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Something Beautiful and Holy has come ... to watch the last human soul flicker out.

––––––––

[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Boo R—-—killed another little kid out in the woods last night.
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They won’t let me spell out his whole name. His name’s right



there in that other book, the famous one ... the one about killing birds and lynching negroes. You know why. Rich folks ... they’d rather keep me from warning you how little kids were in danger ... warning you by letting me spell out his name ... than lose a few precious cents letting me tell you all the truth about that famous book ... and warn you how Boo really is.

So I’ll just write “Boo R——-” and you know who I mean. Folks in this town don’t much say his name out loud anyway, even when they gossip what they think are the worst stories about him. They whisper it.

So ...  Boo R—-—killed another little kid out in the woods last night.

I know you don’t want to believe that, because that’s not how the famous book goes, is it? The famous heart-warming tale of one principled man’s stand against Southern racial bigotry. I know you know about that book. 

What you can’t know, or don’t wanna know, is the real story. It’s not exactly comfortable for grown-ups, is it? Hearing how many of the horror stories your kids try to tell you ... might be true.

“Oh honey, you hush, that just a fairy-tale, ain’t no such thing as a bogeyman. Ain’t no monster in your closet. Time for y’all to grow up.”

You sure how I need to hurry and ‘grow up?’

I’m an eight-year-old girl who has a neighbor man lives three houses down the street who they think they gotta keep chained up all night. I say ‘they think’ because they think they got chains somewhere in this dark damned world that can hold Boo R——-. But ain’t no chains, made here on Earth and not in Hell neither that could hold ol’ Boo.

Cause if there was, any sort of God you hear spoke about on Sunday mornings in the churches in this town wouldah chained Boo R—-—in the deepest pit in Hell a long time ago. But ain’t so. Or maybe God did try, but Boo just followed God home like a sick dog you take out in the woods and shoot, and bury ... but it just digs itself out of the grave and drags itself back home again, finds its way home no matter if you dumped it dead a hundred miles away, all snarled up lips and fangs and stinkin’ like rot and hating you worse for killing it.

I can’t speak for God, or God’s intentions in a world He mostly seems to play with like a cat plays with a mouse before He kills it ... but ...

Boo R—-—ain’t in Hell. Boo lives in that old falling down house, all boarded up and darked out, just down my street.

And he follows me when I walk in the woods late at night (at least the famous book got that part of it right, though there’s whole chapters about what happens in them woods at night, that mustah been torn up or burnt in a fit of horror, cause they ain’t in nobody’s book because they was too terrible to read about.) 

(No wait ... since they’re nightmares written down, they’d be in Boo R——-’s  scrapbook he keeps ... Boo loves his scrapbook and Boo loves his souvenirs)

If you recall from the book, Boo pretty much follows me in the woods and kills any man who lays his hand on me too. Because of all the kinds of crazy Boo R—-—is, Boo R—-—is especially crazy jealous. Sometimes Boo just looks through my window at night and watches me. I don’t see him sometimes, but he’ll sure enough be inside my dreams, turning them ugly, making me feel something between fear and sick excitement. Other times I hear a scratching, enough to drag me out of sleep, and I’ll roll over in bed and see Boo climbing and crawling and creeping in through my window, no matter how it’s locked or nailed shut. Boo leans over me in my bed then, so close I feel his hot breath on my neck and in my ear, feel the spittle cold on my cheek and he whispers in my ear:

“You belong to me, Jean Louise.”

“No, Mr. Arthur. Ain’t true. No please, I don’t. Please please please Boo no I don’t.”

“You took my gifts,” Boo R—-—says. And he looks at me with his pale eyes, eyes like a dead pale moon dancing out on deep black lake water.

“You took the dolls I left for you in that hollow tree, didn’t you?”

“N—” I start to say.

“Don’t you lie to me now, Jean Louise. God is watching, just waiting for you to lie.  God awaits a little girl’s  first lie, like a spider waits for the fat sweet juicy fly. So, you took them dolls, didn‘t ya?”

“Yes,” I say.

“And you know it weren’t no regular doll I gave you, not like no other little girls play with. And you played the games I showed you how to play, there in them dreams. Didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Because that one doll, I made it special. Just for you, Jean Louise. For that Special Day to Come.”

Boo means he made it a hoodoo doll. Boo’s told me that before, when he wants to brag to me how sometimes he lets the magic and madness inside him drip out and go into things, so whatever it touches, like the doll he left for me in that hollow tree once, becomes a part of him ... and if anyone touches that thing, sometimes a little part of Boo touches them back, too.

––––––––
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And when Boo talks about “The Special Day To Come” his eyes go narrow and slanted, and I know he’s seeing it as real as if it was right in front of him.

Boo sends me his wicked dreams, he says he’s schooling me for things that belong to only him and me ... but I ain’t never seen what happens when The Special Day comes yet. But I see how Boo looks while he’s seein’ it. Boo never said what it is gonna happen on that “Special Day” neither—but just seeing him as he sees it gives me chills and nightmares. And I know I’m there with him when it comes. I see how the wild wickedness of it makes his eyes roll up white in his skull, I see his mad wild eyes twitching and shining out from between his eyelids.  

I guess folks around here just don’t know what sort of thing it is that’s living right here among them, biding his time. Small towns breed small imaginations, as Daddy would say. I used to think my Daddy was different and better, and he knew everything there was to know in the world ... until I saw how he treated Boo like he was nuthin’ but a pitiful mental cripple to be pitied and protected. Pitied and protected? If he saw just a glimpse of the wickedness shining out of Boo R——-’s eyes when Boo gazes down at me, he’d go get that rifle he used to shoot that rabid dog dead in the street with, when I was six, and he’d ...

Well, truth be told, if Daddy was unlucky enough and touched the madness burning up out of Boo ... I don’t know whose head Daddy would point that rifle at. I’d like to think he’d put the gun to Boo’s head and pull the trigger ... but I’m afraid he’d put it to mine first and then his own. Because that might be the only way—

Every time a kid gets killed, or a woman has done to her what wickedness befalls a woman that ain’t dyin’ but no one will explain to me about, town folks can’t think no further than to go blame it on one of the coloreds. They start their drinking and swearing, until pretty soon they’re full of hate and stupidity. Or more likely, it’s just until the hate and stupidity already inside them spills out. And then it’s “Who done it? Who?” 

Well, who else, you stupid pack of drunk hyenas? A colored. Some colored, any colored. Cause their small town minds and their small church hatreds can’t admit how that sort of evil or wickedness could be alive inside even the worst white man. Go get yer shotguns, go get us a rope! We gonna teach all them niggrah’s a lesson tonight they won‘t never forget!

Like they tried to do to poor old crippled Tom Robinson, caged up in the county jail. They was gonna hang him up like all the rest, until Daddy stopped ‘em.

But most times nuthin’ stops ’em.

God don’t stop ‘em, Jesus don’t neither.

Them’s the nights Boo R—-—comes creepin’ into my room.

Boo, he calls them ‘strange fruits’ ... how they hang up there in the trees. Swaying in the wind all night, the trees creaking with the pregnant swollen weight of them. Boo says it from the Bible, from that story about the Garden of Eden, how there’s a strange fruit that leads to Damnation ... but it’s the prettiest fruit there ever was, all dripping with honey and singing songs, if you‘re fool enough to listen. Tempting, like.

Boo says they hang the coloreds in the trees like that, trying to tempt Boo to come out into the woods so they can trap him. Even if they don’t know in their Christian minds it’s Boo ... their dark mob instincts tell them to set a trap. But Boo says he’s too sly to ever be trapped. Still, the slyness inside Boo’s mind has to fight all them other urges and burnings and dark desires that what’s hanging in the trees stirs up inside him.

Those are the nights Boo creeps into my room sometimes, so he doesn’t go crazy and lose control from wanting it so bad, what’s hanging there lynched in those trees waiting for him. Boo says being nearby me drowns out the temptations singing to him in the trees ... drowns that temptation out with something else, I guess.

If it’s anything like Boo shows me in my dreams ... It’s something a whole lot worse.

A shadow moved across the moonlight falling across my bed. I woke up and Boo was standing in my bedroom, on the far side of the room beside the door. Tucking me in bed goodnight, Daddy had left the door slightly open as always, but as I watched Boo reached out and gently pushed it shut.

“They hanged a colored man out in the pines tonight, didn’t they, Boo?” I asked him. “There’s a colored out there hanging. That’s why you here.”

He leaned in close to me, and his eyes was staring into mine. He took my hands in his hands and held them as gently as if he was petting a flower. I could tell from how he was breathing so soft and dreamy like that he was breathing in the smell of the floral soap and shampoo from my bath; but then he turned his face away to the window, and he gazed out into the nearby pine woods and took a long slow luxurious breath ... seeking some distant scent miles away.

“No, Jean Louise, I swear to you. There sure ain’t.” And then a little smile twitched across Boo’s lips, like he was smiling in a dream, or remembering a happy memory. “No reason to be. They ain’t even had time to realize Billy Lee has gone missing yet, let alone for dogs to find him where I left him, down by the river’s edge, half sunk in the water and the weeds, out in the pines ...”

“Who’s Billy Lee?” I said.

But Boo was still far away, living something over and over again in his dream. “Boo? Tell me. Who’s Billy Lee?”

“He ain’t nobody no more,” Boo said, and his eyes slid back to look at me cold and narrow like a Chinese, and the way he hissed the words sayin’ them, you could tell he would’ve rather spit them out like a bad taste.

“He ain’t nuthin’ and nobody now. So you don’t need to be speakin’ his name. Ever again.”

All the town folks told their tales about Boo, of course. How he had tried to stab his father to death with them scissors just for touching Boo’s secret scrap book, or how Boo was nuthin’ but a thirty three year old half-wit, so hulking strong they chained him up mostly so he couldn’t catch stray cats and eat them raw, or go down at the five and dime store and drool and convulse and play with himself.
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The way he said that now though? It made me think how Boo really was. Most folks probably never even heard him talk, so they figured either he couldn’t talk or only babbled his idiot fantasies. But I knew every word out of Boo’s mouth had more hidden meanings than I have fingers and toes.

For instance, how Boo said Billy Lee ain’t nobody now? And how his eyes went so dead and far away, like he was seeing something in the future? That meant Boo was seeing how Billy Lee was going to have been somebody, someday, for sure ...

Except Boo got to him first.

Right then, clear as day ... somehow I knew.

Billy Lee was meant to be the boy who took me to my first school dance. Billy Lee would’ve been the first real boy I ever really kissed, too. In the next few years, in the wild awakening of out hearts, we would’ve been two souls who by some miracle of luck and love found each other in this stuck-in-the-middle-of-nowhere hick town ... and gave each other dreams so much bigger and more beautiful and better than anything else anyone around us ever dreamed.

I would’ve married Billy Lee someday, and gone off with him to a far away place and a new life, and in those precious years and for all my lifetime after, it would’ve been Billy sitting so close to me on a bed like this, so lost in gazing at me with loving eyes that it made my heart leap and brain swirl with joy, Billy smelling the perfume of my hair, touching my hand, sliding closer ... It would’ve been Billy Lee ... and not Boo R——-  sitting hunched next to me like a vulture smelling me to see whether even if I wasn’t dead yet, was I too weak enough yet to not hold him off me and stop him from devouring me while I was still alive.

I saw it all inside Boo’s eyes, right then and there, clear as day: everything he’d stolen from me, how he’d gone out and found the little boy, maybe playing in the safety of his own yard, throwing a ball to his dog ... and how, eaten up by his rabid jealousy Boo had taken Billy Lee and left him twisted and tortured and dead, somewhere out in the pine woods ... like a possum ripped open obscenely red alongside the road from being run down by a car ...

“But ... they will, won’t they, Boo?” I whispered. “They’ll hang a colored. Soon as they find Billy Lee—”

“I told you not to speak his name! Never again!” Boo hissed at me, and his hiss was like a snake hisses just one time to warn you that the next hiss and next kiss will be full of fangs and venom and leave you dead.

“—Then they’ll go find a colored to hang. Soon enough they will.”

“Soon enough, I suppose,” he shrugged casually.

“Because of what ... what it is ... you do.” 

That made Boo madder than I ever seen him, and sudden like. He fixed me with a fierce angry stare. “Now you listen to me right hard, Miss Jean Louise. And you don’t never make me repeat this to you again, or I won’t be teaching it to you usin’ words. I’ll be writing it into your soft skin with a hot branding iron. I ain’t never harmed no Negro. Never. Negroes ... they got enough monsters in this world to fear, you hear? They don’t need me to be one more.”

I couldn‘t let it go. “But it ain’t fair, is it? That colored folks get blamed for it ... ”

“That’s just how the world is, Jean Louise,” Boo says, and then he leans in close again. “I’m gonna tell you a secret, girl, something’ folks ’round here won’t tell you, and wouldn’t cotton to me sayin’ either. But there ain’t no lick of difference between a white man and a black man. Black man just as good and smart and decent as anyone else. Or just as bad. ‘Cause people is all the same. Except in this world, as long as white men is on top and so full of hate and stupidity for another of God’s children, just cause their skin is different on the outside, well ...”

Boo stopped, maybe thinking’ how he’d said too much, or how I was just a naïve little girl he was wastin’ his words on. But I already knew the rest he didn’t say. As long as a whole town of white folks put all the fear and blame on Negroes ... just for how they looked on the outside ... it let the real monsters like Boo R——-  stay free to be monsters all the ways deep down under their skin, monsters to the core. It let the monsters like Boo  move among them like they was an unsuspecting flock of white, baaaaa’ing sheep. 

No matter that the whole town thought Boo was bedbug crazy ... Boo’s white skin let him stay in the comfort of his family’s house, where even if the stories was true and his Bible-thumping family kept him chained ... no chains and no Bible could hold him prisoner.

I’ll tell you another thing. A secret. Sometimes I know Boo stares in at me when I’m getting dressed for bed and eats me up with his eyes and I don’t never know. But once or twice I knew and he didn’t think I knew. And those times, once or twice, I never looked at my window ... but I saw Boo in my bedroom mirror. And Boo wasn’t wearing his true white skin. Sometimes Boo can put on a black man’s skin and wear it like a disguise. Maybe that’s how he can kill too. Maybe any skin, white or negro ... or human ... is all nothing but a disguise for what Boo really is inside.

My father said something like that to me one time too.  How you don’t never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view... until you climb into his skin and walk around in it. But I know he was trying to teach me something about small town prejudice ... or coloreds, or ... 

But he wasn’t talking about Boo. I’ve felt Boo’s skin against me. That was bad enough. I felt just a glimpse of something crawling around under Boo’s skin too. Like worms or maggots in a dead squirrel I seen once out in the pines ...

In the book, I know you can read how one night Boo R——-  saved my life, and my brother’s life ... That night when we was out walkin’ through the woods and a drunken old white racist attacked us, full of hate because my father dared to go into a court of law and use laws and justice to try and save an innocent Negro’s life.

Folks in town, they heard the story the Sheriff made up, how blind drunk and clumsy, that bigot fell on his own knife while attackin’ us. But the Sheriff, and Daddy ... they thought they knew the truth, that Boo R—-—killed that man fightin’ him, and savin’ my life.

You know from the book how I said telling the truth about how Boo saved us would be like killing a mockingbird. And how it was a sin to kill a mockingbird ... because a mockingbird don’t hurt nobody, and only wants to be left alone to give its innocent pleasure to the world, by singing and mimicking the songs of other songbirds.

But the book don’t begin to tell the truth about what happened later. Because the book can’t know or tell the truth about Boo R——-.

Neither could I ... tell anyone the truth about Boo, that is. Boo put one of his magics on me so I remembered everything he did, but I could never tell a lick of what he did.

If Boo R——-, the true Boo R——-, not the one painted as a pretty lie for that book—was anything like a mockingbird, it’d make them birds all  creatures deserving nuthin’ except to burn in the deepest pits of Hell.

Because the only sort of mockingbird Boo was, was one who took its pleasures in only sins too wicked for us to imagine; and every time mockingbird Boo imitated a song from a songbird whose song it wasn’t rightfully his to sing, or walked in another man’s skin it wasn’t rightfully his to wear ... ?  Boo made sure that the bird whose song he mimicked was left hanging lynched in a tree, its black skin whipped and ripped and torn until all it was ... was painted the obscene red we have inside us all.

And here’s the worst truth I know about Boo now, that I didn’t know when I said that about us lying to save him, when I compared him to a songbird: I didn’t understand that in saving my innocent life then ... all he was doing was saving me for hisself, for a later time, when he could drag me squealing and screaming in horror like some full-growed and fattened-up hog into a slaughterhouse of torture and nightmares he had waiting for me all along.

A six year old girl shouldn’t know the world holds such horrors as Boo R——-, shouldn’t look into the mad evil in its eyes, staring down into hers. 

Not at age six, or age sixteen ... not after even a lifetime of sixty. God shouldn’t allow a Creation to exist where the wickedness and sin inside Boo R—-—exists, where there is no place to escape his evil either in the asylum of the womb or the crazy house asylum or even the grave.

But that evil exists and I have seen it face to face. I have felt its hot breath on my throat as it sat beside me on my bed. Smelling the shampoo perfume in my hair. Breathing deep and hard. And I have understood it even deeper than that.

*   *   *   *   * 
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Or maybe it is a merciful Universe after all, because even if it was me who could not escape it ... it was not just me who understood it. 

Maybe it was something else inside me that did what needed to be done that night to try and stop Boo R——-. I would like to believe that in the moments before Boo crawled in through my bedroom window that night, a little girl prayed to a Merciful God to be saved from a merciless and inhumanly cruel evil ... and her prayers were answered.

But maybe it wasn’t God listening ... It was something else.

Perhaps all that was left to hear my prayers by then wasn’t God. It was the part of Boo R—-—he had bragged and mocked about to me many times before ... 

Bragged and mocked me ... How he had tested my Daddy one day long ago, by letting a part of the wickedness inside Boo R—-—leak out into an innocent stray dog ... to torture it and drive it frothing, suffering mad. Not with rabies, but with a naked glimpse into the demonic disease alive inside Boo.

It was our colored cook Calpurnia who first saw the rabid dog coming down the street in its stiff-legged, writhing torment, and Calpurnia who warned us children indoors, then she called Eula May, the town’s telephone switchboard operator, to start ringing phones and warn all the town of the coming danger. 

Calpurnia called my father on the phone too and said hurry home, there was a rabid mad dog coming down our street.

“Tim Johnson” was that dog’s name, a harmless old stray, he wandered the whole town for years and joined in all the children’s games, eyes always bright and joyful, tail and tongue wagging happily ....

Boo drove Tim Johnson mad, for no other reason than to torment a dog and to test my Daddy, to see if the old man with his one blind eye and the other failing, stooped and old and almost broken in body and spirit ... still had it in him to shoot a monster. 

Or would the old man shoot and miss, or, when the Sheriff came with his rifle and pushed the rifle into my father’s long-unfamiliar hands,  not even have the spirit left in him to try?  Shooting a gun was a part of my father’s fading youth. Failing Boo’s test now, wouldn’t he be humiliated in front of his children, made to look weak in front of his daughter? So she would know once and for all that her father could not protect her, no one could, and show her that she was helpless against all Boo had in store for her ... for me?

I wondered if Boo hadn’t waited outside my window that night, staring in through my window at my tiny shape kneeling bent over my bed, watching me pray, mocking me, mocking my faith? Considering my faith as nothing but 
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an extra sweet and succulent part of my soul, a candy he would suck upon some night soon?

For the Special Day was coming soon. I could feel it growing inside me with each new dreaming delirium Boo sent me.

Ol’ Boo was sly ... but maybe in that moment, as he stood, leering in at me as I prayed that night, and in the moment years before as I looked on in horror at my father aiming the Sheriff’s rifle at an approaching rabid dog ... maybe in those fatal moments Boo was too distracted by his own wicked lusts, by weighing my father, certain that the test would prove he was no threat ... or too distracted by his own lurid and lewd thoughts while staring at me ... dreaming of that Special Day soon to come ...

So distracted that while he was testing my father,  Boo failed in a small but potentially fatal test himself: because standing inside his house, peering out the window secretly at us, drunk with the temptations of another sort of strange fruit of his own creation ... 

After my father shot that rabid dog, poor old friendly Tim Johnson ... Boo had failed to notice that every last bit of the wickedness he had sent leaking out from himself and into the poor pathetic dog ... to torment it and send it mad against my father ... did not return to him from the dog as it lay mercifully dead from my father’s single perfect shot.

“Do not go near that dog,” the Sheriff had warned us. “It is as dangerous dead as it was alive.” 

And that was true. Good children, we did not approach the dead dog ... but something from inside the poor tortured dog, a dog we had played with countless times in life, perhaps something inside that dog looked from Boo to us ... from us to Boo ... and for a moment that something yearned for the love and innocence the dead dog’s soul knew was inside us ... rather than the hell it knew called for it to return to inside Boo. 

If demons are nothing but the twisted souls of fallen angels ... perhaps it looked into the soul of a little girl and remembered Heaven, and chose to flee to her rather than return to the hell inside Boo R—-—that had leaked it out.

All I know is this:  I know there was some part of Boo’s demons left inside that dead dog ... that chose to come to me and not return to Boo.

I know that I was no longer  the totally naive little girl Boo R—-—thought I was, even before he climbed into my bedroom window that sweltering hot night ... The child he was coming for. 

And I know there was enough love in the soul of a little stray dog, for it to bring its demon with it as its soul rose from the dead dog, and limped forward in its last ghostly moments upon this world ... to lick my face goodbye.

Good bye, Tim Johnson. You were a good dog.

I like to think a good dog finds its way to Heaven. Maybe the kids Boo kills, too. 

I know demons cannot and never will.

And now I don’t know if I ever can, neither.  

Not now.  Not after what happened to me on that last night ... 

The night I’m getting ready to tell you about ... when Boo crawled up through my window.

I know now how innocence is lost in the blink of an eye. And then the world can never be the same again.

It was a terrible thing for me to have to see. For an eight year old girl to see.  But I saw it happen.  I couldn’t look away.  It happened too fast. 

I’ll try to tell it fast too—well, as fast as I can.  Because I lived it and I never, never ever, want to relive it again.

It was a hot and humid Alabama night that night, on the night Boo finally came for me. 

I’d had my bath from Calpurnia and she’d sprinkled me with her sweet talcum powder and such, hoping to help me combat the sticky summer hotness. I’d stayed on the porch as long as I could, hoping it might somehow become cooler outside, hoping for any trace of breeze or a thunderstorm to take away the horrible sultry heat. My father sat beside me on the swing, and I lay my head in his lap and listened to him read aloud to me from a book in his gentle soothing voice. 

Because of the late hour, I was soon drifting off into and out of sleep, but I  was so plagued  and miserable with the buzzing and biting mosquitoes that my father could finally take no more of my grouchy, half-asleep tantrums, and he picked me up and carried me squirming upstairs to my bed. My bedroom was sweltering. He lay me down, and kissed me on the forehead.

“You feel warmer than just from this summer heat,” he said softly, worried. 

He rose, then went out and got a cheap ornate wash basin Calpurnia uses and filled it with cool water, then returned and ran a wet wash rag over me, gently bathing my flushed skin.

“That feels nice,” I think I whispered. Or maybe I just dreamed I did. I was already drifting away again.

“I wonder if you don’t have a slight fever.  But try to sleep ... I’ll come check on you later. I might call the doctor then.” He turned and left my room, leaving my bedroom door half open so that he might hear me if I called to him, and so that the soft hallway light fell onto my bed.

I think hours passed. It must have been in the darkest, deadest hours of the night ... When I awoke inside my dream. 

That is how it always was, when Boo sent me a dream, with me lying in my bed ... or worse, pulled me unwilling into one of his dreams, out into the woods or in his dark stinking basement.  I would feel as if I was wide awake and thinking clear-headed ... no matter how strange or crazy or unbelievable the things I saw, or the things Boo did ... 

Most times, I wasn’t even sure if they was real, or just in my imagination. I know I’d wake up in my bed and there would be bruises and marks and  swamp juices slimy on my skin, real bruises and wounds from [image: ]
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where he had had me out in the swamp and mud, outside town, in my dreams. Other times, the most terrifying things would happen to me all night ... and there wouldn’t be a real mark on me the next day. Those times could be the worst though ... When the scars Boo left were not on my skin but in my soul.

That night, the last terrible night ... I awoke and found myself standing all alone in the pine swamp. It was night time, and the moon was big and orange in the sky, shining way up there in the black heavens bigger than I’d ever seen it.

A voice came from the pine trees up ahead of me.  

“Tell me ... What is that you are holding in your sweet hand, Jean Louise? Is it a gift for me?” the voice whispered. I looked down and saw I was holding a delicate lace Bridal veil in my shivering hand.

“That is beautiful, Jean Louise. What is it?” the voice asked.

“It is my Mama’s Bridal veil,” I said, realizing what it was. “My father showed it to me from a drawer one time. He told me: Be so careful with it. It is so fragile and easily torn. It is the veil your Mother wore the day we were married. Some day you will wear it too ... On your Wedding Day.”

“Then I was right. It is a gift for me,” the voice said. “Come into the dark pine woods, Jean Louise. Come and show me the beautiful gift you have. Because I have a gift for you too. Do you know why?”

“No,” I said.

“Because it is my Wedding Gift to you. Because Today is the Special Day to Come. My Wedding Day! Now ... come into the trees.”

I walked deeper into the pine trees. My feet and legs were naked, and the swamp water and mud squished up between my toes, and the pine cones and fallen branches were sharp and cut me. I think I began to cry. And the farther I walked into the trees, the branches snagged and pulled and tugged at my bed clothes like birds’ claws. Like I saw birds once pulling and biting and squabbling to eat over a dead squirrel.

“I don’t like it here,” I said. I stopped walking and now I was sobbing and shaking in fear.. “I don’t want to go no farther.”

“It doesn’t matter, Jean Louise. Because you are already here. Look up.”

The voice had brought me there to stand underneath a huge ancient pine tree, its gnarled limbs spread out and twisting over me like a huge spider. 

The night sky was dark, but the moonlight and the glowing Milky Way stars showed me enough to see that there was something black hanging up over me in the tree. Swaying up there among the black creaking limbs.

I looked away. I didn’t want to see—

“Look up. Do you see what I gave you, Jean Louise?” the voice said. “Do you think it’s beautiful?”

My heart jumped in sick icy horror inside my chest. I knew what it was—

“It’s one of your hanged negros, ain’t it, Boo?” I cried, and I fell down on my knees. “Don’t make me see—”

“It most definitely is nothing of the sort,” the voice said. And through its bitter mocking tone, the voice sounded actually hurt. “I said look. Don’t spoil my gift, Jean Louise.”

I couldn’t not look.

What I had thought was a black man hanging up there in the tree, with his body all distorted and deformed from his arms and legs being broken and pulled out of their joints ... and his neck twice as long as it should be, his head almost pulled off by the noose ... It wasn’t that. It was even worse.

The black shape hanging up over me shuddered and gave a convulsion, and a flood of vile and stinking urine and slime came spilling down out of it. And then it slowly unfolded its huge black wings. It was something like a huge bat ... as big as a man, even bigger, hanging upside down ... but it was worse than a bat. One time I saw a big ugly  octopus at a carnival once that came 
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through town in painted circus trucks.  It cost a nickel to go into the dark tent and watch a man feed live fish to the octopus. This was like that, too: all long squirmy tentacles and bat wings and yes, something that looked like a man too. But it was too terrible and ugly for my eyes to even understand it all. It dropped down out of the tree and crouched over me so close I thought I’d die from it hugging me and  folding me up inside its wings.

“Please don’t touch me!  Please don’t touch me—!” I begged.

“I wasn’t going to touch you here, Jean Louise. Not here. Not shivering naked among the pines like a scared and helpless and hunted animal. Not yet. I brought you here into my dream to give you my Gift. See ... You brought me your dead mother’s marriage veil because it is our Special Day To Come. And so  I was going to give you my two Gifts. For the first, I was going to strip away the veil between us and show you my True Face. And for the second ... I was going to reveal to you how the world and everything in it ... is about to die.”

The bat monster stepped back and gazed down at me.

“Because that is how we consummate my sweetest dream, Jean Louise. My sweetest demon dream. By killing every other dream in all the world ... and killing anyone else who might ever dream it. Like I killed—”

“Billy Lee—” I started to say.

“Yes. You can say his name because he’s gone forever. Yes ... Billy Lee. Because you would have gone into his marriage bed someday ... And I ... I will have you in no one else’s marriage bed but mine.”

The bat monster seemed to shrug and twist and fold up into itself. Its tentacles coiled up to become human arms and legs, and its black bat wings folded up like a scarf in a magic show until they were gone. And then it was only Boo standing there in front of me, underneath the huge gnarled pine tree. And then it really was a dead negro hanging from a rope above us, twisting and swinging in the hot summer night.
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