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Preface

I originally wrote Weeds
and Flowers in bits and pieces of flash and
micro fiction inspired by events, feelings and memories of my
childhood. When I took these bits and pieces and began to stitch
them together into my first novel, it was like one of those crazy
quilts that our grandmothers used to put together out of the scraps
from the scrap bag. My friends from the online writing site
Zoetrope.com (see the dedication) helped me smooth the mess out and
create a more cohesive storyline, like a quilt with an actual
pattern.

This story is very special to me.
Although it was inspired by an actual, very tragic event in my
small hometown in the early 1980s, it is not true. I like to call
it a “true fiction” story, though. Although none of it ever
happened, it’s based on a smidgeon of fact.

For those who were involved in the
horrific event that inspired my story, I do not consider this novel
an attempt to tell your story. This is my story, based on amorphous
memories from my childhood. None of the people in this story ever
existed, the murder and trial I describe never happened. But if you
look below the events related, that’s where you’ll find the truth I
remember.

In the shadows…


Chapter One

 


This is a ghost story. Some of the ghosts are even
real.

 


****

 


Shadows fill the garden at this
time of year. In a few weeks, the daffodils will spring through the
black, mulchy earth and the dogwoods will sprout white and pink
crosses on their bare limbs, brightening the darker areas and
casting new shadows on softer places.

But in this muddy pre-spring time, the bare branches
spread hard shadows on barren muddy ground that swells with secrets
not quite ready to be revealed.

Jeff sits on the gray bench next to
me. His voice sounds like the wind in the bare branches. “Charlie,
do you remember--”

“I remember,” I say and we are quiet.

 


****

 


In my dream, the lawnmower glides across the green
stretch of grass that leads to the garden. It spits out flecks of
emerald. At the perimeter of the garden, the flecks change and
amethyst mixes with the emerald, and I know the lawnmower is
chewing up the iris border. The lawnmower never slows as it enters
the garden. The picket fence becomes splinters of white and brown.
The grapevine spews out as a muddy fluid. Then the lawnmower moves
into the rose garden, but the cloud of debris isn’t red and yellow
and white and pink like the roses. Instead, the confetti the
lawnmower kicks up is black. Then everything goes black, and I
wake.

 


****

 


The only place I know of with no shadows is the
beach at noon on a sunny day. Whenever possible, this is where I am
when I call my mother. A place with no shadows has no shades of
gray.

“How’s David?” I study the sparkling ocean.

She’s hundreds of miles away in my hometown in the
mountains of North Carolina, but she sounds like she’s sitting
right next to me. “He’s…fine.” She hesitates just a little, enough
to let me know he’s not fine, it sucks what’s happened to him and I
suck for not being there. For him. For her. “How are the wedding
plans?” She speaks in a bright voice. She’s being a martyr,
determined not to bring me down with her troubles.

I roll my eyes and reach for patience. I’m not sure
when Mom started rewriting my childhood, but at some point walks
down memory lane with her became as dangerous as marching through a
minefield. Things I remembered, was sure of in fact, she denied
ever happened. Most times she replaced my memories with storybook
occurrences. Trips to the zoo, melting ice cream cones, greeting
the mailman at the door with a plate full of cookies. Maybe my
childhood wasn’t bad, but I certainly never could’ve claimed such a
perfect childhood as she “remembered.”

In fact, when I think of my childhood, I
think of weeds and flowers, sun-drenched color and shadowy spaces.
In college, I took a biology class that studied the many flora and
fauna of the rainforest. The pictures in my textbook closely
resembled the childhood impressions in my mind. Secret things I had
never looked at too closely. That was what gardens were and always
will be to me--lovely flowers on the surface, weeds encroaching
beneath and dark spaces in between. Snakes twined in a grapevine
and beetles crouching under decorative borders of violets. If I
strolled casually through the garden of my memories, I saw only the
beautiful flowers, the happy times. However, if I stopped to look
at any particular memory closely, or if I stooped to look
underneath, the underlying blackness encroached.

But David is a bright flower in my
memory garden, even back then. On their first date, Mom left me
with a sitter, but they were back by nine. David talked my mom into
taking me to Dairy Queen for an ice cream sundae. I fell in love
with him as I sat in my pajamas in the back of his Plymouth Duster
and he ate his ice cream and leaned over the bench seat to include
me in the conversation.

“I wish you’d come home.” Mom sounds plaintive.
“Just for a little while, sweetheart.”

I close my eyes. Even closed, I can see a rosy glow
of the warm sun, but I know the dark is coming.

 


****

 


David was wonderful. Always. But
the year he married my mother started a string of changes for me.
The spring I turned twelve, my mom had a “change-of-life” baby. I
would come home from school to find them asleep on the couch
together, the shades drawn. I would get myself a snack and do my
homework while they slept, and then, if they were still sleeping, I
would go outside and throw sticks at the turtles in the pond. I’m
sure I felt my life had changed dramatically from what it had been
when it was the two of us. I’m not sure anymore if my own memory is
correct about how I felt about it. I suppose all our memory banks
stop working properly after a while.


Chapter Two

 


“Sweetheart, you want to say goodbye to your
mom?” The hall light outlined David, turning him from man into
silhouette. “I’m taking her to the hospital now.”

The kitchen light spilled into the darkened
living room. The digital clock on the mantel read three thirty-two
AM. Mom sat on the couch, breathing three short breaths at a time
like they taught her in the childbirth class she and David and I
went to. Mom had wanted me to attend the labor, too, telling David
a teenage girl was plenty old enough. David insisted they ask me,
though, and I admitted I didn’t want to go. So they made
arrangements with my old babysitter Julie to be on call near the
baby’s due date.

“Hi, Sweetie.” Mom held her hand out to me.
I took it but didn’t sit down. Mom was so tense, it seemed the
slightest jarring would be painful for her. Looking at her swollen
belly, I felt, as I had many times over the past nine months, that
somebody else had swallowed my mother. As if she were now
Not-My-Mom. And soon she would be somebody else’s mother.

“Everything’s fine. I’ve been through this
before, after all.” She touched my face with a gentle hand, but the
fingers curled in pain, and she began the short, sharp breaths
again.

“David! I think you should hurry.” I was
worried, but I also sensed that I wanted to not have to watch this.
I wanted David to take her away so I wouldn’t have to see her so
vulnerable.

Julie stood next to me on the
porch, her heavy arm around my shoulders as David led Mom down the
sidewalk, opened the passenger door of his new Lincoln and helped
her in. The headlights swept across us as he backed down the
driveway, then the taillights disappeared
like two red fireflies.

I spent the rest of the night wrapped in my
favorite blanket, the one I had back when my real father lived with
us. My fingers picked at the frayed edges until I heard Julie in
the kitchen scrambling eggs and frying bacon. Then I called my best
friend Marleen Galloway. Her brother Kyle answered. Kyle worked at
Sound of the Beat, the record store in town. Kyle was planning to
go to college next year, not like Marleen’s other brother, Jeff.
Jeff was fourteen, but he’d only be in the eighth grade next year,
and he didn’t have a job.

“Sure, I’ll wake her up, Charlie.” Kyle
sounded so kind and understanding when I explained why I was
calling so early. “Hang in there. Your mom’ll be fine.”

“Charlie? Whaszhup?” Marleen’s voice still
sounded foggy. In the summer, Marleen never got up before ten
o’clock. For that matter, neither did I, usually. Still, I needed
my best friend, and it didn’t take much to convince Marleen of the
importance of my situation.

“I’ll be over in an hour,” she said.

I hung up, wrapped my blanket around my
shoulders like a shawl and went downstairs. Julie was already at
the table, eating eggs and bacon. “Good morning.” She smiled and
motioned to another plate. She’d left the morning paper beside it.
I’d been reading the morning paper since I was seven years old, and
Julie, like all good babysitters, remembered. I nibbled at a piece
of toast. Julie made toast in the oven under the broiler, and she
put pats of butter on the upper side. Five of them, and they left
little squares of yellow on the brown surface of the toast.
Normally I love Julie’s toast. Today, I could barely swallow.

“Not hungry?” Julie smiled and patted my
hand.

I shook my head. I picked up the newspaper
and looked at the headlines but didn’t open it.

“Your mom’s going to be fine,” Julie
said.

“Yeah.” I nodded.

“Really.”

“Yeah.” I pretended to read.

The doorbell rang and I jumped up and headed
to the door, the ragged blanket still clutched around my shoulders.
It was Marleen. She shook her head at the sight of me. Marleen
liked to pretend to be older than 12. In her mind, we were both
grownups already.

“You look like hell,” she said.

“Language.” Julie frowned from the kitchen
door.

“You look bad.” Marleen looked at Julie who
nodded and let the kitchen door swing shut. Marleen shot a bird at
the closed door.

We went upstairs after I caught Julie in the
kitchen checking the phone to make sure it was working. I’m sure
she thought I hadn’t noticed, but I did. It was 8:30, and we hadn’t
heard from Mom or David.

I led Marleen into the nursery. David had
painted it yellow and I had helped Mom hang the painted white ducks
and the pink, blue and yellow ABC on the wall more than a month
ago. Marleen and I lay on the floor next to the new white crib.
Everything in the room smelled new. Mom had sold all the baby stuff
she used for me a long time ago, probably thinking she’d never need
it again. I doubted I’d had anything so nice when I was a baby,
anyway.

“So, do you think anything’s wrong?” Marleen
looked at the duck mobile above the crib instead of at me. I didn’t
think anything was wrong, but I wished she hadn’t asked the
question anyway.

“Nah, what could be wrong?” I propped my
feet on the crib and traced each rail with the tip of my toe.
“She’s fine, right? I mean, she’s been through this before.”

Marleen looked at me and shook her head. “I
dunno, Charlie. Your mom’s not exactly as young as she was when she
had you. She’s twelve years older now.”

“She’s 36,” I said. “Women have babies right
up til they’re at least 50 these days.” I wasn’t sure that was
true, but it made me feel better to say it.

Marleen always thought of everything that
could go wrong. She refused to jump her bike over the ditch in my
backyard even though I’d been doing it for six months. I wasn’t
going to give it up just because my best friend was scared, either;
it was too much fun. I’d get going real fast down the hill and
there were some bumps and I’d feel like the handlebars were about
to pull right out of my hands, but then I’d go soaring over the
ditch and when I landed, it was such a feeling of having done
something. Marleen even took the long way around to get to my house
so she wouldn’t have to walk through the black neighborhood. It was
only a block and a half away if you went the short way, but Marleen
always walked about three blocks out of her way. She said her mom
wanted her to, and she probably did. Marleen’s mom hated living so
close to black people.

“So, did you enjoy talking to my brother
this morning?” Marleen knew I liked Kyle, although I tried to act
like he irritated me when he pulled my hair or took the television
remote away from us when we were at Marleen’s.

“Oh honestly!” I rolled my eyes. “I was just
glad it wasn’t Jeff.” We made faces at each other and laughed. I
stopped laughing, though, because it made my stomach feel queasy. I
folded my arms across my middle and rolled over, facedown on the
carpet. The nap of the carpet tickled the inside of my nose and the
wanting to hear the telephone ring was heavy in my throat and
chest, but at least I didn’t feel like I was going to lose my hold
on the floor at any second and go soaring up into space.

Marleen was silent. I was sure she wanted to
say something, but there was nothing to say, we could only wait. I
fought the urge to run to the bathroom and throw up as the silence
and time stretched, taffy-like, through the room.

Finally the telephone broke the silence. I
jumped up and answered the hall phone and yelled hello before Julie
could say anything although I heard her breathing on the
extension.

“Hello yourself.” Mom laughed at my
exuberance. “Would you like to say that a little more quietly to
your brother?”

And I collapsed on the floor and realized
for the first time how sweet relief really can feel.


Chapter Three

 


David always sent Mom the best roses.
Perfect roses with perfect blooms and an elegant scent. None of
Mom’s roses ever nodded their heads too early or faded too fast.
They bloomed to perfection then elegantly dropped their petals,
revealing their naked golden centers. David always claimed it was
Mom who preserved them, Mom always claimed it was David’s love that
gave the roses beauty.

A perfect rose graces the counter when I
arrive. Just one, glorious in its loneliness. I know David didn’t
give this one to mom. Probably Dougie. He inherited his father’s
charm, why not this skill, too? I stand in the silent, familiar
house for several seconds looking at the rose, letting my
consciousness sink deeper and deeper into it, as if into sleep. I
imagine myself sliding over the petals into the darkness that
guards the golden center. Falling…

I push myself away from the counter and look
around, but I can’t force myself to take in the whole room. I focus
instead on individual objects. The lamp shaped like a lily with a
glass shade that my mother has owned since before I was born. The
soft quilt made by David’s mom. A spot on the carpet I vaguely
remember scrubbing fruitlessly. Everything’s a little older, a
little smaller, a little more worn than the last time I saw it.

No one’s home. They’re probably at the
hospital with David. I decide to take a drive down memory lane.

 


****

 


From my car, Mrs. Whitford’s garden looks
the same as my memories of it. Unlike our house, I can look at the
whole picture here. At this time of the summer in the North
Carolina mountains, the roses are at their peak color, although the
azaleas are long faded. Tall purple irises nod at me over the dried
stems of the daffodils. But the roses, the red and gold, the pink
and white and orange, dominate the space inside the white picket
fence. Although I don’t want to get out of my car, I can remember a
time when this tiny garden was the center of my universe.

 


****

 


Someone’s home when I return to the house. I
don’t have to look in the garage to know it. I don’t have to hear
the thumping music to know who it is. I slam the door on purpose
and yell, “Hey Butthead, turn that crap down!”

Dougie comes to the stairs, handsome, young,
the image of what his father was. In a couple of minutes he’s
thundering down to me, wrapping me in a huge bear hug and lifting
me off my feet. “Welcome home, Charlie,” he roars. “Place hasn’t
been the same without you. In fact, it’s been downright cool.”

I gasp and struggle out of his embrace,
feigning breathlessness. “You idiot, you nearly knocked me out with
that stranglehold.” He laughs and we sit down on the couch. The
music continues to thump away upstairs, masking the fact that our
laughter has already spent itself.

“How’s Mom?” I try not to sound too
concerned with his answer, although I am. Dougie tries not to sound
too glad I asked, although he is.

“She’s a little hurt.” Dougie holds up a
hand when I open my mouth to protest. “She can’t figure why you
didn’t come home when she first called you. Dad’s missed you a lot,
too.”

“I know.” The guilt warms me unpleasantly.
“I should’ve come home sooner.”

“Mom’s afraid you’re letting go of the important
stuff, losing your values or something.” Dougie shrugs. “Now you’re
getting married and she really wants you to come here to do it. Dad
won’t be able to make the long trip down there.”

“I know.” I sigh and sit back on the couch, leaning
my head on the cushions and looking at the ceiling. “Growing up
sucks, doesn’t it?”

Later, I sit in my old room. In front of me, my old
paperboard jewelry box sits on my desk. Quite a lot of the white,
pink and yellow paper has worn off the box, leaving large gray
splotches. I run my fingers over the box. I know what’s inside. I’m
not sure I want to open it.

 


****

 


I was a happy child, though my father left
us when I was two. By the time I turned three, I barely remembered
him. My mother was all I needed, and she was one of those unusual
selfless people who can suppress their own needs and desires in
favor of another’s. I didn’t understand until I was much older what
a void I’d created in her by growing up and needing her less.

Then David came along and I had to come to
terms with not being the only center of my mother’s universe. Six
months after their first date, Mom and David held hands while they
told me they were engaged. Five months after the tiny garden
wedding, we moved into the big house on the hill that David bought
for us. The big house was only two blocks away from where I’d grown
up, but it felt like a different world. That night, David asked my
permission to adopt me. So I lucked out again and ended up with two
parents.


Chapter Four

 


The Whitford garden bordered Marleen’s back
yard. Mr. Whitford planted the garden before I was born. It took up
an acre of his land. It had two pine trees, a dozen rose bushes, a
low hedge around the exterior border and a fountain in the middle.
Mr. Whitford planted daffodils, narcissi, morning glories, peonies
and irises. Daisies were not allowed. Daisies were weeds.

Mr. Whitford hated us kids. From
the time I could walk independently to Marleen’s house, we had an
ongoing rivalry. Kyle, Jeff, Marleen and I would sneak up to the
barbed wire fence Mr. Whitford had erected two feet away from the
white picket fence surrounding his garden. We’d whisper and point,
drawn to the garden as if a pied piper were concealed beneath the
rose bushes. Mr. Whitford ignored us as long as we didn’t touch the
fence. The moment a fingertip or toe crossed the line, however,
he’d bellow and run at us, waving whatever he had in his hand
whether it was a towel or a hoe. We’d run shrieking to the other
side of the house, where we’d stay, gasping for breath until one of
us--usually Kyle--got the nerve to peek around again.

Nobody ever saw Mrs. Whitford, although the
rumor was that Mr. Whitford planted the garden for her. I remember
hearing that she had been extraordinarily beautiful in her youth.
Every now and then I’d glimpse a white hand with plump blue veins
gracefully crisscrossing the prominent bones as it pulled the
curtain at the back of the Whitford house. Once I even thought I
saw a round white face with sunken black eyes, almost skull-like.
But Mrs. Whitford remained a mystery to all of us, not that we’d
have it any other way. In fact, when Mr. Whitford passed away the
summer I turned ten, and my mother and Mrs. Galloway went to visit
Mrs. Whitford to offer help and whatever solace they could, I
stayed away.

The barbed wire fence came down and
a neat picket fence went up when Mrs. Whitford’s son Brian arrived
to take care of her. The garden grew wild that summer, but when
Mrs. Whitford passed away a year later, we started to see Brian
working in the garden. He didn’t mind us watching him, and he
sometimes came over to talk to us. Marleen started spending a lot
of time outside. When I went home with her after school, which I
did more and more often after Mom had the baby, Marleen always
suggested having a soda on her old swingset or sitting on her deck.
Once when I got there late, I saw her talking to Brian. They were
laughing, and Brian put up a hand and pushed his hair back from his
eyes. His hand looked really small and white outlined against his
dark hair.

“He’s an artist,” Marleen said. “And he doesn’t mind
us coming into the garden.” She led me down one of the garden
paths, and I ducked out of the way of rose bush branches snapping
back into my face. She paused and placed her hand beneath a late
rose, which was just beginning to lose its bloom. “I bet Brian
likes to paint the roses,” she said, a dreamy look on her face.

I wasn’t certain I liked the reality of
being in the garden. From outside, it was a place of mystery and
beauty. An enchanted garden from a fairytale held no more intrigue
than the Whitford garden when viewed from outside the picket fence.
But now that I was inside, I found that the paths were overgrown,
rosebush thorns tore my skin and insects of every type buzzed about
at unexpected times. Something small and black scuttled from under
one bush to under another one.

But then we came to a little clearing with a
few large rocks, presumably too large for Mr. Whitford to move when
he first made the garden. Instead of moving them, he’d placed a
birdbath between them. Marleen sat down on one of the rocks and I
sat down on another. I faced Marleen’s house, which suited me fine,
especially when, a moment later, Kyle’s Camaro pulled up. I sat up
a little straighter, completely missing whatever Marleen was saying
about something funny that had happened to her in gym class.

Kyle wasn’t alone. The passenger door of the
Camaro popped open and a girl with long red hair got out. Her hair
shone like a red gold setting sun as it fanned about her and fell
gracefully past her hips. Kyle bent closer to her and I heard her
laugh as she pushed him away and ran up the walk toward the house.
Kyle didn’t even look our way as he followed her.

“Who’s that?” I interrupted Marleen’s
oration about Jim Reese’s pants being pulled down in the middle of
a volleyball game.

“You know Jim Reese. Fat kid with the lazy
eye…”

“No, the redhead.” I gestured toward
Marleen’s house.

“Oh, her. Tracy Collins. She just moved
here. Kyle’s been showing her around, if you know what I mean.”
Marleen made kissing sounds into the air and rolled her eyes.

I felt fairly certain I knew exactly what
she meant. Jealousy is an ugly and very uncomfortable feeling, but
I almost welcomed the twinge I received at Marleen’s words.

“Charlie, are you listening to me at all?”
Marleen frowned in my direction. I looked up but didn’t answer. A
bee buzzed out of the rosebushes and landed in her hair. Marleen
immediately jumped up and ran shrieking out of the garden, waving
her hands wildly. I followed her out, but when she invited me to
come inside, I decided I’d better head home. Mom would want me home
soon. She and the baby weren’t sleeping in the afternoon
anymore.

 


****

 


David always left work about six, so Mom
planned dinner for six fifteen. I was supposed to have all my
homework done by the time he arrived so we could relax and eat
dinner and catch up on our days together. I was later than usual
and I knew the algebra homework in my backpack would be hard enough
to keep me busy for at least an hour, so I hurried to put away my
bike and go inside.

The house was dim in the gathering dusk, but
a soft sound emanated from the hallway. I approached with caution.
The baby sitting outside the hall bathroom turned his head and
fixed me with a stare. “Mom, your baby’s in the hall!” I yelled.
He’d just learned to roll over and scoot (a little early for a
baby, Mom said) and Mom had been talking about baby gates and plugs
for the electrical outlets for several weeks. She hadn’t done
anything yet, though.

“He’s fine! I’ll be out in a minute!” Mom yelled
back from the bathroom. I looked back at the baby. He stuck his
finger in his mouth and drooled as he stared back at me.

The bathroom door opened and Mom came out.
She looked from the baby to me to the small puddle of drool on the
floor. I made a disgusted face. “Why’s he drool so much?”

“He’s teething.” Mom scooped up the baby,
ignoring the drool. “I’m fixing pork chops for dinner, you want to
help?”

I loved helping Mom in the kitchen. She was
an excellent cook, and I learned a lot from her. But not today.
Today she’d want to know how my day was and if anything interesting
happened. She might even be able to get something out of me about
Kyle’s new girlfriend. Mom didn’t know about my crush on Kyle and I
preferred to keep it that way. “I’ve got homework.” I shook my
backpack. When I saw the disappointment on her face, though, I said
quickly, “I’ll help you with the cleanup, though, okay?”

“Sure.” She smiled and patted my cheek. “Go get that
homework done.”

 


****

 


After dinner, Mom washed the dishes and I
dried. Before the baby, I loved washing dishes with Mom because we
would talk without anybody else around, even David. Now Mom was too
tired to talk. I stared at the soapy water as Mom put a dish under
the faucet. The soapsuds rinsed down the drain, leaving her red
chapped hands and the smooth clean china.

“Penny for your thoughts.” Mom’s voice
surprised me.

I jumped. I’d been thinking about Tracy,
imagining her and Kyle cruising the town in his Camaro. Had they
been parking yet? Had Kyle made it to second base? Further? I found
myself wishing a horrible fate on Tracy. But I didn’t even know
her, so with the jealousy came guilt. And I couldn’t tell my mother
any of this.

“I was thinking about an algebra problem on
my homework,” I said. “I don’t think I answered it right.”

Mom sighed and let the water out. David
looked up from his seat in the living room. He was giving the baby
a bottle. Mom hadn’t been able to breastfeed this time. Her milk
never came in. She said she didn’t mind having a bottle baby, but
sometimes she looked sort of lost when David was feeding the baby
while she sat with empty arms. Now, Mom folded the dishcloth and
laid it neatly over the faucet to dry. “Then you should probably go
check it.”

As I headed for the door, she called me
back. “If you need help, I’m here.”

I nodded, waved and sprinted up the
steps.


Chapter Five

 


On Friday, I spent the night at Marleen’s. Mom
didn’t really like for me to spend the night away from home, so
this was a rare treat. “Have her over here,” Mom would always say,
never seeming to realize how difficult that was. Mom liked Marleen
because Marleen always behaved well in front of parents. “She’s
quiet and ladylike,” Mom said. “Maybe some of it will rub off on
you.” To which I’d reply that if Mom didn’t want a tomboy for a
daughter, she shouldn’t have let my real dad give me a boy’s
name.

But even Mom had to admit that if I kept
turning Marleen’s invitations around and insisting she sleep over
at my house, somebody would get offended. Marleen didn’t mind, but
her mother was sort of touchy. Mom said Mrs. Galloway came from the
wrong side of the tracks and often thought other people didn’t
think she was good enough for them. Besides, I wanted an
opportunity to see Kyle up close without seeming too obvious. And
Friday should be perfect since Marleen’s parents were going out and
leaving Kyle in charge.

“I hope Jeff doesn’t bug us too much,” Marleen said.
Her brother Jeff had become a little creepy, in a greasemonkey kind
of way. “God, I wish I just had one adorable brother like you do.
You know Kyle’s planning to bring his new girlfriend over?”

I shrugged, as if I didn’t care. She knew,
of course, but I hated to admit my hopeless crush, even to my best
friend.

But Marleen just sighed. “Neither of them
has an artistic soul, you know? I mean, all Jeff cares about is
cars and all Kyle cares about is girls. There’s so much more to
life than that. No one understands me. Well, no one but…”

She broke off, but I suspected I knew who
she was talking about. She’d been over to Mrs. Whitford’s garden
again, talking to Brian. I didn’t go with her when Brian was in the
garden anymore. I wasn’t sure why, but it seemed weird to me that
he was so interested in talking to Marleen when he was a good
twenty years old than her.

Brian wasn’t in the garden when we got to
Marleen’s house, and Kyle wasn’t home yet, so I let Marleen
convince me to go to the garden. Most of the roses had withered,
and there weren’t so many bugs as during the summer, but the garden
still had a creepy feel to it. Marleen and I discussed the school
Halloween dance for a while. Who was taking who. Who wasn’t going.
Who would probably kiss who. Who would ask us to dance if we
decided it was worth our while to go.

The back screen door at the house banged
shut and we peered through the thinning bushes to see Brian pulling
spades and hoes and shovels out of the storage area in the basement
of the old house. He didn’t appear to have seen us, and with
difficulty I managed to hold Marleen down. I didn’t want to have to
talk to him. She giggled but acquiesced.

We watched as Brian pulled what seemed like
every gardening tool he owned out of the storage closet, then
seemed to find what he was looking for. He stood, stretched, and
turned slowly, his eyes scanning the garden, a trowel in one hand,
a bag of bulbs in the other. As we crouched in the garden, the
scent of damp earth and rotting plants filling our nostrils, Brian
drove the trowel into the ground again and again. I could hear the
thud of its blade, the ripping sounds of roots and sometimes a tiny
clink as it hit a rock or pebble.
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