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To my friend, FQB.


INTRODUCTION

Michael Bailey

There are a number of reasons why I may have been chosen to write the introduction for Gene O’Neill’s sixth fiction collection: perhaps because we are nearly neighbors in California, or because I’m intimately familiar with and have published close to half the contents of this book in anthologies or individual publications, or perhaps because I recently had the opportunity to work on his four-book illustrated series called The Cal Wild Chronicles, a world that binds most—if not all—of his literary works, including those you will soon read in Frozen Shadows and Other Chilling Stories. But I’d like to believe I was invited to write the introduction because we share something mutual, an understanding of what Gene refers to as The Hitchhiking Effect (the title of his previous fiction collection), or “transferring the emotional load of an autobiographical experience,” as Gene states in his introduction to that collection, “from my own background directly into my fiction writing” so that the reader can hitchhike and can emotionally experience the content of the scene.

Let that sink in, and you will understand great fiction writing. In “The Algernon Effect,” which you can find within these pages, there’s a line that reads: “This part is much too personal to share,” which, in the grand scheme of things, is a lie; if you read enough of Gene’s work, you will come to realize he’s willing to share just about everything.

Gene is not a fan of other writers patting him on the back in book introductions, or tooting his horn, so to speak, but I’m going to do it anyway, for only a moment, because you need to understand why he, and Cal Wild, are such integral parts of contemporary literature. He’s a master of setting, capable of pulling the reader into his fiction naturally, through a special kind of osmosis, or perhaps a reader/writer symbiosis. I believe we have Ernest Hemingway to thank for that. In the Tom Reamy tribute story within this collection, “A Faint Scent of Musky Lime,” Hemingway’s comparison of bullfighters to writers plays a paraphrased part: “The good bullfighter fights in the terrain of the fighter; the great bullfighter fights in the terrain of the bull; and so it is with writers.” Gene O’Neill always fights in the bullpen (pun intended), and always leads you there (safely or not), but most importantly, his words will leave you there, in his scene and with his characters, long after the page. It’s a special kind of magic. And he never flinches.

Let me reemphasize that this is Gene’s sixth fiction collection. Before Frozen Shadows there was Lethal Birds, and before that The Hitchhiking Effect, and Dance of the Blue Lady, the Bram Stoker Award ® winning Taste of Tenderloin, and his first collection, Ghosts, Sprits, Computers and World Machines. As of this writing, all five previous fiction collections have made the Horror Writers Association’s preliminary ballot for Superior Achievement in a Fiction Collection, and four of those made the final ballot and were nominated. I’ll throw more numbers at you: his work has appeared on the preliminary ballot sixteen times, on the final ballot twelve times, in categories for short fiction, long fiction, fiction collection, and first novel, and he’s taken home the statue twice. Don’t let those acclamations fool you, though; he is not a horror writer, although he is fully capable. He is a literary writer who blends genre: mystery, suspense, horror, western, crime, fantasy, science fiction, you name it . . . to the point that his work is difficult to categorically place.

If this is your first time reading Gene O’Neill, note that I’ve listed each of his fiction collections for a reason. After you finish this one, work your way back. There are pieces of Gene scattered throughout his writing, each short story working like a puzzle piece, each novelette and novella a larger chunk, and his novels, well, I guess what I’m saying is that there are many places where you can start your hitchhiking if you haven’t done so already.

So what can you expect to find in Frozen Shadows and Other Chilling Tales? A taste of everything, really. A taste of tenderloin. A taste of what I would consider some of Gene’s more science-rich, thought-provoking short stories, and a few that masterfully blends and bend genres, all of which connect to the vast world of Cal Wild he’s created over the years.

This collection is bookended with novellas: Frozen Shadows, a majority of which is autobiographical fiction;and At the Lazy K (which I had the pleasure of publishing as a standalone illustrated trade paperback a few years ago), a western ghost story rich with Napa Valley history. In between the novellas are eight short gems in which you will hitchhike with heroin addicts, those with tattoos that seemingly come to life, the painted ladies of Cal Wild, memorable names like Mama Pajama, Shake, Mr. Blue, and Miracle Bob, some of which you may recognize whether by Tuckerization or from Gene’s other works. Along the way you will travel to the top of Mt. George, up and down Napa Valley, through Sacramento, and into the heart of the Bay Area, to the ‘Loin in San Francisco, Hotel Reo, Chapel of the Chimes, the back streets of Oakland, and other familiar dark places. The stories explore quantum entanglement, Visual Migraine Events, electro-shock treatment, Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder, and Tourette’s syndrome experimentally treated with Temporary Deep Brain Stimulation. And as you read you may start to notice all these stories are connected in a way. It’s a wild ride through genre-bending fiction, but well worth the ticket.

Follow the advice of Hunter S. Thompson: “Buy the ticket, take the ride.” He may have been referring to alcohol at the time, but the same applies here. You already bought the ticket, this book, so flip the page, stick out your thumb, and let the stories of Frozen Shadows take you where they take you.


FROZEN SHADOWS

Part One

Northern California

1.

Mysterious Ailment in Mother Lode

A rare childhood disorder has reared its ugly head in Sutter Creek in the heart of Northern California, gold country. In the last year, seven youngsters, ranging in age from eight to twelve, have been stricken down by a disorder that is mystifying local medical experts. The youngsters have all been hospitalized at Sutter Amador Hospital in nearby Jackson, with very similar symptoms that include severe headache/anemia/ malnutrition/ongoing blood loss/low white blood cell counts. But the underlying cause(s) of these symptoms stubbornly eludes hospital staff. A half dozen specialists have been consulted and are also stumped as to the exact nature of the ailment. Several think it may be an exotic virus(s), which has not been isolated by testing as yet. A pediatric oncologist feels it could be a rare form of childhood leukemia, but if so, specific cause(s) remain undetermined. Local press directs attention to the possible carcinogenic conditions remaining at several gold mines now abandoned near Sutter Creek, where all seven youngsters lived and played. In any event, two of the children have reached the critical life-threatening stage.

—Sacramento Bee, June 10, 1962

2.

When I was six-years-old, I went to live with my grandparents in Sutter Creek.

Shortly thereafter, I met a beautiful girl named, Bell. And together, Bell and I would confront an evil man who cast no shadow. These three interrelated events would significantly influence the course of my life . . .

3.

June 1956—

“You will love living in the country with them, Sean,” I remembered my mother saying when she visited me that last Saturday before I left Children’s Hospital in San Francisco. I had been there for over six months, recovering from polio, which I had unfortunately contracted just shortly before the Sabin vaccine became available.

“As soon as I’m on my feet financially I will come and collect you,” my single mother promised.

I never knew my father. He died—five months after I was born—in December of 1950 near the Chosin Reservoir in Korea, part of the famed General Chesty Puller led 1st Marine Division breakout.

My father left the standard $10,000 military life insurance policy and little else. At the time, Mother had been a housewife, uneducated with very few outside job skills. With the insurance money thinly stretched out and supplemented by Mom taking in other people’s ironing, we just barely struggled by for six years. Then, I got real sick and the medical bills began to pile up. The good news was that my mother had been offered an excellent opportunity to temporarily move in with her sister and brother-in-law in Sacramento and work full time at their rapidly growing family nursery—The Lone Oak Tree. She dearly loved gardening and tending plants. So, Mom was upbeat and joyful that Saturday afternoon, enthusiastically telling me all about her new job in a new town.

“We’ll be together as soon as I can afford our own place. And the future finally looks really bright for both of us, Sean.” I didn’t argue about me not going immediately with her to also live with Aunt El and Uncle Mike. She’d briefly explained there was not sufficient room for me there, with three kids already falling out of beds in the small two-bedroom house.

But that Saturday visit was the last time I ever saw my mother alive. Returning to our small apartment on Louisiana Street in Vallejo, she was involved in a multi-vehicle accident, caused by a gas tanker jackknifing across lanes on Highway 40 and blowing up.

She never escaped her burning car, dying alone and so young.

The following Tuesday morning, still burdened with grief, I was released from Children’s Hospital and picked up by my grandfather, Thomas O’Donnell. He took me straight to All Souls Catholic Cemetery for my mother’s memorial service. I’d had an almost miraculous physical recovery, no withered limbs or weakened lungs, like many of my friends whom I was reluctantly leaving behind. So, I easily managed the long uphill 100-yard climb to Mother’s graveside. After a blur of meaningless talk by mostly people I didn’t recognize, Gramps and I threw a handful of dirt onto her coffin, and then we left. A very disturbing, mind-numbing experience for a six-year-old boy.

My grandfather, a short, husky man, had a baritone voice made raspy from a life-long habit of smoking roll-your-own cigarettes but softened by his thick brogue. He took my hand in his gnarly, strong mitt that he’d earned boxing as a youngster, working on Southern Pacific work gangs maintaining railroad track, and the last twenty-eight years as a rigger at Mare Island Naval Shipyard in Vallejo. He’d retired four years ago from the Yard and moved up to Sutter Creek to stretch his modest pension dollars. I didn’t remember him from my early Vallejo years and had only seen him and Grams maybe twice or perhaps three times briefly on holidays since their move. No Interstate 80 back then and folks didn’t make too many long car trips on the old two-lane, crowded State highways, except for maybe at Christmas time or occasionally on Thanksgiving.

We left All Souls around eleven in the morning and rode nonstop for almost four hours from San Francisco up into the Sierra Nevada foothills, due east of Sacramento, to finally reach Sutter Creek, getting only barely acquainted on the way. I wasn’t very talkative, still traumatized over my mother’s untimely death and feeling more depressed by the formal, detached, routine nature of the burial; but I was successfully able to hold back any tears in front of this almost total stranger.

4.

Sutter Creek was a little backwater town on State Highway 49 that had once played a significant part of Amador County’s role in the famed California gold rush back in 1849-50. A number of mine shafts once surrounded the town, producing a significant part of the gold rush tonnage. Now, the mines were all closed down, and there were less than 1000 people left living in the historic town. A solid core of established Anglo family names, some dating as far back as the 1850s, but a good number of “newcomers,” many of them from immigrant stock, the majority of them Italians with a handful coming from Eastern Europe and Ireland.

Neither of my grandparents had lost their distinctive Irish brogues, even though arriving as youngsters in this country just over a decade after the turn of the 20th Century. Both had only gone to the second grade in school in Ireland. Gramps went almost immediately to work on the railroad after eventually settling in Southern California as an eleven-year-old boy. Grams came over five years later and finished the third grade here before quitting school to help her recently widowed mother and unmarried aunt in a small laundry on lower Tennessee Street in Vallejo. The laundry did fairly well, serving both the military and civilians from nearby Mare Island Naval Shipyard.

Apparently, my grandmother, Kathleen, was quite the redheaded, emerald-eyed beauty back in the day, with many avid beaus. But Gramps eventually claimed her hand. They actually married much later than most immigrants, because Gramps only quit the railroad down south and took a job in Vallejo at the Shipyard when he was at the advanced age of twenty-seven. One day soon after arrival in Vallejo he brought his laundry into the Erin Wash and fell in love at first sight with the Gaelic beauty that waited on him. Grams said he didn’t claim her twenty-three-year-old heart until after the first time they attended a dance— “Because that Donegal lad had grand feet blessed by St. Padraig, his ownself.”

These two Irish immigrants worked hard and raised my father and his two sisters in Vallejo. Then after the three kids grew up and left home, Gramps decided to retire early from the Yard at fifty-five, taking a reduced pension. By then he’d been involved in demanding, heavy labor for over 40 years and had some recurring episodes of minor but painful back problems. He’d told Grams that he thought he’d maybe continue to do some light odd jobs around Sutter Creek if his general health held up. He was still robust and very handy throughout his 60s and early 70s while I lived with them—an accomplished jack-of-all-trades including farm and ranch work, with all the light odd jobs he could handle.

I didn’t have much family background on either of my grandparents before coming to Sutter Creek. And now they both seemed to be exceedingly strange to me with their funny accents; Grams was quiet, rosy-cheeked, still freckled, and no-nonsense strict; Gramps was gruff acting and smoked those funny brown cigarettes he could deftly roll with one hand. That first day I was nervous and unsettled arriving at their white and brown-trimmed two-story wood-frame home, located on narrow Eureka Street, just two blocks east off of Main Street next door to an old sand foundry. I was also feeling very sorry for myself, definitely missing my mother.

Of course, my grandparents had to have been a little unnerved themselves, too, bringing a recently orphaned grandson they barely knew to a tiny, strange town off the beaten track to live with very conservative people who looked, spoke, and acted differently from his mother and her working-poor friends in urban Vallejo.

But Gramps adjusted easily to all this underlying tension. On the ride up he’d managed to learn that I dearly loved books, even though my mother was not a book person and had not been able to afford many for me during the tough economic times after my father’s death. Gramps shared my love of books and oral stories, too—no doubt a reflection of our shared Gaelic genes. His ongoing influence in appreciating literature and good writing would eventually have a dramatic impact on the arc of my life.

So, on my first late afternoon in Sutter Creek, after he showed me where to unpack and stow my tiny suitcase in my upstairs front bedroom, Gramps said: “C’mon, Sean boy, let’s go downtown to a special place I think you are going to love.”

5.

We walked at a relaxed pace along Main Street—which was also State Highway 49—on old redwood plank sidewalks past a half a dozen business establishments, Gramps reading aloud from the signs as we passed: Wells Fargo Bank with its impressive tall cast iron doors painted black, Marconi’s Drugs with its magazine/comic books wide circular stands in front, The Chatterbox Café with its breakfast and lunch daily specials neatly posted on a blackboard outside, Cabri’s Food & Meat Market, Dom’s Hardware & Dry Goods, Marie’s Tailoring & Seamstress Work, and a narrow door leading to a darkened 2nd floor upstairs, which was simply and mysteriously labeled, K.O.C. Gramps made no comment on these three initials, but later I’d learn they stood for the Catholic fraternal organization: Knights of Columbus. The bulk of the Sutter Creek population was not Catholic of course, attending either the 1st Baptist Church or Full Gospel Church in town or one of the several Pentecostal Churches over in Jackson, the Amador County seat four miles away.

Finally, we stopped at the northern outskirts of town in front of what was once a small, but elegant, well-maintained, white and black-trimmed Victorian residence. It was set back from the street-highway a good hundred-fifty feet, with a neatly lettered black and white sign in front announcing:

Amador County

Branch Library

Of course, I couldn’t read the sign because I had missed a significant part of my first year in school, even though I’d received a few tutoring lessons at Children’s Hospital. And I probably wouldn’t have known what a library was at that point in time anyhow. I don’t recall Mom ever taking me to one in Vallejo.

In his wonderfully expressive Irish brogue—which I would soon learn to relish during nightly story-telling time—Gramps announced: “This is where all the right words finally come, Sean.”

I first looked at the small residential building, then frowned, and looked questioningly back up at my grandfather, wondering why the right words traveled here, and how they even discovered this place?

He smiled thinly and continued in a nearly reverent tone: “Aye, lad, all the right words. When they have enough collected in there, they are carefully arranged into a group. Now, if they have selected wisely, and if they have put those right words in the proper order, something extraordinary and magical happens. They create one of God’s true gifts . . . a wonderful book. Let’s go in and inspect some of the magic.”

We stepped into the tiny library, actually the entire bottom floor of the old Victorian, now mostly one undivided very large room; but with floor to almost ceiling rows of shelving, shelves that to me seemed to continue on and on forever . . . All lined with books. Never had I seen so many books collected in one place. I was indeed awestruck by the marvelous sight!

“We can borrow these books,” Gramps said, smiling down at me.

After partially collecting myself, I said in a hoarse whisper: “But how many of these can I actually read, Gramps?”

He hesitated just a moment. Then, in his truly engaging and heavily accented rasp he answered: “Oh, laddie, you can read them all . . . if you only take the time. Each and every one, to be sure.”

He then took my hand in his gnarled mitt, led me to the desk just right of the entry, and introduced me to Mrs. Sullivan. The cheerful-looking, slightly graying librarian made me a card, and explained, with just the trace of her own brogue, the actual procedure for borrowing any of these library books. With Gramps help, I selected and checked out three children’s books that afternoon. One was a thick, beautifully illustrated copy of King Arthur and The Knights of the Round Table. I dearly treasured that book, and eventually checked it out five more times in the next six months, before I finally received my very own copy at Christmas. A beloved, well-worn book that I still own.

This Branch Library was indeed a magical place. I immediately fell in love with it as Gramps predicted, forgetting about any worries while there that afternoon. During the ensuing years, I would spend a significant portion of my spare time at the library—especially during the long, dark winters. It became a serene sanctuary, where I first experienced my tentative ambitions of a potential future life as a writer. Imagine, me, Sean O’Donnell. An aspiration that Gramps and Grams would eventually strongly encourage down the road.

6.

June 1958—

With the help of Grams and Gramps, I quickly caught up in school during 1st grade. And by the summer after second grade, I was busy reading on my own, but also going fishing, bull-frogging, and often helping on odd jobs with Gramps. And picking wild blackberries from up the creek and different fruit from the orchard out back with Grams. Later in early September on weekends, I helped her can the surplus. But all this while reading at least two books every day that summer.

In the evenings before an early bedtime, the three of us sat out on the wide front porch, munching buttered popcorn and drinking lemonade or iced tea, while flailing away with opened hands at the pesky mosquito dive-bombers. But with relish Grams and I stayed and listened, awed by Gramps’ dramatic and wonderful Red Branch Tales about the exploits of the fearless hero, Cú Chulainn. An Irish mythical/ historical figure, who made the adventures of the Knights of the Round Table or even the great Robin Hood’s daring feats seem almost mundane. He lived sometime in the 1st Century B.C. And it was said he possessed the Gaelic heroes’ mystical ability during combat to place themselves into a trance-like state called Riastradh in Gaelic. Later translated from ancient lore into English as “wasp spasm.” The hero was figuratively stung and temporarily rendered calm, confident, super-strong, absolutely fearless, and impervious to pain; and it was at least strongly implied that the hero was also invincible. On several occasions, I thought my Gramps might have been in the thrall of Riastradh, and much later at two critical times, I think I too was able to invoke this condition of wasp spasm. At least at those moments, I believed I was protected by the mystical trance state. Gramps often smiled after orating these glorious Red Branch battle scenes, several times claiming we had direct genetic lineage back to Cú Chulainn—perhaps not in an entirely jesting manner.

As a lad, Cú Chulainn was called Setenta. He loved hurling, the national sport of Ireland, played a little like soccer but with a hurling stick and a very hard ball—actually more of a cross between field hockey and lacrosse, but with no helmets or pads. One evening, when Setenta was twelve years old, he stayed outside his father’s friend’s stock compound to practice his hurling throws. Unfortunately, the adults busy imbibing, talking, and laughing forgot that the young Setenta was outside, and released the guard dogs at dusk. A pair of massive aggressive hounds that circled the compound at night, protecting against possible surprise attacks by competing clans’ stock raiders—the unofficial but real national sport of old Ireland. The hounds immediately attacked Setenta. A fatal mistake. The athletic, strong, and mature lad, undoubtedly entranced in a self-induced wasp spasm, caught them each up by their hind legs and swung them around his head, finally bashing their skulls together. Killed them both instantly on the spot. But under Brehon Law back then, if you did damage to a person’s property you personally did whatever necessary to make it good. Setenta took the guard dogs’ place for a year until two new hound pups were raised and thoroughly trained. By then he was known by his famous adult Gaelic name. His father’s friend was called Culann. And Cu is dog or hound in Gaelic. Thereafter the lad was known as: Cú Chulainn—Culann’s Hound.

7.

One afternoon early that summer of 1958, I was playing fetch with my little fox terrier, Snip, in the front yard, when someone shouted an order through the black, widely-spaced, wrought iron, fencing bars.

“Hey, you, Big Boy, come over here.”

It was a girl about my age, maybe a bit older but actually quite petite. She was standing with her hands on her hips, leaning slightly forward, wearing an aggressive, serious expression—a stance that I would soon learn was accompanied with a giant measure of better-not-mess-with-me attitude. But even at that time, only eight-years-old, I recognized she was already the most beautiful girl in town. Curly blondish ringlets, faded denim twinkling eyes, and a constant hint of a smile that always looked on the verge of bursting into a raucous guffaw. A Swiss-Italian mixture of pixie princess with generous dollops of a rough and tumble shenanigan-loving tomboy. How could I not be instantly smitten.

I wandered cautiously over to the fence, more than just a little bit curious but also intimidated by this intriguing girl.

She said: “I’m new in town, and my name is Isabella. Isabella Marconi. My dad is the new dentist here in Sutter Creek and over in Jackson, too. My Uncle Dominick runs the pharmacy downtown.” And is partners in half the other businesses along Main Street, too, I thought, but kept a sarcastic chuckle to myself.

“What’s your name, Big Boy?”

I cleared my throat and answered: “Sean O’Donnell.” Then I pointed at the house behind me. “My Gramps and Grams live here.”

“Where do your parents live?” she asked, eyebrows arched.

“Gramps and Grams are my parents.”

“You go to Sutter Creek Elementary School?” she asked, taking my curt response in stride with a slightly dismissive nod and frown, and continuing her interrogation.

“Yes,” I said, feeling a little bit unsettled by this loud and confidently aggressive, but so tiny girl.

“What grade?”

“Going into the third.”

“How old are you?”

“I’m eight . . . but close to nine,” I answered, stretching up as tall as possible and trying to puff out my skinny chest.

“I’m already nine, had a birthday weeks ago,” she declared in a flippant voice while looking me over carefully, before apparently resigning herself to some kind of important decision. She even nodded to herself, confirming her judgment. A physical trait I would learn to pay close attention to over the years.

“Put your face right here,” she ordered, pointing at a specific spot just on her side of the fence.

I complied, sticking my head clear through the widely spaced, twisted, black, iron fence spikes.

Without a trace of hesitation or even the slightest blush, she put her hands behind my ears, roughly pulled me a bit closer, and kissed me fully on the lips.

“You’re now my boyfriend, Sean O’Donnell,” she announced in a tone that left no room for any kind of argument. She stared sternly at me for a silent moment daring any negative response, then added: “And you may call me, Bell . . . not Isabella or Bella or anything else girlish like that. Just Bell, do you understand?”

I nodded, more or less still too dumbfounded to argue. It was the first time any girl had kissed me on the lips. Bell Marconi was not just any girl either; she was indeed a real force of nature.

She smiled sweetly, recognizing my acceptance of her declaration. Then, she dashed off, leaving me standing with my hands dangling limply at the sides of my bib overalls and partially out of breath, but congratulating myself at having survived intact Bell’s direct frontal assault.

And so, I was officially designated Bell’s boyfriend and would remain in that favored capacity for as long as I lived in Sutter Creek.

8.

A tiny town like Sutter Creek was somewhat like a later 70s hippy commune, everyone minding everyone else’s business. It was expected that all adults watched over all the kids, no one thinking twice about disciplining an errant youngster with a resounding swat on the pants—related or not. So, everyone in town soon knew the adventuresome, charismatic, and feisty pixie; and not long after, they all expected to see us constantly together.

It wasn’t such a one-way or unrewarding relationship with Bell either. No, indeed.

When the new comics, everyone called them funny books back then, came in at the pharmacy, Bell always snagged copies of my favorites after the bundles were first cut open and before they were placed for sale out on the stands—usually including issues of the purple-clad Phantom, the Blackhawk squadron, and always my preferred first read, Plastic Man. During those hot summer afternoons when we weren’t swimming, playing ball, picking blackberries, wandering about, or doing some kind of chore, we would read those funny books cover-to-cover at her Uncle Dom’s drugstore fountain. We sat on adjoining high backless round stools and sipped from frosty mugs of old-fashioned root beer—not from bottles or cans, but made from scratch at the fountain by mixing syrup and soda water. Only two of the many fringe benefits of being Isabella Marconi’s boyfriend. Another benefit of vital importance would be access to an unusual piece of equipment that would come in handy at the end of the summer about four years later, an item that undoubtedly saved both our lives.

9.

August 1958—

About two months after I’d kissed Bell and became her forever boyfriend, I met another new 3rd grade arrival in town, a remarkable boy who would quickly become my best guy pal. One of the kindest, gentlest souls I’d ever meet with a world-class witty sense of humor. At that time, though, Bobby Mericalli immediately impressed me with his array of card tricks and a small collection of magic illusions that he’d brought to Sutter Creek from Wisconsin. He was already a pretty clever young magician. But as Bell saw it, he required a good Stage Director and PR Chief to appropriately showcase his skills. So, late that summer, and during the following school year, we staged maybe four or five magic shows on the Central Park stage downtown, inviting all our friends. In addition, Bell spread fliers all over town before each performance, including prominent displays in each of her uncle’s storefront windows. We charged a dime admission, too, which Bell diligently collected from everyone, no exceptions including curious parents—this was at a time when it only cost 12 cents to go to a double feature movie over in Jackson. Of course, I tagged Bobby with his stage name, the first time I introduced his act; and it would stick as his everyday nickname for the remaining four years of his very short life: Miracle Bob.

Bell, Miracle Bob, and I were inseparable for the next two years: magic shows, skinny dipping in a deep pool up the creek, constructing our own puppet plays with home-made puppets and colorful costumes, deftly climbing tall trees and steep cliffs, playing around the mine tailings, tossing around a baseball or football, shooting baskets, visiting the library, and engaging in generally harmless shenanigans. Folks jokingly called us: The Miniature Three Musketeers, a name that of course delighted us. Actually, we were living a pretty charmed childhood . . .

That was until Mr. Shadrach Black came to Sutter Creek and began to gradually spread his cloud of ominous dark magic and misery.

10.

June 1960—

The namesake of the town, Sutter Creek, flowed east and west about 100 yards south of my grandparents’ house, running parallel with Eureka Street, right through the center of town under the Main Street Bridge. By the end of summer, Sutter Creek had shrunk down to little more than five or six inches deep, the snow-melt out of the Sierras little more than a steady trickle by then. Nevertheless, that little stream supported a huge population of giant bullfrogs, each night a male chorus bellowing out its amorous charms.

Gramps taught me to snag them around dusk with just a piece of red felt on a hook. I kept them in a wet gunnysack and sold them alive to my Italian lady customers all around town for twenty-five cents apiece.

11.

Early that summer, an out-of-towner moved into the dilapidated Queen Anne—the old Rossi Place as it was known—that was directly across the street from us, facing this way but on the other side of Sutter Creek. You directly accessed the deteriorating two-story residence and four other old places on that south side of the creek by a narrow public footbridge. But you could only see the top second-story of the old Rossi Place from street level or the footbridge because willows and cottonwoods had grown up and screened away a direct view. I looked over the trees from my second-story bedroom window, and could plainly see the complete front of the dilapidated Queen Ann and its huge, front yard that gently sloped almost clear down to the creek and trees.

The new owner of the old Rossi Place appeared at our front door one day when Gramps was away for the afternoon, busy helping to gather a large random sample of grapes to test for sugar content at the Esposito Vineyards, located ten miles out in the country on the way to the village of Volcano. Grams answered the knock at the door. And there stood a tall, thinly built, stoop-shouldered man; with the bushiest eyebrows and blackest eyes I’d ever seen. He was heavily bundled up for a hot summer day in a loose-fitting dark blue duster worn over a long-sleeved, faded blue work shirt and cuffed dress pants. Unlike every other man or boy in town, who all wore boots or work shoes, this stranger sported a pair of highly polished black wingtips. He didn’t appear to be anywhere near retirement age, like so many of the other recent arrivals to Sutter Creek—only late 30s, maybe early 40s at most. But those dark eyes, they were absolutely ancient.

“Hello, ma’am,” he said, tipping his worn indigo driving cap politely to Grams. “I’m your new neighbor across the creek, Shadrach Black. I need some help moving a cord or so of firewood over to my new home.” He turned and pointed at a huge pile of cut oak wood that had been dumped on this side of the creek leading to the footbridge. “With your permission, I’d like to hire your boy and perhaps one of his friends to help.” He spoke with a slight foreign accent, but not Italian and certainly not Irish; and his dark presence standing there in his shiny dress shoes, with his spooky aged eyes definitely gave me the shuddering creeps.

“Well, I think Sean would like that, to be sure.” Grams turned to me. “Maybe your friend, Bobby, would like to earn some spare money, too?”

I reluctantly nodded to be polite. After clearing my throat, I said: “I’ll go get him, Grams.”

“Good enough,” Mr. Black said. “See you boys in say about half an hour down at the bridge?” He gestured over his shoulder.

12.

Miracle Bob and I pushed a wheelbarrow loaded with eighteen-inch long, black and live oak logs all afternoon across the footbridge. We shuttled the heavy loads around back of the Queen Ann residence and dumped them in Mr. Black’s unlit, gloomy basement full of sticky spider webs. Then, as instructed, we stacked the logs neatly along a rickety stairwell that led up to the first-floor kitchen. I noticed there were no locks on either the basement door or the kitchen door at the top of the stairwell—not unusual at all, not really needed in Sutter Creek back then. We worked and sweated in 90 plus degree heat all afternoon. Twice, we took a short break, made our way up the kitchen steps, to knock and request glasses of water from Mr. Black, who participated in none of the heavy labor himself. Both times it took a great while for him to appear; and when he eventually did open the kitchen door, he seemed quite put out by our taking a break, the intrusion on his privacy, and our extravagant requests for a glass of water. He didn’t invite us into the house; instead, he made us both stand on those basement steps while he watched us quickly finish our drinks of water. Then, he impatiently shooed us back down to work.

At the end of the afternoon, after the last load was finally stacked, Mr. Black met us outside his basement door. He shook his head sadly, and, with a deep frown, announced: “You young gadjos are actually too lazy, much too slow, and you took way too many unnecessary breaks . . . But, here’s your pay anyhow.” Reluctantly, he thrust a shiny silver quarter into each of our hands as if he were parting with a treasured twenty-dollar gold piece.

Worn out, we both staggered back across the footbridge in a state of stunned speechlessness. Looking at the quarters in our hands, we couldn’t believe what had happened. We had been really taken advantage of by this strange man. Even back in 1960, when the minimum hourly wage for a grown man was only around $1.25/hour, a full afternoon’s labor by a boy for a total payment of one quarter was exceptionally stingy.

Miracle Bob was initially quite upset.

“I’m going to tell my Pops on the old skinflint right now,” he said, taking off in a huff on his bike, pedaling back toward downtown.

He lived clear on the other side of town, though, at the very top of the long hill that went up past Amador High School—home of The Thundering Herd, archrivals of the Jackson Tigers. Along with Bell, we often played football on the field over there near the hilltop, us boys planning to star someday for The Herd. But I knew that even on his bike, Miracle Bob would lollygag on the pull up that long, steep hill, probably stopping when he reached the high school, especially if he saw someone playing ball there on the field; and his genial nature would kick back in before he finally arrived home. Undoubtedly, he’d forget about informing his Pops about Mr. Black’s tightfisted ways.

But I wasn’t about to forget.

13.

Fighting back tears later that evening, I showed Gramps the miserly single quarter payment for an entire afternoon’s work and blurted out my complaints against our cheap neighbor. “And in addition, he called us some kind of bad name, too, Gramps. Gadjos, I think that’s what he said.”

He nodded, rubbed his chin, thinking for a moment, and then said in an even voice: “Okay, please sit down, Sean.” I sat where he gestured on the black leather ottoman by his matching recliner.

“A pair of good lessons to be learned here today, to be sure, lad. First, if you accept a job for pay, you always determine payment in advance. Either one total figure for the completed job, or an hourly rate. And second, you always value your own labor according to the danger or difficulty of the work and charge accordingly. If you don’t charge enough, no one will care.” He paused, smiled wryly, and added: “Long ago, I discovered, if you work for nothing, you never have trouble finding work.” He stared quietly at me for a moment, until I nodded my understanding. “Okay, good on you, lad,” he said.

Then, he stood up, patted my shoulder, walked over and stopped by the kitchen door. He began to speak in Gaelic to Grams but quickly caught himself, stopped, and switched over to English. I’d asked to learn Gaelic when I first came to Sutter Creek and heard them speaking it. But Gramps had vigorously shaken his head and explained: “You look like them and if you speak like them, they don’t know you are not one of them.” He’d shaken his head again kind of sadly and admitted: “Grams and I will never be able to speak exactly like them. With that and our even casual practice of Catholicism, we will always be seen as different. Never truly belong here. But you already speak exactly like them. No Gaelic for you, lad. If you stay away from church, you have the perfect disguise.” And that was sadly the last discussion with either of them about learning Gaelic. Something I would deeply regret later in life.

Leaning against the kitchen door jam, he’d quickly switched over to English and was saying to Grams: “Kathleen, I best be going over and meeting our new neighbor, Mr. Black. I believe he’s a Brit or maybe even an Irish Traveler, perhaps speaking a bit of the Gammon to the boyos. I need to welcome him kindly to the neighborhood. Perhaps discuss a few things, like the local paying customs for half a day’s work.”

I would learn from Grams that a Traveler was called a Tinker when she was a young lass in Donegal. An Irish or Brit Gypsy. Gammon was a kind of Traveler secret language. And Gadjos was actually old Romany and meant non-Gypsy, but an expression often used in a derisive, dismissive, or demeaning manner. Grams warned that some Travelers were able to cast black magic spells and curses, which really intrigued Miracle Bob when I relayed that information on to him. And that didn’t seem to frighten him at all. That boy was never spooked easily.

Despite Mr. Black being a tall, mysterious, and scary character, I knew that I wouldn’t care to be in his shoes right now. My grandfather never seemed to really anger. But twice I saw him perhaps slip into a state of Riastradh during discussions with shrewd but ill-advised neighbors, who’d contracted his services on odd jobs, and then tried to chisel him down on the fee after completion of those services. Both times my grandfather had cut the arguments short with his fearless look when he thrust out his square chin with a bright gleam in his eye. Not really red-faced and enraged, but calm, strong, fearless, and totally confident in the righteousness of his own cause. Both neighbors used good judgment and readily settled up before any blood was shed.

At both those times and especially again tonight, I pictured my grandfather as the avenging spirit of the old Irish mythical hero; and just like Cú Chulainn going into battle, I imagined Gramps protected by a wasp spasm. Once after I questioned him he even told me how the heroes themselves invoked Riastradh. “They suck in a deep breath, hold it, close their eyes, and envision a tiny white-hot spot; and just like blowing up a balloon, they let out that breath and actually will that spot to grow; then that expanding white-hot spot instantly flows across synapses, igniting the inner spirit, and warming the tips of all extremities,” he said, with a slightly wry smile. If he had his tongue in his cheek, I was too young to detect it at the time.

Gramps returned shortly to our house, meeting Grams and me in the dining room, where supper was waiting ready on the table.

With a warm grin, he handed me a brand new five-dollar bill and said: “Mr. Black had a change of heart, Sean. He has finally decided that he underpaid you and your friend. Share that money with Bobby, tomorrow, please.”

“Thanks, Gramps!” I said, jumping up, taking the bill, and heading for the stairwell to the second floor to stash the money in my bedroom.

On the way up the stairs, I heard Gramps say to Grams: “Ah, Kathleen, I am believing our new neighbor is indeed a bit of a sharp trader, and more than likely a Traveler.” He chuckled and added: “And I believe he cursed me with bad luck under his breath in Gammon when I took a little too vigorous of an exception with the measly amount he had paid the boyos. Probably figured I wouldn’t have a clue to the meaning of: Gajengi Baxt.”

“Oh, is that right now?” Grams said, sounding more than just a bit ruffled with concern over the curse. “Well, we best be keeping our lad away from that man, no question. And you best not be getting mixed up with him, your ownself, Mr. Thomas O’Donnell.” When she used the formal Mr. Thomas O’Donnell, Gramps knew Grams meant what she said. The only heavier underlining of her intent was when she used his entire name with no mister preface: “Thomas James O’Donnell.” When she blurted that out, even I stopped what I was doing, sucked in a deep breath, and steeled myself to weather the blistering verbal storm.

I continued up the stairs, as Gramps laughed and interjected something briefly in Gaelic that made Grams loosen up and reluctantly chuckle, too. They both exhibited what I thought was possibly a distinctive kind of Irish trait, when they were thoroughly amused at someone’s silly or inappropriate antics—conscious or not. Never a publicly demeaning snicker or a making fun derisive snort or a verbal put down; no, instead they both issued a private chuckle among themselves, usually hidden behind their hands or by looking away, fully enjoying the moment while not embarrassing anyone.

Later that night, I would ask my grandfather to explain more about Travelers and Tinkers to me.

He told me a little about the Tinkers of his youth, who wandered about Ireland in colorful horse-drawn caravans, usually patching metal things like pots and pans and sharpening knives. But modern Travelers no longer provided any of those once valued services. He said he thought that Black was indeed a common name for an Irish or Brit Traveler. He said that they were all related to the ancient Romany. And like European or Mid-Eastern Gypsies, they had a reputation for being tight-fisted, very shrewd traders, clever fortune-tellers, and some were even said to be privy to applications of the ancient Dark Arts. He said that all over Europe and the Mid-East there were unverified rumors of them stealing Gadjo babies for use in their secret rituals.

“Best you and your friends steer way clear of Mr. Black, Sean,” my grandfather warned, the deeply creased expression on his face lending weight to his caution. “Do not accept any more work assignments from him, regardless the amount of promised payment.”

14.

I would find avoiding our neighbor was not really much of a chore. He was only rarely seen outside if at all. He appeared occasionally in the early evenings at dusk just before the town businesses closed each day, returning home with a purchase from either the druggist or hardware store. Even more infrequently were brief daytime trips around noon, always heavily bundled-up in loose-fitting clothes despite the heat, when he visited the Roma Inn just a block away from our house toward town. He didn’t really go there to mingle outside the Inn with the group of old Italian men gathered there, who smoked crooked, smelly cigars, drank dark red wine, argued loudly in Italian, while playing the court game of Bocce ball. Mr. Black always watched only long enough to finish a small glass of wine himself, and then he quickly returned home. The odd thing was that day or evening, I never once saw him returning home with a bag of groceries from Cabri’s.

15.

June 1961—

Whenever on rare occasion, Mr. Black came across the footbridge during the day headed for the Roma Inn, my little dog, Snip, used to run up and down the wrought iron fence in the front yard, howling like a Banshee. For some reason, Snip hated the Traveler. But the little dog wasn’t always patrolling the front fence-line, sometimes he was preoccupied with protecting the homestead against invading frogs, toads, and other varmints in the two-acre garden and orchard in our backyard—corn, tomatoes, onions, squash, plums, apricots, peaches, cherries, figs, and apples. Then, after noticing the missing sentinel, Mr. Black would maliciously sneak up to the front fence-line, pick up a stick, and drag it along the metal spikes—rat-tat-tat-tat-tat—driving the little dog crazy. Until one afternoon, after several of these sporadic, noisy harassments, when Gramps suddenly appeared out on the porch. With a stern expression Gramps, shook his finger back and forth, warning the Traveler in a no nonsense voice: “That would indeed be just about enough of that tormenting the poor dog, Mr. Black. Do you clearly understand me, sir?”

The tall, thin man just hurried on by, not acknowledging Gramps’ admonition, and muttering something to himself under his breath. Perhaps even another Traveler curse of some kind.

16.

Later that July, Snip turned up missing.

Of course, both Bell and Miracle Bob were absolutely convinced that Mr. Black was the prime dognapping suspect, and had done something terrible to Snip to get back at Gramps for disrespecting him in public. I’d taken delight in describing my grandfather’s stern reprimand of the Traveler to them.

But Gramps patiently explained to the three of us kids: “You cannot accuse someone of doing something bad, just because you do not like them. You need proof of their misdeed. Mr. Black is probably completely innocent of wrongdoing in this case. In fact, ’tis rattlesnake season, a lot of them over there along the nearby creek hiding in the shade of the blackberries. And quite possibly Snip might have poked his nose where it did not belong. He has never had a good measure of dog sense, often sniffing carelessly around those berry vines despite the snake danger.”

Sure enough, a day later Snip staggered back across the footbridge to home with his head swollen up the size of a ripe cantaloupe, appearing like he’d been snake-bit on the very tip of his dry nose. He came home whining and wagging his stubby tail. Grams made a hot flax poultice and tightly wrapped the little dog’s snout in it—a home cure rumored to be effective when a rattler had bitten a dog. But it did no good this time. Snip crawled up in my lap and died with a final whimper early that evening. I was of course heartbroken.

Even though I wasn’t 100-percent convinced that Mr. Black was responsible for Snip’s death, Bell, Miracle Bob, and I schemed of ways to get even with the Traveler. We decided to first watch and stalk him whenever he went downtown for his occasional evening shopping trip or rare afternoon walk for a drink of wine, one of us always tailing a good distance back. We kept details written down in a spiral notebook. Getting a good idea of the exact times of his daily/evening routine coming and going, always noting the date, time, and store names on the shopping bags.

17.

One afternoon, around noontime, Bell came rushing up to our house, where Miracle Bob and I were casually tossing a baseball back and forth out in the street. While only partially catching her breath, she managed to blurt out: “Boys . . . boys, he has no shadow, you know . . . I’m telling you Mr. Black has no shadow!”

Momentarily stunned by Bell’s bizarre claim, we both looked back up the street where the stoop-shouldered mystery man was at that very moment making his way toward us. As he passed and turned toward the bridge, Bell whispered almost too loudly: “See! See there what I said. No shadow!”

It wastrue, Mr. Black didn’t cast a shadow . . .

But, after a moment, I looked down on the ground around each of us where we stood out in the direct sunlight. We didn’t really have much of a discernible shadow either, not more than an inch or so of indistinct dark puddle around our feet. Then, I squinted, glancing up at the sun directly overhead. And finally, I chuckled and shook my head.

“Bell, no one has a shadow when the sun is at its zenith, a little after noontime around here this time of the year—”

Recovering quickly, she placed her hands on her hips, stuck her chin out in her belligerent Bell way, and snapped: “He didn’t have a shadow five or ten minutes ago either when he was going to town, smarty pants.”

I didn’t challenge her right then, deciding that discretion was the better part of valor.

“Well let’s watch close for the next week,” I finally suggested, after giving her a few minutes to settle down. “Catch him on his next daytime walk. Maybe set up a special trap. Delay him from continuing on home for an extra ten or fifteen minutes. Let the sun drop just a bit to a more revealing angle. Check him out for a shadow after that delay—”

“Or more likely his lack of one,” Bell said, frowning, her eyebrows slightly arched in a challenging expression.

18.

Six days later at about five or six minutes after noon, Miracle Bob stopped Mr. Black in the street in front of our house before he could return home across the footbridge. Both of them with their backs toward the west and the slowly angling sun. Bell and I were up on the front porch peering down and listening, paying close attention. Neither of them cast a shadow that we could detect from this distance at the moment.

“Mr. Black, I have a good buy for you on this basket of fresh-picked, delicious blackberries,” Miracle Bob announced loudly, pushing the basket of prime berries out in front of the Traveler. “Only fifty cents.”

Mr. Black shook his head with a look of almost total disgust. “Don’t need any more berries, boy, and you’re even higher priced than those ones at Cabri’s,” he said, starting to turn away toward the bridge.

“Wait!” Miracle Bob said, grabbing at the cuff of Mr. Black’s thick long-sleeved shirt extending past the end of his duster’s blue sleeve. “These are really the fattest, the ripest, the juiciest berries in all of Amador County including those down at Cabri’s! An excellent buy.”

“Hah!” Mr. Black said, vigorously shaking his head, looking more than a bit annoyed now at being detained. “They are not even a good buy, boy.”

With his hand still clutching at Mr. Black’s sleeve, Miracle Bob said: “Okay, okay, I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’ll make you a special deal you can’t possibly refuse.” A young, resourceful used-car dealer in early training down there on Eureka Street.

“A special deal, you say?”

“Yes . . . how about you take this full basket for just twenty-five cents. And if those aren’t the sweetest, juiciest, most delicious blackberries you’ve ever eaten, I’ll give you your quarter back tomorrow. No questions asked.”

Mr. Black smiled thinly, but with a completely humorless expression. We could almost see the shrewd trader wheels turning inside his head. Forget about ethical. An opportunity lost was an opportunity lost. His smile broadened, as he if were thinking aloud: These are going to be free berries! He couldn’t pass up the deal even if he didn’t like to eat berries.

“Okay, money back if I’m not totally satisfied, right?” he said, digging out a quarter from his coin purse and holding it out in front of our friend.

“Absolutely correct,” Miracle Bob said, glancing up where we were spying from the porch. He grinned, obviously proud of his own clever resourcefulness. By then the sun had probably dropped a full degree or more down past zenith.

Mr. Black handed over the quarter.

But Miracle Bob held on tightly to the basket of plump berries.

“Let me run into Sean’s house and get you a nice paper bag to carry those, Mr. Black. You wouldn’t want to spill and lose or bruise any of them.”

At that moment we could see just a hint of a nondescript blob of shadow extending east out maybe six inches from Miracle Bob’s feet—

“No, boy,” the Traveler said, “I don’t need a bag!” He roughly jerked the basket of berries out of our friend’s hand, spilling several on the ground before beginning to move swiftly off in the direction of the footbridge.

“Okay, but don’t forget these,” our friend said, after gathering up the three or four from the ground, trying to stall the Traveler another few seconds longer.

But the stoop-shouldered man ignored Miracle Bob completely, as he walked quickly away.

I glanced at my watch, it was now 12:21. Both should be casting an observable shadow by now.

When I looked up, I could see that indeed our friend’s shadow puddle was beginning to thin, lengthen, and take on the rough form of a figure. But, by then, Mr. Black was walking in the shade of the tall oaks lining the walkway along the bridge path. Yet, for just the briefest micro-second before he actually made the shady sanctuary, I glimpsed the bundled-up Traveler fully exposed to angled direct sunlight . . . And I don’t think he cast any shadow at all, but I wasn’t sure.

I glanced at Bell, lifted my eyebrows, and frowned.

“See, Sean, see, he had no shadow!” she said loudly, looking at me sternly and almost compelling my agreement by the 100 percent confidence she displayed in her tone.”

“Bell, sorry, but I’m just notcertain what I actually saw there,” I said, shaking my head. “He ducked into the shade much too quickly after he got away from Miracle Bob. I couldn’t really tell if he had a shadow or not.”

Bell’s look changed to a deeply disappointed frown.

And that’s where we finally left our experiment: Inconclusive, despite Bell’s obvious silent objection.

19.

The next day, Miracle Bob surprisingly refused to refund Mr. Black’s quarter, when the Traveler confronted our friend and vigorously demanded his money back. He first threatened the boy and then cursed him in his foreign tongue. We didn’t witness any of this, but Miracle Bob related it all to us later that day up at the football field with a smug look, and laughed, bravely discounting the potential threat of the Traveler’s curses. He said he figured that he owed the skinflint some payback over the hauled firewood incident. Our pal was really much braver than me, no question.
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