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PROLOGUE

1979

The young boy stands by his mother’s bed, watching her scream.

Beside the boy is his younger sister, a tiny blond-haired five-year-old. The little girl’s pale hair is plastered to her cheeks with tears and sweat. Her eyes are tightly closed. They wince with each scream. It is mid-June, and the room is hot and wet like a soaked wool blanket.

At the foot of the bed, sitting on a kerosene can, is the teenaged midwife. Her name is Jewel Benshoff. Jewel’s eyes are nearly closed, too. The boy knows she does not want to be in this room; she does not want to be birthing the child who is soon to come. The boy’s own fear terrifies him. But the midwife’s fear excites him.

Curry Barker, the seven-year-old boy, the oldest of the two children, does not close his eyes. It is his duty to watch his mother. She said a new baby was the family’s business, and it was not a private thing. Curry can see his mother’s private things, though. They are splayed out between her spread legs, hairy and gaping and red. He makes himself look at them, and at the blood and wetness running out onto the mattress.

Curry’s mother screams into the dishrag clamped in her teeth. She bucks her shoulders. Her fingers slash the air. Mottled, leaf-stained sunlight from the cabin window patterns her face. The rest of the room is dark, the walls of black wood and pitch. The mother’s feet flex in the darkness, then draw up and push out violently. She takes a breath, a moment of silence, allowing faint goat bleats to be heard from outside. Then she screams again. The sound is loud and long, a throaty wail that rattles the bed frame.

Birthing is a family matter. Curry is there. His sister, Petrie, is there.

But, of course, the father is not there.

“Feel it coming!” cries the mother around the rag.

Curry clamps his teeth down. His eyes want to shut but he makes them stay open, and they sting. He watches the place between his mother’s legs for it to come. The blood reminds him of the blood of the chickens he kills for the family meals; of the fresh, stinking blood of the deer his mother is teaching him to hunt. The white of the mattress makes him think of the white muscle of the stripped oak branches his mother is training him to form into simple baskets. Jewel’s bloodied, grasping fingers make him think of the hands of the damned in the lake of fire of the Bible, reaching out for pity and salvation.

Curry’s father’s hands would be eternally damned if Curry were not alive. Curry’s father, Avery, is the sineater. Curry knows he was born to keep Avery from God’s holy and terrible burning lake when he dies.

Petrie squeaks, a muffled scream. Curry gives her a stem look, and then looks back at his mother.

“Push,” says Jewel.

Curry’s mother growls with the pain. “I feel … ,” she begins, and then cries out with the contraction.

Jewel frees the heels, and her trembling hands reach between the thick, vein-marbled legs. A slick black mass appears at the opening. The mother’s feet rise slightly, the toes spread and clutching, then fall back to the mattress.

Petrie utters a loud gasp of fear. Curry takes her firmly by the arm. “You hush now,” he whispers.

“Mama’s dying!”

“I’ll slap you you don’t hush,” says Curry. “She ain’t gonna die. And if she do, Avery will send her to heaven.”

Petrie wails louder then, and Curry drives his palm against her cheek. Petrie chokes, shudders, and falls silent, wiping the red spot on her face.

“You got to push now,” the midwife says. The mother strains and grunts.

“Coming!” screams the mother on the bed. Jewel shudders visibly. Curry feels blood rush the veins of his hands, and cold rush the skin over his skull. If Mama died having this baby, Avery would have to come and send her to heaven. Curry and Petrie would have to put food on her chest. They would have to turn away to the wall while the sineater came in, ravenous with hunger, slobbering and seething with the heat of sin. He would eat up the food. Curry wonders if sineater’s drool is poisonous.

Jewel’s hands cup about the baby’s head.

“Now!” the mother barks into the rag. She bends at the waist, her face rising toward the midwife like a phantom in the shadowed room. Wet baby shoulders jump out. A rank, rich smell of blood and fluids hits Curry in the face. He gasps.

The mother twists herself back and forth, as if trying to shake the baby free. “Now!” she screams again, and the dishrag is spit into the air. She grunts hoarsely and slams her fists into the bulge of her belly.

The baby shoots out, red, gummy face squashed and silent. The midwife quickly folds it within a white scrap of flannel, then snips and ties the cord. The baby squeaks once, weakly. Jewel puts it onto the bed between the mother’s legs and leans over to press the mother’s stomach to help the afterbirth along. She begins to hum a Jesus song. Curry has heard his mother sing this song. She sings it when she is afraid. She sings it late at night when there is no wake and she knows Avery will come home to eat supper alone in the kitchen after everyone has gone to bed.

“Mama?” says Petrie. Her hands are clasped together as if she were trying to pray.

“It’s all done now, Petrie,” says the mother. She seems to sink into the mattress, her voice faint and small. She sighs and slowly licks her lips. It seems as if she is trying to lick away the spots of sunlight. “So what we got then?” she asks the midwife.

Jewel says, “Boy.”

There is a long silence. Curry tries to see the baby, but it is covered in the cloth. “A boy.” The mother’s words are soft now, the abating pain edged with wonder. “His name is Joel.”

“Joel,” says Petrie.

“Curry,” says the mother. “Is Avery outside?”

Curry’s mouth goes dry. He has to work his jaw in order to speak.

“I think he’s near the mailbox, Mama.” Curry’s father is the sineater; he knows when to be where he needs to be. About an hour ago, Curry had gone out to the porch with Petrie to bring in an armload of towels from the bench. Down in the deep shadows, something had moved. Something huge, thick, and dark.

The sineater.

“Call to him, then. Tell him it’s a boy.”

Curry’s heart tries to turn inside out. It scrapes against his ribs, and he digs his fingers against his chest through the thin cotton of his T-shirt. He doesn’t want to call out to the sineater. He didn’t know he was going to have to say something to the sineater. It is too dangerous.

 “Curry, what’s matter with you? I say, go now.”

“Mama, I don’t want to,” Curry says. The family has little to do with the sineater. Curry, Petrie, and Lelia are to be asleep on nights when the sineater comes to eat his meal. The family is to be hiding in bedrooms, clinging to the blanket of night’s oblivion when Avery Barker has no wake to attend, and takes his midnight supper in the cabin’s small kitchen. Curry doesn’t want to call out to the sineater.

Petrie rubs her fist under her running nose.

The mother coughs. “Give me the baby,” she says to Jewel. “Give Joel to me.” And to Curry, “You hear me, boy?”

Curry watches as his mother puts the baby under her chin and strokes its ugly wrinkled face. The baby has dark hair like his mother. It is still for a moment then it flails its legs suddenly, loosening itself from the white flannel. It startles itself and begins to cry.

Petrie reaches out and touches the thin baby arm.

Curry’s teeth fight each other, making scraping noises in his ear.

Then he says, “Yes, Mama.”

Jewel draws herself up on the kerosene can and tucks her face down as if the sineater is going to come into the room with her. Curry grits his teeth, then goes out of the bedroom and down the short hall to the kitchen. Petrie’s baby kitten, found with its dead mother several weeks ago down by West Path when Curry went to look for many apples, lies in its wooden box near the stove.

Curry puts his hand on the door to pull it open. He does not want to call to the sineater. What if your voice carries your soul?

Mama would not ask him if it were dangerous. Mama knows what to do.

What if your soul comes out when you scream? What if it comes out and the sineater sucks it up?

Mama would not make him do something dangerous. He thinks for a second that Jewel Benshoff should have to call to Avery. Her soul didn’t matter as much as Curry’s, because he would have to be sineater when Avery died. Jewel is only a midwife.

Curry pulls the door open. He steps one step out onto the porch. He digs his fingers into his hurting chest, where his heart waits to see what he will do. He puts his other hand to his mouth. The fingers cup. He calls, “It’s a boy!”

The words fly down the stone walkway toward the trees and the mailbox and what hides in the seething summer shadows. He feels a hot wind whip back up the walkway, like a stinking, devil’s belch.

And before Curry can feel or hear more, he slams the door and throws himself against the safety of the sturdy wood, panting.


1990


PART ONE

JOEL AND LELIA


Chapter 1

“You trust me, don’t you boy?”

Jesus, the boy thinks. She’s crazy. I knew it. He moves his head a little, and hears ringing in his skull. He thinks he is drugged, but his mind is too numb to decide.

“Don’t you, Burke?”

Faces shift behind the woman’s voice. A nameless Brother, a nameless Sister.

“Burke, if you don’t trust me, this will be in vain. I want to care for you. Your mama and daddy entrusted me to this. I promised I would do what was necessary. We’re of the same flesh…”

Burke tries to clear his throat. The sound burrs in his ears, a worthless distraction.

“…and the same spirit.”

Burke looks over the woman’s shoulders at the Sister and Brother.

Then he tries to focus again on his Aunt Missy. He does not understand her. He knows little of God except for what he has been told since he moved here. His own mama and daddy never spoke of God, so Burke does not know if they believed or not. Burke senses that there is indeed a peculiar love for him here. And yet, it bounces off him, reflected like a dull light from the mirror shard that is his heart. He had no love at his other home, and cannot fathom if what Aunt Missy offers now is good or bad.

“Listen to me, boy. Remember. Have you forgotten all I’ve told you?”

Burke shakes his head.

“What then? Tell me.”

Burke blinks and tries his mouth. His tongue is fat and dead. He cannot make words come out.

“It’s the evil come home to us here in Beacon Cove, Burke. Those what live here are trampling on our holy traditions. They chew them up and spit them into the mouth of Satan. Now Satan’s mouth is waiting to have us.”

Burke’s gaze moves from Aunt Missy to the wrapped bundle she holds to her like a dead newborn. He knows what is in the bundle. He tries to lick his lips, but whatever is in his veins will not let him.

“You got to see it, Burke. You got to know what is out there, and what you must be vigilant against so you’re safe.”

Burke nods faintly. There is rampant sin, Missy has told him. It is settling and growing thick like sludge on a boiling pot. Many will suffer the sin. Many will be crushed under its weight. But those of the light will be spared.

Those with the sign of the Light. The mark of God.

No, Burke has not forgotten what he’s been told. And now, Aunt Missy’s hand is outstretched, offering to hold him above the sin around him. She is crazy for what she is about to do, she has scared him, and she loves him. Burke cannot make his hand move to hers.

“Burke,” says Aunt Missy. Burke cannot answer. “Repeat me, boy.”

The Brother and Sister drop to their knees. They fold their hands.

“Lord God of creation!” Missy says to the air above Burke’s head.

“Lord God of creation,” say the Brother and Sister.

Burke says, “Of creation.”

“Sin has found our neighbors and friends. Sin has crept in and made them unclean.”

The Sister and Brother repeat. Burke says, “Unclean.”

“And now the sin of them what die,” Missy says.

“Die,” Burke manages.

“Is consumed in deadly excess by the sineater.”

“Sineater,” says Burke.

“Protect us from the sin come back to harm us. Protect us from the sineater.”

Burke tries to focus on his aunt. The rim of his vision swims.

“Sineater,” he says.

“Give me your arm,” says Missy. The Brother and Sister stand up, two solemn and silent specters. “Burke, it’s time.”

Satan’s mouth will open wider and wider, Aunt Missy has said.

Burke knows that without the mark of God, he will fall into that maw. But he is also afraid of the mark of God because he knows it will hurt.

“You are all I have now that Patsy is lost. Trust me.”

At his other home, hate meant pain. Here, love is going to mean pain, too.

“Here, Burke.”

Burke wonders if there is a difference between love and hate. The only difference he can see is salvation.

“Burke.”

Burke looks at his arm, and then raises it clumsily toward Missy.

The arm is covered with freckles and red-gold hairs. The faces of the Sister and Brother move closer. Their hands reach out for Burke’s arms, and hold them firmly down against the wood of the table. Aunt Missy pushes the sleeve of his T-shirt up to his armpit, and twists the inner flesh of his arm to face her. As she moves, the short sleeve of her own cotton shirt pulls up, revealing that which Burke is about to receive. Burke thinks about pain, and wonders what he is supposed to think about while it is happening.

“Think about the safety of God,” Missy answers for him. She unrolls a small knife from the bundle. It looks like the knife he used two days ago when he brought in three trout from the Beacon River on his fifth day in Ellison. But this knife, he thinks, is not the same. It is a special knife.

“Think of God,” and Aunt Missy presses the point to the smooth flesh of Burke’s inner arm. “Think of the sineater and his evil. He is filled with more sin than can be held. He will rise up like the devil and chew us up. Think of…”

And the point slices down and under the skin and Burke arcs backward, sucking air in surprise and exquisite pain. He bolts straight again, but the Sister and Brother are strong. Aunt Missy’s fingers tighten about his thin arm, and the knife begins to slice up and down, carving, severing, working out the pattern.

“Jesus!” Burke cries.

“Yes!”

Burke’s eyes roll futilely; his feet dig against the floor beneath him.

“Yes!” repeats Aunt Missy. “Think of Jesus!”

Burke pants, swallowing air, gnashing teeth. He cannot think of God or love. He can only think of what he had at his other home, of BETRAYAL, and of HATE, and of PAIN. He can only watch the knife dancing through his living skin, gouting out blood and making the pattern of God. There is lava in his arm. He closes his eyes and howls through the anguish and sweat. If this is love, his tortured body screams, then God be damned! If this is good, he wants evil!

And then Aunt Missy says, “It’s done, boy. Look at this beautiful sign.”

Burke’s eyes cannot open right away, but he feels her withdraw the knife and place something heavy and cold on the fire of the wound. Then her hand touches his face.

“Look, Burke. It is a good thing.”

Burke opens his eyes. Missy is watching him. The Sister and Brother had stepped back. Missy lifts the wet washrag from his arm. There is a raw, bleeding star where smooth flesh had been. “He is the Light,” Missy says. “Say it, boy.”

God be damned. You be damned, Aunt Missy! Burke thinks.

“Say it, Burke.”

“He is the light,” Burke whispers. He stares at the crude star. He is nauseous.

Aunt Missy slathers her hands in a thinned tar solution and she rubs it into the cut. “In the morning,” she says. “I’ll take turpentine to this. It’ll clean off but what is in the pattern.” She turns Burke’s arm all around, looking it over. “Fine job here.”

Burke tastes blood and Aunt Missy’s spiced cabbage in the back of his throat, trying to come out.

Missy takes the bundle and knife across the room and puts them on the mantel. She rubs her hands with a towel. “We’re growing stronger,” she says finally. “The sins of this generation will not have dominion over the saved. The consort of the devil will not destroy us.”

The Brother and Sister nod, watching Burke.

Burke feels the coppery strangle of vomit shoot into his mouth. He gags, but swallows it down. He will not let her see him weak. His shoulders shudder, his stomach contracts, and he feels his body fold over with another heave. He grits his teeth. He swallows it down.

Missy shows the Brother and Sister to the door. The three go outside to the stoop. Moths and mosquitoes hurry into the kitchen on the wake of the closing screen door. Burke stands uneasily from the table. He head reels. When his stomach cramps this time, he lets it out onto the floor. He clutches himself weakly, wondering why Aunt Missy wouldn’t come now and put him to bed. Couldn’t love at least do that for pain? But as the nausea recedes, he is glad she didn’t. She has reminded him that love is a fake. In the real world, strength is the only truth that matters. If Missy knew his mind now, she would throw him to the demons without a second thought, screaming “Blasphemer!” to his back.

Missy comes back into the kitchen, alone. She takes a cup from the cupboard counter and hands it to Burke. “Drink this. It’ll make things easier.”

The pain screams through Burke’s arm, forcing him to drink. It soothes his burning throat, but as the liquid moves into his stomach, it blossoms into an unnatural warmth. More drugs. He doesn’t care.

Missy then takes his hand, and leads him gently out back to the dark yard. “I need your help,” she says as she opens the door to one of the sheds.

The job for which Missy needs him is made much easier by the drugs.


Chapter 2

Earlie Grant’s eyes and her right shoulder ache. She crooks the glasses from her nose and drops her red felt tip marking pen beside them. She rubs her shoulder and sits back in the plastic chair.

She is in the teachers’ lounge, the only room in the school where, after hours, she can have some privacy. In the halls are Joshua Munsen and his band of merry no-works with their obnoxious radios and their stinking cigarettes. Sometimes, too, stray children with nothing else to do but hang around after the buses have left hide and try to scare whomever happens along. All of the other teachers bowed out early, chasing the tails of the school buses and watching for their chance to get around and in front of them so they don’t have to stop every tenth mile for the students to amble off. But Earlie prefers to stay on this first day of school, as she will each school day, and grade her papers and record her marks. She brings a bag supper of some sort; occasionally a sandwich and a piece of fruit or cold, cut vegetables, but more often a can of soup to heat up in the lounge’s microwave. It is partly dedication that keeps her there, partly the fact that since her husband Larry passed on nearly two years ago this November, she prefers not to have to rattle about in the empty house more than she has to. School is home now.

At four o’clock, Earlie finishes her grading, and puts the final touches on the plans for the rest of the week. She opens her can of bean with bacon and watches it through the clear microwave window until she sees it boil then takes it out and pours it into one of the bowls by the sink. The soup was to have been her lunch, but, of course, on the first day of school there is no time for any good teacher to eat. She must be on duty in the lunchroom, walking between the tables and watching for signs of littering and fighting and trading of food. Not all the teachers feel this way, but she knows that as one of the oldest teachers at Ellison Elementary, she is watched by the younger ones, and she must serve as an example.

As Earlie sits to eat, one of the janitors comes in to buy a Coke from the machine. He is one of the older assistants, with all manner of tattoos on his arms. Earlie had heard that he had been in Vietnam, and had something to do with demolition, and that he had a small tattoo of a skull for each enemy his explosives had killed. He grunts at Earlie, some sort of crude acknowledgment. She says nothing, because the greasy, tattooed man has on a set of headphones and there is some sort of loud music playing through them.

Then, as the janitor unscrews the cap to the drink and leans against the machine, he pulls the phones down around his neck and says, “Here kind of late, it being the first day of school and all. You give the kids a lot of work?” He tips his head, indicating the stack of papers beside Earlie’s large green plan book.

Earlie swallows beans. She looks at the man, and can hardly keep from frowning at him. This is the same worthless paycheck collector who had not touched the floor of her classroom the entire summer, and who had laughed when Earlie had come back in early August to make bulletin boards and found a nest of mice in her construction paper storage shelf. Earlie had had a fit, running down the hall to the office, her hands cold as a winter’s day and her heart making painful cuts in her chest. She couldn’t remember specifically, but she thought she had cried there at the office counter. Her heart had gone into painful palpitations, and for the next twenty-four hours she had to survive by downing ten Advils, way over the bottle-recommended limits, and by moving slowly and eating little. Mr. Fort, the principal, had spoken with Joshua Munsen, and the mess had been cleared, but even when the heart pain was gone, Earlie had nightmares for nearly a week. She could tolerate most of God’s creatures. She’d had them all, from hamsters to gerbils to ring-necked snakes as pets in her classroom. But rats and mice were vermin in the greatest sense. Diseased, manic, with instinct that would as soon drive them to taste human flesh as any other morsel of food.

The assistant janitors had giggled mercilessly, undaunted by Joshua Munsen’s admonitions. Earlie knew they now referred to her as the Rat Lady behind her back, and although she was hard pressed to care what they thought of her, she could not bear the thought of the children hearing one of their careless side remarks.

“Yes,” Earlie says, in answer to the janitor’s question regarding the papers. “It’s never too early to get down to business.”

“Kind of tough on the little guys, ain’t it?” The janitor sniffs, twisting his nose sideways with the peculiar agility of a contortionist. “My little niece goes here. She ain’t in your grade yet, though. You gotta let up if them kids is gonna like you.”

It is all Earlie can do to keep from standing, pointing her finger, and giving him one of her well-honed speeches on respect. But her shoulder hurts, and she stays seated. She says, “If I let up, they would not learn. If they do not learn, they cannot reach their full potential.” She looks at the hippie for a moment, wondering if he can make that connection. He obviously cannot. He merely contorts his nose and takes a long drink of Coke. Then he sniffs and lets out a long burp.

“Well,” he says then. “Guess I best get out to finish cleaning up the little kids’ shit.” He puts his headphones up on his ears again and goes to the door. Then he looks back and says, “You didn’t give ’em so much work, we wouldn’t have so much mess. You know how many papers you grade that get tossed in the trash can or we find out against the fence by the bus stop?”

Earlie takes a bite of her bean-with-bacon soup and can’t taste it. She acts as though she is reading a VEA flyer although she can’t see it without her glasses. When the janitor leaves, she angrily flushes the soup down the sink, crams her glasses back onto her face, and takes her materials out to her car. She slams the door shut, starts the engine, and pulls out onto Route 536.

She turns on the radio as she drives northeast toward town. The station is one she enjoys, one that plays show tunes and forties hits. Most of the static-ridden stations she can pick up in the Ellison vicinity are of the gospel kind, and although Earlie is a religious woman, she is a Methodist, and does not go for the holy-rolling rigmarole that many of her students’ families hold to. The song on the air now is “Bali Hai” from South Pacific, and Earlie mouths the words that she knows.

She takes a doughnut from the bag on the seat beside her. Her doughnuts are always homemade, always cinnamon and sugar coated, and are always her breakfast on the way to school. This one is a leftover, as is the other one in the bag, because first day duties had Earlie moving faster than usual this morning. Now with papers done and her school routine smoothly moving into gear, her appetite is peeked. She bites into the doughnut and hums “Bali Hai” around a clot of pastry.

When Earlie passes Hodge’s Hardware, she slows her car, watching as several children race across the road in front of her toward the West Path bridge. Then she stops at the grocery store next door, pulling way off onto the narrow gravel drive between the grocery store and the Exxon so there will be no chance for any mad-driving maniac to hit her car on the side of the road. She goes in for a can of tomato juice to put into the vegetable soup she’d made last night. While there, she decides to add two Hostess cherry pies, thinking it was the first day of school and a little extra treat can’t hurt that much. The grocery store owner, Pete Johnson, rings the amount up wrong the first go around, and Earlie has to wait with her cherry pies in hand until he can get the cash register to go right. He punches the keys, snorts, and growls. Earlie stands with a pie on each hip, losing her patience for the second time today.

“Got it,” Pete says then grins, as if speaking to the teacher constituted an apology. Earlie is not appeased. Pete takes her money and gives her the change.

Outside, Earlie squints through the sun streaks on her glasses and wonders for a moment if she should eat a pie in the car. She decides against it, knowing if she can’t manage a little self-control herself, how can she ask it of the students? She goes around to the gravel driveway and puts the small paper bag onto the back floor of the car.

Then she stops short as she notes a folded piece of notebook paper stuck beneath the windshield wiper.

“Mother of pearl!” she swears.

She goes around front and pulls the paper out. Was this here before she left school? Certainly not, her eyes are bad but not that bad. Earlie smoothes the paper across the hood of the car and squints at the print. Before her mind even acknowledges what is written there, the tenured teacher sees several misspelled words.

It reads, “You teach the one who should’nt be taut. You deal with the unholy. The blessed act of consuming will save.”

Earlie frowns, and her feet go suddenly cold. She reads the note again, wondering if she should be able to recognize the handwriting.

“You teach the one who should’nt be taut … “ Who shouldn’t be taught?

“The unholy …”

Unholy?

Earlie’s mouth is tight with confusion and fear. She glances up and about, wondering who would be watching. Who had put this note on her car?

“The blessed act of consuming will save.”

Earlie presses dry lips together. Foolishness, she thinks. That was all this was, someone’s silly personal joke, meaning nothing but to the one who wrote it out and possibly the nasty little friend, hanging back and goading the jokester on.

Earlie balls up the note with one quick motion of both hands. Then she gets into her car and takes the key chain out of the zippered compartment of her purse. She starts the car, and before putting it into reverse, she reaches into the bag for the remaining doughnut.

Her hand jerks out immediately. There was something warm and soft inside the bag.

Earlie hesitates, her eyes widening behind the scratched glasses.

She slowly picks up the bag by the edge, and dumps the contents.

A dead rat falls out, its feet curled up and tail slack. One set of toes appears to twitch, scratching meekly in the heat of the automobile. The thing is newly dead; blood soaks into the worn cloth of the seat upholstery, and the blood on the gray fur is dark and thick and shimmering. The rat’s head is gone.

Earlie shrieks and throws herself back against the car door. Her purse is knocked free by her flailing arm, tossing wallet and lipstick and pennies and loose M&Ms in a wide arc.

“My God!” Earlie cries.

The rat is silent.

But there is another note, smaller than the first. It’s lying beside the rat body, having fallen from the bag where the cinnamon sugar doughnut should have been.

There is a single word on the note. “Consume.”

Earlie grapples for the door handle and climbs free of the car. She finds a stick beside the driveway and then hurries around to the other side of the car. Slowly then, she opens the door, and without looking directly at the rat, she rakes it off the seat. The rat bounces on the sill and onto the toe of Earlie’s shoe. She screams and dances, hurling the rat into oblivion in the driveway-side weeds.

Earlie grapples the hood of the car with her fingers, and presses her face into them. The eyeglasses are knocked askew. Convulsions cramp her stomach. Her heart flips, threatening to turn inside out, and she gasps with the short burst of pain. For the first time in her twenty-two-year career, Earlie wishes there was a cigarette-smoking, tattooed hippie janitor around so he could find the rat and bum it and look about for the criminal who did such a thing to an elderly schoolteacher.

But they are all back at school, drinking the teachers’ Cokes and spinning brooms around in dust circles until quitting time.


Chapter 3

The Beacon River is low, traveling the center of its rocky bed like a lost stream. White and silvered stones, round and smooth as balls, lay heaped and exposed and naked on each side of the trickling water. Tiny, trapped puddles are filled with half-grown tadpoles, budding limbs whirling, eyes bulging and stupid, a stranded delicacy for the snapping turtles which forage the vicinity of the river. Branches that had grown thick coatings of moss while underwater now lay dry-docked, dusty, and brittle, the moss reduced to gray fringes of crust. Day leaves spin about the rocks in a hot, late-August breeze.

Joel jumps from the end of the bridge and slides, pebbles showering, down to the rocky river bed. Under one arm is a blue spiral notebook and a spelling book with a Keep Virginia Green book jacket. He uses his free hand to flap for balance as he steps gingerly along the round stone tops. Behind him on the bridge, which is part of the West Path that branches from Route 536 by the Beacon Baptist Church, several other elementary-school children chase each other and hit each other on the backs with gravel and bits of chipped concrete.

A girl with straight hair and bug eyes, one of Joel’s sixth-grade classmates, leans over the bridge railing and from her safe distance, calls, “Joel, Joel, beanpole, his daddy eats sin from out your soul!”

But the other children are oblivious to the boy on the riverbed. When Joel stops and peeks around, the brown-haired girl flips back a loose strand from her face and runs on with the others.

Joel continues along the river bottom, skipping pebbles and flipping smaller stones over with his toe to look for treasures. He is a small boy, not unusually short for eleven, but willowy and loose-jointed. His hair is wavy and black, cut with precision for the first day of school. He sweats in the shade of the blowing oak trees. His nose runs with a summer cold. His T-shirt, a faded red hand-me-down from Curry, sucks his skin like a damp and hungry leech. The new jeans are a gift from Andy and Andy’s mother, but they are too big, and Joel has gathered them about his waist with Curry’s old hand-tooled belt.

The boulder Joel seeks is on the second river bend past the West Path Bridge. It is large, three times as tall as Joel and as broad as the Exxon tow truck is long. It stands a good ten yards back from the trickling remnant of the river, a granite giant over the round, naked stones. Its back is wedged into the sheer slope of the forest. Roots and brambles from the hillside curl around the sides of the boulder like spiny lovers’ arms.

Joel thinks very little as he works his way to the boulder. The day at school was for the most part uneventful, as is usually the case. A few taunts, but very few. One third-grader Joel does not know shouted something in the lunchroom that made very little sense to Joel, something like “the demon of below has come to earth in servant’s flesh.” Joel, of course, ignored the child. Joel doesn’t think the little boy knew what he was saying, either. He was talking like some grownup, his mama probably, at one of those nighttime Christian meetings. Joel conjures up a little fluta-phone tune he heard the fourth graders working on in the music room that afternoon, and it fills the empty spaces of his brain with a lilting rhythm; a sweet and soulful chant that sounds like summer’s end.

He reaches the base of the boulder and pauses, looking down at his feet. A dead crayfish is wedged between two white stones, and Joel picks it up. He turns it over in his hand, wondering about crayfish spirits. And then he pinches it between his fingers. The hull shatters in a spray of copper scales. Joel watches the scales fall to the stones, and then wipes his hands on his jeans.

Dropping his books, Joel runs his hands on the side of the boulder, setting his fingers into the niches, and begins to climb. His toes and fingers find the holds without the aid of vision; his sights are set on the swaying, hypnotic tangle of branches above the slices of ivory sky beyond them. The tips of his shoes work tiny showers of dirt from the holds. A deep, dry scent of lichens swirls about his face. The decaying surface is as slippery as moisture beneath Joel’s fingertips, but he scales the stone side deftly. When he reaches the top, he throws his legs over and straddles the saddle-shaped indentation on the side, facing back up the river.

He sits for a long time. After the distant squealing of the schoolchildren fades into the thick woods behind him, the river bottom is quiet. Through the heavy material of the new jeans, Joel feels the unrelenting cool of rock. He bounces the heels of his rubber-soled shoes on the boulder. A sulfur butterfly hangs on a spear of sunlight and then drops to Joel’s knee. Joel stares as it probes the dark denim, turning itself around like a dowser seeking water. Joel grabs for the butterfly, but it flits from his knee and sails down toward the river.

In Joel’s pocket is a lace-bordered handkerchief that his mother insisted he carry to school. He pulls it out and swipes at his nose. The handkerchief is white, embroidered in the corner with Lelia Barker’s initials. During lunch, Joel had tugged it out, to the snickers of Rennie and Ed. Ed had dangled a limp wrist and Ed had said, behind the flat of his palm but loud enough for Joel, “Bad genes breed fags.” If Andy had been there, he and Joel would have gone into their two-man idiot routing, rolling foreheads on the tabletop and making pig snort sounds and giddily stuffing the handkerchief into each other’s pockets like it had cooties or boogers. Ed and Rennie would have then crossed their eyes and stuck their tongues out at the space cadets across the table, and then searched for something elsewhere that was more worth their while.

But Andy hadn’t been there. Andy was gone, moved all the way to Arlington. And so Joel had sat at his table, alone with Ed and Rennie and Mary Skipp. When Rennie and Ed had giggled at the lacy handkerchief, Joel had merely balled it up and crammed it back into his jeans pocket. After lunch, he had nearly left it purposefully on his tray to be dumped with the garbage, but even though there was a certain sense of satisfaction in imagining the lacy white among the slop, he could not do it. It was his mother’s. It was one of her favorites. She had made the lace and the initials before Joel was even born. Back before she had three children and no time for fancy work.

Back before she was married, Joel guessed. Back before Avery was the sineater.

Beside Joel, on the flat crest of the boulder, are scores of childish hieroglyphics. They are shallow, sketched into the stone by penknife point. The coded messages have no direction, but link into each other at strange angles, each independent messages dating back over the past two years. Joel runs the handkerchief under his nose and sniffs. He touches the jumbled graffiti.

The first message he touches is Andy’s, carved near the end of fourth grade in the basic code he and Joel invented by reversing the alphabet. Andy’s message, like most of the others, is misspelled. “SR QVLO,” it says. “HI JEOL.” Another message, one of Joel’s from fifth grade, was a secret he shared only with Andy.

“R OLEV QFORV.” “I LOVE JULIE.”

In the boulder top are important dates, newly learned curse words, answers to riddles. Joel allows his hand to brush the tops of the messages, brailing with his palm the scratches that link with each other that link him with Andy.

“Arlington,” Andy had said as he and Joel had sat atop the rock in mid-July just five weeks earlier. “Near D.C. Sounds like a dumb place to me. Daddy said we’ll get a really big parsonage with three floors.” Andy had squinted across the river to where something was rustling the brush. After a moment, a woodchuck emerged and waddled to the river’s edge. “What do you think?”

Joel shrugged. He wasn’t exactly sure where Arlington was. North. He’d seen it on a map in school, but it was summer and school things lost substance and form in the comfortable catatonia that was vacation.

“Daddy said it’s God’s will that we move,” said Andy.

Joel grunted.

“He said God’ll send somebody else to the church here.”

“Don’t matter to me, anyhow,” said Joel. “We don’t go to church. “ He patted the pocket of his worn shorts, a pair of balding corduroys his mother had cut off above his knees to give them another year’s wear. In his pocket was his penknife. He took it out and pulled open the blade. He began etching in the stone.

“I think us moving stinks,” said Andy. “What do you think?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who you gonna play with when I leave?”

“I don’t know,” Joel scratched, forming a “W.”

“Maybe if God sends new preachers to places, he sends new friends, too. What do you think?”

“Maybe,” said Joel. His knife picked at the stone.

“Nobody will play with you but me,” said Andy. “God better get off His tail and send you a new friend, huh?” Andy chuckled.

Joel sniffed. What Andy had said was true, and had been said with no malice. It was just a fact. But it sounded strange corning from Andy. It was like splitting your pants while goofing around with your best friend, but instead of just ignoring it like best friends do when something embarrassing happens, the friend points and grins and says, “You just split your pants.”

“Mom wants to get you something,” said Andy.

“Why?”

“For us going away. What do you want?”

“Nothing,” said Joel. A large piece of oak bark was in the way of his knife and he flicked it away. Then he looked at Andy. “Yeah, I do want something.”

Andy’s face lightened. “What’s that?”

“I want to come visit you one more time.”

Andy swallowed and his mouth puffed up.

“I want to come play like I did last spring.”

Andy’s brows bunched in anger and he turned away from Joel, crossing his arms.

“Can I come to visit?” Joel pressed, leaning toward Andy.

Andy pulled away even farther and looked across the river again.

“Ask your daddy if I can come over to play before you leave. Ask him if he thinks Missy Campbell would think it’s okay.”

“Why don’t you ask yours?” said Andy under his breath. “Ask your daddy if I can come play at your house.”

Joel sat back. He stared at Andy. Then he managed, “You turd.”

“You, too,” said Andy.

Joel took a heavy, shuddering breath. He worked at his penknife, rapidly opening the blade and snapping it shut. His nose ran and he let it go. Finally, he said, “Hey.”

Andy didn’t say anything.

“Hey, Andy, I’m sorry.”

“Sure.”

“Really.”

Andy’s shoulders lifted and fell. Joel coughed and put his penknife down. He wiped his nose with the side of his hand. He looked at Andy, whose face was turned too far to see if he was still mad. Joel reached over and poked Andy under the ribs. Andy jerked away. Joel dug harder, and made a hooting sound into Andy’s ear. Andy squirmed, and then laughed. He looked back at Joel and grinned.

The boys tossed rock chips and talked at length about Alfred Coon’s wreck out on 321 and Greggie Dublin, whose mother wouldn’t get his cleft lip fixed because all doctors were quacks and because she didn’t have time. They mused briefly on the June disappearance of twelve-year-old Patsy Campbell, concluding as they had before, that she’d tempted the limits of the Beacon River the night it had stormed and had been swept away and buried somewhere downstream.

When the afternoon sky had cooled with a coming shower, Andy had gone home so his dad could take him shopping in Staunton. Joel had stayed alone on the rock until dark and finished his message to Andy.

“WLMG TL ZMWB.” “DON’T GO ANDY.”

Andy had never read it because Joel didn’t see Andy for two weeks after that, and when he finally did, it was really awful because it wasn’t at the boulder, it was at Joel’s cabin. Andy and his mother, Mrs. Mason, had driven their Buick as far up West Path as possible without tearing out the guts of the car, then had parked along the side of the path and taken the twisting, strangled trail leading to the Barker cabin. Andy and his mother did not make it to the cabin; Lelia Barker had stopped them down by the mail bucket. But civil words were exchanged, and from the sagging front porch of his home, Joel could see Mrs. Mason hand Lelia a brown paper bag. Mrs. Mason had nodded and smiled. Joel’s mother had wiped her neck and tucked the bag uncomfortably beneath her arm. Andy had spun the toe of his shoe in the dust of the path and bit at his fingernails. Mrs. Mason had gestured toward the cabin. Lelia shook her head. Mrs. Mason’s smile never faltered, and she extended her hand to Lelia. Lelia did not take it; she had pushed the air urgently with upturned palms then turned away toward the cabin. Joel opened the screen door, and for a moment was going to call out to Andy. But Lelia’s face locked on his as she came up the crumbling walkway, and her eyes, tightened with age and embarrassment, said, “Let it be, boy.” And so Joel held the door for his mother and watched as his friend vanished beneath the pines.

Joel had not seen Andy again. The gift in the brown Penny’s bag was a new pair of jeans. Lelia took up an inch of hem, but could not quite manage the waistband for fear of ruining them. She found an old belt Curry used to wear and punched three new holes into the leather with the tip of her filleting knife.

A granddaddy longlegs feels its way along the back of Joel’s hand, and Joel, unaware until it entangles itself in the long dark hairs on the base of his wrist, flinches. The granddaddy longlegs rolls to the rock. Joel pounds it with his fist, then turns the side of his hand over and looks at the smashed body. He wipes his hand off along one of the messages.

Joel’s mother had grabbed his elbow on the porch after Andy and his mother were gone, twisting it just enough to make him stand straight, and speaking in a low, harsh whisper.

“What did you have to do with the reverend’s missus and her boy coming up here?”

Joel had looked away to where Petrie was folding laundry at a wooden bench at the end of the porch. Petrie’s face was slack, drained with her chore, but Joel could see faint streaks of forbidden makeup.

“Nothing,” said Joel.

“Joel.”

Joel looked at his mother.

“Joel, I know that the reverend’s boy is your friend. What’s his name, then?”

“Andy.”

“Andy.” One side of Lelia’s dark lip twitched. She nodded with her eyes. “I know you is friends with him. I can’t have nothing against a boy having friends.”

Joel rolled his eyes.

“Joel!”

Joel looked at his toes, and danced them within his shoes.

“Joel, what you done is dangerous. Having your friend come here with his mama is foolishness. You want harm to come to those of the Lord’s family? To them that spread the gospel?”

“Avery ain’t here,” Joel said slowly. “It’s just us, Mama.”

Lelia’s eyes flew open wide. “Joel!” And then she caught herself, pulling her lips inward momentarily, swallowing heavily. “Petrie,” she said. “Get them clothes into the house.”

“Ain’t finished,” said Petrie.

“Leave what ain’t done and get the rest put away.”

Petrie swore something unintelligible under her breath and the bench scraped the porch floor with an angry whine. Petrie brushed past Joel and Lelia and slammed through the front door. Joel looked back up at his mother. Her narrow eyes made him feel like a tick in a pair of tweezers. Her voice was hardened into granite.

“Where is this from, Joel? Have I done wrong in letting you go into public and get schooling? Have you lost your sense of who you are? God forgive me if this is true.” Lelia’s large dark hand moved to her face; the fingertips feathered her cheekbone, dabbing at the sheen of sweat. The hand dropped. “We are the least of all, Joel. We got our place, our duty. I chose mine, though a few in the Cove would say I chose wrong. Curry has no choice; he is the oldest. Petrie had no choice, she is a girl. And you have more freedom because of your place in the family, but you have no choice in being a Barker. We was assigned of God, Joel.” Lelia’s neck moved forward a fraction. To Joel it seemed as if someone had flipped to the magnifying side of a mirror. Her visage filled the entirety of his sight. “Assigned of God. Our earthly desires can’t hinder us.”

Behind Joel, somewhere in one of the two huge pines that stood to the sides of the rock path, an owl whistled.

“Never again, Joel. Don’t never invite nobody to come here. It’s a sin.”

“I didn’t invite them,” said Joel. “They came by theirselves.”

“It’s a sin, boy.”

“But I didn’t ask them to come.”

“It’s wrong.”

“But they brought me a present.”

Lelia tugged the bag from under her arm. She held it out to Joel. It shook in the hot air like an enormous, dried bean pod. “You think whatever’s in this bag’s worth a soul?”

Joel couldn’t answer.

“It’s a sin,” she repeated. She crumpled the thin bag and shoved it beneath her arm again. “You knew that. And there’s got to be punishment.”

Joel squeezed his toes together until he could feel a throbbing pulse at the ball of his feet. He knew punishment. It was never a whipping. His mother didn’t believe in raising her hand in anger, although Joel had tried to imagine her doing so, and he knew her blow would be as hard as her eyes.

Lelia turned briskly and went to the front door. She grasped the rusting latch and threw her hip against the weathered wood. The door swung open. Petrie’s gray cat skittered out. Lelia looked back at Joel. “Get your blanket,” she said. “Time alone to think about your sin will purge your heart.”

Joel spent the next twenty-four hours alone, locked in the tool shed.

And now, with Andy gone, he sits on the rock, alone.

Joel looks down at the river. If water could care, then he thinks this water would be his friend. It has let him play, let him fish, let him bathe, let him dream, all without kicking up a fuss or turning tide on him. It has risen and fallen, it has flooded and dried, but it has done nothing because of Joel and has done nothing for Joel but accept the boy and tolerate his presence. Joel thinks that’s what friends do. Accept and tolerate.

Andy had accepted him. Joel had felt tolerated. But now…

The third grader at school had stared, pointed his little third-grade finger at Joel and had shouted, “The demon of below has come to earth in servant’s flesh.” Several of Joel’s classmates had turned to Joel then, lunch trays in hand, and watched to see what Joel would do. Joel had not understood the boy, but several of the other students had nodded silently as if they did.

Now, in his aloneness on the boulder, the statement begins to bother Joel.

“The demon of below.” That had to be Satan. Joel knows the Bible; his family does not attend church, but they study the Lord’s word every day. But Joel does not know what “servant’s flesh” means. And why did the boy say this to Joel?

Suddenly, Joel believes that school is indeed going to be very different. And not just because of Andy’s absence. As the coldness of the boulder spreads upward toward his shoulders, he thinks what the third grader was saying was something others wanted to say. Even though it made no sense, and Andy would have laughed it off.

Joel finds several small twigs on the boulder and weaves a tiny raft to toss down to the river.

It is when Joel hears Wayne’s four-wheeler crossing West Path Bridge, its hole-riddled muffler firing off a round of irregular blasts that echo up the river bed on its mail delivery route, that Joel knows it is late, it is nearing suppertime, and he must get the animals fed if he hopes to receive supper himself. He tosses his tiny raft to the water. He cannot see where it lands, or if it takes sail. Then he runs his finger across the last message to Andy, and slides to the bottom of the boulder and claws up his books. His feet cut pebbly divots along the riverside as he hurries back toward the road. The bridge comes into view; it is empty, the four-wheeler long gone. Joel slips several times, going down palm first into the rocks.

He reaches the bank beside the bridge and scrabbles up the side. From somewhere south, down toward the town limits of Ellison, he hears a mother calling her child to dinner. Imagining Lelia is on the stone path by the mail bucket doing the same, he spurs his legs to take the upward sloping West Path, swiping his nose along the shoulder of his dusty shirt.


Chapter 4

Wayne Nelson slams the rusted door of the Vias’ mailbox closed as the Barker boy comes panting up the West Path. Wayne shifts on the seat of his Honda and watches. He knows the boy has been taught to have nothing to do with adults other than school personnel, but that kind of crap has always nagged at Wayne. That kind of crap belongs to his mother and stepfather, and to the religious biddy, Missy Campbell.

On impulse, Wayne says, “Howdy.”

The boy glances over, but continues to walk up the rutted path, one arm wrapped about books, the other swinging hard like a piston.

Wayne sniffs and plants both feet firmly on the West Path dirt, keeping his butt on the Honda’s seat. “You take your mail now,” he says, “then I don’t have to come all the way up to your house.”

The boy crosses in front of Wayne and the Honda, and he slows but does not stop. It is obvious he feels strange being addressed. Wayne does not want to scare the boy, but he wants to talk to him. He wants to loosen the kid up a bit, so he can ask him some questions he’s been wanting to ask about Pasty Campbell.

The boy looks hard at the road, and at his moving feet, as though he’s afraid they might start running on him.

“Checking the mail is your job, ain’t it?” asks Wayne.

The boy moves on up the road, his back to Wayne, still looking down at his feet. But it seems as though he is walking even more slowly.

“You late getting home?”

The boy stops. He keeps staring up the road. He says nothing.

“Well, then, don’t let me hold you up. I do have your mail, though. Why don’t you come get it? Ain’t much, some advertisements and credit card stuff is all, but your mama might want to look at it all the same.”

The boy sighs, and shrugs, then slowly turns around. Wayne is surprised that there is no sign of concern or worry on the boy’s face, just a great irritation. Maybe there is hope here after all. A little fire of independence.

“Here go,” says Wayne, and he takes a step off the four-wheeler toward the boy. The boy moves down to Wayne and grabs for the mail in the mailman’s hand. But before the boy can pull it free, Wayne tightens his grip.

“I don’t bite,” Wayne says.

The boy frowns and tugs on the mail.

“I really don’t.”

The boy jerks the mail out of Wayne’s grasp, then turns and trots off up the path.

Wayne sits down on the Honda’s seat. He rubs his face, clears his throat, and spits on the dry road. Someday soon, he is going to have a talk with the Barker boy. He doesn’t know how much good it would do; certainly the Barker kid had nothing at all to do with Missy Campbell’s daughter. That would be as likely as a black bear and a goat choosing each other as playmates. As likely as a snowfall on a hot August evening. But Wayne has talked to a great many people in both the town of Ellison and in Beacon Cove, and the pisser is, nobody seems to know anything, and worse, they don’t seem to care. A twelve-year-old girl disappears just eight weeks ago, and the community seems to have forgotten. Or they have chosen to remain piously tight-lipped and silently prayerful. Or somebody knows something and won’t let it out.
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