She'd bet ten bright pennies that her mole needed thicker lenses than a mole's pride would allow.  She might as well learn to like it.  Besides, Tizzy was not afflicted.  Her eyes were pretty good.  For the first time she realized she could make out the trees and leafy shapes in this dark forest.  There wasn't much light, but there was enough for Tizzy's chinaman eyes.  Tizzy had adjusted long ago to her dim surroundings; she just hadn't realized.  She didn't need a yard of moonlight to find her way around.  At her feet, in fact, she could barely discern a damp, worn trail.

	"Lord awmighty son, why didn't you say so?"  She grabbed his hand and pulled him from his trance.  Nudging up the path, Tizzy spied most of the low branches, warning him or pushing them aside.  Matthew did not resist.

	Tizzy was wrung out, but she hadn't traipsed this far to turn tail without fully quenching Blind Birdnell's thirst for the unnatural.  Besides, she'd grown plenty curious herself.  And if they didn't catch up to Mr. Nottingham's torch in short order, she could still find her way back.  Tizzy reckoned she had two, maybe three, more hours before dawn.  A fresh, tingling surge of excitation swept up from her womb.  It felt good to be calling the shots for a change.  That's what Matthew always talked about--calling the shots.  She gave him an extra rough jerk, he was lagging back.  Too sluggish for her temper.

	"Stop yer poutin," she commanded.

	Matthew gave no lip at all in these black woods.  He was too shamefast.  His eyes had betrayed him.  The boy did as he was told, in a downright simple way.  She led him up an invisible, blindman's path.  Stumbling forward, he followed her into denser thicket, cracking his knot-loving head on a lowslung limb.  The limb was dead; it broke off, splintering bits into his shirt, down his sweaty spine.  Soon, they dipped into a cutback; most likely the same cutback that swallowed Nottingham's torch, robbing Matthew of his eyes and his criminal dignity.  Tizzy gleaned her way through the forest, up a mossy rock grade, the tracks growing slippery, the tracks fading until she paused in her pursuit.  She looked deep into the midnight around her.  She listened deep.  He asked what she was up to and she shushed him.

	Crickets got louder.  The wind sang sharp.  There was a long chirping lull before Tizzy allowed that they might of left the trail.  No, Tizzy wasn't so sure of their bearings.  Apparently the rocky upgang had thrown her off scent.  Too bad.  Better to retrace their steps and maybe get a few hours sleep than wander farther astray.  Cautiously, she gave Birdnell the spur; she prodded her dunderbilly back along the thick pine ridge, searching for their lost passage down the mountain.  And, while nighttime was taffy in Riddle Top's clutch, they still couldn't have circled fifteen minutes inside these singing pines before Matthew began to detect a soft glow; and thusly, they stumbled upon the toy cottage.

	Tizzy let go.

	"Kin you see that'there?"

	"Uhhh-huh...sure do," and he took exception, specs glistening down into a tiny dell. 

	"My word.  I do too..."  She crouched.  He did the same.  "...and they's a candle in the winder there."  

	Nestled down in this knobby pocket, ringed with trees, a cottage glowed so terribly, terribly pretty beneath tonight's halo-ringed moon.  The white paling fence slanted low, doglegging up a gentle slope toward a roundstone well.  The toy cottage looked eldish and sound as the rocks it was hewn from, beneath notched timbers and riven-shake roof.  It reminded Tizzy of something out of her nursery tales.

	"Let's git closer," she spat in his ear.

	"Okeedoke."  Matthew was born again ready and tickled to boot.  Hell yes, he'd already begun to resent her scurrilous tones, hadn't he?  Tizzy was acting awful sassy for her britches.  And, be that as it may, it would do him no good to rile her now.  Not until the sun came up.

	They crept down into the cottage's hollow, then across the raking yard; no smoke curled from the chimney as boy and girl approached, yet this well-kept acre felt serene.  In pitched shade by the front door, Matthew and Tizzy knelt, scooting on hands and knees over to the only candle-lit window.  They heard the brogue, saw the stagface.  Embroidered curtains were drawn apart, revealing Nottingham's seamy face within.  

	He was talking; his voice a dead, underbelly rumble from beyond the glass.  Outside, the two huddled, peering up at the windowsill, afraid to show themselves further; his cragged nose and jawline caught in eerie candlelight.  He sat back, restful, rocking slow.  They could see that much.  He would speak then stop as though listening, carrying on a low conversation with someone.  But they heard no other voices.  It was hard enough to hear Mr. Nottingham.  Tizzy made out a word or two--just snatches about secession (or was it salvation?) taking every wrong turn.  It was hard to tell.  Those two words sounded a lot alike.  She heard him say, "I'll be damned," quite distinctly, then his voice dropped again, dull and steady, saying night things they couldn't understand to others they couldn't see.  Tizzy couldn't be sure; was it her own blood pounding or the boy's beside her?  She wanted to steal a quick peek inside the cottage room, so did Matthew, but their nerve failed them.  Another inch into the light and their reflected glimmer was sure to draw Nottingham's eye.  If the wall hadn't been there, Tizzy could have reached up and touched him.  They were that close.

	Feeling thwarted, jittered with fear, Tizzy and Matthew finally  made retreat from the cottage, careful as they left the window.  They were wincing all the way across the yard and did not exhale till they reached the trees.

	"Who'uz he a-yappin at?" Matthew seethed.

	"His Juda dog fer all I know."  Her eyebrows met, staring back at the cottage.

	"Hear any that he'uz a-runnin on about?"

	"No, not really.  Just a snip about secession and how he'd be damned."

	"Yeah, I heard that.  I heard that last part."

	"Ain't much to go on."  Adding, subtracting, she trained on the far candlelight.

	"Sure ain't."

	"Mebbe we kin take a closer looksee, by daylight."

	"Whoa now, Tiz, ye mean--?"

	Before he knew it, Matthew was being led back down the mountain trail, headed for his bed on the sideporch.  It was rough going in the dark with only Tizzy to guide him.  His feet got wet and he heard a host of crawlers, skreaking chatter that made his flesh crawl.  But he hurried along, just the same, blind and unaware of any who were watching.



	Button was crawling with ants.  The ants were angry and when they were angry they crawled fast, like tonight.  Button did not care.  She didn't even care if they bit her, which the ants seldom did.  Other places, maybe, anthills were only angry in the heat of day, most colonies didn't take to the trees; but up here, on the mountain, in a tree, everything was different.  It was best not to think about that.  Saucer-eyed, streaked with pine tar, Button did not think much at all.  Button eked.  Button endured.  She clung to her sticky, ant-swarming bough, ever alert, gazing down through a wilderness of sharp needles and claws.  She was used to all manner of insects feasting upon her, pismire ants were no worse than most.  She'd never been anywhere but this mountain.  And she never slept by night.  Sometimes, she'd move from tree to tree, bearing witness to the prowlers and death rattles and bloodlust which rose with each moon.  High above, Button's cupidface stayed hidden, mute and unmoved by such goings on.  Most every night was the same night.  Because of him.  Because of the others.  Each night became a bottomless well, for so many lost changeling souls.  Angry.  Crawling.  Dying.  A feast of tiny souls gasping to the bitter end, some who would gasp forever.  Because they were forever.  He was forever.  Forever and the same.  Then, with each dawn, the chickens would be stealing Button's feed before that man returned, before he passed below, always returning to the bed he never slept in.  His bedscent was very strong.   She often caught his scent inside her bare little room.  She did not smell him now.  Not lately.  These ants weren't boiling any faster or biting, not for a spell yet; their tempers waited for the walking man, the soulfeeder.  And he would be late returning.  Why shouldn't he be?  Button perched awake, sticking fast to the sap, and watching, everwatching for his advent.  She'd learned her lessons long ago.  The things one saw could not be dreamt or whispered of, least of all by the Button; for she was his Button, like it or not.  And she was the one who beheld the two who dared to wander; that idiot boy and that wily girl.  She was even an itsy-bit surprised when they came back down again, breathless and blind and far, far below.
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	The Mad Dice went round.

	And round.

	And with each long, oaf-legged step across this meadowgrass, the sunstroke spun his dial:  "Yer feisty-bitch lip is got my dander up, and ye jist about ruint my rash."  He was coming unwound, it was utterly obvious.  No zithers, no r.p.m. run amok, only Birdnell holding court to the hot sky above.  "Yer suppose to be a-nurturin yer man, an that's me.  An now my podrash is ruint nearly bout!"

	Tizzy couldn't wait for the flip-side.  She thought about splitting his head open with a rock.  Here, as they traded sunburnt field for leafy cover.  Now was the time.  Her special moment.  He was at his most brainable while they journeyed through these trees.  Tizzy could chunk a big speckly rock, from close behind.  But knowing Matthew, he might die--that was the Birdnell style alright--he'd die and leave Tizzy with another sorry how-do-you-do.  He finally shut it off when they dropped into the cutback.  By day, it was easy to see how thornapples snuffed out Nottingham's torchlight.  The loose, gravely cutback was much deeper than Matthew remembered from his blindeyed fit; plus, a cruel thornapple haw ran atop its ledges with only a V-cut where the trail fell into the cutback's trough.

	"Remember, we cain't tarry long," she said.

	He flipped flies away from his mouth.  This day was goddam hot.

	"Yeah.  I'm jist a-prayin ole Bob don't kitch us."

	"His hands is full, you knotnoggin.  Are yer ears weak too?  I tole him they must be a monkrat a-nestin up under my room, tole him I'uz up half the night from all that scratchin neath my bed."

	"I heard ye mama.  I also seen that dirt-rabid grin on ole Bob's face when ye tried to pass off sich foolishness.  Naw, she says.  He's a-really thinkin we run down to the car, to fetch little gal's hair comb don't ye know?"

	"Sure he does.  He's partial to me, cain't you tell?  Anyhow, he'll be a�scroungin under that crawl fer my invisible, no-count monkrat fer at least a hour er so, which is better'n any dim excuse you could muster."

	"Right.  I jist hope he don't go a-sniffin fer us down by the car, once he gives up on yer monkbait."

	"He won't."

	When they spilled down into the beautiful dell again, a spray of pale blue butterflies danced ahead to the tiny cottage.  Sheltered in the pines, the whole place looked drowsy.  A winch over an old stony well.  A lazy slat fence.  An arched door.  But nobody to speak of.  Neither animal paddocks or livestock were evident, here or nearby.  Maybe the folks who lived hereabouts were gone, out hunting, Tizzy thought.  Or could this just be a meeting place for Mr. Nottingham and some secret friend, a lover perhaps?  She found it hard, picturing Mr. Nottingham in that way; but knowing her father Tizzy was aware of the darker rooms which could hide and abide in men's hearts.  No, you could never tell about a man and his rooms.  Now, trigger-happy boys' hearts, they were another thing altogether.

	Matthew approached the cottage door with his guard up, tossing his suspicions everywhichaway; second guessing every mortared rock corner, the crumbling well, the surrounding woods.  A few hours made all the difference.  Tizzy could now see a faint trace of road, overgrown ruts which once led to this place, and still did, however faintly.  Mr. Nottingham was right.  There were other ways, other traces, off Riddle Top.

	"Looks like nobody's astir," Matthew told her, soft gloom in his voice.

	"My feelins exactly."

	"What we gone do?"

	"Knock on the door," she ordered without qualm.

	Matthew balked at this, unnerved by Tizzy's scientific attitude as he and she circled in a spot midway up the cottage path.  He wanted to bitch, to tussle the issue, but caught himself in time.  Matthew realized one could diagnose this as another case of spinal failure on his part, and, since the night previous, he'd had just about enough of that cant from this little girl.  A nasty, off-kilter grin sagged on Mad Dice's face; the boy swaggered up to the moss framed entry.  Looking back, smirking at Tizzy, he laid a sharp rat-a-tat-tat on the door.

	Well, neither of them expected an answer and none came.

	"Want me to knock again?"

	"Nope."

	"Maybe we oughter--"

	"Matthew--" she coaxed, hopelessly, "--could you jist blow yer nose and think?  Could you possibly help find an open winder er some other simpleminded clue to gittin inside."

	"I swear Tizzyloo, one're these days I'm gone brain ye the broad o'my hand."	

	"Try it hogboy."

	He lurched rightways toward the front window, the window they had crouched under to better spy on Nottingham.  It was still unshuttered but the curtains were drawn together now.  Matthew put his muscle against the stubborn latch.

	"Don't break the glass," Tizzy said, joining him at the window.  Through embroidered mesh she saw only a murky candlestick and bedpost inside.  The cottage couldn't be much larger than this one room.

	Tizzy yawned, went back and tried the front door.  Typical of the gristlebrain not to test that first.  Okay, it was locked.  But gristlebrain didn't know that.  It was locked tight by an old-timey, scrolled copper doorknob over an ornate keyhole which asked for an ornate skeleton key.  The knob had gone green with age and felt strangely rich to her touch.  Like holding some beautiful otherliness in her hand.  But Tizzy would not be denied.  They waded through the ivy, around and behind the clammy side of the creekrock chimney.  In back, the cottage had a brief split-log wing, with a second door.  There was no doorknob here, it was bolted within.  At chin level, another, smaller window at left of this entry was very shuttered indeed; a decision made permanent by several bent nails where the shutter latches met.  And just when Tizzy was ready to declare Matthew fool-for-the-day, he found redemption, of a sort.  Matthew found one window shutter rotting where rainwater leaked from a broken eaves.  He was able to jim a hinge loose from the mortar and swing the shutter aside.  There were no surprises, only muslin curtains over a small glassless window.  Matthew poked his head inside.

	"Jist the kitchen in hyere," he grunted, goosenecking as he bent and stretched his long body inward, wholly ignorant of Tizzy pondering his boney sharp elbows and scrawny withers.

	It might be fun to kick him up the rump right about now.  Wouldn't that be some fun and games?  Since last night, she felt evils in her womb; she was so devilishly sick of his ways.  Why, now, was he so sorely tempting?

	"Well, git on in there," she said.  "So's I kin take a gander."

	"Awright, you little witch," she heard him say, then the rest of Matthew hiked and shinnied into the window.  She heard the clank of a bucket or something.  She heard him fall, then curse.  Tizzy took heart; she wouldn't want the boy going all afternoon without a fresh rupture.  Tizzy reached for the high windowsill but, before she could strain, the backdoor groaned for her then tore open.  Matthew wrestled the raspy, encrusted hinges.  He got the crack open enough for Tizzy to enter, despite the clutching briar seal and the white rose petals it shed.

	Inside, Tizzy saw an empty milkcan he'd spilt.  Matthew was still rubbing his shoulder.  "Might be out o'socket," he said.  He'd climbed in over an oilcloth lined counter and tin sink.  Some tarnished pots and blue china plates gathered dust on a shelf.  Adjacent to the backdoor was another lock, a brass padlock; to a pantry it would seem.  Matthew jiggled the padlock and experimented with some of the extra keys on his carkey ring.

	He'd been doing this for a minute proper with not a shred of luck, when he heard her voice.

	"Matthew..."

	"Whuh?" he said, heartset on the key at hand.

	"Come in here..."

	Vexing the lock, Matthew cocked an eye at Tizzy.  She was indistinct; standing beyond, in the front room.  Something was wrong, something a bit hairy in her tone.

	So, Matthew came in after her.  Into the flat shadow of the room.  He could just make out a darkstone mouth in the wall.  That was the fireplace.  And Tizzy.  She was facing him.  She stood fast.  Matthew stepped past the four-poster.  He came to the foot of the bedspread--then turned back; reaching, he found Tizzy's arm, and let his eyes fall on the everloving crux of her fixation.  

	Neither of them spake for a too long time.

	For the bed was cast in brackish light.  And someone lay in the bed.  Nobody drew new breath in here, not Tizzy, not Matthew, yet an oblong, human shape lay beneath patchquilt covers.  The lump was slender, dividing the bed's heart; the sleeper's face hidden in shade.

	"Hello...?" Tizzy just had to whisper, had to, had to, dreading any answer.  No answer came.

	Tizzy went sidelong to the window while Matthew's mind petrified.  Tizzy shook apart the dusty curtains, letting sunlight creep across the bed.  Across the sallow face.

	It was a woman, no, a girl.  It was pretty Courtlynn.

	"Oh my Lord."  Tizzy felt herself gliding to the girl's bedside. 

	There she rested.  But hardly in peace.  

	And, yes, she was that Courtlynn.  

	The new girl from Ewe Springs, from Tizzy's very last day at Cayuga Ridge School.  Courtlynn's raven hair spread across the pillow; black, curling tentacles, her widow's peak culminating over her open eyes, lucid as fresh-laid robin's eggs.  Tizzy remembered the girl's creamy, beauteous throat, the luscious mouth, yet nothing Tizzy remembered took one's breath away like this pale remembered girl in her afterlife.  Blue eyes wide, abalone shell cheeks around cold parted lips.  She was covered, thank God, the quilt tucked under her chin, and Courtlynn seemed more striking, more comely in death.

	"Matthew don't--" Tizzy croaked out, but words could not hinder him.

	Matthew was leaning over her bed.  He set his keys on the bedstand, his hand reaching for the quilt bunched around Courtlynn's chilling, heavenward stare.  Slowly, he slipped back the covers from her body.

	She was naked.  The quilt slid smoothly down her smooth skin, revealing two dusky nippled mounds, then her ivory-sloped belly and finally the sparse nest betwixt her legs---legs flanked by bloodless stumps, white bone.  Courtlynn's hands were missing; cut off clean at the wrists.

	"Matthew, stop--don't look no more--"

	But he'd already tossed back the remaining cover and Tizzy's lungs burst in relief.  Mercifully, she saw Courtlynn's pretty little toes.  Only the hands were taken.

	"Have pity on meee..."  Matthew was scarcely there, until his split-thumb grazed the dead girl's toe, that is; until he flinched and let go of the quilt.  Still, his eyes never stopped feasting up and down her nubile corpse. 

	Tizzy could smell the venal disease in his mind.  He might drive Tizzy to retch.  "Ssssss..." she warned.  

	Matthew wanted more, though.  Matthew's specs had already left those marble bosoms.  Tizzy could see how far gone he was.  His dimwit soul was fatally seized.  By Courtlynn's cold gaze, by the beestung mouth; a bit of white teeth, a dry blooddrop on her lower lip.

	"Who is she by God?"  He wiped his temple.  "I wonder..."

	"A girl I know.  From school.  A Ewe Springs girl."

	"Well I be damned..."

	"That's what he said."

	"Who?"

	"Mr. Nottinham."

	"You thank he done this?"

	"Yes," she said, leaning forward, inspecting the fine black eyelashes.  They were probably still growing.

	"But--" and his voice squeaked, a demon in his noisebox, "but, what's he done with her hands?"

	"Go ask him."

	He didn't laugh; and Tizzy didn't hear herself say those three words as her blank chinaman mask bent closer, and promptly forgot the question.  

	Tizzy was peering into an icy blue pit.  A dead schoolgirl's left eye.  For a moment, Tizzy thought she might catch a flinty glimpse in there, a reflection of the horrors she died with.  Was there any shimmer of her waning moments, a spark of revelation?  Was that really a dragontail Tizzy saw down in there?  Was she a maiden thing, was Tizzy?  Tizzy did not know.  Courtlynn's naked flesh was unsullied, by all appearances, save for the missing hands.  But who could tell for true?

	"Tizzy...I thank we best light on out.  Git on outa here."

	"So do I."

	"Off'n this hyere mountain."

	"Boy howdy."

	"You agreein with me on that?"

	"Yep."  Tizzy was solemn as a preacher's girl, her memories roiling.

	"Maybe he didn't do it.  But I ain't one to hang aroun waitin fer whoever did."

	"He done it."  She raised up from the cold face, then ran a glance down the bed.

	"You awright Tizzy?"

	"I do declare..."

	"What?"

	"She sure was a perty thang."

	"I...I reckon so."

	"Her name'uz Courtlynn."

	

	She drew the sash, accidentally hit the empty rocker but left it rocking.  He replaced the covers, rigged the back shutter into place and they fled the weird cottage.  They would never make it back to the house, oh dear, Nottingham's house, in time to leave this afternoon.  Even with good fortune and no wrong turns, there was doubtfully an hour's sun left on Riddle Top.  They agreed on the next morning, after Nottingham took his daily leave.  They ran, panting, and Matthew swore he'd sit up with her all night if need be, to protect her from sleepwalkers.  She made him promise that much.

	Her head was racing too, fraught with fervent memories of Cayuga Ridge and the Preacher Polk, Shonda Gay--and Courtlynn's catty laughter the day they left; the ravishing new-comer with her grandma's opal ring and a heartbreaker's vixen eyes, who could never have deserved her fate back there in that cottage.  No matter how Tizzy fancied her.  Was it a week or two weeks or a month since Tizzy Polk stood on that playground?  Seasons had come and gone inside her it seemed, in the wake of their criminal spree.  Matthew might say it didn't amount to much.  Seventy-one dollars, no cents.  But she knew better.  Her world, her seasons, they all changed when she heard the report of Matthew's pistol, down at Hayden's Crossroad.  It was all too easy to conjure the fear in that old woman's eyes: Miss Doobelle, who did nothing but mind her own business.  In a liquid moment, Tizzy saw Miss Doobelle's unblinking terror become a lifeless glint, in Courtlynn's eyes.

	"Prob'ly he kilt her in that place," Matthew huffed, well behind on the trail.  "So's nobody could hyear."

	"It's doubtful."

	"Why the hell not.  Nobody to catch her screams, way up hyere..."

	"Nope.  They's no blood on the bedcovers."

	"Awright...awright...I git ye.  Still if'n we'd poked around much longer last night, we'd a heard it sure enough.  Damn, what'd we a-done then?  Hearin her scream afore dawn?"

	"Blow yer nose Matthew.  I'm perty sure.  She'uz already dead."

	"Then who'uz he a-talkin at?  Who'uz he a-talkin at when we spied on him?"

	She didn't answer, avoiding thorns and gruesome notions; Tizzy deftly led the way, scurrying down the mountain path.  Saints alive, what if the car had been stolen?  What if, before they found the car, what if the rapture came down?  Over a crumbling chasm, asking the what ifs, Tizzy rounded the ledge and saw her mother upside down in a puddle.  Her mother, a woman, a black shroud in rainwater's mirror.  

	Tizzy splashed.  

	Caught short--Tizzy revolted in midstride--recoiling backward, eyes aghast at the figment.  Her mother, with her cracked doll's face, her puddled reflection, tragic Courtlynn Laticia Polk weeping on the path.  Woeful, mother watched as Tizzy who went backward off the ledge.

	"Matthhhhew!" she screeched, tumbling over the scarp.  Flailing, Tizzy snared a hairy, washed-out root.  The root held, almost yanking her arm clean off; Tizzy hurt, Tizzy hung suspended in air.  A loose shower of dirt cascaded over her face.  Tizzy spat gravel and yowled.  "--h--help!"

	Blinded, eyes full of grit--she grabbed another root with her free hand, a fat slippery root--Tizzy felt it wriggle.  And saw the copperhead snake in her clinch!  "Laaaaaawww!"  She flung the snake away--

	Quickly, Matthew was leaning over the ledge, grasping for her free hand.

	"Take're easy Tiz--take a-holt o'me--"

	He snagged her, then hoisted Tizzy back up onto the ledge; she came puffing and clawing every inch of the way.  For an instant, Matthew glimpsed over the shelf and saw a tiny, half-hidden lake, far, far below.  Without pondering such discovery, Matthew gave Tizzy a final yank.  They both collapsed against the mountain, hearts exploding, guts afire.  Suddenly, Tizzy sat bolt upright, gaping down the path in a bloodless daze.

	"Where'd she go?" Tizzy said, shaken.

	"Who ye mean?" he winced, rising onto an elbow.

	"That lady.  She'uz standin there.  Just up there a piece."

	"Weren't no lady."

	Tizzy turned, gawked at him, her chinaman eyes now round and white.  Her goblins spiked like flash fever.

	"Yes boy.  There was."

	"Nope, nothin like it."

	"She was my, my, I mean, she almost looked like..."

	"I don't blame ye fer bein skeered.  But it'uz jist that ole dog."

	"...dog?.."  Her pump fumbled.  Her torn fingers trembled across her left bosom, caught a blooddrop from her lip.  Tizzy looked again.  The path ahead was empty.

	"Jist that ole brindle dane, that Juda.  Bigger'n a ox an thrice as ugly.  He run off when ye screamed."  The boy had closed his eyes, laid back in the foxtails, and was taking sunny warmth from above.  Soon Matthew took another peek.  He considered the backside of Tizzy's head, her stringy jap hair, cut like a mushroom cap; and he felt bad for her.  His sad-eyed girl just could not tear her eyes off the coming woods, where that hound had galloped.

	"It didn't look like no dog," Tizzy said finally, vexed by the hainting shade of her mother Laticia, or someone's poor mother, so black, so forlorn in shroud and veil.  "Not to me."

	At Tizzy's knee was cracked earth.  The sump where a puddle had dried.

	Tizzy went adrift.  And he let her, but not for long.  Matthew knew big Juda was gone, swallowed by the forest, not likely to fetch and return after such a Tizzified uproar.  She'd be alright in a flash; she'd just have to walk it off.

	Tizzy picked herself up.  Matthew helped her, brushing the soil and twigs from her dress.  They took their time, moving slower now as evening encroached; the two found their way down through the nightcomer's wood to Nottingham's house, where this trace ended.
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	Night was well nigh upon them when Tizzy and Matthew saw the sinkside lantern.  Button sat out on the back stoop, knees up, glum as a frosty stone troll.  Only the kitchen's window and doorframe were lit; smoke paid out of both parlor chimney and kitchen stovepipe alike, lending hickory scent to the gloam.  Button's trance was complete as they passed her on the step.

	Inside, Nottingham bent over the sink.  He cut a glance at Tizzy.  Tizzy shrank outside the screendoor.

	"Evenin, Mr. Nottinham,"  she dry gulped.  Nothing had changed in her mind, really, there was always--had always been something mortifying about the stagfaced man with his tattoo scars.  But Tizzy was suddenly loath to approach him, with good cause.  Nottingham pumped more water and for a moment Tizzy was scary that he might be washing Courtlynn's dainty hands in that sink.

	"It musta been lost," the man uttered.

	"What?" she asked through the screen, her spine rigid.

	"Yer currycomb, it musta been lost.  You was all afternoon a-huntin it," Nottingham said.

	"Aw shoot, Bob," Matthew came chortling over her shoulder, opening the screen.  "It was squirrel we was a-huntin.  Found her play perty hours ago."

	Once inside, Tizzy kept her distance from the man over the sink; she took a chair.

	"A .38 rod like yers ain't so good fer poppin squirrel, boy.  Er didn't you know?"

	"Naw Bob," the boy lanked around to the stove, feigning familiarity with Mr. Nottingham's elbow wing.  "When I'uz a young'un I'd drop a squirrel er a jaybird jist about ever day.  With a flatassed rock.  I got lethal aim when it comes to throwin stones."

	"So where's y'squirrel?"

	"Didn't see none."

	Nottingham turned around, a towel in his hands.  He dried and gave both kids a graveyard glimmer, not a smile exactly.  "Hell of a sight better with chickens are ye?  Biddys don't never thin out.  Herebouts."

	"Naw, they ain't too scarce," Matthew allowed, testing his nerve.

	Nottingham eyeballed Tizzy.  Then he made a little joke.  "Whatsa matter with ye curryjob, daughter?  Shag's in a snarl.  Shoulda got the workin comb."

	"Oh--" Tizzy blushed, sitting by the table.  "--y-yes, I got it awright.  Right here."  Feeling goonish, she retrieved the alabaster-plastic comb from her dress pocket.  Lord, she'd almost lost the comb once, on the trail; her hair must be a rat's nest.  "I reckon I near fergot, ain't got around to it."

	As Tizzy began raking out tangles, Matthew slurped a dipper of water and spake in dribbles.

	"Say, we sure appreciate the comfort and kindness, Bob.  But looks like we best be movin on tomorry.  Git outa yer hair."

	"Aw, ye cain't do that," Bob said through his scaletailed grin, "I jist got word from my wife.  She's a-comin day after tomorrow, and you both gotter meet her."

	"H-howdja hear that?" spooky Tizzy asked.  Matthew hung his head and their eyes met.

	"One of them ole Tyler women come by and tole me."  Bob took down a skillet and shuffled it onto the stove, elbowing Matthew out of his way.

	"Naw---naw, Bob, we done wore out our welcome--" Matthew said.

	Had there really been some woman by here from the Tyler clan, Tizzy wondered?  Could she have been the forlorn spectre in the woods?  Somehow, Tizzy knew in the morbid depths of her heart that it was not a Tyler woman.  Not on the footpath and not here bearing such tidings to Mr. Nottingham.  She just knew.  He'd been here alone all day, save for maybe Button and that horrible hound.

	"Ain't seen yer dog around Mr. Nottinham," she bleated.

	Nottingham was busy sprinkling cornmeal into the greased skillet.  "Juda's been with me.  Believe he's in by the fire."

	Incredulous, Matthew took a slow peek into the front room.  And, sure enough, the mottled-grey beast raised his great anvil skull from the hearth, paws together like oaken clubs.  Rrrrrrrr.  Juda growled low and the boy could respect that.  Matthew went nowhere near it.

	In the kitchen Tizzy protested further.  "We don't even have to stay fer supper.  Really, Mr. Nottinham, you might git somethin done around here, once yer shed o'us."  Tizzy brightened her face a scratch.  "We'll just say toodle-oo.  Why, I doubt you got to make yer proper dickerin rounds today, what with rootin hard all afternoon after some sneaky monkrat."

	"She weren't so sneaky."

	"What you mean?" Tizzy heard herself say, her doughface a smiling blank.  There was no monkrat.  She'd made it all up.

	"She'uz an easy catch.  Kilt her right after y'all left."  Nottingham reached into the sink, grabbed a tail and flopped a fat monkrat onto the table beside Tizzy.  The girl jumped.  The monkrat snout was wrung around to the backhairs, tiny razor-sharp, blood-flecked teeth.  The neck was broken, almost twisted off.

	"Found the hovel right off, right under yer bedroom timbers," he said.  "Found them baby monkrat too."

	Gooseflesh swept through Tizzy's holy being.  Her eyes never left the creepy mama carcass as Matthew returned from the hall.

	"--it's no sweat, Bob," Matthew was saying, too loud, too craven for words.  "We're history, see.  We jist don't want our welcome wore out."

	And Mr. Nottingham glimmered again, his jaw crawling.  "I won't have it no other way.  Mama's comin fer a visit.  Besides...it's plumb dark and the boogers might git ye."



	Naturally, her belly got too sick for supper.  Matthew had a monkrat plate, but Tizzy went to bed early; that is to say, she pulled the covers over herself, fully-dressed.  

	No one walked that night.  But none of them dreamt either, except for the Button.  Only Button dozed, asleep on cold bedsprings, bound in her scrap of blanket.  Perhaps hers was a night of wondrous dreams.  Tizzy wrote scriptures on the roof of her mouth.  Tizzy stared at the ceiling cracks; anguishing, listening to each trill and coo, the fitful spat of nightbirds out there in the wilderness.  Matthew never came to her bed.  She never fetched him.  She was determined to buck up, to tough it out.  Besides, Matthew Birdnell could provide little solace or defense against this rabid place.  Tizzy almost hated him for saving her life.  She was on her own now and she knew it.  Apparently he sensed as much.  Matthew wasn't stupid.  He too lay awake; on his creaking swing, atop his bedclothes, alert to rustling winds, the cluck, the scratch of chickenflesh.  Mostly, his night was slow and moonless.

	But little Button slept.  Alone in that little room.  Asleep, while a strange thing happened outside her open door:

	 Bob stayed put.  Bob Nottingham did not depart or fiddle about in the witching hours.  He was awake, and thinking, rolling cigarettes as outer dark moved over Riddle Top mountain.  Nottingham reclined on his smooth blanketed rack, hellfire glowing betwixt his fingers, smoke seeping from flared nostrils.  For Nottingham, dawn was a short time to come.



	They were tired, Mr. Nottingham.  They were cross.  Both Tizzy and Matthew forewent any breakfast (no, thank you, Mr. Nottingham), and found deep devotion in a game of jackstraws; the two huddled in the hot dirt beyond the gristmill.  They thought he'd never leave.  There was the odd clink, thump or rattle, rattle from the house, usually from back toward the kitchen.  He made a couple of trips to the chicken coop and corncrib, saying nothing to either of them, leaving the boy and girl to their dirt play.  It began warming up early, flies abuzz, Button unseen, sweat slithering down Tizzy's nose.  They whispered and waited, bringing the fidelity of an all-day jackstraw derby into serious question.

	Then the man left.  Close to noon, Nottingham appeared on the porch, hollered something--some garble about finding a shade tree--then he strode carefully up into the pines, disappearing above the smokehouse.  Tizzy wasn't sure if he'd suggested a shade tree for himself or for the two idjits still playing idjit games in the fiery bloom of day.

	They pretended for a whit longer, till he was surely out of earshot from the house.  Then they both leapt up and ran inside.  Tizzy wanted only her buckletop shoes, but Matthew took a good butcher knife and whetstone from the kitchen drawer.  He slid the knife into his belt as they slunk off down the hill, scattering glances at stray flits of leaf, of shadow.  Their sliding feet made too much noise down the steep wooded slope.  It couldn't be helped.  Midway down, Tizzy knelt and scratched a holy cross into the ground, then spat in its crux for good fortune.  Button was still nowhere about.

	The blue Packard sat low, mired taillight deep in dry mud.  Worse than Matthew had let on.  Tizzy's spirits hit hard when she saw the rear tire and bumper baked into the mudbaked gully.  "Goddam it," she said.  The situation was somewhat better than that half-sunken tractor down the roadspur, but so what?  Tizzy didn't realize so much rain had washed down these ruts since they abandoned the car.  Matthew said not to worry baby which was like telling her not to prickle in the heat.  Mr. Nottingham could be anywhere in the surrounding trees, watching and drawing strength from their misfortune.  She put on a brave front, braver than Matthew, who was a nervous egg about to pop.  He took out the jackhandle and spent several antsy minutes routing a channel around the tire; he swore he'd done this sort of thing a hundred times before and knew just how to accomplish the most with the least effort.  Eventually, Matthew got so sundrunk and delirious in his zeal, that he'd yipe everytime a pinecone fell.  Tizzy had to take over, scraping some clearance of earth from beneath the chassis of the Packard, a half-hour became an hour; but she worked with more efficiency than Matthew could muster.  He stood sentry, after a fashion.  She did stop once and make him put the gun away, under his shirt.  He was waving it a little too much, jabbering constantly, and Tizzy was afraid he might accidentally shoot her in the back while she bent to the task.  Matthew was excitable.  He'd always been excitable.  He was prone to rash behavior; sometimes he got downright unhinged, yes, Matthew Birdnell was delirium prone.  And nobody could tell you more about that than Tizzy June Polk.  She knew Birdnell.  Pure-defiled white trash.  Utterly depraved.  If the north wind blew, he'd shoot at anything warm.

	Tizzy and the jackhandle toiled steadily until the Packard stood a chance of escape.  "Battery's prob'ly low," she advised, scraping hair off her sweat flushed cheek.  "Don't wanna have to crank it too many times."

	"She'll run like a top, you jist watch me."  Matthew clambered out of the ditch.  "Hill-a-billy, hill-a-billy, hillbilly boogie," he bopped and he strut, acting the fool.  Matthew flung open the door and that's when he dug deep.  That's when he thought about the keys.

	"Whatcha mean you ain't got 'em?!" she demanded.

	"Woooo--I--I jist ain't got 'em on me, cupie doll."

	"Shuddup and think boy.  What was it you done with that keyring?"  Tizzy wanted to wring his neck with God's speed and a harp string.

	"Don't holler at me, letsee---I--"

	"You know how to crosswire a car?"

	"Uh, naw, uh-uh---I ain't never--"

	"Me neither.  So damn you Matthew, you best--"

	"Godawmighty--wait--I set 'em down on that doily up there."

	"And what doily's that?"  Maybe she ought to go ahead and sock him one, just to wise his mule.  Her fist cocked.

	"In that rock cabin up yonder.  Where that dead gal was a-layin."

	"Cryyyminitleee--"

	Matthew jogged back behind the side mirror--in case she came at him.  He looked skyward, lips chapping under the hot eye.  His knots ached.  Yet, Zeph Birdnell's boy knew he must assert his will; he was an inborn pathfinder after all, so, no way they were licked, not yet.  He didn't have to tuck tail and whimper in front of this uppity preacher's girl.

	"Hold on there, Tizzy.  I got the angle, see.  You jist set  perty and trust ole Mad Dice--"

	"Whatsit got in mind?" she pressed, and real unfriendly about it.  "A letter to Santy Claus?"  Matthew showed utter ignorance of the dangers he flirted.  Tizzy was all flirted out.

	"You jist wait right'chere.  Take a nap in the Packard and dream about that cold drink I'm gone git ye soon as we're off this mountain."

	"And what'll you be up to."

	"I kin take a jag, around through that stand of black oak yonder, and connect with the trail.  Sure, I reckon I kin fetch them keys from that little cabin, be back down hyere to kiss yer foot in under a hour."

	"I wanna go," Tizzy insisted.

	Tizzy started past him and Matthew knocked her down, hard.  This surprised her.

	"Nope, goddam," he said.  "I'm stealthier and fleet o'foot when I'm alone."  Matthew didn't need her pint-size, smart-aleck judgments of his technique, every step of the way.  He was a young Osage buck.

	And she was plenty Mad Tizzy now, but put off by his ire.  She leapt up.  "It makes me skittish, settin out here like a rabbit in this ole car."

	"Wait fer me back up at Bob's place then," he chided, nudging his glasses up the nose.

	"I ain't a-goin back to that house."

	"Okay, then ye gotta trust me.  Jist take a load off here, count to nine hunert'n ninety-nine and this Birdnell boy'll be back to escort ye down to civerlized society.  Memphis and all points in betwixt.  And that's the gospel truth."

	"Matthew," her brows knit together.  "You swear?"

	"Course I swear."

	"You won't be long from here?"

	"We got plenty o'time.  All afternoon to pick our way back down this road.  I swear, Tizzy, temptation is a-callin us.  And doggone if I know which is worst: this infernal hankerin to be rich, er the dyin to be notorious, er is they one in the same?"

	Before she could warn him to be careful, Matthew was loping off into the trees, headed for that blackjack rim.  Tizzy crouched under a pinebough until shade covered the blue Packard.  Ants began to bother her so she went and sat in the car.
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	Cluck.  Cluckity-clucka-cluck-cluck.  Damn these chickens, poking about.  Why can't they cluck a way out of here?  This neck of timber didn't lead where Matthew had supposed.  And chickens don't know a way, so they cluck everywhichaway.  Shouldn't there be a ridge rising on his left, an ascent where Matthew could connect with the footpath to the rock cottage?  Unless his radar was off--which it wasn't--that creek should cut right down through these woods; Matthew should have already crossed it.  But he was dandy.  A-OK.  If this detour didn't pan out, the boy only had to climb the tumbling creek, upslope until he reached the point where Bob's trail jumped across.  Right, and hopefully, he'd reach water soon.  Because these henpeckers were everywhere, white tailfeathers underfoot; and that creek ought to be behind him by now.  Not ahead.

	After Matthew took lightning quick leave of Tizzy, he sprinted, then slowed as the trees enclosed upon him.  He would tolerate no more slurs to his manly vigor.  Soon he was unreachable, sauntering through some thin birch until the darker blackjack forest took over, feeling the sinews of ancient hunters in his stride.  Matthew was certain to return within the hour, keyring in hand.  He would be reborn in her eyes.  Sweet savior to his own folly.  Why, forgetting those datgum keys was a joke, a freak.  You couldn't expect some dead naked gal to trip up this pathfinder twice.  Yet, no more than a quarter of an hour passed before Matthew was lost again.  Lost and thirsty and cursing Tizzy for letting him go.

	Only the boogery woods of Riddle Top could betray his radar like this.  Twisting, darkening, almost all sunlight cut out by the high spreading branches; the earth bred dank under here.  Most of all Matthew didn't want to panic, not again.  He lacked moxie, his Pap always said; moxie, pertinatiousness and pitdog gumption.  And Pap knows, you little four-eyed bastard, because Pap's owned one book in his life and that book is The Queen's Saxonican Juris Dictionary which he's never understood but wields like a bludgeon.  Well, Zeph Birdnell was wrong again; wrong-headed and cruel.  And he was a small man in every way.  That's who gave Matthew this ill temper, that's who; so this killing boy came by it honest.  His temper was his Pap's temper.  His loud, half-breed, teat-sucking daddy.  Too scared squirtless of the big world to be a worthy sonofabitch.  But just the man for your daily, pint-size dose of sanctimony.  Not that he'd ever darkened the door of Christ's Church.  Not Zeph Birdnell, who stomped toys to death and drank heifer's milk straight from the heifer.  Sometimes from the hog.  Little Daddy didn't drink moon.  He didn't need to.  Mommy was half senseless anymore; worn out by way, way too many brats and one too many rows with those pig-farmer fists.  But Matthew, he was fast, he was lean.  He'd shirk them all yet.

	Firstly, he must not peter out.  He must succeed or set the woods on fire.  Matthew knew his desires.  Matthew would feed his desires.  Matthew would plug ahead.  Matthew would soon stumble over that creek and for a change creekwater would do him some good.  Yes, the creek would lead him farther up the mountain to the trail, to the rock cottage.  Sooner than later, because the air under these trees was thick, disturbing to him, like these blackoaks never breathed, nor drew any fresh breezes from the mountain.  A rotting pall had overtaken the boy.  Matthew could not carry a tune, yet Matthew began to whistle through his teeth, softly, seeking reassurance; old strange words  noodling through his brain.



		               O watch yer step, step, step...





	Krrr-rickkk.  A dry snap from behind.  

	The boy reeled and double-checked.  No one went there.  Only his mad chickens gone astray, fluttering underfoot.  Zeph Birdnell hated chickens so Matthew kicked a hen aside; she went squawking as this Birdnell resumed his journey.  But, whoa there, Zeph--what the hell was that?  Matthew cocked sideways, looking back, still moving, still moving.  Who's whistling, brother Weldon?  Let me in on it.  For just a flit Matthew thought he'd heard his own teeth whistle, an echo of that same lost tune floating back there, soft and airy in the web of trees.  (O watch yer step, step...)  Would his mind be playing feeble tricks or was there truly a whistler stalking him, keeping a safe distance?  Matthew reset the butcher knife under his belt; she was still with him, sharp and deadly.  He had the pistol of course, but she could backfire and alert Bob.  Bob was sure to hear any gunshots.  Bob comes running.  Bob grins.  Today's escape fizzles in nothing flat.  No, if some weird Lych or any other hillcrazy troublemaker was to jump Matthew, he'd just have to jug the rascal with this knife.  

	Matthew struck a trot, picking up his pace through the blackoaks, aquiver for any sign, a creek, something.  His radarwaves were sketchy under this cowl of leaf.  So many things he'd seen but never told.  He nudged back his specs.  Mistakes had been made.  Tizzy for one.  She was no love partner.  She was no gun moll.  She'd been spared.  Too much, maybe.  But spared.  He'd seen the gory cow.  He remembered it well.  Just another lost afternoon.  The little spinebones wired together around an ash alter, he'd seen that.  He never told her about that.  Or about the monkrat skull in the red patent leather purse.  Yes, he was sketchy.  His lungs burned.  

	And, abruptly, Matthew landed atop a crest.  

	Here, the woods took a harsh dive then leveled off again, continuing the blackjacks with no hiccup in sight.  Matthew came right up to the edge, onto a sunken timber---and the earth broke loose.  

	Rotten splinters and mulch slid down the incline, Matthew Birdnell went racing down with it, upright on his feet---he was forced to run faster, faster, getting ahead of himself down through the bank of soggy leaves.  He was still fighting delirium when he reached bottom, eyes frantic, working hard to keep up with his muddy white-top spectators as he smashed into the tree.



	No telling how long he was out.  When Matthew came awake again, he was a salt lick.  Wet.  He felt wet.  His tongue tasted another tongue.  He first saw mottled specks of sunlight sprinkling down through the high leafy dome, then the mottled snout of Juda.  The brindle dane bent over Matthew, a raspy tongue licking and slobbering over the boy's face.  He lay beneath the sneaky tree which attacked him, his noggin aching, his eyes wanting to adjust.  Oblivious, Matthew's hand went up and fondled the great dog's ears.  With a pain shaken resolve, Matthew raised himself.  Juda stopped licking the boy's mug and sat, watching Matthew prop his backside against the tree.  Matthew focused his specs.

	Nothing earthshattering.  No last minute changes.  The woods twittered and sunstreams danced across the dark forest bed.  White biddy hens, they didn't dance, exactly.  Who knew how many years he'd spent asleep?  Juda, perhaps? It might have been minutes or hours, since Matthew could not quite read the sunstroked skew from within this grove.  Daylight could rule one minute and dark the next.  Why, down that damnable mulchbank, ending at his white-top feet, Matthew's slide path still looked fairly fresh.  No boogers went milling about, no, not a soul had crossed his path, only this great dog here.  Juda panted and sat upright, low whimpers emitting from his deep pelted belly.  With keen interest, the dog beheld the boy.  The longlimbed youngster was brushing mud and chaff from his mouth, his clothes, testing his scalp damage.  To Matthew, this old hound didn't seem so bad after all.  Kind of friendly.

	For pity's sake, he reached out a hand to scruff the pointy ears again--

	--and Juda's blunt eyes went feral, full of wickedness.  

	A terrible squelch from a savage belly.  Matthew's hackles rose, he didn't move.  Juda's eyes slanted.

	With ripping growl, the rush of hot breath--Juda attacked!  His fangs leapt!  	

	He went for soft throat but Matthew threw up an arm.  Another lunge on the boy's exposed gut then the hound recoiled, wickedly, shreds of Matthew's shirttail and flesh in his blooded fangs.

	Matthew slid and ran; four eyes blitzing terror, chickens scattering, running blind with him.  Juda close at bay.

	The boy pealed through the brace of trees, aiming for a high blackberry bramble off the corner of his eyeglass, slightly upslope.  Juda chomped into Matthew's left calf, a horrible rutting howl ensued as the dog's anvil head thrashed, tearing at the muscle.  Matthew wrenched free, slinging dirt, feverish, he dashed into the thicket.  Briars and twigs popping, ripping as his body, Matthew forced himself through the obstinate brush.  All was chaos, his heart punching, feet and arms flailing ahead.  His whorefucking spectacles kept slipping down the nose.  He plucked them, into his pocket.  Blood roared in his ears, you can't stop, you can't think, you can't fret whether those are the hairy jaws of death at your heel.  Split-second eternities came and went, then out of the flurry Matthew sprang, torn up, stumbling.  

	Matthew flipped around, Juda didn't break from the thicket--where was he?   Matthew bolted.  Guhhhrowwww!  His head jerked aside and the beast tackled him, Juda lunging for that spastic boy's throat, again and again, Juda came.  Clootie-loving sonofabitch must have skirted the bramble, Matthew flashed, locked in mortal fray; kicking and scrapping for each inch of life betwixt him and vicious hound's breath.  Dust churned.  Juda sicked like a dervish, pounce upon pounce inflicting pain and abuse.  Matthew suffered, Matthew kicked, Matthew dragged them both toward a root-ledged ravine.  Pitching over these roots, boy and hellish dog tumbled in a martyr's clench, a hindpaw shredded Matthew's cheek.  Christfire!  Then a searing tooth bit beside his pubis.  They fell and exploded apart at the ravine's bottom.

	KRRRR-ACKKKSSSH!  Here came a crashing dead pine bough, just missing Matthew, sonic pain jolted his thigh, pain exploded his eardrums, the bough broke across the ravine.  Matthew scuffled backward, slavering and yelping himself silly, eyes blinking fuzzy-eyed panic in every direction.  The dog was gone.  For the moment.  But dog would be back, oh yes, oh no, this dog don't scare.  And guess what?  This Birdnell's leg felt broker than dead pine.  But this Birdnell leapt up screaming, each step a bloody torture as he floundered, limping away fast down the ravine.  More roots tripped him up.  He hit hard.  He began to crawl, then scramble hand over fist like a wild bug.

	Ahead, the moldy hull of a big tree trunk lay against the ravine's wall, a long hollow beneath it.  The boy burrowed under, hustling through the molder and spider webs to the center of the woodbark tunnel.  He heard no dog.  Nobody growling at him.  Nobody.  Safe, he was, by grace alone.  But where was that Juda bastard?  Tracking along the lip of the ravine, maybe, just overhead?  Matthew coughed some dark sputum and looked down, smearing the growing cake of blood off his groin.  Christ, so his leg wasn't broken after all.  No, it wasn't a toothhole that burned and bled.  It was the butcher knife blade; the silvery tip snapped off in his right thigh.  The rest, the hilt and broad shank, was still under his belt.  

	Wincing, Matthew twisted in the tight hollow space.  He discarded the broken blade's handle with disgust, pressing his fingers around the oozing wound, the glinting tip embedded in his blood.  He tried not to whimper or make any loud sound, not wanting to draw the hound's radar.  But, mercy hold the phone, big brother Weldon: enough is dang sure enough.  Matthew's gonna pop that demon yet, dog-dang it.  Dog-dang, dog-dang, dog-dang it, who was it used to curse dog-dang?  Well, hang whoever it was.  Matthew reached around back for the pistol and found nobody home but his tailbone.  Frantic, he searched the surrounding mulch.  Hell and hiya Jesus.  He'd lost the gun.  Hell if he hadn't.  His mind flew backwards, asking where it could be.  Why, he could have lost the .38 anywhere in the tussle or the underbrush.  Oh, sweet Juda, sweet Johab, he wouldn't be surprised if he had lost the pistol way back when, when he first tumbled down that slope into the tree.  Before this dog found him.

	Rrrrrrggg.  

	And damn if Mad Dice wasn't found again.  Rrrrrggg.  Matthew sure heard the Juda now, down beyond his feet, sweet Juda snarling and sniffing down at that end of the log, until--Juda just up and shut up.  

	Holding his breath, not daring to suffer, Matthew listened as heavy paws clumped around outside, down the length of the tree hull then back again.  A skidlick of leaf and thump, thump, thump--Juda was pacing atop the trunk's shell, scratching and clumping directly over Matthew's head.  The torn boy felt like he was inside an ancient tom-tom.  Seconds passed, Matthew sweaty and clinching his eyes.  Why hadn't he stayed back, tried to hotwire the car?  Why hadn't he told darling Tizzy about the red patent leather purse.  Such worries flew when an ear-splitting gggrrrooowl came down the grubby shaft.

	 Juda was inside the log suddenly, snarling in through the spider's den, angry to devour Matthew's face.

	With amazing thrift, the boy backpaddled out from his lair then leapt atop the old log.  The dog was out, teeth crushing Matthew's ankle by the time Matthew got his arm around a high sapling at the ravine's edge.  Hoisting himself, with grinding misery and hurt the boy dragged both legs and dog, scaling upward, off the log and out of the rut.  Their clench spilled onto the grass above.  But there was little froth left in poor Matthew.  Vaguely, the rawboned kid knew his fight was near gone; he kicked weakly at Juda's dripping steel jaws.  Juda reared up and back, recoiling, then took one last frothy snap at Matthew's cods.  Hounddog's wicked eyes flared.  "Please..." Matthew heard himself beg.

	As Juda galloped away.  

	Juda, a furtive echo in the woods.

	The sunspeckled oaks went quiet.  Shadows swam together.  Matthew lay shattered in the grass, cut and bloodied.  A tossed-off scrap.  Waiting for more abuse, for the hellhound to return.  But it did not.  The trees loomed dark above him, a low breeze moaned through the leaf.   Somewhere, a bird was cawing, and he heard the idle cluck of hens, the fevered hush of death and fractured heat.  The shock of recognition.  There was a bad smell.  The boy rolled over on hands and knees and threw up.  Retching until his frothy cods wanted to heave out his gullet; Matthew finally got empty.   His spasm ceased.  Ague chills swept through his flesh, as the boy got up off his knees.  Matthew stood half-bent with a stringhalted splay to his gimp leg, his brain sloshing.  What was that stench?  The boogery odor, the one that soured his guts; what was this stink all about?  Matthew took a brave step.  The unholy pain shot through him.  But strange.  Strange.  How these oaks formed an openended circle, a shadowy alcove near the ravine.  This place was freakish, with freak to spare.  From his pocket, Matthew took his bent spectacles and looped them onto each ear.  He hobbled closer, his face and clothing in shreds, a crazyquilt of bloody scratches, gouges and mud.  Yet something more overtook him.  A ghoulish curiosity, yes, it glistened in Matthew's seeing eyes.  This cancer-eating fervor held him and made him want to see.

	Betwixt certain elder oaks in the circle were rough wooden tables.  Worktables which had been jointed betwixt their support trees so long, long ago that burled bark had grown out around the crude planks.  Hung on horsenail pegs in the bark and stacked upon open-air shelves were all manner of cleavers and saws, a host of old forgehammered implements for cutting; crusted knives, barbed-wire coils and iron pokers.  And jars.  Empty glass jars.  At the center of this configuration, the oaken cluster bowered around a huge, deep pit.  So very deep you couldn't see its black-mawed bottom, big enough to swallow a dumptruck, rimmed by the grass Matthew stood on, and bigger than any godawful hole he'd ever dug.  The stench came from within.  

	"Watch yer step..."

	Matthew Birdnell came forward.

	"...I'm the Mad Dice.  I was borned bad, daddy."

	Matthew wiped sweat and blood, smearing his visage all the worse.  Trying not to inhale.  Any more regurgitation would be impossible, only dry heaves.  So Matthew blotted out this stench and the fire from that knife shard stuck alongside his groin.  Matthew wanted to see in that pit.  Was borned to see in that pit.  Chawing his lip, the boy took a wince and a step closer to this rent in the earth.  His hand went out, steadying against an oak.  He took no notice, but its bark was aswarm with ants, swarming over his fingers.  He squinted to see, drooling, festering, this pit was deep alright.  Deep as Bob's gullet.  Chickens fluttered.  But, the hole, the hole.  Why, she almost looked���empty.

	Behind him, he never heard the 20-pound sledge raised in those hard gritty hands.  The first blow smashed into the back of Matthew's skull and his ears bled, his lanky frame teetering upright.  The boy was staring dull ahead, his motors cut, as the sledge swung a second time and demolished his brains.  This second blow knocked his specs off, they ricocheted loud off a nearby stump before Matthew gave up the ghost.









S T E P    1 7





	Tizzy pricked her finger on a thorn.  Nettles obscured her path, twining thistle and woodbine, but she pressed them aside; loneliness, nothingness, they were the mists moving Tizzy through these unearthly woods.  That magpie spun through the trees, scaling the heights then returning to her.  Soon this ghoulish light would fade and Tizzy would be a sad situation; she'd be alone in the night.

	The magpie awakened her.

	She had dozed off, waiting back in the blue Packard.  Hours went by without Matthew's return, long shadows crept over the car, and finally her fears drifted.  A pity, it was.   She'd survived an unslept night.  Now, the late sun lulled her.  Tizzy fell into a nod, and when she awoke, it was due to magpie feet hopping across the Packard's hood.  She rubbed her eyes open.  The mountain had gone chilly again, the road cast in a bluish light.  She hated any thought of returning to Mr. Nottingham's house, especially if it meant returning alone.  For all she knew, Matthew had fouled and broken his leg or his datburn pencil neck and at this very moment lay near death in some culvert, moaning for Tizzy to save him.  So maybe Tizzy ought to do something about Matthew before it got dark.  She had a duty to him who brought her; though she doubted he'd ever been or ever would be saved.  But the sprightly bird perched on the windshield, rattling softly at her.  And, suppose, just suppose, this birdrattle was a spirit, an omen come to fetch her to Matthew's ailing side.

	"You ain't tellin me nothin," she told the magpie, her mind set.  She abandoned the car shortly after.

	Deep within this spectral forest, nothing much stirred.  Only the magpie's wing.  As if chickabiddies, insects and other odd beasts lay in wait, wishing for a nightfall eternal, wishing for the risen dark and dead.  Tizzy wanted to go home.  Back home to Cayuga Ridge, yes, even back to the Preacher Polk.  She wanted to suffer sharp, hellstinging thunderbolts and the Preacher's wrath of ages.  Tizzy wanted to grieve.  To weep.  To know life again through her sufferance.  She would stay safe and begrieved, amongst silly children and stern elders, but she would stay; because Tizzy Polk was guilty as a girl could be.  Meaning, her atonement must begin.  But this place, this Riddle Top, was tainting her, indeed it was too corrupted and haint-riddled to suffer.  And there was an uncanny feeling she had failed, thus far, to avoid; the feeling that Mr. Nottingham was nowhere nearby, not watching, utterly mindless of her.  It was too much cross to bear.

	Yes, Tizzy would go home to the fires of Cayuga Ridge, once she found her lost boy.

	Tizzy paused beneath a huge, broad-girded oak.  A bloody acorn lay betwixt her toes.  She looked straight up, into the great tree, spying a vast world up there, strange shapes in the skein of limbs.  She couldn't make them out.  Maybe they were other birds roosting, or spider nests.  

	Skreekacheeee--spake those black feathers swooping past Tizzy's face.  Was it raven or magpie or what, pray tell?  Whatever it was had spaken and flown, so how could it be the magpie when the magpie was just now descending upon her?

	"Matthew...?" she called, walking on through the mist.  "Matthew....?"

	Her thin voice echoed, a far-off astral whisper on the mountain floor.  The magpie landed a few feet ahead of Tizzy, hopping along, silent and twitching until she told the damnable bird to skeedaddle.  Which it did.

	Tizzy walked on in her unwashed print dress, her buckletop shoes, just a passing tremor, a mournful little squeak for Matthew...oh, Matthew...oh, Matthew, Matthew Birdnell, somewhere in this endless wood.  

	The girl persisted, far below, as her streak-feathered messenger: the vesper magpie, winged up into the great spreading oak.  Higher and higher, upward into a tangled tree of hands.  Hundreds, nay, thousands of hands, putrefied and withering; each with a spike through the palm, dangling by wire from scores of spindly limbs.  The birds knew.  So did Button.  This was the undying tree of hands.  Her magpie lit first on a slimboned hand with pale fingers and an opal ring; the bird pecked at fresh white skin then sprang, wings flapping, to the dirty hands dangling alongside.  Here, the snippet's beak tugged and tugged on a grungy split thumbnail.

	"Matthew...?" the waif rang out below.



	When she reached the cottage, her day was almost undone.  Wind had risen in the pines and Tizzy was afraid, as she approached, afraid she'd have to spend a night in that pretty rock cabin.  Caught out here in the gloaming, she could see the front door stood open, just for her, whistling, singing with wind, just for her.  

	Tizzy, Tizzy, she saw the darkling door.  Tizzy, Tizzy, she asked the door:  How dare you hang so open? empty? dark?  How utterly shameless of you.  But a door has no reply, of course.  Only the wind sings back, my dear.  

	So Tizzy accepted this cold hospitality, this invitation she met with dread.  Entering strange upon the threshold, this cold cabin's welcome plucked a raw nerve in her, and that nerve stayed plucked.  From this moment, onward, Tizzy Polk did repent.  Repent.  A mite named despair gnawing her heart, she went a few steps into the grey room, looking for the grey dead girl.  No one sat in the gnurled rocker.  Not a spark or ember in the hearth.  There was no need for rocking chair daddies or fires in the hearth.  For, lo and behold, Courtlynn's corpse had left this dreadful cottage; the naked schoolgirl was gone, without a worldly trace of her poor, handless, bloodless being.  

	Had the last shred of her been spirited beyond the veil?  Had Courtlynn gone home at last, like a bride to her savior?  Here was her empty bed with pretty patchwork covers; folded in place, a corner flipped back from the pillow, sheets crisp and inviting.  Land's sakes alive, Tizzy thought, where were my eyes on my first visit here?  These sheets were an epiphany.  These were real sheets, tailored sheets from a magic land and Tizzy had never slept betwixt such finery.  Nobody afforded them in these parts.  Her flesh had never fallen on such fine linens or cloudy pillows, her eyes had never landed on a clawfooted bedstand with no keyring left upon it.  Her ears had never whistled so.

	Wind whistled through the open door.  Tizzy called out, timidly, but Matthew did not answer.  Come out here with us, the wind replied.

	Stumbling outside, Tizzy was afraid of outside.  Petrified of another moonless night.  Scared witless that down below, holidays and maydays had come and gone without them, that she and Matthew had missed so much they could never wend their way back.  Rightly, she was afraid of that old rock well which beckoned up the rise.  But the well might save her, if she'd let it.  She felt woozy.  Her gait began to drift; yet dreadfully, unyieldingly, she was lured upward toward the well.  Maybe she would draw a cool drink or throw herself down its wellhole.  As she ascended, a ghostly white peak pierced her vision.  Beyond the well's winch, this opalescent thing had been obscured, hidden, invisible from downslope; but now Tizzy saw the up-jutting corner of a big white box.  A box as big as a Gospeltime Milkwagon hiding behind her cottage in owl’s light.   Ascending past the well, Tizzy Polk got slower, and slower...

	A gloomy ravine parted the earth before her, opening wide.  A truck was tipped over the edge, into the fathomless channel, an old rust-eaten white panel truck.  GOSPELTIME MILK - "Sweetest O'er The Land"

	Now the wind was a hosanna.  A choir of horned gods.  Tizzy heard these gods so clearly, she heard them so datgum well.

	The truck had no tires.  The truck's gutted nose was buried down the ravine in a squalid nest of bedsprings and corrugated tin under char-blackened bottles and tires.  The truck's double backdoors angled off kilter to the ravine's edge.

	And for no hateful reason at all, Tizzy opened both milktruck doors.	Tizzy would never quite recollect why she did it.  Obligated by some spook, she was.  

	But she did open that reeking milktruck.

	Tizzy stood agape, her eyes fixed.

	A zitherbuzz chord struck, low earthly humming, then a thick clot of flies whooshed out past her.  

	Turning her head away, she cringed, shooing pitifully inside the fly-blown exodus.  

	Then Tizzy June Polk turned back to look.  To see.  With startling clarity, the horned gods presented themselves; she looked into the truck's innards and saw the oxen heads and corpses of strange critters, Matthew's rude face and torso, the remnants of folks, folks gone by, arms, legs, breasts with black nipples and pieces of Matthew.  But no hands to rot, all hands were accounted for.  Deep and resounding was the slaughter within.  Sweetest O'er The Land.

	Tizzy's mouth was open as some vulgar harlot, 

	she was howling but nothing could she hear, 

	yes, a shrieking silence tore from her lips, 

	like her tongue was split in two.  

	Like her own throat was slit, 

	slit like those horrors inside.  

	Her rictus stood etched at the open doors until Tizzy June Polk flung back rust-screeching hinges and ran; she ran blithering and making baby chatter, back downhill to the cottage.  “...butta, butta, no, no, no, naaa...”  Flying inside, she bolted the door behind her.  Darkness was nigh complete on Old Riddle Top.  And she was well aware of what it wanted.  It wanted us all.

	Oh me, oh my, what was that?  Crunch, crunch.  Boots on gravel out there; she heard boots.

	BOOOM-BOOOM-BOOM.  Someone pounding on the door, pounding as she shrieked.  Outside, in a shrill wind, the shape of man shifting past the windowpanes.  Tizzy, in blind panic, fled to the darkening kitchen.

	In here--in here she saw her sanctuary.  An open padlock.  An inner door ajar.

	She raced inside and pulled the pantry shut.  Here was Tizzy's tiny black hole.  She felt a bullwhip; a leather braid coiled on an inside doorhook.  Tizzy pulled it down, lashing bullwhip to doorknob.  She plundered her dress for a stolen matchbox.  She lit one.  A bacon rack glowed alongside the door, then flame scorched her fingers.  She shook out the match, lashed the bullwhip's grip to some bacon rack tines, tying tight the door, hands feeling, searching, frantic in the black pitched closet.  Once done, she lit another match, flying it along pantry shelves till she lit upon a wee candle amidst jars of preserves.  Tizzy put flame to candlewick.

	She stood, turning in this tight, strait pantry.  The scent of coaldust nagged at her.  Lord, it was hardly long enough in here for long Matthew Birdnell to lie down and stretch his long scattered legs.

	But wait, my Lord, my Lord, these weren't fruit preserves after all.  These shelves were rife, packed wall to wall with jars of deep red.  Red like a jar draining into Mr. Nottingham's gullet when Tizzy Polk surprises him one evening.  This pantry was jampacked with quart jars, up, down, surrounding Tizzy.  And Tizzy saw, and Tizzy did not approve of what she saw, and she must not let her bloodhobs see, and Tizzy did crave such red and darkening juices.  

	And, O, those horned gods sang, yea, there was a refrain, swimming in her head...

	BOOM-BOOM-BOOM!  Banging on the pantry door. Someone, some horned one, out there banging.  BOOM!  But not the true Jehovah.  BOOM!  Tizzy went squealing, twirling inward, inward, crashing into shelves.  BOOM�BOOM!  Walls of shelves collapsed--BOOM!---jars breaking, spilling forth, the candle snuffed out.  Tizzy slipped on her bloody slime, collapsing in fever.  She cried.  Were there no serums for this torment?  BOOM! the man spake.  Do you really drink of the blood, of the blood, of the lamb? BOOM! the man spake.  In a miasma of spirits, Tizzy writhed on the floor, wailing amidst the sea of blood and broken glass.  All booming doors fell away, fell away, into the pit.  The night was moonless, eternal, a purgatory of baby angels and childish refrains sung clearly to her unrested soul:



			     O watch yer step, step, step,

			     O when yer ramblin o'er the land,

			     October moon don't shine on you,

			     Or the hands o'Bob Nottinham...
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	Dawn was rendered upon Old Riddle Top and it was hot, crackling hot.  Sweetest o'er the land.  The cottage sat still, the cottage door sat open, as she had left it.

	Trudging into the slanting rays, she emerged, lost, weary.  But it was morning, with chores to be done, time to scatter her acorns.  Her face, her arms pitted with glass and blood, her dress in tatters, Tizzy moved as a sleepwalker moves, a puppet with strings cut.  She traversed wood and briar, until, a day or a moment farther along, found herself in an open field.  Flies and locust chittering around her bare ankles.  Coming toward her through sunburnt grass was the brooding stagman, the man with tattoo scars.  He bore a broadaxe.  His smile was thin and reassuring.  Dry blood flecked the corners of his smile.

	She did not flinch, for she was not afraid.  He stopped and took her in, a cacophony of locust swirling around them.

	"Was I a bad girl...Mr. Nottinham?" she asked, finally, her voice a husk.

	He squinted in the morning sun, some kindliness on his grizzled stagface.

	"No.  No you were not."

	"Ain't I a born sinner then?"

	He shook his head slowly.  The heat, the insects did not faze or interfere with his being.

	"You never had no choice.  We're born.  That's all."

	"Born in sin..."

	"...ordained to die.  Ordains ye to suffer, he does, for how he done made ye from the git go.  All so’s he kin git his lovin.  Ole boy's a selfish bastard, ye know.  Needs his lovin.  Wants it both ways."

	“He?  M-my Lord...?”

	“Uh-huh.  He got a real wicked temper.”

	She gazed wistfully into Nottingham’s eyes.  She understood him now.  The breadth and beat of his soul had been there all along, so near to her since baby days, through the storm and suffering.

	"Mr. Nottinham..?"

	"Yes?"

	"Kin I stay here?  With you?"

	"Surely.  Do as you will."

	"Thank you Mr. Nottinham."

	She shed a tear.

	"Tears don’t shift nothin.  Is a hallowin here..." he said.

	"Forgive me."

	A gritty hand reached out, an immortal glimmer in his eye.

	"Don't worry it, daughter.  The haint o'God Jehover cleaves unto this mountain."

	The man took her tiny hand and she was led away, through the gentle grass, they went quietly to a cool place, together.  Later, he would ask if she was thirsty and she would say yes.
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	Button hunkered on the backstoop.  Been seeing it done for years.  Those woods were sooty black beyond the clothesline and a silver moon had risen.

	Her toes gripped the edge of the plank step, you know the kind, chin resting on her knees.  The trees held hands and the hands were alive out there, for now.  Behind her, in the kitchen, the man was clattering tin plates, fixing to feed himself.  Button sniffed and bristled as a smoky wind worked its way up the hollers, binding like a coven of breezes around this house, binding like the haint o’God.  She heard the faint squeal of the weather vane, shifting.  Who knew where dog was as night crept in? dog could be anywhere, everywhere was his where.  Who had seen fool boys of late? not she.  Or that wily-eyed girl, no sign of her either.  You had to watch for the signs.  You had to wait.  They all came back when the wind howled mournful enough and bitter memory flooded the air, you had to be ready.  Or they'd eat you.

	The man's boots were behind her now, a laden shuffle out onto the dark porch.  His tattoo-scarred arm dropped a plate beside her, rattling on the top step.  It smelt of tin cans and cities and faroff folks she'd never known.

	"Eat," I grunted, going back inside.

	�	

	But the ragdoll child did not move or slide or expect revelation.  She waited, would wait forever if she had to, her moonface riveted by those cruel woods, they seethe, she draws breath, button eyes darting at every moan and titter.
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