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Witness

​Dying is highly
personal,

we do it all alone.

Even in a crowd,

we do it all alone.

Surround yourself with family and friends,

savor their lamentations.

Then make the crossing,

alone.

Sublime justice. Where?

Not here!

Search the darkness,

bless the silence. Death!

Universal;

Democratic;

Egalitarian;

Eminently equitable.

I vouch for death,

and stand as witness.

Such singular justice,

and perfect verdict.

How intolerably unfair

life would be without death.

Not just for me.

Let’s share — I’ll help you.

Well go together,

all alone.


Prologue

​ Our
lives spin in a circle, tethered by a cord, held in orbit by
centrifugal force and driven by an unseen hand. On signal, lives
drop into a bowl and mix. How else can one explain why lives so
disparate and separated came together in one place, at one time,
simply to self-destruct?

Bear with me while I attempt to explain the
thought processes of those involved, as well as to chronicle the
events themselves. It is essential that you understand these
people; otherwise, I will have done no more than embellish upon an
article that appeared in a newspaper some years ago.

If the hostility, hatred, and violence weigh
rather heavily, well, that’s how it is. Unfair? Sure. Don’t blame
me. I didn’t make the rules.

Enough! Meet some people.


CHAPTER 1

Charlie Blackhair

The Indian stumbled
out the door and into the parking lot behind the Silver Saddle Bar.
Shoved from behind, he fell to one knee and rose quickly, but not
quickly enough to avoid the kick, hard and well placed. Pain shot
up his spine and he fell to all fours, scraping his palms on the
gravel. Drawing his legs up quickly, he rose and sprinted into the
darkness to safety.

A few feet out into the parking lot,
straining to see up the dirt road that led to the abandoned mine
workings at the top of the long hill, stood Sergeant Louis Abeyta
of the Rio, New Mexico, Police Department. The sergeant war whooped
derisively. Two drinkers standing in the doorway laughed and went
back inside. Sergeant Abeyta, resplendent in his black leather,
police motorcycle jacket, polished silver badge, and Colt .357
Python with Pachmayr grips displayed on his hip, had demonstrated
his machismo. "No damn Indian will give anybody shit when I'm
around." The sergeant clenched his fists as he moved his bulky
frame back onto the center barstool. Kicking ass was fun, and safe
too, as long as he was wearing his badge — and he always wore his
badge. In fact, he all but slept in his uniform.

"Fuck'n right," Sam Gutierrez — Sam Guts for
short — owner/ bartender of this formerly two-room, stucco ranch
house, now gutted and converted into a bar, agreed. "Last one's on
me," he announced, pouring first for the sergeant, then for the two
regulars and himself. The regulars, a pair of middle-aged Hispanic
laborers, stared at Sergeant Abeyta in feigned admiration. Another
time, another place, and either one of them might be called upon to
play the part of the Indian. But for now they served as an audience
and smiled approvingly. Though it was after two a.m., past legal
closing, the little group sat and sipped their drinks. A free one
didn't float by very often, not in Sam Guts' bar. A few minutes
more and the incident would be forgotten.

Trotting steadily, the Indian made his way
up the long hill. Where the road turned, he stopped to catch his
breath and look back. The single mercury light mounted on the
telephone pole in the alley behind the bar and the round
incandescent fixture over the back door was still visible. Across
the two-lane blacktop road, a neon sign fronting the Peace Bar
broadcast its message. The bright red, broken cross and circle
remained lit always, even when the bar was closed — a tribute, the
owner, Irving Groess, explained if asked. The property, once a
brick and frame grocery store, had been closed for several years
before Irv rented it and turned it into a bar. The regulars could
choose between the Silver Saddle and the Peace, drinking first in
one and then the other. The location, five miles out of town on the
road north, gave the bars something of a hideout atmosphere, or so
the patrons liked to imagine.

The Indian took a deep breath and watched
the vapor condense in the November night air, adjusted the zipper
of his worn but warm plaid wool jacket, turned up his collar and
turned back to the road. Up ahead, the mouth of the abandoned mine
tunnel, dug almost a hundred years ago straight into the mountain,
loomed up darker than the night around it. He didn't stop until he
reached it, then spread his arms wide and turned in a circle, five
or six times. The effort exhausted him and he sat down, knees
pulled up under his chin, breathing hard. His wind returned
quickly. At twenty years old and a slender 5'8" tall, it didn't
take long to recover.

He held a job as a carpenter, working on the
new condos. His employer was trying to finish a sixty-unit
development before the ski season began, and was even paying
overtime. Buyers from Texas and Oklahoma were snapping up houses
and condos before they were completed, and investors stood in line
to buy vacant land no one would even look at a few years earlier.
The year was 1980 and $32 a barrel oil created a hot real estate
market in this scenic tourist town, high in the Capitan Mountains,
five driving hours away from the center of the West Texas oil
patch. Money filtered down to the bars, restaurants, motels and
stores. Some even trickled down to the Mexican and Indian laborers,
most earning $7.00 an hour, twice what they were accustomed to; big
money back on the reservation and in the wetback bunkhouses.

The Indian faced down the hill toward the
street and bars, no longer visible except to his mind's eye, and
pissed — peaceful there, nothing to disturb him or the silence,
three miles from the danger he'd run from. He spent a few more
moments peering down the old mine road, now hardly more than a
trail, before turning to the matter at hand. Clambering up the
incline behind the mine shaft, leaves and twigs crunching
underfoot, he made his way to a wooden shack once used to store
tools and dynamite. Twenty yards from the shack, hidden in a brush
thicket, he uncovered two plastic yard bags stuffed with a sleeping
bag, pillow, a khaki army surplus blanket and a canvas tarpaulin.
He carried the bags to the tool shed and emptied the contents on
the floor, placing the tarpaulin on the bottom like a rug. In a
corner, under a section of floor plank, he unearthed another
treasure — half a fifth of whiskey, a two-quart water canteen and a
tightly closed glass jar filled with dried fruit. Lastly, he pulled
out a plastic zipper bag containing a flashlight, a few candles and
a box of kitchen matches.

He set the flashlight on end, pointing at
the ceiling, and set about making his bed and organizing his
possessions. The dim reflected light left the corners dark and
played his shadow softly on the walls as he moved about. The
matches were damp and several broke before one burst into flame. He
lit a candle and set it in the tin cup on the shelf above the floor
plank that hid his survival cache. Carefully, he placed the rest of
the candles, matches and the flashlight back into the plastic
zipper bag and returned the bag to the cavity under the floor.

Time now to wrap himself in the blanket and
sit back, propped up in the corner. Time to sip slowly, savor the
heat of the alcohol and relax in anticipation of the calming effect
the whiskey would have. The soughing of the wind in the trees
outside and the whistling coming from the cracks in the planks
created a near musical sequence that blended with the uneven light
the candle played on the ceiling. That precious last fifteen
minutes before falling asleep — safety, real or imagined, anxiety
relieved and an opportunity, often the only one of the day, for
uninterrupted thought. He munched on the dried fruit and sipped
again.

Dirty bastard cop! His thoughts returned to
the Silver Saddle Bar. Didn't do anything to deserve being hit.
Half-empty, foamy glass of beer Sam Guts set on the bar took a
dollar and didn't bring back a quarter change. Sam Guts would do
that — neglect to bring change when the hour was late and the
customer too drunk to notice. But the Indian wasn't drunk and he
voiced his complaint, both about the foamy glass and the change.
Shouldn't have done it, he reflected. But so glaring a wrong
demands redress, words, hurt young pride. And why the cop? Had
nothing to do with him. Would the others have fought back against a
cop? Unfair! He sipped and drifted into that soothing trance that
comes just before sleep.

"Charlie, Charlie Blackhair," he heard his
mother's voice calling to him out of a distant fog. The fog lifted
long enough for his semi-consciousness to permit the remembrance of
a place three hundred miles away, on the Navajo reservation near
Grulee. A time before he was a man, before he came to Rio to find
work on the condominiums. "Charlie, Charlie Blackhair," a
reassuring voice, calling him from play in the hard-packed sand
streets of the development the uranium company built for the
miners. Single-story, cement block and stucco, the apartments were
grouped around a courtyard in a U-shaped pattern, thirty to a
section. Water came from a tower set on a rise behind the
buildings. The State of New Mexico provided funds to bring in the
electrical lines, no small matter considering that the hogans
farther out in the semi-arid desert lacked such amenities. Nine
sections were completed in all, the first in the fifties, the last
in the late sixties.

As the demand for yellowcake faded in the
seventies, the company cut back on employment. Vacancies
proliferated in the previously fully occupied buildings. Empty
apartments were vandalized as soon as vacated, doors left unhinged,
windows broken. Some sections took on the appearance of ghost
towns, inhabited sporadically by vagrants, drifters, bikers and
local alcoholics. Children played in the vacant spaces.

"Charlie, Charlie Blackhair," his mother
would coo in his ear when they sat out back behind their apartment.
They'd sit on the ground and she would place him between her legs,
wrap her arms around him his back pressed against her chest, and
stare across the desert toward the dry brown mountains. He liked
turning his head to look up into her face — a round cheeky face,
framed by long black hair. She wore a multicolored ankle-length
skirt and a blouse most of the time, or a loose fitting black
sweater. She stood 5'4" in her leather moccasins, was a bit
overweight and carried a lingering odor of cooking oil.

He remembered his father only faintly — a
tall man, much taller than his mother, and White. Sometimes the
other boys teased him for that, but he did look more like his
mother and, anyway, his father was away a lot — looking for work
his mother explained. The tribe provided money and necessities
while his father was away. Once a month he and his mother walked up
to the big yellow tribal headquarters building on the cement road
where the stores were to get money and stamps. Then they would buy
food and sometimes shoes or a shirt for him and pack them into the
shopping cart his mother towed.

Charles B. Thompson was his name in school,
but his mother never called him that. Coming home was the best.
He'd jump to the ground as soon as the bus came to a stop and run
to his mother, enjoying the reassuring hug and familiar oily touch.
Then he'd play in the sandy front yard until the eagerly awaited
call for the evening meal.

One night, late, three people came and
roused him out from under his blanket. One of them was the gringo
nurse from school.

Another he recognized as the fat man behind
the desk at the big tribal building. The third was a policeman with
a badge and a gun. The nurse told him that he had to get up, even
though he could see that it was still dark, not yet time for the
school bus. He looked about for his mother but could not find her.
His father had returned that day after four months away, but he
wasn't there either. Sleepily, he dressed, took his schoolbooks and
went with them to the white van with the tribal insignia. The
policeman drove. The fat man sat beside him.

The nurse, seeing Charlie turn to examine
the back of the van, sought to reassure him. "Your mother isn't
here, Charlie, but it will be all right."

"Where is she?"

"Charlie," the nurse said as she put her arm
around him, "something very bad happened to your parents. Now you
will go to live in the brick house down the street from the
school."

Charlie knew the big brick house. That was
where kids who had no one to take care of them lived and he began
to cry.

Charlie woke, caught between a dream and the
reality of the cold wooden shed. He was still seated, propped up in
the corner, but the blanket was down around his knees and he was
shivering. He rose, blew out the candle, climbed into his sleeping
bag and pulled the blanket over. Sleep came quickly, the benefit of
a day's work pounding nails and hauling wood.

Hours later, sunlight forced its way through
the cracks between the planks. Consciousness returned slowly,
unwanted, but the whiskey thirst and need to pee demanded
attention. Up on his knees, he reached for the canteen and drank in
big gulps. Water ran off his chin as he paused to take a deep
breath and drink again. The water provided some relief, his body
anticipating a cure for the alcohol dehydration. He rose, pushed
open the wood plank door and stepped outside.

The shed was set level on cement blocks, but
the ground sloped steeply away from the door. Carefully, he edged
along the wall until he reached the corner. Bracing himself with
both hands, he waited for what he knew was coming from the moment
he stepped out into the bright sunlight. He heaved hard, two quick
dry ones before the bile and water came up. A deep breath and then
he did what he came out to do.

Working his way back to the door, he entered
and took visual inventory. What was left of the whiskey and dried
fruit went back under the floorboard. He rolled up his sleeping
gear, stuffed it back into the yard bags and hauled the bags back
to their hiding place in the brush. He moved slowly, a combination
of the depression that comes from being on the losing end of a
fight and the after effects of the alcohol — not being able to hit
back and the men laughing. He ran his tongue over the cut on the
inside of his mouth and rubbed a sore spot on his rib cage.

New day … new problems. Food was the problem
at hand, but not the dried fruit, not on an empty stomach. He
wanted bread, butter and coffee with lots of sugar. That in mind,
he started toward the trail.

Imagination, wishful thinking … what … but
he smelled eggs frying. A few more steps and the mild breeze and
thin mountain air brought the aroma to him again. It seemed to be
coming from a stand of oak and elm. Sure enough, as his eyes
searched the area he noticed wisps of smoke rising from a spot
about forty yards below the shed and off to the right, away from
the trail. A figure moved about in a clearing between the trees.
Curiosity uppermost, he made his way through the trees and brush
toward the clearing. The figure was leaning over a small wood fire
that was smoking more than it should. A female figure with long
gray hair, elderly he judged, wearing baggy jeans and a
loose-fitting brown sweater. But as he entered the clearing he saw
that she was a young woman with almost white hair, not gray, and
her sweater was mossy green.

Engrossed in her cooking, the woman didn't
notice him. She had set some stones in a circle, within which stood
a collapsible wire grill supporting a fry pan containing two eggs,
ham and two slices of bread. She lifted the pan and shook it
gently. An aluminum pot sat directly on the embers, perking
cheerfully. Utensils, salt and peppershakers, a dinner plate and a
plastic water jug sat on a towel on the ground behind her. A sturdy
rucksack lay on the ground nearby. It wasn't until she took the fry
pan by its wooden handle and turned that she saw Charlie.

"Hi," he called out, standing a few feet
away.

Startled, the woman stood motionless, fry
pan in hand. "Where did you come from?"

He pointed toward the shack, barely visible
through the trees. "Up there."

"You live there?" she asked, looking up at
the shack. "I didn't even know it was there."

"No, but I go there sometimes. What are you
doing here?"

"I'm cooking my breakfast."

Charlie smiled. "I know. I smelled it way
over there," he said, gesturing toward the trail.

"Would you like to join me?" she asked,
lifting the pan higher and taking notice of his sickly appearance
and rumpled work clothes.

His smile grew wider. "Drank a litde too
much last night." He slouched forward like a dog waiting to be fed.
"Sure is nice of you."

She set the fry pan on the towel and sat
down. "Sit there," she instructed, pointing to the other side of
the towel.

He complied and sat facing her. "Sure is
nice of you," he repeated.

She separated the fried eggs, cut the ham in
two and handed him a slice of bread. "I only have one fork, one
knife and one spoon. You can have the spoon. Eat," she said,
pointing with the fork, "That's your half."

"When I was a kid I used to eat like this
with my mother sometimes, out of the same dish."

"Well, that's the only practical method
right now." Her eyes examined his face. He was twenty but she
guessed eighteen. "Perhaps God is giving you a hint. When was the
last time you talked to your mother?"

"She's dead. I was ten or eleven, I don't
remember." Charlie shrugged. "They said she was drunk and attacked
a policeman. I don't believe it. He shot her, my father too, in a
bar." He sat cross-legged and used the spoon to maneuver the egg
onto the slice of bread, gulped the yoke, helping it into his mouth
with the spoon, and wiped the yellow on his chin with his sleeve.
"Sure is good." He folded the bread around his piece of ham and
what was left of the egg and ate it like a sandwich. "You believe
in God?"

Though she had been the first to mention
God, the question surprised her. "I guess I do, a power beyond our
understanding. I believe in spirits too. I can feel them in this
clearing, this space between the trees."

Charlie nodded politely. He'd had enough of
manitos, shamans, skin-walkers and kachinas from his mother and
others back on the reservation, and didn't want to hear about
spirits from some gringo girl with long, silky white hair. He
regretted asking the question. "It's very nice here," was as far as
he would commit himself.

She ate slowly, cutting small pieces of ham,
and watched him down his food. "There's coffee in that pot," she
said, seeing him swallow the last mouthful. Reaching into the
rucksack, she drew out a ceramic mug — brown, with a bright yellow
Zia, a favorite with the tourists — and some sugar in small paper
envelopes. "I don't have any cream but there's plenty of sugar. Go
ahead, help yourself." She watched him fill the cup, set the pot
back at the edge of the embers, add sugar, stir, sip, then breath
deeply.

"Are you an Indian?" she asked, chewing
slowly.

"No. I am of the people, Navajo. Only
gringos and Mexicans call us Indians."

"I didn't mean anything derogatory," the
woman said, smiling apologetically. "I thought this was Apache
territory. I’m not.”

"Where are you from?"

"Grulee. Where are you from?"

"Kentucky. I'm here with my husband. My name
is Allene."

"I'm Charlie," he said, holding out his
hand. For the first time he looked directly into her eyes — large
eyes, steel gray, piercing as though reading something under the
surface. A small straight nose, cheekbones that delineated her
face. A wide mouth that turned up at the corners when she smiled
and a rounded chin. There was a trace of sadness in her expression
even when she smiled. Gringo girls were prettier as a rule, Charlie
had observed, but this one was exceptional. About twenty-five, he
thought, and in spite of the baggy jeans and loose-fitting sweater,
he could see that she was well put together. And she moved like an
athlete, graceful, without a trace of awkwardness in spite of the
uneven ground.

She took his outstretched hand. "Nice to
meet you, Charlie."

"Do you come up here much?" he asked.

"This is the third Sunday that I've eaten my
breakfast here. We haven't been in town long. Do you sleep there
often?" she asked, motioning toward the shed.

"I have a kitchenette at a motel in town,"
he replied, defensively. "I'm a carpenter."

Allene nodded. "I imagine things are
busy."

"Sure are. Lot's of new construction … where
do you live?"

"In that two-story frame house behind the
bar with the peace sign. At the bottom of the hill," she added,
seeing the perplexed expression on Charlie's face. "Across the
street from the Silver Saddle Bar."

"You live in the house behind the Peace
Bar?" His voice registered surprise. "What happened to the old lady
that lived there? The one they call Ms. Molly?"

"She still lives there. We rent from her. We
have the whole second floor and we share the kitchen. We don't live
in the bar," she added, her embarrassment showing.

"How did you wind up there?"

"We saw the for rent sign when we arrived.
It's cheaper than the other places we checked out. Why? Anything
wrong? We don't have a lot of money." Without waiting for an answer
Allene rose, poured what was left of the water and coffee on the
fire, and prepared to leave. "This little clearing on the mountain
is enchanted," she said, as she packed the utensils into her
rucksack. "I'm leaving but you stay. See if you can find what I
found."

Charlie wanted to continue the conversation,
but she was on her way. He caught glimpses of her through the trees
as she made her way to the trail. Where the trail curved away he
lost sight of her. Where the trail curved back and straightened, he
saw her again, her image growing smaller and fainter. He detected a
haze of some sort around her, impeding his vision, before he lost
sight of her entirely.

* * * * *

On a section of stone wall, perhaps eight yards long
and old — ancient really, judging from the bits and pieces of
mortar on the ground and the weather-beaten appearance of the
stones — danced particles of light, like tiny sparkling droplets.
Sometimes the particles joined to form what looked like a female
figure, usually sitting. At times, the figure remained clear, other
times it became indistinct, a blur. Sometimes the droplets turned a
vague blue.

The stones varied in size, but most measured about
twelve inches across, some round, some square, joined together by
slabs of mortar. The wall stood four feet high and two stones
across. To each side there remained the rubble of smaller sections
of stonewalls. In front, a hilly green meadow dotted by distant
trees stretched to the horizon. Sometimes the light moved out into
the meadow to a spot where it disappeared.

 



CHAPTER 2

​ Allene

Allene picked her
way down the long hill, turning occasionally to see if Charlie was
coming. He wasn’t and she wondered if he had gone back to his shed
— unhappy boy, in spite of his agreeable manner. She perceived a
deep hurt buried inside his chest and it saddened her. She
quickened her pace and turned her attention to the ponderosa pine
and the forest that lined both sides of the trail. How different
this mountainous terrain was from the rolling hills and farms of
north central Kentucky and from the town in which she had
grown.

Allene’s father, John Kane, was a mechanic
employed by the local Ford dealer, a steady job and one of the
better ones by the standards of this town of fifteen thousand
people, the county seat. Her mother was an angry sort, although it
was often difficult to tell just what she was angry about. Highly
territorial by nature, she regarded visitors as intruders and
unexpected doorbell ringers as minor threats. For the most part,
Allene found it expedient to stay out of her way.

She had two brothers, one seven years older
than herself and one five years older. John Jr., called JJ, had
wrestled varsity, 175 lb. division, while at Highwood Central High
School. Richard played wide receiver on the football team. The
family owned a doublewide, with payments of course, situated on two
acres located ten miles out of town. The area was dotted with small
farms and everyone grew something or raised animals besides working
at a job in town. The garden her mother, Alma, planted behind the
mobile home, about half an acre, produced so many vegetables —
sweet corn, peas, okra, cabbage and carrots — that they even had
some to sell to neighbors.

Family discussions revolved around household
finances, church, John’s job or school. As the youngest member of
the family, Allene found it best to listen quietly. She remembered
well the time her grandfather talked about losing his farm during
the depression and how poor he had been. The wetness in her
grandfather’s eyes, the rattle in his throat, and the barely
perceptible trembling of his hands as he spoke, created a permanent
image on the screen of her memory. Then the war created lots of
jobs and people could farm again, raise chickens and pigs, and work
in the furniture factory. Eight years old at the time, she wondered
why people couldn’t do that until the war. Grandpa Frank never did
get his farm back and died when Allene was nine. She hoped Grandpa
would get his farm back in heaven.

Her father had served in the army, as did
Uncle Bill Kane, and she listened to them reminisce about their
experiences. Uncle Bill had difficulty holding a job and Mom
complained about the many times that they had to help him with his
payments. And Uncle Bill’s children, her cousins, were always
getting into trouble, a source of embarrassment to Alma. Two years
later, Allene would listen through the thin walls of their home as
her parents argued about her.

“Why doesn’t she talk?” was the way Alma
usually opened the conversation.

“She gets excellent marks in school,” her
father would reply. “A lot better than her brothers.”

“Why doesn’t she make friends? She just
stays in her room and reads.”

“She reads two years ahead of her age.
What’s wrong with that?” her father countered.

“She’s withdrawn.”

“Allene’s just shy.”

“Something’s wrong,” Alma insisted.

At other times it might be, “Why is she so
thin?” or, “Why is her hair so white? We have blondes in the
family, but not like that.”

“So, she doesn’t have a good appetite. What
does her hair have to do with anything?”

Sometimes Alma took her complaints directly
to Allene. “Two friends came to play with you. They stayed twenty
minutes and left. Why?” Alma asked, standing in Allene’s room.

Allene turned her head away. “I don’t
know.”

“What will their parents think? Carla’s
mother is a friend of mine. Stand up when I’m talking to you.”

“I couldn’t play with them,” Allene said,
rising from her chair.

“Why?”

“Carla frightens me,” Allene replied, her
voice cracking.

Given to delivering weak, spread-finger
slaps to the head with both hands when she felt had heard something
silly, a behavioral trait handed down from her mother, Alma
administered two quick slaps and left the room.

Sometimes, after a scolding, Allene found
solace playing with her cat, Ralph. Sometimes she walked over to
Mr. Russell’s place and played with the dogs in his yard — a big
brown chow that growled when she entered the yard, for which she
would scold him and he would stop, and two black Labradors that
circled her as she petted them. But animal friends could well
disappoint too.

A bite of the apple came just a few days
after Allene’s eleventh birthday. Upon arriving home from school
one sunny, warm, April afternoon, she found that her cat had
cornered a small rabbit. Trapped against the cement flower planter
a few feet from the door, the rabbit stood motionless. Its eyes
were as large as dimes and its sides puffed in and out as it drew
air, readying itself for an attempt to escape. One hand on the
doorknob, schoolbooks in the other, Allene stood, puzzled, unsure
of what was to come next. The cat crouched, eyes glued on the
rabbit, waiting for it to make its move. The rabbit darted to the
side, making its dash for freedom. Futility! The cat pounced, and
in a movement so quick it could be lost between blinks, had the
rabbit in its mouth. Allene let go of the doorknob and, hand to
mouth, watched the cat, her cat, pin the rabbit down with one paw
and bite through its throat.

Turning, the cat noticed the girl and the
two stared at each other. Then, rabbit in its mouth, the cat dashed
under the trailer. Allene put her books down and, on all fours,
peered into the dark crawl space. “Ralph,” she called several times
and stretched out flat on the ground, determined to find her cat —
no movement, no sound. Giving up, she rose, brushed herself off,
picked up her books, and entered the house.

The experience unnerved her and she went
directly to her room. Ralph returned two hours later, all traces of
the scene licked clean. Finding his customary spot, the cat
stretched out as though nothing had happened. Allene stared at him
as if expecting an act of contrition. Ralph was four years old,
fully-grown and large, orange with white splotches and white paws.
He paid Allene no attention and licked one white paw. “Why?” Allene
scolded. “You have plenty of food and a soft mat.” She wanted Ralph
to know that she disapproved. Then came a realization that erased a
number of picture book impressions — the cat didn’t care.

Three weeks later — another bite of the same
apple. A commotion in front of Mr. Fremont’s small farm attracted
the children as they stepped off the school bus and they joined the
dozen adults milling about. Mr. Russell, who lived about a mile
farther down the road, was talking to two policemen. Mr. Fremont
kept pointing to his barn and shouting at Mr. Russell and at the
policemen. Mr. Russell’s dogs, all three of them, were locked in
his station wagon that was parked in the gravel driveway in front
of the white, two-story frame house. Allene could hear them whining
through the partly open windows.

It turned out that two stray dogs had come
by and Mr. Russell’s dogs leaped the fence and teamed up with them.
They ran down the road and jumped Mr. Fremont’s fence. After
killing twenty-eight of Mr. Fremont’s chickens, they jumped the
fence to the corral alongside the barn and killed the sheep, all
seven of them. They even killed Mrs. Fremont’s poodle when it came
out to investigate the commotion. Scared half to death, Mrs.
Fremont called the police. The police arrived, as did Mr. Fremont
who rushed home from work. The strays had already run off and when
Mr. Russell arrived, he put his dogs in his wagon. Mr. Russell said
that he would pay for everything if he could keep his dogs, but the
police said it would be up to Mr. Fremont.

To the adults, friends of one or the other
of the parties involved, it was a matter of curiosity. But for
Allene, the matter carried a deeper meaning and required
investigation. She walked, purposefully, over to the station wagon
and stared at the dogs, so quiet now. One of the Labradors pushed
its nose through the partly open window seeking reassurance.
Allene, in turn, sought an explanation. “Did you do what they said
you did?”

“Dogs are like people,” her father explained
later. “Put four or five of them together and they do things they
would never do alone.”

Her father’s explanation only served to make
things worse. If dogs were like people, and these dogs were her
friends … did that make her partially responsible? They had always
been so easy to play with. How could they let her down like that?
Perhaps it was best to keep to oneself and not have to feel at
fault. She couldn’t sleep that night for thinking about the
chickens, the sheep and the silly poodle, always looking so
ridiculous with its pom-pom haircut. Were they afraid when the dogs
came? If she approached the chickens they ran away, fluttering and
squawking. The sheep ran away too, although she meant them no harm.
But they couldn’t run away from the dogs. Her mind pictured the
fluttering noisy hens, the bleating sheep, and the dogs, biting and
tearing.

At age twelve Allene discovered, or perhaps
developed, a faculty that thoroughly annoyed her mother, confused
her father and amused her brothers. When the family was seated in
the kitchen eating, Allene would announce that the phone was about
to ring. Within fifteen or twenty seconds, it rang. If the caller
was well known to the family, she was often able to provide the
caller’s name while the phone was still ringing, disconcerting all
of them. Whatever antenna Allene possessed that enabled her to do
this “trick,” as Alma called it, she could manage it with equal
frequency from anywhere in the house. Once, Alma accused her of
arranging the “trick” after Allene had called out that the phone
was about to ring and she would answer it because “it’s my friend.”
Stung by the accusation, Allene retreated to her room in silence.
The next day, when everyone was seated at the dinner table, Allene
pointed to the phone — mounted on the wall to the side of the
Formica kitchen table — and said, “Now!” The word was hardly out of
her mouth when the phone rang. This brought guffaws from her
brothers and a stronger than usual slap from her mother. The slap
stung but the laughter was encouraging. The net result was a smile
which Allene tried hard to stifle but which forced its way out.
There was something “not Christian” about it, according to Alma,
and she ordered Allene not to do it anymore.

Allene’s preternatural capability did not
end at the telephone. A truly extraordinary event occurred a few
months before she entered high school. On returning from an
afternoon at the library, her arms filled with books, Allene
announced, “Aunt Zoe’s coming.”

“What?” her mother asked, wondering if she
had heard correctly.

“Aunt Zoe’s coming,” Allene repeated,
closing the door behind her and entering the kitchen.

Alma slapped her. “Aunt Zoe never leaves her
mountain! We haven’t seen her or Virgil in ten years.”

Allene moved out of range. “She’s coming,
but not Uncle Virgil.”

“How would you know?” Alma barked. “You were
a toddler last time they came through here. They only stayed for
two or three hours.”

Surprised at the intensity of her mother’s
reaction, Allene retreated to the doorway of her room. “She’s
coming, I know.”

“When? When is she coming?” Alma challenged.
“It’s two days drive from up there in the mountains.”

“Now. She’s coming now,” Allene called out
from the comparative safety of her room. “In a few minutes.”

Exasperated, Alma turned back to her kitchen
work. “Nonsense.”

A few minutes later, John, grimy from
working under his car, his face flushed with excitement, opened the
door. “Do you see who pulled up in our driveway? You won’t believe
this.”

Alma turned away from the stove, set her
legs firmly and stared at her husband. She was a solidly built
woman, 5'5” tall, with square shoulders. Her tummy pressed its
round shape into the tan dress she wore. “Who?”

“Zoe and two men. I don’t recognize the
men.”

Alma’s jaw dropped. “Here, they’re here?”
she stammered. “What do you mean, they’re here? Why?”

“I don’t know why. I’m going to wash up
outside.”

Two minutes later, Zoe and her companions —
one a small, frail, elderly man wearing a dark gray polyester suit,
white shirt and tie, the other a boy in his late teens, 5’10” tall,
built like a pack mule and wearing blue jeans and a red and white
checkered shirt with short sleeves — came through the door without
knocking. They marched to the center of the kitchen and faced
Alma.

“Where is the girl?” Zoe demanded, without
bothering to exchange a greeting.

“What girl?” Alma asked, struggling to
maintain her composure.

“You only have one girl, Allene! Where is
she?” Aunt Zoe stood 6’0” tall. Strong, bony, she had large feet,
big hands and fingers that appeared capable of palming a
basketball. Her black cotton dress, trimmed with an inch of white
lace above the collarbone, added to her imposing appearance.

“Now see here,” Alma began, but at that
moment John came through the door.

“I was washing up, been working on my car,”
he said, as though feeling a need to explain something. “So nice to
see you. What brings you to these parts?”

Zoe faced him. “This is Elmer,” she said,
pointing to the elderly man. “He is a senior deacon of our church.
The boy’s name is James. James is a member of our church and he
drove our camper.”

“It’s a nice camper,” John offered. “I
worked on one like it a few weeks ago.”

“It’s an old school bus, converted as best
as we could manage,” Zoe corrected. “Belongs to our church.”

“Well, it’s nice just the same,” said John …
annoyed that Zoe would not accept a compliment offered as a
courtesy. She was his aunt, and now that he thought about it, she
had always been like that. “Why don’t you and your friends sit
down,” he invited, gesturing toward the family room. Turning to
Alma he said, “Perhaps Aunt Zoe and her friends would like some
coffee.” Alma didn’t budge as he ushered the visitors out of the
kitchen and motioned them into the beige plastic trailer chairs.
His aunt he positioned in the soft green armchair, the only piece
of furniture in the room not originally supplied with the
doublewide.

“I would like some tea,” Zoe announced in
reply to John’s suggestion. “Elmer will have tea also, and pop for
the boy, thank you.”

Alma, her teeth clenched, moved about the
kitchen. After a few minutes, she set a tray on the glass-topped
coffee table and seated herself next to her husband. “You can help
yourselves, I’m sure.” Not one to welcome surprises, especially
visitors arriving so soon before dinner and, peeved over Zoe’s
autocratic attitude, Alma felt a need to strike back. “Where is
Virgil?” she asked, pointedly. “I don’t see your husband. Doesn’t
he choose to travel with you?”

The teenager, James, poured a cup of tea,
added sugar and a few drops of milk, and handed it to Zoe, who
remained seated in the armchair. “Dead,” Zoe said, after a delay of
a few seconds. “Died five days ago.”

Alma, her expression softening, was about to
offer her condolences, but Zoe kept talking.

“Your daughter came to me the night before
he died and told me it was going to happen,” Zoe said, sipping her
tea.

Alma stared at this strange woman in the
long black dress, buttoned tightly at the neck, so unsuitable for a
warm May afternoon, and decided that Zoe — her husband’s aunt, not
hers — required no solace. Bad enough the way she had barged in,
and now this nonsense. “Oh, back to that mountain foolishness. What
happened to Virgil? Bit by a snake?”

“Virgil did not touch the snakes,” Zoe
replied brusquely. Elmer followed the Lord’s instruction and took
the serpent in his hands many times. But now his hands ache from
the arthritis and his eyesight fails him, yet he serves the Lord.
Don’t you Elmer?” Elmer wiped his brow with a handkerchief and
nodded without replying. In spite of the heat and inadequate
air-conditioning, he did not remove his suit coat. “And you, Alma,
should not persist in denigrating that which you do not
understand.”

“You never did have anything real to worry
about,” Alma snapped.

“I sure am sorry to hear about Uncle
Virgil,” John said, wanting to avoid an argument. Though less than
enamored with Zoe’s odd mannerisms, and aware of the esoteric
nature of her church — another source of irritation to Alma — he
felt no need to antagonize her. She was a high priestess among her
mountain folk, and who knows, just who knows? Every church has its
secrets, he thought. John, ever uncomfortable with religious
conversation, felt belief in God was enough. “What happened?”

“Just upped and died. He installed
telephones for the phone company, you know.”

Zoe’s voice softened as she talked about her
husband. “Sitting in the truck with his helper, having lunch and …
just upped and died.”

“How old was he?” John asked.

“Sixty-four. Heart attack. He would have
retired next year with a company pension. Our church certainly
could have used the money.”

With a grunt of sorts, Alma rose from her
chair. “I am sorry about Virgil but I have dinner to fix. You go
right on, don’t mind me.”

“Maybe Aunt Zoe and her friends would like
to join us,” John said, looking first at Alma then at Zoe. “We can
send out for something if there isn’t enough,” he added,
anticipating a protest.

“No need,” Zoe said. “We shall prepare our
own food, in our own way, as we always do. Our camper has a
kitchen.” After an uncomfortable silence, Zoe pursued the matter on
which she had come. “Please call Allene. I wish to speak to
her.”

“Suppose I said she was away with friends,”
John said, smiling.

Zoe pointed a long bony finger at him. “Do
not trifle with me, nephew. I am sister to your late father and I
am not at all amused.”

The paper-thin walls of the doublewide kept
little of the conversation confidential. Allene emerged without
having to be called. She edged into the room, apprehensive over
what her mother’s reaction would be. She found her mother sitting
on the kitchen side of the counter separating the kitchen from the
family room. Alma made no move, nor did she appear threatening.

“Come in child,” Zoe beckoned. “John, fetch
another chair,” she ordered, “and set it here beside me.” John
complied, bringing a chair from the kitchen. Allene glanced about
the room and seated herself as Zoe directed.

“ Do you know that you came to me?” Zoe
asked, the tone of her voice much softened.

“Yes.”

“Do you remember when?”

Allene nodded. “Yes.”

Zoe fell silent. She had anticipated the
answers to these questions. Now she came to the question that she
had traveled two days to ask, but which seemed mired in doubt.
Pulling herself together she asked softly, “How were you able to
come to me?”

“I was in my room and I felt something
tugging at me.”

“Were you able to see what it was?”

“I had a vision of tiny lights, bunched up.
It looked like me.”

“Were you asleep?” Zoe asked, watching the
girl intently.

“I was sitting in my chair, not asleep but
drowsy. It was near bedtime. I felt like something in me got up and
went through a door to meet what was tugging at me. Then I saw you
and I knew who you were.”

“You see,” Zoe said, turning to Elmer. “We
know others who have experienced the sight, but this is different.
The sight comes at once, provides an illumination and vanishes just
as suddenly. It comes not from within us, but from elsewhere by way
of a mysterious connection.

“My husband died the following day,” Zoe
said, turning back to Allene. “We held a wake and buried him in our
churchyard. We do not embalm in our faith, as there is no need to
preserve a body from which the soul has departed. We leave such
doings to those who worship the flesh and fear its death. We
mourned and prayed for one more day before undertaking this trip.”
Zoe paused and grinned. “Unfortunately,” she said, patting Allene’s
knee, “there exists no such door for me, and it is an arduous trip
for someone my age. Virgil was sixty-four, I am sixty-nine. Not for
nothing this gray head. Our camper is not air-conditioned and Elmer
felt poorly for a time. Didn’t you, Elmer?” Elmer nodded. “Elmer is
seventy-one,” Zoe confided, “ and a bit hard of hearing.

“First, I perceived you as a wispy
projection by the window. I thought it might be moonlight on my
white curtains, but in seconds you became a clear presence and came
closer. I thought I might be dreaming, but I had gotten into bed
only moments before and hardly had time to adjust the covers. You
stood not ten feet away and though I had not laid eyes on you since
you were two or three years old, I knew whom you were. You told me
about Virgil and then you were gone.”

“You make your own liquor up there on the
mountain, don’t you?” Alma called out from her perch in the
kitchen. “Powerful stuff I hear.”

John laughed openly and the teenager wheezed
through clenched lips in an attempt to stifle his laugh. “I’m
sorry,” John said, covering his mouth with one hand, “but Alma can
be funny sometimes.”

“She disturbs me not,” Zoe replied. “Yes, we
make our own liquor. We provide all of our own needs, our
congregation, except for gasoline and propane and we use precious
little of those. We cut and burn dry wood of which there is an
ample supply on the mountain. The lightning fells many trees for
us. Some use electricity, others do not, as they choose. Few have
telephones. We had one because Virgil’s work required it. I chose
never to heed that loud, incessant summons. It is a distraction
given to much waste of time. I maintain a regular schedule. Those
who have need of me can find me,” Zoe concluded.

“And now, child, I must ask one more
question. The last one, I promise.” Zoe took a deep breath and
continued. “Did you see me in my room or were you merely an image
and a voice?”

“You were in bed. It’s an old wooden bed,
dark brown. There’s a post, like a spindle, in each corner with a
wood ball on top. I saw a small table, lighter color wood, by the
side of the bed. It had a lamp on it that looks like a green leaf
with a stem coming out of it, holding up a round white shade.
There’s a rocking chair in a corner but I couldn’t see it very
well.”

Zoe gasped and clutched one hand to her
chest. “When I undertook this trip I hoped to learn, but
anticipated disappointment. Perhaps another sibylline dream, or the
sight … I have endured those before,” Zoe said. “But you did come
to me, and you did speak to my ears. These old eyes have seen many
wondrous things, but always accomplished through the exertions of a
number gathered to form a common consciousness, such as séances and
experiments in parapsychology, never by one alone. But those who
practice such doings comprehend not that which lies beyond the
curtain, and with which they commune at their own peril.”

Zoe leaned forward and kissed Allene on the
forehead. “Precious child. I am old, you are young, but we are
kindred spirits else this could not have happened. I expect we
shall commune again. And now we must leave.” She beckoned to her
companions and they rose from their chairs.

“Are you sure you won’t have dinner with
us?” John invited, rising to escort them to the door.

“No,” Zoe replied. “We shall remain in your
driveway for an hour or two in order to rest and refresh ourselves,
then capture what remains of the daylight.” Almost to the door, Zoe
turned, intending to apologize for the inconvenience, but Alma
spoke first.

“Now don’t change your mind,” Alma said,
airily. “I know you don’t fancy our plain cooking.”

“I dispute not your cooking, Alma, and I
shall not dwell upon the wretched manner in which you received us.
More, I thank you and John for permitting us to accomplish that
which we came to do.” With that, they were out the door.

Alma watched the door close behind them,
teeth clenched, hands on her hips. Moments later, JJ and Richard
entered. “Is that Aunt Zoe we saw in that camper?” JJ asked.
“What’s she doing here?”

Alma waved a meat fork over her head. “Zoe
and Allene flitted through the air and then Zoe danced on the
ceiling.”

The brothers stared at each other.
“Whaaat?”

In a busy household, matters extraneous to
the exigencies of the daily struggle are put out of mind. There are
regulations to be observed, precepts to provide guidance, and
practical matters to attend to. Thought processes have a way of
erasing concepts, even experience, if either is not in harmony with
one’s pre-conditioning. The Zoe episode was not merely ignored … it
was erased.

* * * * *

Both of her brothers were out of high school
before Allene entered her freshman year. JJ went on to complete a
diesel mechanic course in Cincinnati and held a job with a truck
and tractor dealer in a larger town some twenty miles from home.
Richard joined the marines and was stationed in California.
Attending Highwood High School, and being caught up in the
unavoidable press of students and teachers, forced Allene into a
de-facto truce. Judicious acceptance of the world at large became
preferable to the self-imposed isolation of childhood. And those
peculiar capabilities, “tricks,” that so irritated Alma and
confused the rest of the family had, for the most part, dissolved
in the sounds and static of school activities. Her scholarship was
high.

Basketball and track replaced the library
after class. The spindly child with the large gray eyes, piercing
stare, and pointy nose, had morphed into a lithe, athletic
teenager. In truth, when she went to play basketball as a freshman,
it was only at the behest of a friend who didn’t want to go alone.
In her senior year, she played forward on the girls’ varsity.
Shooting baskets from twenty feet out became her specialty. The
keyhole and boards were something else. Bulling through in a run-up
was not her style, but if she had to she did, speed compensating
for her height — a few inches shorter than the six-footers on the
team, and lighter. But she needed no prodding to become involved in
track. First string from her junior year, she represented the team
in the quarter-mile and placed second in her senior year statewide
runoffs, losing to a Black girl five inches taller than
herself.

She didn’t have to be coaxed into distance
running either, three miles or more. She practiced on the outdoor
track at school, but more often ran cross-country. She ran down the
unpaved road behind the mobile homes in her neighborhood, across
the open fields, into the woods and along the river bank, jumping
over brush and fallen branches, enjoying the rush gained from the
rhythm of heart, lungs and legs. Sometimes, toward the end of a
five-mile trot, the pain faded and, as though emulating the
Biblical Elijah, she would run flat out.

Six weeks before graduation, after a
basketball game ending in a three-point victory over a favored
visiting team, the home team exulted. The coach, Bertha Mack, 6’1”,
210 lbs., a former center on the University of Kentucky women’s
basketball team, now a phys-ed teacher at Highwood High,
congratulated the team. “They said we couldn’t do it,” she repeated
several times, “ but we did. We can beat any team in the league if
we set our minds to it.” Big Bertha (as she was called by the
students) and The Mack (as she was referred to by the male phys-ed
teachers) waved her arms excitedly. They were gathered in the open
area fronting the rows of uniformly green lockers. Twenty-five,
varsity, stringers, hopefuls and helpers, their faces reflecting
the joy of hard won success, cheered, jumped, clapped and patted
each other before heading for the showers.

Narrow, flat, backless benches ran the
length of the aisles between the lockers, twelve feet of bench, a
four-foot break, and another bench. Every open locker sported a
mirror on the inside of the door. Some teammates, already out of
the shower and dressed, pressed their faces to their mirrors as
they applied eye shadow and lipstick, and made faces at their
reflections. Steam drifted out of the shower room, coating the
nearest row of lockers with condensation. A healthy odor of sweat,
soap, water vapor and body lotion pervaded the area as small knots
of players, in every state of undress, continued to relive the
game.

Jan Whipple, first-string guard, proudly
displayed the raw scrape on her elbow. The opposing center,
charging down the court, had sent her sprawling. Feeling an urge to
say something supportive of her friend, Allene offered, “But you
sure broke up that play. They would have scored. When I fell,
trying to take the rebound away from that big number four, my buns
hit the floor so hard I thought I lost my virginity … and I didn’t
even touch the ball,” she added, laughing.

Amid the laughter, a voice coming from a few
feet behind her, a voice Allene recognized as that of Carla Maclean
said, “But you are joking, aren’t you? I mean … you aren’t really a
virgin … are you?” Carla hadn’t performed well enough to make the
varsity but did sometimes fill in for injured players. Allene
turned toward the voice. Years ago, whenever Mrs. Maclean brought
Carla and her younger sister, Eula, to visit and play, Carla’s
presence had made Allene uncomfortable. And now again, Allene felt
that same disquiet. Her surprise, coupled with an embarrassed delay
in answering, elicited snickers and gave Carla her answer. These
were the varsity elite, letter persons with, as some saw it, an
obligation if not an imperative, to set an appropriately modern
example. Surrounded by giggling teammates, Allene searched for a
response.

“Did you flunk sex-ed, or what?” Carla
pressed, an edge to her voice.

“No, I’m taking it now.” More laughter, but
Allene was glad that she had offered a reply. “Don’t worry, I’ve
never flunked a course,” she said, forcing a laugh and hoping that
would suffice to bring the subject back to basketball.

Most returned to dressing and applying
makeup but several, encouraged by Carla, persisted. “She’s saving
it for a teacher, to get an A,” called a voice from farther down
the aisle.

“What if the teacher is Lemke?” The
reference to a gay on the faculty elicited more laughter.

The matter should have ended in the locker
room, but it didn’t. It wasn’t difficult for several of the girls,
out of varying motives, to turn the matter into hallway talk. An
innocuous comment had turned Allene into “the only girl who ever
flunked sex-ed.” Ever eager for amusement, a few classmates
provided the impetus to turn this falsity into a game. Just what
egregious wrong had she committed? Allene wondered, to warrant
being made the butt of so much ill humor. Was being a virgin at age
seventeen seditious behavior? For several days she took the jibes
in good humor, even when a teammate wanted to know if the problem
was a matter of “being afraid.”

The situation reminded her of the time she
went with her father to buy chickens from a friend who owned a
chicken farm. A hen had hurt itself and flapped about in the dust
in front of one of the hen houses. Fifteen or twenty hens took
turns pecking at the wounded one. When the helpless hen could no
longer even flap its wings in defense, the others attacked
en-masse, killing it. Once the wounded hen was dead the rest
drifted away, foraging for food on the ground, except for two or
three that stayed to peck at the coagulated blood in the open
wound. Her father and his friend paid scant attention, busy at one
of the other hen houses selecting a few for the freezer. Perhaps,
she thought, students are like chickens and enjoy pecking.

Unfortunately, her problem was more
immediate than a philosophical conjecture. To seek help from her
parents would, she felt, be too embarrassing. Should she strike
back — how? Carla and several others, willing or pressured into
going along, seemed so in control. Ignoring them might have been
best, but that proved impossible after Dr. Steven Blatnik, teacher
of the sex-ed class, began calling on her first every day.

“Don’t worry, Allene,” he said, on one
occasion. “There’s no reason for you to fail this course no matter
what your fellow students say. I’m counting on you to study hard,
shall we say.” Some students snickered. Others were uncomfortable
with the teacher’s antics, but they kept their opinions and their
condition to themselves. For Allene, confusion had been added to
annoyance. Teachers, she had been taught to believe, were mature
adults, educated persons to be respected. Now she was confronted
with a serious contradiction. There were exceptions to everything,
she concluded, as she waited for them to tire of the sport. Indeed,
most of her tormentors had lost interest. Only the hard core and
the sex-ed teacher remained.

Dr. Blatnik was something of an anomaly.
With a Ph.D. in psychology from

Columbia University, one would have expected
him to secure a position more prestigious than teaching at a high
school in Kentucky. But, as he explained to more successful friends
in a face-saving gesture, “What is important to me is that I go
somewhere and do something that will make a difference.” To massage
his damaged ego, and compensate for feelings of insecurity
generated as a result of living among people for whom he felt no
empathy whatsoever, he took pains to stand apart. Whereas the other
teachers dressed in a laid-back fashion, he dressed exceedingly
well. The coaches and phys-ed teachers wore jeans, polo shirts and
team jackets. The other faculty wore slacks, open collar shirts and
sport coats. Only the school principal was regularly seen in suit
and tie. Dr. Blatnik tended toward dark blazers and gray or tan
worsted trousers. His shirts varied — light blue, pink, striped
sometimes, but always with French cuffs to display gold cuff links,
and silk ties in floral patterns. Sometimes he wore three-piece
suits, with a pocket watch, chain and fob. And always-expensive
wing tips, polished brightly. In one of the few areas of the
country where everyone still drove American cars, he drove a German
sports car and if someone looked at him askance, all the
better.

At staff meetings he was forever lecturing,
clarifying something someone else had said, explaining a matter
extraneous to the subject at hand, and always in a condescending
manner. Short in stature and paunchy in body and face, he looked
older than his thirty-two years. His mannerisms and his attempts to
control the meetings were resented by some of the other teachers,
although most didn’t care. All had a job to do and this
overdressed, pompous outsider, hired on the recommendation of a
state board to teach a course they didn’t have before and weren’t
sure they needed — but which, fortunately for their tight budget,
was funded by a grant — was no more than a minor irritation, albeit
a persistent one.

To Steven Blatnik, Ph.D., it wasn’t a matter
of singling out Allene. It was simply that circumstances had made
her available. “For the good of the many,” Allene had become a
laboratory specimen and, hopefully, material for a paper to be
submitted to an appropriate journal. Those detractors who scoffed
at his acceptance of what they considered “just a job,” would come
to realize that important work could be accomplished outside of the
university or the political structure. He visualized enhanced
stature and an end to his frustration.

Coaches are, as a rule, paranoid over
anything that might adversely affect the team, and highly
protective of their athletes. Allene’s coaches were no different.
The male coach of her track team threatened to suspend a member of
the team who was overheard making an insulting remark. Big Bertha,
in what was perhaps a redirected aggression, considering that the
problem originated with her own team, castigated two members of the
boys basketball team who had come to watch a practice session, when
she observed one of them pointing at Allene. At least her workouts
were to be free of insults, progressively becoming more
gutter-like.

She’d been seeing a boy, George Anderson, on
and off for about six months. George was tall, with curly, light
brown hair cut short. He drove his own car to school, a late model
coupe, and dressed in accordance with the latest fashion among the
students — army jackets and jeans with slits cut at the knees.
George was on the track squad but hadn’t earned a letter because he
had missed enough workouts to make the coach unhappy. Tennis was
his favorite game and he was good for his age and experience.
Allene had gone along to see him compete at his parents’ country
club and at a statewide amateur competition. To Allene, the club
was a place out there somewhere, not one whose facilities she ever
expected to use. But now, George was teaching her to play tennis
and they swam in the cloverleaf pool.

From their first date — George was all
hands. At times he seemed oblivious to the presence of others,
something that Allene found embarrassing. Once, at a drive-in
movie, his persistent groping and probing caused her so much
discomfort that she opened the door and started to step out. He
pulled her back by grabbing her arm. “Where the hell do you think
you’re going?”

“You were hurting me.”

“Shut the damn door, people are
looking.”

“All right, but stop pulling at my clothes.
I’m not taking my clothes off in a car.”

George put both hands on the wheel,
breathing hard. “OK, OK, take it easy. What’s the matter with
you?”

She found his closeness and the touch of his
hands enjoyable, but anything further seemed an enormous violation
of her cherished privacy, defensive privacy to ward off
disappointment. She avoided him after that, refusing dates and
cutting short phone conversations. Other than a glimpse on the
track and a nod in the hallway, she hadn’t seen him in almost a
month. But after what George felt was a reasonable cooling off
period, he called again. His timing was perfect. Dispirited by the
hazing and disheartened over the fact that her friends had not come
to her aid, his call came as a relief.

“Yes,” she would meet him Friday, after
school; go for something to eat and maybe to his parents’ club. For
two days she looked forward to Friday.

Wearing her new white jeans and a flowered
green and white blouse, Allene waited in the wide grassy area that
fronted the three-story, brick school. Roughly one thousand
students poured through the front and side doors, and congregated
on the lawn and walkways before boarding the buses.

Finding Allene in the crowd, George gave her
a hug that she returned enthusiastically, glad to be seen by those
around her. She carried the natural smell of a freshly showered
athlete, mixed with the lemon-orange fragrance of her shampoo. They
strode, arm in arm, past clusters of students to the parking lot.
The ridicule Allene had endured that week seemed to fade in
importance as she glanced about. George was, after all, a desirable
date, admired for his looks, dress, car and money — and some of
them must be looking.

Once in the car, George embraced her and
pressed her breasts. Students passing by could see them through the
expanse of windshield, but this time she didn’t pull away. “It’s
been awhile,” George said. “Did you miss me?”

“Sometimes.”

He backed out of his parking spot and drove
slowly through the lot, displaying his feathers and his prize,
before pulling out onto the street. It occurred to him that she
hadn’t struggled when he fondled her. Ordinarily, he had to hold
her in position. He was only in one of her classes, American
history, and while somewhat aware of the vicious teasing she had
suffered from some of her classmates, he was unaware of Dr.
Blatnik’s role. Nor did he realize how seriously it had been
affecting her. His left hand on the wheel, he put his right arm
around Allene and pulled her to him. She slid across the bench seat
and rested her head on his shoulder.

They arrived at their destination, a burger,
ice cream and coffee shop located in a strip shopping center at the
outskirts of town, a ten-minute drive from the school. The center
was anchored by a food store on one end and a pizza parlor on the
other. A bike shop, hair salon, dry cleaner and photography store,
as well as the burger restaurant, stretched between them. The ample
number of clean white booths and tables, an expanse of windows with
red and white striped half-curtains and, most of all, a friendly
proprietor willing to allow teenagers to sit for hours, had turned
the shop into a meeting place.

Jocks, and the sporting of a team letter
particularly favored the restaurant or wearing of a muscle shirt
was an unspoken requirement for seating at the tables in the more
visible, center area. Some of the tables and booths were already
occupied and within a short time the Friday afternoon crowd would
fill the rest. Overhead, a row of ceiling fans with 4’ brass blades
turned slowly, augmenting the air-conditioning system. Allene and
George found seats among some members of the football team who had
pushed two tables together to accommodate their number. Minutes
later, two members of the wrestling team pulled chairs from an
adjoining table and pressed themselves into the already crowded
section.

One of the wrestlers pushed his chair in,
caddy-corner, alongside Allene. “Hi, Allene, do you like
wrestlers?”

“My brother was on the wrestling team when
he was in school.” She stared at his muscled arms, wiry build,
close cropped dark hair and chiseled facial features. His 160 lbs.
appeared to contain not an ounce of fat. “But I think I’d be afraid
of you.”

“I heard your brother was pretty good,” the
wrestler said. “What weight was he?”

“175 lbs. Yes, he was good.”

“She likes class athletes not slippery
wrestlers,” George chimed in, evoking some laughter from the
football players.

“Us slippery wrestlers can be fun,” the
wrestler persisted.

“I’ll think about it.”

Two waitresses, both in their early
thirties, one dark-haired, one with light brown hair, both showing
the effects of spending their days around an ample supply of
readily available food, moved between the booths and tables. The
proprietor, a balding, middle-aged man, wearing a white polo shirt
and a blue apron, stood behind the counter, serving those, mostly
adults, who sat on the red plastic stools. The jukebox blared and
students table-hopped, making it difficult for the waitresses to
keep track of them.

For an hour and a half the group ate,
flexed, and preened. A petite, very pretty blonde had left a booth
and pushed a chair in alongside one of the football players, a
beefy nose tackle. She seemed uninterested in anyone else at the
table. Allene made herself visible going to the jukebox, the
counter and the ladies room … waving to some and walking past
others as though she couldn’t see them. Feeling protected — there
would be no jibes cast while she sat with that group — she was glad
to be seen. Several conversations went on simultaneously.

“Listen, Allene,” George began, his voice
higher pitched than normal, “my parents are away for the weekend.
Why don’t we go to my house and maybe … you know?”

Allene hesitated. George had his arm around
the back of her chair and his mouth was close to her ear, but he
spoke clearly and she could see that the boy to his side had heard
and was paying attention. She was certain that the wrestler,
sitting so close to her, had also heard the question. “I thought
that we were going to go to your club,” she said, trying to sound
surprised, not nervous.

“We can go to the club anytime,” George
entreated. “I don’t always have the house like this. Call home and
tell your Mom that you’re staying over with a girlfriend.”

Allene wondered if a negative answer would
add to her problem. “I can’t,” she began.

George glanced at the wrestler and turned to
look at the boy behind him, before turning back to Allene. “Why
not?” he interrupted, wondering if her refusal would lessen his
standing with those around him. “You know what people are
saying.”

“I was going to say, I can’t stay over,” she
whispered. “I can go for a little while.”

George’s expression lost its tenseness. “Why
don’t we leave now?” he said. “You don’t want anything else to eat,
do you?”

George waved to friends as they walked
toward the door. Allene wondered if it was her imagination or did
the din die down a little as the others watched them leave? Once in
the car, George put his foot to the pedal and headed straight for
home.

Allene stared at the house, a two-story,
brick colonial with stone accents, as George pulled off the
winding, tree-lined road and into the curved driveway. A wide
expanse of green, professionally cared for lawn, framed the house,
and the concrete apron fronting the four-car garage was wide enough
to make a U-turn. “Beautiful house,” she said, looking across the
lawn and past the hedge separating the property from a similarly
expensive home. “It’s a pretty neighborhood.”

George nodded. “We like it. Especially my
father because it’s so close to the club.”

“What does he do?”

“He’s a lawyer. So is my mother, but they
don’t work for the same firm.”

They walked to the oak double doors, he
exuding a nervous nonchalance, she apprehensive but resigned to
enduring this rite of passage.

Once inside, George headed for the kitchen.
“How about a beer?” he offered, removing two bottles of German beer
from a refrigerator who’s side by side doors were huge. “This is
the best, imported.” He placed the beer and two glass mugs on a
polished chrome tray and led the way into the family room. “Sit
there,” he said, motioning to the cushioned beige sofa. He placed
the tray on the coffee table, lifted the bottles and attempted to
pour them both at once. Pouring too quickly, he created two foamy
heads that spilled over on the tray and table. “Aaaahh!” He set the
bottles down and went back to the kitchen for a towel.

Allene paid scant attention while he mopped
up. The massive stone fireplace opposite where they sat, the
decorative metal screen, brass andirons and flagstone apron that
flowed 15’ into the room, fascinated her. The two-story beamed
ceiling, thick carpeting, plush furniture; the house itself and the
grounds were so different from her family’s doublewide with the
vegetable garden, vinyl tile and plastic furniture. So this is how
George lives, she mused, small wonder he has such an attitude.
George rose and went back to the kitchen, taking the wet towel with
him. He returned a few minutes later.

“I thought I heard a voice,” Allene said.
“Were you on the phone?”

“No.” He seated himself on the sofa and
gulped his beer. Without waiting for Allene to finish, he
maneuvered her out of her seated position, making her stretch out
on the sofa.

Natural modesty caused her to hold the top
of her blouse as he unfastened the buttons and tugged at the neck.
Couldn’t he just do it without taking off all her clothes? She
wondered, as she released her grip on the blouse. The hooks on her
brassiere eluded George and after struggling for a few seconds, he
pushed the cups up. Squeezing, holding and making low gurgling
sounds, he stretched out on top of her. His mouth covered hers, but
it was not so much a kiss as a grip.

Realizing that he could go no further in
that position, he sat up and unfastened her belt. One foot on the
floor, one knee on the sofa, he tugged at her jeans. The jeans slid
easily over her hips then hung up on her shoes. He removed her
shoes, dropped her jeans to the floor and turned his attention to
her underpants. Her last gesture of resistance was a weak thumb and
forefinger grip on the waistband of her panties, a grip she
relinquished when he pulled her hand away. Excited, he started to
get on top of her before realizing that he was still fully dressed.
Backing off to a sitting position, he yanked off his shoes and
stood up to remove his jeans. He stepped out of them, dropped his
shorts, didn’t bother to remove his shirt, and placed himself
between her legs.

Locker room talk, as well as sex-ed class,
had led her to expect some slight pain and discomfort, but when he
pressed into her and she felt the skin being torn, she pushed
against his shoulders. He pressed forward again but she edged back
using her legs. The maneuver sufficed to bring him out of her, but
only for a moment. He pressed in again, guiding himself with one
hand, and reached behind her head with the other to encircle her
neck and shoulders. There was no possibility of moving away this
time and with a grunt from him, and a sharp cry of pain from her,
he pushed through. George, one arm still encircling her shoulders,
his cheek against hers, hardly noticed the sound she made. His legs
stiffened and the rest took only a few seconds.

Though uncomfortable and still in some pain,
Allene could not help but smile. George’s breathing and rapid
heartbeat, so noticeable as he lay on top of her, seemed humorous.
And now what? Just what fraternity had she joined, if any … she
wondered?

George rose and sat on the edge of the sofa.
The weight of his body removed, Allene laid still, hands clasped
over her abdomen. Absorbed in her thoughts, she hardly noticed the
shadow that moved across the wall in front of her. When it moved
again she thought it was the sun, but when the shadow took shape
her head jerked forward. She looked questioningly at George who was
now on his feet. George leaned down, put his hands on her shoulders
and pushed her back into the cushions. The shadow took form, became
real, as another boy emerged and stood alongside, in exactly the
same state of undress. Shocked, she stared at the new arrival, his
erection so pronounced and so close by.

“What’s going on? Who?”

‘This is Martin, my brother. He’s sixteen
and he never —”

“No,” she said, attempting to rise, but
George, his hands firmly on her shoulders, kept her from moving.
“No!” she said again, struggling to rise.

Martin, a sophomore at the same high school,
had moved around George to the other end of the sofa and was trying
to get on top of her. She kicked at Martin and tried to twist
aside, but George leaned across her chest and pinned her shoulders.
Martin spread her legs with his and probed clumsily for the
opening. Seeing his brother in control, George removed his hands
from her shoulders, enabling Martin to stretch out. Allene steeled
herself, thinking she would have to endure the same pain again, but
it didn’t come. To her relief, all she felt was the weight of his
body and some rubbing, muted by her own blood. When he released her
it came almost as a surprise.

She sprang to her feet, all three of them in
the space between the sofa and the coffee table. “Get away from
me,” she ordered, pushing George hard, sending him tripping over
the corner of the table and onto the floor. Martin didn’t wait to
be pushed but made his way to the doorway where he had dropped his
clothes. All three dressed quickly, but Allene was the first one
ready. Determined not to show any emotion that might indicate
weakness, she strode resolutely to the door.

“Wait a minute,” George called, hearing the
front door open. He finished tying his shoelaces and hurried toward
the door.

Allene hesitated in the driveway. Confusion
mixed with anger as she weighed her options — wait for George or
walk on down the long driveway to the road … then what? An urge to
cry was stifled by the realization that only those who had caused
her distress would hear her. Her lips tightened. As she could think
of no way to right the wrong, cold indifference would have to
suffice.

Unsure of what Allene intended to do, and
wondering if he could get into trouble, George came out the door in
a rush. “I’ll take you home,” he called.

She turned to look at him, walked to his car
and seated herself. “I’m waiting,” she said, and slammed the
door.

Seeing her get into his car allayed George’s
fears. She won’t tell anyone, he told himself. He walked slowly to
the car, positioned himself behind the wheel and looked up through
the windshield as if checking the weather. “Do you feel all right?”
he asked, without looking at Allene.

Before she had a chance to reply, a voice
called from the doorway. Martin was making his way toward the car,
hopping on one foot as he pulled a shoe onto the other. “Wait, I’m
coming.”

Allene’s home was thirty minutes away, back
through town and out into the country. George gripped the wheel
with both hands, eyes staring straight ahead as if every yard of
road held a hazard. Martin, silent in the back seat, satisfied with
himself and enjoying the drive, waited for his older brother to
take the lead. Ten minutes passed before George broke the
uncomfortable silence. “It’s OK, we didn’t mean anything by it.
Everybody does it. You’ll see. It’ll be all right.” His voice had a
whining tone.

Allene glowered at him. He was her friend,
she thought. She had been glad when he called. What happened? “It
wasn’t what I expected,” she said, calmly, determined not to show
the hurt she felt.

“Oh, be a sport about it. I like you a lot!”
he added, forcefully. “I don’t say that often.” He turned his head
to look at Allene. “I don’t say that often,” he repeated. “ I
really mean it.”

Allene studied his face for a hint of
contrition, but found none. “It wasn’t what I expected from you.”
She never once looked at Martin. Who was this … this … who without
invitation of any kind could — When they arrived at her house, she
opened the door before the car came to a complete stop.

“See you in school,” George called, as she
walked away.

Martin clambered into the front seat and
closed the door. George executed a U-turn and spun the wheels as he
came out of the gravel driveway. Freed from whatever inhibitions
they might have, the brothers pounded each other on the back.

“See, I told you I’d get her to the house
this time,” George bellowed, “what with all the shit going on.” He
clamped a headlock on his brother with one hand and held the wheel
with the other. Martin whooped. George laughed and released his
grip. “When I buzzed you from the kitchen I thought you were going
to pass out.”

“No, I wasn’t. The intercom slipped out of
my hand. I was lying down.”

“Yeah, right. Sounded like you fell
down.”

“I saw you come in,” Martin protested. “I
went upstairs to get out of the way.”

“I had to hold her down for you,” George
laughed. “Strong bitch plays basketball. You couldn’t have handled
her by yourself.”

“Yes, I could have.”

“Bullshit. You’re a wimp.” George clamped a
headlock on his brother again, squeezed and let go.
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