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Chapter 1


The Mantra

Jeffrey Conley sits on a pew at the
Farris Road Church of Christ and slides his right hand over the
slick pine surface. That moment takes his mind off the sulfuric
yellow schoolhouse lights on the white ceiling that burn like
Hell’s flames. He sits beside Aunt Jenny at the Sunday evening
service. For Jeffrey, the hard benches serve as security in the
midst of chaos. He is home again, to a land of loss - parents and
grandparents gone, twin brother dead two hours after birth,
great-aunts, great-uncles, and Uncle Lawton, Aunt Jenny’s husband,
decaying in their graves. Less than a quarter mile down the Old
Randallsville Highway stands the Benson house where he had lived
until his first year at David Lipscomb College in Nashville,
Tennessee.

That morning Jeffrey drove past that log
house, now covered with vinyl siding reflecting the summer sun. He
took a left on Bramble Road to get a better look. Ancient and bent,
sugar maples remained in the back yard, covered with pale green
leaves. The trees brought back old memories of a swing where his
boyhood self flew back and forth across the gravel drive.

Halfway between the church and house stood
the spot where Jeffrey’s white Spitz, Fuzzy, died when Jeffrey was
nine - pickup vs. dog. Even after Jeffrey had seen the blood
encrusted body, he expected Fuzzy to come home, but death’s
finality refused to relent. Somehow that same summer slowly grew
idyllic - that is, before the agony of Jeffrey’s losing his
granddaddy at the end of summer.

Every trip home is a laser playing disks of
memories, Jeffrey’s heart a collage of desires to re-live the good,
forget the bad. Bad hangs around, an unwelcome guest, so now, at
age fifty, it forces him to focus on misery. He fights the urge to
sink into sticky sorrow, glances at his beloved aunt, examines the
familiar spaces of the church he visited often over the years.

The song leader’s announcement of the next
hymn startles Jeffrey out of his trance. The song is one he has
known all his life: “Sweet Hour of Prayer.” Not a bad song, but
easy for church members to drag, especially given the a capella
singing of the Church of Christ. As soon as Jeffrey joins in
singing, a mantra invades his mind - for the millionth time, it
seems:

Dear God, give me peace, don’t let me
think about blaspheming the Holy Ghost. The unpardonable sin.
Haven’t I already committed it more than once - if I’m going to be
damned no matter what, what good is overkill? Oh God, not those
thoughts! “The Holy Ghost is good. The devil is bad. Damn fool
Devil, but the Holy Ghost is good.” Don’t think that thought again,
don’t let it interrupt, God, no - but the voice in his mind
says, “Damn fool Holy Ghost.” No, I didn’t mean to think that,
God forgive me, I’m damned to die in sin and to burn for eternity
with a laughing demon licking my face with its forked
tongue.

The mantra begins again. Jeffrey’s heart
races and his eyes burn with the heat of new tears, tiny
Hell-flames rolling down his face. His aunt can’t see him crying -
if she did, she would ask about it, and he would have to lie again,
as he had lied to his granny when the unpardonable sin filled his
heart with Hell. His face burns as if seared by a hot iron.

God, let that slow song end so I can focus.
Please God. One more stanza. Thank God this church only sings the
first and last stanzas of every song.

Jeffrey concentrates, squeezing out every
drop of will power remaining to squelch his itch to bring the
mantra back. Somehow he survives the service and drives Aunt Jenny
home without getting them killed. He has an extra incentive to
avoid an accident - he knows the moment he dies will be the moment
of his eternal damnation.

His gut tightens but the familiar curved arms
of the street lights of Randallsville cheer him and he finds the
strength to make small talk.

“Brother Elliot had a good sermon
tonight.”

“Sure did,” Aunt Jenny says. “He’s been a
great preacher. Takes time to see people when they’re in the
hospital. Saw him when I was in for my legs.”

Jeffrey tries not to think about Aunt Jenny’s
legs - the atherosclerosis blocking blood supply, starving her legs
of oxygen, exposing a strutting bone in the foot. Jeffrey must help
her keep her balance when she walks. Everyone and everything in his
home state of Tennessee is aging, dying, decaying. If only there
exists more than memories. An afterlife? He believes in one -
intellectually. Yet those 2 a.m. doubts whisper into his ear and
say, One day your dying brain will make you think you’re
floating to a tunnel to Heaven. When Jesus’ arms pull you out of
the tunnel and into the light, your mind will blank into eternal
blackness. All you were will be annihilated. If you’re not
annihilated, God will cast you into outer darkness after you die. A
lose-lose situation.

“What’s in that big notebook you brought?”
Aunt Jenny interrupts his thoughts as he makes a left turn onto
East Main Street. Shop windows cast a glow that reminds Jeffrey of
a warm house and hot chocolate, and his mind starts to wander. He
recovers his bearings and answers his aunt.

“I found it at home, hidden under my bed.
It’s an old journal of mine. I’d forgotten all about it.”

“How much time does it cover?”

“The first entry is from July 1971 and the
last is from December 1975 - ages eleven to fifteen.”

Jeffrey pulls into Aunt Jenny’s drive. When
he stops the truck, Aunt Jenny gives him a long look and asks, “How
did you forget having a journal?”

“I have no idea. Maybe I’m just getting old,
or maybe there is something in that journal that I don’t want to
re-live. But if that’s the case, I would probably have thrown it
away. Guess the only way to find out is to read it.”

“Hope everything you read in there is good,”
she says.

They get out of the car, and Jeffrey helps
Aunt Jenny inside the small, 1940s-built, white wood frame house.
Quaint, he thinks, what real estate people call ‘a
cottage.’ Yet he always feels safe when he stays overnight in
the tiny guest bedroom, like a cat sleeping inside a warm,
cushioned box.

Aunt Jenny is ready for bed early, so Jeffrey
brushes his teeth, showers and leaves the bathroom to Aunt Jenny.
He walks through the hall to the guest bedroom whose blue walls add
to the dollhouse-like feel of the place. A perfect spot for a man
diagnosed with high-functioning autistic spectrum disorder to stay.
He was diagnosed six years before with Asperger’s Syndrome. That
was before the psychiatrists revised the name for his condition in
the DSM-V, the diagnostic manual for psychological
‘disorders.’ Jeffrey’s case is mild, but he becomes annoyed
at people’s ignorance - after the tragic Connecticut school
shooting, ignorant Internet trolls said that all autistic spectrum
people should be locked up. Yeah, right. As if autism had
anything to do with why Adam Lanza killed twenty children and six
adults.

I may be odd, but by God, I’m not
mad.

Jeffrey lays an old spiral notebook on the
bed, adjusting it as if it is lying in state. The loose cover hangs
on the notebook with the aid of a few frayed cardboard strands.
Jeffrey checks the clock by the bed. It is 8:15. He thinks he can
finish reading the journal before his usual bedtime of 11 p.m.

He lies on his side, folds the pillow in half
to support his head and turns to the first page. As he begins to
read, his head hurts, and he closes his eyes as he leans forward
and places his hands on the sides of his head. Lights flash in the
grey darkness of his visual field. The lights coalesce into
pictures, which stay still for a few seconds, then start to move.
Jeffrey’s life beginning at age eleven, between fifth and sixth
grade, commences replaying. As memories drag the past to the
present, the unpleasant ones overpower the pleasant, and he comes
to understand why he forgot about the journal. With the hideous
ghosts of those memories flooding his mind, Jeffrey decides to face
them head on. His left hand grips the sheet as he returns to the
day that started his journey to darkness, a day he had forgotten -
or buried. Now it raises itself like a vampire from its coffin, its
Nosferatu face filled with sharp teeth, eager to strike. Jeffrey
says in a low voice, “Okay, Nosferatu, show me what you got.”

#

In the summer of his eleventh year Jeffrey
begins reading the New Testament, having finished the Old Testament
the previous year. He loves the stories of David and Goliath and
the Joseph story, especially the part when, as second ruler in all
of Egypt, Joseph reveals his identity to the same brothers who sold
him into slavery years before. Most of all, he loves the stories of
the kings in the books of Kings and Chronicles.

The preacher at the Harrell’s Corner Church
of Christ, Brother Richard Noland, is in the middle of a Sunday
evening sermon series on the kings of Israel and Judah. Jeffrey
can’t wait to go with his Aunt Jenny, Uncle Lawton and Granny to
church to hear those sermons. Whenever Brother Nolan preaches on
those Old Testament stories, Jeffrey feels as if he is living in
ancient Israel in the land of good and evil kings. He pictures the
Temple at Jerusalem, shining in the morning sun, priests busy with
sacrifices, their knives slicing lamb’s flesh to release the blood,
the life. A great army leaves the city under the command of King
Hezekiah, who is mounted on his chariot. Another battle comes to
mind: Good King Josiah, fighting Pharaoh Necho of Egypt. One of
Necho’s archers shoots Josiah, who leans over in his chariot,
bleeding to death, dying too young. Jeffrey cries at the end of
that story. A prophet warned Josiah not to fight. King Josiah
disobeyed God. Did he go to Hell? Jeffrey wonders. Were
the years King Josiah spent in goodness wasted?

Jeffrey obsesses over Hellfire. He imagines
burning sulfur, especially after Aunt Jenny bought him a geology
set for Christmas. He plays with it in the garage that his late
granddaddy built. He lights the alcohol lamp from his chemistry set
and burns the yellow stone, sulfur, that he took from his geology
set. The bright blue flame flickers, mesmerizing Jeffrey. The odor,
however, is more rancid than a rotten skunk. So Hell is pretty, he
thinks, though he doubts that people burning in the hot flames,
smelling that sulfur-stench, being tormented by hideous demons,
care that much.

Jeffrey also suffers from doubts about life
after death. When he was a small child, he watched the Easter
episode of the Claymation show, Davy and Goliath. The death
of Davy’s grandmother in the episode threw him into a panic. He ran
into the kitchen, turned on the bright schoolhouse light, and asked
over and over again, “When will I die?” He imagined death as
nothingness, a state in which he would not be aware of anything -
dead like Rover, dead all over.

Jeffrey would rather die and go to Hell
rather than be annihilated. However, Hell holds a strong second
place on his list of fears. He fears it more than Granny’s switch.
He fears it more than the next door neighbor’s fierce German
Shepherd. A dog bite can heal. The pain of Hell never heals but
continues on and on, never stopping, people screaming, cursing God,
cursing demons, cursing one another. Hell is full of bad people -
people who beat up kids - or kill them. Jeffrey hates the thought
of being around the worst murderers in history, and imagines them
leering at him as flames torment his naked skin, their hot hands
reaching for his body, grabbing him, grasping his neck and
squeezing, with Jeffrey knowing the choking will only hurt - not
kill. Still, better to be aware than not to exist at all.

Salvation is on his mind. He has not been
baptized and plans to wait until he turns twelve, the age when
preachers say a child knows right from wrong. Before he turns
twelve, Jeffrey has a few months of real childhood left. He fears
that he will die after the age of accountability and before he gets
baptized - if that were to happen, he would roast in Hell for sure.
What is scarier is that now, at age eleven, he senses that he
already knows right from wrong, what sin is, and God’s judgment to
punish sinners. How much longer can he wait before he is baptized?
The risk of dying and being eternally damned grows every moment.
Each passing day is a gift - with the deaths of his loved ones,
some unexpected, this truth cuts to Jeffrey’s heart. If he
miscalculates the day of his death and fails to be baptized, when
Jesus opens the Lamb’s Book of Life on Judgment Day Jeffrey’s name
will be missing. Then Jesus will say, Depart from me, ye cursed,
into everlasting fire, prepared for the devil and his angels.
The flames of Hell will roast his body, and demons will whip it and
lick it with their seared, forked tongues that have the texture of
rough sandpaper.

The worst night of Jeffrey’s pre-pubescent
life arrives - the night he reads chapter twelve from the Gospel of
Matthew. In that chapter the Pharisees accused Jesus of casting out
devils by Beelzebub, the prince of the devils. Jeffrey is
fascinated by any reference to devils or demons – he has loved
horror stories from the time he first read the stories of Edgar
Allen Poe. He also loves stories involving ghosts, demons and
monsters. As he reads the passage in Matthew, a surge of interest
fires through his body like liquid lightening, and he raises his
upper body with his elbows, his eyes eagerly scanning the page in
his King James Bible.

Jesus tells the Pharisees that a house
divided against itself cannot stand. Jeffrey recalls social studies
class in which he read Abraham Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address.
Lincoln had used that phrase, and Jeffrey is proud to have found
the source of Lincoln’s words. Maybe he can show off to one of his
teachers in the fall.

His good feeling sinks into the pit of his
stomach, moves down to his groin, and kicks him as he continues to
read.

Wherefore I say unto you, all manner of
sin and blasphemy shall be forgiven unto men: but the blasphemy
against the Holy Ghost shall not be forgiven unto men. And
whosoever speaketh a word against the Son of man, it shall be
forgiven him; but he that speaketh against the Holy Ghost, it shall
not be forgiven him, neither in this world, nor in the world to
come.

Jeffrey re-reads verses 31-32 of Matthew 12.
He lies down, struggling to keep his nausea in check. Before he
read this passage he assumed God can forgive any sin. He can
forgive lying. He can forgive theft. He can even forgive murder.
Why is God not able to forgive someone who speaks a word against
the Holy Ghost? Could one small mistake, one slipped word, damn a
person to eternal Hell and place that person beyond all hope of
forgiveness and salvation? One slip of the mind and an old man who
has struggled all his life to obey God, has been faithful to his
wife and kind to friends and strangers, will spend eternity with
the Devil and his angels with their fiery sandpaper tongues grating
his bare back? A serial killer who slaughtered one hundred people
can get off scot free if he repents. Someone who dies for his
faith, eaten slowly by lions, or who suffers greatly via illness or
injury, but who by chance combines the wrong word with ‘Holy Ghost’
will be damned forever? God suddenly seems a cruel, arbitrary
tyrant, a being who will allow a word-trick to send someone to
Hell.

Jeffrey marks the place, closes his Bible,
and walks outside. The warmth of summer grass recalls lost
innocence, and a fluttering monarch butterfly reminds him of times
he chased butterflies on sunny afternoons filled with childhood
joy. Now his heart races, and his mind outpaces his heart. Can he
damn himself this very moment by using a curse world right after
saying ‘The Holy Ghost?’ He begins to walk in circles around the
back yard. Neither the bright sun nor the sight of the monarch
butterfly cheer him up or throw him off his train of thought. In
school he read a story version of Hamlet in which Hamlet
seemed to make his own decisions, but all along Fate was in
control. Is Jeffrey in the same state, with Fate leading him to
eternal ruin?

Jeffrey opens the gate to the field, steps
through, and sits on the ground by a salt lick. The curved shapes
where cows licked the salt lend an odd elegance to the scene.
Jeffrey’s body shakes, his heart races, and his face flushes with
searing heat. He starts a strange chant: “The Holy Ghost is good.
The devil is bad. The Holy Ghost is good; the devil is bad.” The
chant kidnaps his soul, steals his will. Thoughts claw the back of
his mind like the sharp spikes of Satan’s fingernails. What if
Jeffrey says, “The Holy Ghost is stupid?” Will that damn him to
Hell forever?

He keeps repeating his original mantra. Five
minutes pass. “The Holy Ghost is good. The devil is bad.” Another
five minutes pass - then he slips. “The Holy Ghost is stupid.”

No! he thinks, the weight of damnation
drawing his body to the ground. He swallows the hot sour liquid
welling up inside his mouth. By the old bathtub used to hold water
for the cows, long strands of dead grass sway in the breeze.
Jeffrey pulls some of the fescue grass, drops it, its blades
whirling to land in a patch of red clay dirt. He puts his hands on
his head and cries out a soft wail of despair - “Ahhhhhhhh noooo, O
God, no no no no.” It does not matter that he is not yet twelve. He
knows right from wrong, he really has reached the age of
accountability and he has committed the unpardonable sin. He is
going to Hell and there is nothing he or God can do about it.

I should have seen this coming, he
says to himself through sobs. Earlier that year, in the spring, he
sensed something was wrong. With fifth grade coming to an end, the
stability of having the same teacher all day in class would change.
Earlier in the year, Aunt Jenny told him “In sixth grade you start
changing classes.” The idea of having different teachers every hour
frightens him. Change is bad. Later in life he will discover the
reason for his dislike of change - his Asperger’s Syndrome. As a
child he always assumed he was like everyone else - they would not
like change, either. Now, in the spring of fifth grade, Jeffrey
feels his childhood slip away into the abyss of the past.

Jeffrey faces changes he cannot understand
and will not until Uncle Lawton explains the facts of life
to him in the middle of sixth grade. In the back yard of Granny’s
place where he lives stand two sugar maples that provide ample
shade in the hot Tennessee summers. One tree is easy to climb - a
large, low branch a perfect target around which Jeffrey can wrap
his arms and legs and pull himself up to climb higher. At a point
where the main trunk branches off is a little “room” where he likes
to sit and read. His first introduction to reading The
Hobbit was in that room. He remembers thinking how fitting that
in the middle of the maple he read about Middle Earth.

One spring day, after daffodil blooms have
given way to Iris and the chill of March has moved into the warmth
of early May, Jeffrey runs out the back door, abandons the screen
door to slam and crosses the yard to the tree. His heart pounds,
and he feels energized by a strange warmth filling his body. With a
running start he grabs the maple’s low branch and tries to pull
himself up with his legs. His legs slip, as they often do on a
branch worn slick by climbing, but it is easy enough to re-wrap his
legs around the branch. He senses something good, a warm glow that
spreads from his lower abdomen to his chest, and it burns his
heart. The branch rubs against his groin and the good feeling grows
stronger. He lets go and wraps his legs again, repeats, his heart
beating faster and harder and warmth overwhelming him until he
feels something give way inside his jeans and warm liquid spill
into his underwear. The feeling of release makes him lightheaded
and his arms slip. He falls straight down like a cat and lands on
his feet. He staggers to the tree swing and sits down on the wood
seat, having no idea what happened. Whatever happened felt good
except for the shame of the place from where the warm liquid
flowed. Is this as bad as bed wetting? What will Granny think
when she does the laundry? What secret power does Jeffrey’s
body have that it lacked before?

Why is that part of him standing straight up
and hard, hot and hurting? His body is betraying him, behaving in
ways his child’s mind is not ready to accept. He bows his head in
shame that his hidden parts have suddenly become all too
visible.

What makes it worse is that whenever Jeffrey
sees Sharon, the blond, slender girl in his English class on whom
he has a crush but is too shy to tell her how he feels, he
experiences that terrible heat and hardness in his groin. Those
feelings must be wrong. How can something good come from disgusting
body parts? How can such feelings not be sinful? He senses a
serpent growing inside him, striking him whenever it wills.

It is only a small step from such shame, such
sin, to the unpardonable sin. From the shame Jeffrey felt when
Sharon looked him in the eye one day, when the heat in his groin
moved straight to his face - and she laughed - to the pleasure tree
where innocence was first lost - to dreams of female flesh -
Jeffrey’s soul is soiled by guilty knowledge.

It is Uncle Lawton, his cool uncle who wears
sunglasses that make him look like a spy, who explains to Jeffrey
the facts of life. One Sunday afternoon, Uncle Lawton walks
to the maple trees where Jeffrey sits on the unpainted wood seat of
the swing, his hands gripping the links of the chains on each
side.

“Jenny says you ain’t actin’ right lately.
You’ve been moody, really down, and that ain’t like you, ‘specially
during Sunday dinner. Anything botherin’ you?”

Jeffrey struggles to calm his breathing, but
blurts out, “What is that hot stuff that comes out down there?”
Jeffrey points to his groin and continues. “It happens when I wrap
my legs around the tree? Why does my peter stick up in the bathtub?
Am I sick? Am I bad?”

Uncle Lawton places his hand on Jeffrey’s
shoulder, looks him in the eye. “I’m gonna tell you some things -
some secret things - that you need to keep to yourself right now.
Don’t tell your Aunt Jenny anything about it. I’m gonna ‘splain
everything to you.”

When Uncle Lawton describes the act of sex,
Jeffrey’s stomach turns and he retches, but he manages to get
himself under control. “That’s so gross!” he says. “That’s what you
pee with. That’s crazy.”

“It ain’t crazy. When you’re married to
somebody it ain’t wrong - it’s a beautiful thing. God made sex -
stop looking like I’ve said a cuss word - He made it so it can’t be
bad. Don’t do it with anybody before you’re married. That’s called
fornication - and that’s a sin. Don’t ‘spose it’s worse than other
sins, but it can get a woman pregnant - with child. Knock a woman
up like that - stop laughing - it ain’t funny - you’re responsible
for that child. Even if the woman ain’t with child, some women have
diseases. Hopefully you’ll never get one, but you can get them from
sex. They hurt like Hell.”

Jeffrey wonders how Uncle Lawton knows that,
but he ponders his uncle’s lesson. He had been thinking about what
was happening to him before he’d read Matthew 12 and damned himself
to eternal fire. Now he is sure that sex, death, sin, blasphemy
against the Holy Ghost are somehow related. His obsessions grow. He
undresses Sharon in his mind, imagining her bare breasts underneath
her top and bra. Whenever he does this, he feels good and guilty at
the same time. Jeffrey rests his chin in his hand and considers
whether he should feel guilty. After all it is not fornication to
imagine Sharon naked since they never had sex. How can thinking
about it be so bad?

That’s what Jeffrey thinks until one Sunday
morning when Brother Noland preaches on the Sermon on the Mount.
“Jesus said if a man looks on a woman to lust after her, he’s
committed adultery with her in his heart.” After church in Uncle
Lawton’s old Plymouth, with Aunt Jenny driving, Jeffrey asks Uncle
Lawton, “What does ‘adultery’ mean?”

Uncle Lawton tries to answer, but Aunt Jenny
interrupts him. “Lawton, stop that. He’s too young to know all that
stuff.”

“Guess you’re right,” Uncle Lawton says, and
he turns to Jeffrey and winks with his right eye. When they get
home, Uncle Lawton has Jeffrey sit on a chair in Granny’s bedroom.
The remnants of talc from two years ago when Jeffrey’s granddaddy
was alive waft through the air. Uncle Lawton tells Jeffrey what
adultery and lust are.

Darn, Jeffrey thinks. He can’t think
about sex or think about Sharon’s bare chest without sinning. How
many times can he be damned in one day?

At church on Sunday Brother Noland preaches
about levels of reward in Heaven and levels of punishment in Hell.
Outside his house after church, Jeffrey walks underneath an
overhang of pine trees and bushes. He sits on dry pine needles and
cries, knowing that after he dies he will burn in the hottest part
of Hell. Even if God spares him the worst pain and puts him in a
higher level of Hell, it will still hurt forever and ever and
ever.

Jeffrey prays to God for mercy, to spare him
from further evil thoughts so that he can avoid the lowest level of
Hell. He prays for a break from change in this life, since every
change in his life thus far has been a nightmare. What is worse are
his obsessions with death and the heart.

The following week Ann Curtis, a friend of
the family and a nurse, visits for Sunday dinner. Jeffrey’s Great
Uncle Frank has problems with high blood pressure, so Ann checks
his on the Sundays she visits. She brings a stethoscope and a blood
pressure monitor. Jeffrey hides in the back bedroom and waits for
her to finish. Ann steps into the same bedroom to put her
stethoscope and sphygmomanometer, or what Jeffrey calls a blood
pressure cuff, in her purse.

Jeffrey’s identical twin brother, Michael,
died two hours after birth. Jeffrey believes that is the source of
a fascination he has with death and causes of death. When he was
nine, Granddaddy took him rabbit hunting in the field behind the
house. A rabbit jumped from behind a brush pile encircling a
sinkhole, and Granddaddy fired his .20 gauge. The rabbit ran about
twenty feet, fell, and lay still. Jeffrey wondered how the rabbit’s
heart could keep beating for twenty feet and stop so suddenly. The
situation turned more intriguing when Jeffrey sneaked outside to
examine the rabbit’s heart. The shot missed the heart! How could
such a powerful, muscular organ stop beating so quickly when it had
not been hit? Jeffrey cut the heart open with a sharp kitchen
knife, but nothing in the strong strings of tissue and powerful
muscle revealed why it failed. He ran to his hiding place in the
bushes between the gravel driveway and the field and cried.

The heart, life and death are connected in
Jeffrey’s mind - and now, with the pubescent changes in his mind
and body and how he thinks about girls, sex mixes into the brew.
Jeffrey checks out as many books from the library about the heart
as he can. He wants to listen to his own heart.

With women, however, he has a new problem –
sex and the heart have become dance partners. When Ann walks into
the house, a wave of heat spreads over Jeffrey’s heart, his face,
and down to his groin. It is the most intense heat he has felt thus
far, so intense it seems to flow out of his toes to keep him from
catching on fire. Ann is blond, slender, in her mid-thirties, and
Jeffrey cannot understand why the heat inside him burns more when
he views the curve of her breasts. Suddenly he imagines her strong
heart beating inside her chest, and the hardness in his groin
tightens. He gasps with pain and desire. He swoons and claws the
wall to keep himself from falling. Ann hears the scratching and
turns around. She puts the sphygmomanometer away and holds the
stethoscope in her hand. She asks, “Jeffrey! You okay?”

His heart pounds with jackhammer force in his
chest, and he swallows hard, working up his courage. He tries to
look Ann in the eye, but cannot - he focuses on a spot in the
center of her forehead. He struggles to avoid staring at her
breasts. If he thinks about the space between her breasts and what
lies underneath, he knows he will faint. A few seconds pass.
Jeffrey swoons, but he catches himself in time. After what seems to
be an hour he asks, “Can I see your stethoscope?”

She smiles and says, “Sure. Come over here.
Have you ever listened to your heartbeat?”

Hearing the word “heartbeat” makes his heart
pound harder. He wonders if it is strong enough to beat that fast.
Maybe it will stop like the rabbit’s heart. He mutters, “No,
ma’am.”

She places the stethoscope’s earpieces in
Jeffrey’s ears and the diaphragm against his shirt. His heart
pounds as loud as Granny’s new washer sounds when it runs on spin
cycle. The thought of listening to Ann’s heart rushes through his
mind like some fiery tongue that makes him so hot in that
devil-cursed spot between his legs that he swoons again. “It sounds
strong,” he says.

Ann smiles, and Jeffrey asks, “Can I listen
to your heart?” She laughs, picks up the diaphragm of the
stethoscope and says, “I bet one day you’ll be a doctor. Here,
listen.” She slips the stethoscope under her blouse, and the strong
“lub-dup, lub-dup,” perfectly regular (like you’re perfect,
Ann, Jeffrey thinks, and he pushes his legs together to hide
his throbbing hardness). When her heart begins to beat faster, the
lightheadedness overcomes Jeffrey, and he falls toward the bed. Ann
catches Jeffrey in her arms and lowers him to the bed, pulling his
legs onto the mattress. His head starts to clear, but she says,
“You’re looking flushed. Let him check you. Pull your shirt
up.”

If he had died that moment he would be happy.
He hopes she will think his heart is strong. Will she think he
looks good, too? Jeffrey knows someone Ann’s age couldn’t...but her
listening to something so central to his life, so intimate...

“Your heart is beating fast and you’re
feeling faint because you’ve been breathing too fast. Slow down
your breathing. Good. Your heart’s slowing down. Keep breathing
normally. There you go!”

She smiles, tousles Jeffrey’s hair, and puts
her stethoscope in her purse. “Thank you,” he says, and gives her a
hug. She helps him up, has him walk a few steps, and says, “I guess
you’re good to go.” He steps toward the back door, tells Granny he
is going outside, and races to the maple tree. When he reaches the
bottom branch he stops and thinks, I can’t do this here. There
are too many people inside for Sunday dinner. He crosses the
gravel drive to the line of bushes on the other side, crawls into
his secret place. A small oak stands nearby, and there is a branch
low to the ground, but high enough to wrap his legs around. Jeffrey
twists his right leg to wrap around the branch, and there is an
immediate flush and flow of warmth. He crumbles to the ground in a
swoon.

When he wakes up, he cannot tell how much
time has passed. He feels the wetness in his groin and touches the
sticky dampness on his jeans. Despite a strong breeze, the odor,
musky like a wet dog, wafts through the air. There must be some way
to hide the shame. Jeffrey crawls out of the bushes, sneaks to the
front of the house, peeks in the front door to make sure the coast
is clear, and climbs the stairs to his room. He prays that no one
noticed the odor when he walked inside. When he reaches his room,
he takes a towel from a drawer, strips off his jeans and underwear,
cleans himself off, and changes into a set of jeans identical in
appearance to the first pair. After his old clothes dry, he will
throw them in the laundry basket Granny leaves him to fill every
week, placing the offending clothing at the bottom. No one will
notice the difference.

Jeffrey’s stomach twists into a knot, and he
retches. He lies down on the cool floor, feeling air flow from an
old window air conditioner and is barely able to avoid throwing up.
He turns over, lies on his stomach, wraps his arms together, rests
his head on them, and cries. Tension eases as tears wash away
stress. He stops crying and peeks through a crack on the floor to
see what is going on downstairs. Dust specks shimmer in sunlight as
they drop toward the top of the antique piano by the back door.
Jeffrey shifts his eyes to the wood stove. In the winter Granny
burns coal in it - hotter than wood - and cheaper. He imagines
himself inside the stove, orange flames biting his back, blowing
bubbles on his skin, forcing his nerves to face the height of pain.
His skin will heal, slowly, itching as he were bitten by a thousand
mosquitoes - but then the flames will burn him again.

Jeffrey deserves God’s judgment in Hell.
First, his body betrays him on a tree, something that seems
blasphemous as he thinks of Jesus’ torment on the tree of the
cross. Then his dreams betray him. Finally, his mind betrays him,
causing him to blaspheme the Holy Ghost, to commit the unpardonable
sin.

Anger strikes him like lightening, and his
feelings about God change from love to hate. He is furious at God
for making it impossible for him to be saved. Who knows how many
others are damned because of how He makes human bodies, how He
twists human minds to trick them? The Bible may say that the devil
does all those bad things, but God’s the one who created the devil
and set the world up so the devil will win. The reason is so God
can torture people in Hell. Jeffrey hisses like a serpent. “Damn
the Holy Ghost. Damn the Father. Damn the Son. Damn God to Hell.”
He pictures punching Jesus in the balls, enjoying his pain,
piercing him with a knife to avenge for the suffering Jesus
inflicts on people in Hell. Jeffrey realizes that Jesus is bigger
than he, but this means that Jesus has more power to increase
Jeffrey’s ability to feel pain so God can torture him more. God the
Father. God the Son. God the Holy Ghost. The Divine Bully,
three-in-one.

Anger cools into guilt, and regret swells
inside Jeffrey until he runs to the upstairs bathroom and throws
up, hoping that he expels sin from his body, but knowing he has
blasphemed the Holy Ghost worse than ever. He flushes the toilet,
washes out his mouth, and wets his face with cold water.

When he looks in the mirror, a white shape
appears in the distance. Jeffrey has seen that figure before, in an
old farmhouse where he had once lived that burned down when he was
three. That memory is one of Jeffrey’s earliest. Not long before
the fire, he approached a mirror. A figure of light moved toward
him. As it approached, a skull-shaped head appeared, cartoon-like,
its face mouthless, eyeless, its nose two black holes, its body
with thin limbs of light extending toward him, long fingered
light-hands crossing from mirror to room. Jeffrey ran to Granddaddy
and Granny, told them a monster was in the mirror.

“Ain’t nothin’ there,” Granny said, taking
him by the hand and guiding him back to the mirror.

“Yeah, light plays tricks on your eyes
sometimes,” Granddaddy said. “Look! Nothin’s there.”

It took all his strength for Jeffrey to keep
his eyes open. All that was in the mirror was the reflection of the
wall, a chair and a coffee table. Jeffrey trusted Granddaddy and
Granny. If they said the monster was not real, they must have told
the truth. In the years since then Jeffrey’s doubts grew, and his
fear of mirrors remains.

That day haunts him, upstairs at Granny’s
house, as he stands in his own bathroom. The white shape floats
closer, its skull-face growing until it overwhelms the mirror.
Jeffrey stands frozen in place, his heart thudding like a car
engine with a knock, skipping a few beats like a car’s backfiring.
Skeletal hands made of white light pour out from behind the skull
and stretch, breaking the plane of the mirror. They grope for
Jeffrey’s throat. Jeffrey slips and falls on the slick floor, and
tendrils of grey-white light, the color of a corpse’s skin, lunge
to touch Jeffrey’s neck. He rolls away and stands up, his body
swaying. The being’s hands are still less than a foot from
Jeffrey’s shoulder. He remains frozen. A clawed finger touches him.
He screams as searing pain runs up his arm. He twists, writhing in
the grasp of demon-arms. An oversized mouth suddenly appears, and
the skull-jaw opens, the lower jaw stretching to the floor. A
tongue of yellow light touches Jeffrey’s lips, tries to force them
open. Jeffrey twists away and flies out of the room and
downstairs.

He reaches the bottom, unhooks the door, and
Great Aunt Susan stands outside. “What in the world were you doing
up there? You ‘bout scared me and your granny to death.”

Aunt Jenny and Granny come around the
corner.

“I’m okay,” Jeffrey says. “I was playing and
running, but slipped down and fell on my... you know.”

Granny laughs a little and says, “Fell on
what? You know them floors are slick up there. If you want to run
and slide, do that inside when I’m watchin’ you and other folks
aren’t around. I ain’t seen the like...”

Granny walks back into the kitchen where she
was helping put food in the refrigerator. Aunt Jenny stands in
front of him, and Ann comes over. Why does it have to be
her, Jeffrey thinks. She says, “You okay? Overheard you say you
fell.”

“I’m fine.” Jeffrey manages a smile. “My butt
hurts some.”

Aunt Jenny says, “Just be glad your butt
ain’t hurting from a whipping. Be more careful next time. Go
outside and talk to the men. Those lazy bums are sitting in the
gliders under the pear tree as usual.”
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