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Notice to the Reader:

The following work is written in the street kids' vernacular of small-town Central Texas in the early to mid-1960s. It contains vulgar language, rough profanity, nudity references, controversial sexual issues, as well as racist remarks and various other off-color colloquialisms of questionable political correctness in current twenty-first century American society—thereby representing historically accurate verbalisms issued by white children of the day and locale.

Jimmy Jameson, free-minded Texas fourth-grader of the Old School, says that if you get your panties in a twist over a few stinkin' words like that, then y'all can't hang out with him and his tough-ass buddies...nor pet his dogs neither. He will not kowtow to social convention nor follow all boxed-and-packaged standards of conduct. Jimmy further says that if you can't take the heat, get off the street. In fact, he'll double dare you to meet him out behind Dairy Queen after school so as to kick your butt, if you're gonna be like that. But if you apologize to him about your cognitive distortions, he'll buy you an ice cream cone dipped in chocolate and tell you the school scandals of the week...and maybe even which girls will kiss you if you take them to the Saturday afternoon matinee at the Bowie Theatre and buy them popcorn and candy and a Coke.

Otherwise, welcome to the terrific town of Brownwood, Texas, and join Jimmy and his radical, neurodivergent friends at East Elementary for an adventure beyond your wildest imagination.

––––––––

[image: ]


Other Books by Jimmy Jameson:

Mississippi Bones

Legal Notice

[image: ]

[image: ]

Author's Message to the Reader

My name is Jimmy Jameson. I am a former junior associate intelligence operative who was under the aegis of the Youth Asset Program within the Central Intelligence Agency. I was inducted into the YAP at the age of eleven on February 14, 1966 in Dallas, Texas, after receiving extensive mental and emotional conditioning in a clandestine national psychiatric program called Springflower, one of several derivative projects of the massive dark operation known as MK-ULTRA. My youthful, covert counterintelligence functions ranged from meta-surveillance to sexual extortion entrapment, as well as political sabotage, organizational infiltration, institutional espionage, dissemination of propaganda, and distribution of LSD—especially during the late 1960s within such notable events as the 1968 Democratic National Convention in Chicago and the 1969 Woodstock Festival in New York State. The following work is part of a collection of autobiographical stories I wrote in fourth and fifth grades for my English classes, giving a quasi-factual account of how I evolved from being just a frisky, elementary school rabble-rouser into being inducted as a child asset in the YAP of the Agency. Yet despite my caution as a savvy ten-year-old with an IQ of 160, I unwittingly revealed aspects of myself throughout the series that made me a growing target of dark government interests, especially the shadowy architects of the infamous MK-ULTRA. The lurid story in this book, as well as revelations in my other published stories that I wrote as a child, drew the attention of the worldwide intelligence community during the Cold War and their arcane experiments involving the use of mind-altering drugs and occult practices while nations jockeyed for positions of power in a new horizon of neuro-technology. I became a vanguard of the New Youth Counterculture.


Jimmy Jameson, Ph.D., July 2024 – Belize City, Belize



For

Sister Mary Cornelia

Of the Sisters of Divine Providence, And Beloved Teacher




Deliver my soul from the sword, my darling from the power of the dog.

Save me from the lion's mouth;



thou hast heard me also from among the horns of the unicorns.

Psalms 22:20, 21

Jimmy Jameson East Elementary

English - 2nd Period March 17, 1965

Mrs. Smith, 4th Grade Brownwood, Texas
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Prelude
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Little Florinda screams and awakens in the cave by the flickering campfire.




It's the horrible dream again. Mamá y Papá fall into the black pit and go to Jesus.




She makes herself feel better by remembering the other Florinda and her friends in Mexico. A happy Florinda. But that was another lifetime ago...all her friends are ghosts now.

Uh oh, the Doctor comes out of the dancing shadows and lies down next to me on the fur. Time for the nightly pain. Why does he punish me so? Maybe it’s for my sins.

Santa Maria de Guadalupe, Blessed Virgin, help me through my tears.




Send me your savior from my other dream—the boy-angel with red hair and blue eyes.
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Chapter 1
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Top o' the mornin' to y'all. It's Saint Patrick's Day today. I've got lots of Irish in me from my momma's side of the family. My daddy's side has lots of German. I also got French, Scottish, Prussian, and English in me too, plus one or two wild Indians thrown in there some-wheres for good measure way back in Pilgrim times. I don't know which Anglo-Saxon tribe gave me my fiery red hair and deep blue eyes and freckled, mischievous face. Yeah, I'm a mixed mutt. But our family always celebrates Saint Patty's. Gee Gee, my gramma, will bake up a whole slew of green cupcakes. Hey, why don't y'all come over to my house after school to eat some? All right. All y'all. We can watch that Tarzan movie at four o'clock on Channel Eleven in our big living room and act like Cheeta, his pet chimpanzee.

But now let's turn our attention to the main topic of the day: The official reading of my devilish story for which grown-up guests from all over have gathered together with us kids in our over-stuffed
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classroom this morning. There's even a reporter from the New York Times here. Last I was in New York City I got chased by the NYPD after my Italian cousins and I boosted some tee-shirts from Macy's department store. Har. Har. (We escaped on the subway to Brooklyn.) Yeah, those Yankee cops were pissed to the max. Nevertheless, as I stand up in front of this crowd to read, I can only hope you went to the restroom before y'all sat down and got comfortably ensconced, for I'm about to scare the living crap out of yuh. So yuh think you got the cajones to tag along with me and my gang for the adventure that's got the whole country talking, huh? OK, we'll see. But don't say I didn't give y'all fair warning.

Yeah, as you know, we seven Texas Terrorists got into a load of trouble weekend before last, and that was why we were on the television news out of Abilene and Dallas amongst other cities, and had our group picture in the Brownwood Bulletin and Fort Worth Star Telegram alongside with the Brownwood Police and Sheriff Bonahoo and Texas Rangers and the FBI and National Guard the following Monday, and how the newspapers and radio stations and television said that we had helped in a county, state, and federal investigation and solved a great historical mystery and helped catch some really bad guys. As y'all know, none of us was allowed to talk about it with anyone except our parents because of legal reasons, but yesterday the district attorney and our lawyers and the feds and the governor of Texas said everything is cool now and that the case is closed (at least for us). What none of y'all know is that we almost ended up in jail until the county judge, Old Man Kadenhead, came to our aid and made us heroes instead. President Johnson in Washington also had something to do with it, too. It always helps to have the White House put in a good word for yuh. I'll start at the beginning....
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Chapter 2
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You know, there's this really old, spooky ranch house off of Indian Creek Road several miles to the south of town. The place is a huge, Victorian-style mansion, sorta like my house, with three stories and a square tower and gables and such. It lies near the base of a sixty-foot bluff where there's a clear brook that's dammed-up into a shallow cattle tank all choked with cattails and full of snapping turtles and water moccasins. Not very inviting, to put it mildly. The whole area is woolly and wild because the place has been abandoned for years and years. Maybe some of y'all have seen it who've been out that way, for the house and barn and cliffs are about a quarter-mile to the west of the cracked, beat-up road to Indian Creek settlement. You can just make out the upper story and steep roof and four chimneys by looking through the mesquite thicket out that way. The gravel driveway is fenced-off and is all grown over with weeds and saplings and prickly pear. There's a “NO TRESPASSING” sign shot all full of holes and hanging from one end to a cedar post. The place was owned by a half-crazy old woman who was the
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last living of some thirteen kids in her family who'd been there since 1885. Gramma, knew some of them at school way back then.

But, anyway, it's a known fact that the woman had murdered a Mexican girl and her young Anglo lover in a bedroom there in 1952. The boy was a hired cowhand, and the girl was the old woman's servant maid. The two teenagers were hacked to pieces with a butcher knife. It was a horror that had shocked the countryside. When all the investigatin' and legal stuff was done, the authorities packed the lady off to the state insane asylum up at Wichita Falls after the courts ruled that she was sick in the head and not responsible for the ghastly crime she did. All the cows and sheep and horses were taken by the county and sold to help compensate the families of the victims, and the banks wound up with the ranch property—though they couldn't do nothing with it. The place fell into ruin because nobody wanted to live there after that mad mayhem and crazy killin', like the place was cursed. Can't blame anybody for that. I wouldn't want to live there, that's for sure. But explore it? You bet. And that's what we did Saturday before last.

What makes it double interesting, class, is that the place is said to be haunted, like so many old derelict ranches like that are. My cousin, Clint, has heard reports from reliable adult sources around town about people seeing strange lights like coal-oil lamps shining through the windows up there. Cops have checked it out and said it was probably wetbacks making their way through Brown County from San Antonio and spending the night there before heading to farms way up north so's to avoid the immigration officers. But the old-timers say wetbacks wouldn't be so stupid as to burn lanterns at night and letting everybody and their dogs know they were in there hunkering down.

Hunters and hikers have seen lots of dead animal carcasses around there, especially deer and cattle, that don't look like they died of natural causes because they're missing skins or heads. A rogue

cougar or pack of coyotes would drag off a good-sized calf or a whole deer, but wouldn't leave most of
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the carcass and take just the hide or head. Clint and some of his buddies snuck in there a couple of years ago to have a quick look-see in broad daylight and got scared half to death when they heard this screaming wail coming from inside the mansion as they slowly walked up the front steps to the humongous porch. They all ran like banded antelopes to their bicycles hidden near the road, and these guys were tough dudes in junior high school, too...not easily frightened by weird stuff. Rumor has it that the old lady had a fortune of some sort hidden out there because their family didn't trust banks after the Depression and buried money out there some-wheres. And that's what got me and my gang interested in taking an expedition out there to reconnoiter for that treasure or any clues to it.

Another thing that makes it even creepier, kids, is that people say that the crazy woman died at the state hospital's criminal psycho ward a few years later, but that her shriveled body disappeared from the morgue before an orderly was to move it to the slab for fixin' and embalming. The sheriff's office down here in Brownwood checked-out the house every so often just on the slim chance that she might've faked her death and escaped to make her way two hundred miles back to the house. Crazy people can do weird feats of the unexpected. But there were no signs that anyone had been living there except varmints and vagrants, according to Clint and his connections.
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Chapter 3

––––––––
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Because this is a special “black-ops” mission that requires the most daring of minds and soldier-like thinking, I hand-pick my tactical team the night before: Tommy, of course, since we're together so much that we know whut devious ideas that're floating around in each other’s heads. Jackie, naturally, because he's an outlaw, anyway, who can tell if doing something off-the-wall is worth the risk for the reward. Brian goes because of his scientific outlook and willingness to do shady stuff. He's like a rogue professor who carries his slide-rule everywhere (as Brian does), so he can calculate the slyest way to do something for the best results. Pierce is drafted for his common sense that keeps the rest of us from getting too stupid; he's got a positive attitude also, which helps in rough spots.

Big Doug's with us. He's so strong that he can whup anyone's ass who might roust us—even a smaller grown-up; and even though he flunked a couple grades, as y'all know, he's smart in other ways...practical ways. Doug is a white kid who lived in Libya, Africa, for two years when his daddy worked in an oil field over there in the desert. You learn how to deal with all kinds of problems when
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you're an American boy on the streets of Tripoli. Just ask him. Doug was taught French foot-fighting and knife fighting by a martial arts master when he was over there. He used his skills too, and has the scars to prove it. (Doug looks like a cadre in the Hitler Youth because he always wears this brown Afrikakorps cap that he got at an Arab bazaar. It was taken off a dead Nazi soldier in Rommel's army in the war. His momma made him take the Nazi eagle and swastika off of it, but it still left the outline.)

Lastly, I recruit none other than raven-haired Bobby Sue sitting over there in her Wrangler jeans and western shirt and cowboy boots while smiling at us with that missing front tooth (which she lost when she was thrown from a pony in a kids' rodeo). And even though she's a girl, y'all know she acts like a boy...and is proud of it. None of us has a problem with that. I figure that any girl who can ride a horse, rope a calf, shoot a rifle, and get in fist fights can ride with us guys. Just don't ever try to kiss her. She knows a lot about ranches since she lives on one. She's my adviser. So there's seven of us total, the wild bunch of Mrs. Smith's fourth-grade class. Har. Har.

We meet up in the tree fort that Friday evening to hash out our plans for the next day while we chew Red Man tobacco and spit in Coke bottles. (A good chew gives you a little zippy feel that helps you think better, but don't ever swallow it because you'll get sicker than a dog on chocolate.)

It's dark outside, but we're sitting around an old Japanese hibachi stove that Daddy and I bought for a dollar at a garage sale on Elizabeth Street last year. It takes the chill out of the rustic tree house on cool nights, and the dancing flames of the small fire lick-out just enough light to make our faces glow as we feed little sticks into the coals. We're like a circle of witches casting spells. I love stuff like this, especially with friends; and it's cozy in the warm, smoky haze.


“Read off the checklist, Brian, one more time,” I command.



Brian looks down at his pocket-sized notebook, pen in hand, as he squints through his granny glasses in the flickering, golden light:
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“Bicycles all ready?” he spouts off in his St. Louis, Missouri, “Show Me” accent. (Although lately he's been starting to say “y'all” like us Texans do—it's contagious.) “Tire pressure, chains oiled, et cetera?”


“Check.” replies everyone else.

“Fanny packs and web belts and army slickers?” “Check.”

“Canteens all full?” “Check.”

“Sandwiches, sardines, and Slim Jims?” “Check.”



Big Doug says, “I got enough King Oscar sardines to make my breath draw cats from four counties.”

Jackie adds, “And I stole enough hot Slim Jims from Winn Dixie to make enough 'silent-but-deadlies' to burn a hole in my nasty underwear.”


“Ha. My poots will make yur eyes water.” counters Pierce.




“That ain't squat, youngsters. Mine will peel paint off a wall.” Tommy throws in. “I use mine for rocket fuel.” says Brian.

“And mine can stampede cattle.” returns Bobby Sue, less than lady-like.




“That ain't nothin', y'all,” I correct. “Mine can cause train wrecks and earthquakes.” “Mine causes sandstorms and typhoons.” returns Big Doug.



By now we're laughing in stitches. It's amazing how a little bodily function can be so much fun to talk about. I finally get enough control of myself to tell Brian to continue down the list.


“Candy bars?” he says.
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“Check.”

“Rope?”




“Check.”



Big Doug says, “I figure sixty foot of three-quarter inch Manila anchor line ought to cover anything we run into. I got a coil at the house that Granddaddy gave me from his docks out at the lake, yacht grade—strong stuff, and I'll carry it bandoleer-style over my shoulder like the desert Bedouins do with their rifle ammo. Granddaddy taught me all kinds of knots, too. He was in the Navy.”


“Cool,” I say to Doug. Then I look at Brian. “Keep goin'.” “Flashlights with fresh batteries?”

“Check.”

“Pocket knives and cherry bombs and kitchen matches?” “Check.”

“BB guns or pellet guns with full loads?” “Check.”



Bobby Sue says, “BB and pellet guns are fine for city work, fellas, but for muckin' around an old abandoned ranch, we're gonna need something with a little more authority. There can be pretty mean varmints hangin' out at places like that. BB's ain't gonna faze a riled-up pack of wild hogs or feral dogs. We need something that can really put the hurt on something dangerous. There could even be a stray cougar around there. Momma and Daddy gave me a .22 rifle for my tenth birthday, a lever-action, sleek Winchester. I shoot it all the time out at our ranch. All my brothers and cousins shoot. I can take off a squirrel's head at fifty yards with a high-velocity round.”
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Chapter 4
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Well, we boys just sort of stare at her and gulp. I would not ever want to make this girl mad at me. When I find my voice, I ask, “But whut would your momma and daddy say if you wuz to bring it?” “What they don't know ain't gonna hurt 'em none. I ain't gonna tell 'em. Are you?” she replies

matter-of-factually as she raises an eyebrow at me.

“Uh, 'course not.” we chorus together. Wow, this is some girl. Strangely though, she makes my heart flutter and tummy tingle in a most peculiar way.


“Y'all not afraid of real guns, are you?” she taunts a little as she spits tobacco juice into her bottle. “Uh, no.” the rest of us spout, trying to save face. Truth is, real guns are a pretty grown-up



proposition—know what I mean?
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“I mean, if y'all are scared, I won't bring it. But there could be huge wild boars out there with tusks dripping with slobber and just waiting to rip you a new rear-end...”

“Bring it. Bring it.” we boys yell out. Whew. It doesn't take any more persuasion. Plus, we don't want to look like total wimps in front of Bobby Sue. Her whole family are cowboys. It's embarrassing enough that none of us guys here own a real gun.

“Last thing on the list...,” speaks Brian, “is the first-aid kit. That's your department, Doctor Jameson.”


“Check.” I say. “I got all of us some special medicine, too...” “Whut. Whut?” everyone asks, all excited-like.

“You'll see, after we get out there and look for the treasure some,” I reply with a sly grin. “Yuh cain't tell us now?” inquires Jackie with a sneer.

“Nope. It's a surprise,” I insist. “Y'all gotta earn it by bein' bad-ass.” “We are bad-ass.” says Big Doug. “Whut? Don't trust us?”

“Trust, but with verification.” I smile. “Aw, shucks. OK,” says Pierce. “...But it better be good,” adds Jackie. “Oh, it is.” I say with wide eyes.

Then Brian speaks up, “Can anyone think of anything else we need?” We think for a moment. “Oh, I know,” says Big Doug. “Better bring a roll of toilet paper, unless you wanna do it like the



desert people in the Sahara...”


“Whut way is that?” asks Tommy.

“With yur left hand. That's why Moslems over there always eat with the right hand.”
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“Ooh, I'll bring a roll of Charmin.” I say. “Because Christians have been known to not let the right hand know what the left hand's been doing.” We laugh and wipe imaginary poop on each other, dodging around and almost knocking over the hibachi. Then we settle down. The last thing we do that evening is swear ourselves to secrecy. No sense in sharing whatever treasure there is with half the town, duh. We agree on a seven-way even split, then spit on our palms and shake each other's hands over the witch-fire. If you ever break an oath like that, something gawd-awful will surely happen to you—such as you getting sudden diarrhea when there's no restroom around and you end up filling your pants like a baby if you can't find a place to squat...such as in some lady's garden behind a rose bush as her little dog barks at you fertilizing the flowers. So, yeah, we keep our mouths shut.

Afterwards, we climb down the rope ladder out of the tree fort, and then I watch all my gang ride off into the dark streets to their homes...all except Bobby Sue whose oldest big brother, Earl, picks her up in his Chevy truck, an ancient green Apache, to take her home to their ranch out past the edge of town near Early, Texas. (Bobby Sue used to go to Early Elementary, but she got transferred to East Elementary in our class because—as y'all know—she didn't act lady-like enough for the church-goers over there, and 'cause she despised the long dresses they made the girls wear. She hates dresses, anyway.) Before she leaves, though, while we're together under the oak tree in the dark and waiting for her brother, I take a dare and slowly reach down so's to hold her hand. It's a big risk, y'all know for sure, for word on the playground has it that any boy who touches Bobby Sue gets an instant face-full of fist. Remember what happened to Calvin at the carnival last fall when he tried to put his arm around her on the Ferris Wheel? He still talks with a lisp around that broken tooth. And he's in fifth grade. He'll never live that down.

But to my pleasant surprise, Bobby Sue not only lets me hold her hand...she snuggles up close to me. My heart starts to flutter again, and my tummy gets that tingle feel even more than before up in the

tree house. I glance at the front porch really quickly to be sure Momma's not there lookin' out to see
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where I am. I just know something more is gonna happen. Sure enough, kids, Bobby Sue puts her arms around me and kisses me...on my lips. And it's a long kiss. I put my arms around her, and I feel like I'm

melting inside 'cause I'm so warm. She whispers in my ear, “I want you for my boyfriend.” I feel dizzy with delight when I whisper back, “For sure  ”

The next thing I remember is the horn tooting on the Chevy pickup and Bobby Sue's long, black hair waving behind her as she dashes out to her ride. Now I know that if any other boy touches Bobby Sue, I'm gonna be the one to punch them in the face. She's my girlfriend, y'all. Take heed. After I watch the truck lights disappear down Vincent Street and I give a big yearning sigh, I shake myself back to normal. I round-up my dogs and two pregnant momma cats and head into the kitchen with Cody, my little brother, and Char-Char, my little sister, so's we can rustle up some popcorn and watch a Frankenstein movie.
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Chapter 5
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We light out early next morning, which is saying a lot because it's a real sacrifice to miss Saturday morning cartoons, especially Mighty Mouse and Bugs Bunny. But we don't want everybody and their dogs to see us and ask questions about our parade of bicycles with all kinds of military hardware in our baskets and rifles tied across our handle bars like those on deer-hoof hangers that you see everywhere in the back windows of pickup trucks. And one of those rifles is a real one, Bobby Sue's, that the cops would certainly git testy about with a bunch of ten-year-olds in possession of without an adult present. Duh. We wanna clear town while folks are still sleeping in, especially kids who might try to invite themselves along with us; so we ghost-ride through the back alleys and side streets and short-cuts of the neighborhoods in the early morning spring mist. We're heading out toward the south loop and the Indian Creek cutoff—avoiding the main roads like Austin Avenue and Fourth Street where police cars regularly patrol.
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Soon we're out in the remnants of old Camp Bowie, decommissioned after the war, snaking through shortcuts on the cracked concrete lanes that outline what was then a city of soldiers and barracks and jeeps and trucks and tanks...the starting point of the 36th Division that met Rommel in North Africa in 1942. (The battle turned out horribly. Many spirits walk around here.) White foundation slabs of the torn-down barracks, some with a lone commode still sitting up all forlorn, dot the landscape amongst cactus and mesquite...making perfect racetracks for lizards and landing pads for scissortails and quail. A few 1940s Quonset huts remain, now homes for poor folks and hobos and such. Hitler's Luftwaffe had Camp Bowie marked as a bombing target if the Nazis ever got over this far into the United States. That sure would've livened-up things here in Brownwood.

They had a prisoner-of-war camp out here too. Momma says some of the German POW's were allowed out during the day, sorta like on parole, to do odd jobs such as sweeping the sidewalks and streets downtown and helping load trucks and rail cars. Nobody worried about them running off. Heck, where would they run to? Oklahoma? And Mexico didn't like their asses, either. (Germany tried to cut a deal with Mexico in World War One in which Texas would've been given back to Mexico by the Kaiser if Germany won...it didn't go too well for Mexico when we found out about it.) Ain't no enemy soldier gonna get far in a state where everybody and their monkey's uncle has guns and hates Nazis. (Some of the prisoners moved back here from Germany after the war because they liked Texas so much.)

We're peddling down Indian Creek Road now, dodging wicked potholes that could blow out a tire or warp a rim. Indian Creek is what's left of a village ten miles south of town, the typical distance of a workin' day's ride in a wagon beings pulled by a team of oxen. You see, back in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, there were little settlements, hamlets, every ten miles or so that had blacksmiths for shoeing horses and fixing wheels, as well as inns to sleep over plus saloons, post offices, and cafés to get

trail information and a bite to eat. Texas was covered with these places since before the days of the
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Republic up to the early 1900s. The automobile changed all that as the years went by (Thank you, Mr. Henry Ford.) because people could travel much further in a day's time, especially when the highways got better and better after paving started everywhere following World War I... thereby passing around lots of out of the way spots. So places like Indian Creek just kind of dried up and blew away, not quite ghost towns, but close. All the main Spanish trails became interstate turnpikes. I kid you not.

At about seven miles of a semi-torturous ride, we come to the driveway turnoff. This area through here is sort of a valley, and in itself seems to have an eerie feel to it. The weather is mild but overcast—not rainy-looking—just sort of gray. Of course, it's still early; I check my Timex wrist watch...8:41. There's no cars on the road at all, and a lonely breeze softly whispers around us. We sit there on our bicycles for a minute as we gaze way off towards the house, the top of which is silhouetted against the limestone bluff. Scraggly trees perch along the top of the cliff. Dead junipers reach their silvery arms up to the sky like praying skeletons. You almost expect to see a dinosaur lift its head up there over the tree line. The whole scene looks primeval, like the Valley of the Lost World.


“Guys, I'm not so sure about this now,” says Pierce. “Maybe we ought to let this one alone.”



Nobody answers him at first. He has a point. Pierce is ever cautious, for he has a special feel about stuff. But again, sometimes he carries it too far. I finally speak:

“Nothin' ventured, nothin' gained. You know, once you start something like this, fellas, you don't stop it just because it looks a bit unappealing. We spent time and money getting ready for this. I say we go in. Even if it's for a quick look-see.”

“I second the motion,” says Big Doug. “There were ruins of ancient temples and mosques over in Libya that I explored with desert kids which were far spookier than this. Some of those places had prowling leopards, spitting cobras, giant vultures, and black scorpions as long as yur arm. Besides, ain't

nothin' else to do. We go home, my old man'll just put me to work.”
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“I'm for it,” adds Jackie. “...And there's treasure.” “Maybe...,” corrects Brian.

“I'm with Jimmy,” says Tommy. “He's the leader.”



“Then, let's go. We can handle whatever's in there,” confirms Bobby Sue as she pulls her white straw cowboy hat down a bit toward her eyes, giving her a determined look. Then she shifts her gaze to me and smiles out of the corner of her mouth. I know what that's all about. There might be another kiss waiting for me in that old house if we can drift off from the others for a few minutes. My heart starts to flutter, and I'm ready to take on anything for Bobby Sue.
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Chapter 6
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So the final decision is made. Green light. We find a spot near the gate where the barbed wire fence is broken and lying flat on the ground, and we slowly wheel our bikes in through the gap while being careful that our tires don't get punctured on the spikes. Then we stage ourselves some thirty or forty yards down the mesquite-choked driveway so's to get out of view from the road. Any passersby would know that a small group of pre-teen elves way out here in the early morning would have to be up to something oddball. We don't need Farmer Jones asking about our business and then telling us to scram, or he'll call Sheriff Bonahoo (like a good citizen...or a good Communist) to report that there's a bunch of little white bandits running around the hills with rifles. You know how people can be.


“Before we go, everybody do a quick check to make sure we didn't drop anything on the way.



Best we find out now if we got a problem, not later by surprise,” I order as a responsible captain.
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We check. Good, nothing's missing. As we get situated to move out, Brian speaks up in an English accent which he learned in Great Britain when he spent the summer before last with friends in London. He puts on airs of a twisted version of Shakespeare:


“To ride, or not to ride That is the question.




Whether 'tis nobler to approach yonder castle Upon steeds of steel and risk the slings and arrows

Of outrageous fortune that such thorns Of said mesquite trees have surely been scattered

By shrews of fate untamed, lying in wait



For our steeds' tires...




Or to quaff the wine of safety

In traversing the wicked forest on foot,




Yet not having said mounts ready at hand if perchance There be goblins damned and witches three

That we shall see of boil, toil, and trouble.





––––––––
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Be not Caesar ambitious, Friends, Romans, Countrymen, To depart the dragon's lair in undue haste

To avoid being hoisted upon one's own petard?



Et tua, Brutus, Oh honorable men?”
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“Uh, what?” asks Jackie in his trademark sneer.



“It's Brian's way of asking us if we should ride our bikes to the house and chance a flat tire on the mesquite thorns, but have the means of a quick getaway; or leave the bikes here for safety, but have to run on foot a quarter mile to get here if something goes wrong over there and chases us,” I translate.

“Oh,” replies Pierce. “Well, why don't we just walk the bikes to the house? Less weight, less chance of a thorn puncture. Then we'll have our 'steeds of steel' ready to ride out on in a hurry if we need to chance it...like if there are burly boars or deadly dragons or wetback witches, duh.”


We all look at each other seeing’s how dumb we are. “Duh. ” we all say together, rolling our eyes.



So we trek on down the raggedy ruts of the woolly lane as we scoot our bikes alongside us. Except for the distant cawing of a portentous crow, and the panicky dash of a nearby armadillo, our walk is uneventful. There are some fallen twigs and sticks with thorns on them from overhanging mesquite limbs above, but they don't seem to be sticking up much. Still, better safe than sorry because mesquite thorns can grow up to four inches long and puncture a tire like a ten-penny nail. They're poison, too, and gave people lockjaw back in olden days before there were tetanus shots. We keep going like we are. Soon we begin to see the house and some other buildings loom larger through the trees and brush, and we finally come out of the thicket to see an old cattle gate and another broken down, bob-wire fence which obviously cordons off the house, a circle drive, and garden area from the rest of the property. Bobby Sue tells us that many ranches are designed like this, so's to keep cows out of the front yard where they'll eat your flowers and crap all over the place. A big, weathered barn lies some hundred yards to the north where there's a gate through the enclosing fence going out to it. That gate's all busted up, and the barn

has a sagging door and small sections of the roof missing.
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Near the barn, still outside the fence area, is a stable and corral for horses—along with old sheds and such. There's a dilapidated windmill out beyond the barn sitting next to a concrete cistern for watering livestock. Half the blades of the windmill are gone, victims of rust and wind. The driveway continues through toward the southwest to circle around to the house in front of a colossal front porch and then on into a big loop to rejoin the drive coming in. A spur joins the loop to head off to the stables and barn where wagons and carriages used to be kept before they had cars and pickups, I guess. To the southeast, another spur leads off to a small knoll with a family cemetery on the top of it. In the center of the big loop is what's left of a flower garden, now all grown over with wild weeds, capricious cactus, and vicious vines. Pretty rocks surround it. There's a century plant with a tall, dead stalk that seems to tell of how pretty this ranch once was, that it bloomed a hundred years ago...but now it's died. I feel a quick pang of sadness. But I get happy again, right off, for my eyes now settle on our main objective.


The house
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Chapter 7
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Yes. The biggest attraction is the house-mansion: It must have been a handsome sight back in the day, but now it looks like a hotel where Count Dracula would stay over if he ever visited Texas. With the backdrop of the limestone cliff fifty yards or so to the west, you could use the scene as a Hollywood movie set for a Vincent Price horror flick. I laugh aloud at the thought.


“Whut are you giggling about?” asks a curious Tommy.




“It's classic. Just like I hoped it would be,” I answer with excitement while I pump my fist. “Yes.” “You're nuts, Jimmy.” says Pierce. “Why in the dickens would you want it to be like this? It's all

I can do to keep from runnin' away. The place is evil. Don't y'all feel it? People were killed here.” There's a pause as his words resound in our minds. But my darker side tickles my fancy... “Don't y'all see?” I quietly instruct my crew, as if giving words of wisdom. “There's gotta be



things like this place once in a while to balance-out all the boring, goodie-goodie stuff which gets shoved down our throats most of the time. Why do people like to go to the spook house at the carnival? Why do
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people dress-up for Halloween? Why do people like to hear about terrible crimes? Because they like dark, scary things once in a while. Because it feeds that little beast that hides in all of us, that's why. You got to let him outta yur monster closet once in a while to get some exercise when you got the leash on him. That way he won't get antsy and tear your soul in half, like if you try to keep him locked up all the time and pretend he's not there...like a twisted sister chained in the attic. I got news for you: What truly drives people schizo is tryin' to be too dang good. Don't take a Sigmund Freud to figure that out.”


“So you toss the dog a bone to keep him from eatin' yur leg off, sorta?” ventures Big Doug. “Exactly.” I say. “This place tells the world to go stick it where the sun don't shine. Get it?”



“I think so,” replies Brian. “Maybe that's why God lets the Devil run loose on Earth. It would get to be boring for humans, who are in a state of sin, if everything were perfect. Domine, ne in furore  ”

He crosses himself. Brian went to a strict Catholic boarding school for boys in St. Louis for a year because his mom and dad caught him reading Mein Kamph by Adolf Hitler. (A few of Brian’s special “instructional” activities with the neighborhood girls had something to do with his going away, too.) I swear that some of that Pope stuff rubbed off on him from those mean nuns who taught him. But I know some medieval Church-talk too:


“Appropinquet deprecatio. Deus, repulsti nos,” I counter to rile him up. Let's raise some Roman



guff.


“Deus noster refugium. Domini est terra.” Brian argues back. “Lauda, anima mea.” “Domine, probasti. Non est, de profundis. Nonne Deo? Verba mea auribus.” I spit out again.



“Hey. We didn't come out here to listen to you guys spout-off in Pig-Latin.” interrupts Jackie. “Let's get to it. There's treasure in there.”


Tommy adds, “Yeah. Somebody might think you two are flirtin' in some secret lingo.”
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“Far be it from that, oh one in darkness,” retorts Brian in his English accent again, “for Sir Jimmy, playing Devil's Advocate, and I, playing High Inquisitor, plumb the depths of the nature of God and His doings with our immortal souls.”


“Whatever.” snorts Tommy as he shakes his curly-haired head. “Whiz kids...whut do yuh do with



'em?”

Pierce quietly utters, “Let's just hope we don't plumb the depths too far for the good of our own immortal souls...the deeper you go, the hotter it gets.”


Ooh, that's kind of a chilly note.
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Chapter 8

The gate catches our attention from our silly debate; the rickety old planks slowly swing open across the grassy drive with a grating squeak as Bobby Sue tugs it outwards, digging the heels of her Nocona cowboy boots into the loose gravel beneath the weeds. While we boys had been talking, she had been unwrapping a rusted chain that was connecting the gate to the cedar post of the fence. I guess the padlock had long since been bashed off by intruders worse than us, and the last deputy sheriff to check on the place had just thrown a few wraps of the chain around the post and gate. Let's hear it for security, ha. When Bobby Sue finishes pulling the gate open in front of our group, she skips her hands together to brush dust and rust off her palms. Then she looks at us sort of mockingly and sweeps her left arm toward the ranch house as she bows like a doorman.


“Entrée, Messieurs, S'il-vous-plaît?” she says dramatically.



“Ouì, Mademoiselle. Mercì.” I reply as I wheel my bike through the gate. I purse my lips and blow her a quick kiss as I pass her closely and give her a knowing look. “Mì amour,” I whisper. (Oh,
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yeah, I learnt some French from Momma and Daddy, as well as Latin, German, and Greek. Betcha didn't know that, huh?)

Bobby Sue gives me a knowing look back and quietly says, “Ouì, mì amour.” Amour means love, in case you didn't know.

“Oh, not you too, Bobby Sue.” exclaims Tommy as he follows me through. “What is it with all this foreign talk?”

“That's French.” spouts Bobby Sue. “You think just 'cause I'm a cowgirl that I'm an ignoramus? My gramma in New Orleans talks French all the time. That's how I learnt it. Lessez les bon temps rouller. Hee. Hee.”

––––––––
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“Some things are best said in a different tongue,” I explain to Tommy. “French is a Romance language.”

“Now I know you're flirting. I'm gonna keep my eye on you two; before you know it y'all will be smooching like a couple of love birds. Sick.”


“Then I guess we're sick, Tommy,” says Bobby Sue with a naughty scowl. “You're too late. Ha.



Ha.”

Everybody looks at me and Bobby Sue, and their jaws drop open. I just smile and shrug my shoulders. Then we all crack up.


“Jimmy, you dirty dog.” says Jackie. “You kissed her. How gross.”




“Way to go, dude.” adds Big Doug with a wicked grin. “Welcome to the big boys' club.”



After we get through the gate—which we leave open in case we got to make a quick getaway—we mount-up on our bikes and peddle around the loop to the area in front of the long porch. Two great big old wagon wheels, once painted white but now all flaky and gray, adorn both sides of the stairway.
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They're covered with dead vines. Unkempt bushes frizz out all along the porch base. There's no mesquite here, so we're not worried about thorns. We pull up and stop some fifteen feet in front of the wide steps going up to the portico, craning our necks at the dizzy heights of the front façade and towering windows and steep roof. Half the glass is cracked or busted out. A disgruntled cliff swallow takes off in a hurry from a third-story eave and flutters around in a couple of tight circles way above us; It leaves a loose feather to drift down to the ground next to us as the birdie's cheep-cheep-cheep alarm fades in the distance. It probably wanted to crap on us but was too scared to squeeze one out. Then we dismount and flip down our kickstands so's to park our bikes. We're still looking all around. There's no wind now, and it's quiet. Almost too quiet.


“Well, this is as far as Clint and his crew got,” I pronounce. “Let's hope we can do better.” “Yeah, if there ain't no screaming ghosts, that is,” follows Jackie.

“Don't say stuff like that.” Tommy barks.



“Holy Moses.” exclaims Pierce as he points up to the edge of the roof. “Whut in the blazes is that thing there crouched on the corner of that gutter up there? It looks like a giant bat with horns.”


Our eyes follow his finger.



“Oh. That's a gargoyle,” replies Professor Brian. “They've been put on houses and buildings for over a thousand years, especially since the Gothic Period. They're said to embody wayward souls who're not quite evil enough to be totally damned, but instead have to serve penance as grotesque guardians until the end of the Age of Grace and the Second Coming of Jesus Christ.”

“That's a little more than I wanted to know.” replies Tommy as he looks at the gargoyle like a spooked dog.


I sorta smile to myself with a wicked idea to spice up the scary feeling. It's fun to have a little fear



and mystery, don't you think?
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“Yeah,” I add, “them gargoyles just sit there and wait for Judgment Day. They're not very friendly, needless to say. They attack from the spirit world, sort of like watchdogs that scare away...”


“Intruders?” interjects Pierce to finish my sentence: “Like us? I still say we blow off this deal and



head home. If we ride now, we could still catch the matinée at the Bowie Theatre. It's Jason and the Argonauts showing. It's really swell.”


Tommy says, “That gargoyle might be tellin' us something, guys. I swear it's lookin' at us.” “Superstitious hogwash.” growls Big Doug as he unhooks his Crossman pellet gun from his



handlebars. He pumps five strokes into it and loads a round into the bolt-action chamber. “Take this, bitch.”

––––––––
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With that said, he draws a bead and shoots the gargoyle. A tiny chip of weathered wood zings off of its coarse body. Well, folks, I don't need to tell y'all what happens next. Fifteen seconds later all us boys are peppering that poor gargoyle with BB's and pellets as we laugh our butts off. Little chips pop all around it like a dog shakin' off fleas, leaving lighter colored pock marks like diseased scales. But the coup de grâce is delivered by Bobby Sue; she shoots off one of its horns with a loud crack from her .22 Winchester. The whole gargoyle shifts position like it's alive.

“That's how it's done fellas.” she spouts as she slings her body sideways to rest the buttstock of her rifle on her hip with one arm. Just looking at her doing that makes my heart skip a beat. “Now I'm gonna shoot off the other one ”

She works the action lever, ejects the spent brass shell, chambers a new round, takes aim, and fires in a blur of two seconds flat. She's gotta be kin to Annie Oakley. Ka-Pow. Not only does the other horn fly off like the first one, but the whole dang gargoyle also turns on its pivot pole then goes flying

off the fillister-headed roof  spinning ass over tea kettle in a long arc to land with a thud and roll some
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thirty feet away. The pin that was holding the booger up there on the gutter must have rusted out completely through. We run up to it. It's about the size of a bobcat and has big fangs and bat wings and a dragon tail, all carved out of one block of wood. Its paws look like a monkey's with curved claws. Spooky to the max. Tommy's right—even on the ground, it seems to be watching us with slitted, reptilian eyes.

“See, Mr. Gargoyle?” says Bobby Sue to the wooden monster. “You can go back to Hades and tell the Devil not to mess with Texas.”

We all have a good laugh, but there's a funny little feeling I have that flits through my head like a gnat. I brush it away, but it kind of hangs around.


Jackie speaks up, “I'm gonna shoot out its eyes so it cain't spy on us ” He lowers the barrel of



his BB gun towards its snarly face.

“NO.” I snap as I reach out to pull Jackie's muzzle up to the sky. “That wood's really hard oak—it could ricochet and hit one of us in the eye. Let's leave it be.”

So I save the gargoyle from any more abuse, but it isn't only because of ricochet danger. I feel sort of sorry for the gargoyle because I think it was there to protect us. Don't ask me why.
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Chapter 9
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Big Doug says, “We're burnin' daylight, Jimmy. Lead on, dude, and let's do this thing.” “Yeah. Treasure time.” says Jackie.

I shake off my weird feeling and take command. “To the bikes. Gear-up.” I order.



So we go to the bikes and strap on our web gear. We're running “H-harnesses” that fit over our shoulders and hook to our army belts in front and fanny packs in back. It makes the load easier to carry. We got them at the Army-Navy Surplus on the Fort Worth highway in Early. They were really cheap, too—standard military issue, used, but in good condition. The belts say U.S. Army 1916 and could've actually been there over there in those trenches in Europe in World War I, and the fanny packs say U.S. Marine Corps and really might've been there on those jungle islands in the Pacific. Now we're like real soldiers fixing to “go tactical” as my uncles call it. They fought in World War II and Korea.
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“I'll carry the rope,” says Big Doug. “Whut about the slickers?”

“Don't look like it's gonna rain, and it ain't gonna rain inside there...,” says Tommy. “They're sort of heavy, too,” adds Brian.

“Might be a good idea to carry at least one,” advises Pierce. “What if somebody sprains an ankle?



It can double as a stretcher to bring 'em out.”

“Take one, leave the rest,” I speak like a commanding officer. “Let's move out. Log in mission insertion at oh nine thirty-three hours. We're a Special Forces unit: Texas Terror. This is a top secret, 'black-box' search and recover operation.”

Brian writes it in his notebook as we walk up the six steps to the porch. We pass the giant wagon wheels to either side. Right as we get to the top of the creaky wood planks, there's a startling thump-thump sound directly beneath us. We freeze. Our hearts jump. Something bumps the steps below. Pierce lets out a moan. Suddenly, a giant jackrabbit bounds out from the side of the steps by a wagon wheel and goes lickity-split to disappear around the corner of the mansion. We don't even say anything; all we do is look wide-eyed at each other and let out sighs of relief. We just got made by a rabbit. Tough guys, huh?

We roll our eyes in self-disgust and continue on to the middle of the aged, wooden porch where we gather in front of the double-wide entry. The fronts of the two white-oak doors both have big oval, tinted-glass windows with thick beveled edges that glint with rainbows—really pretty, even as dirty as they are. You can barely see through them into the foyer beyond. These kinds of doors were a style popular in the late nineteenth century. I should know; my family's Victorian house has the very same kind, most likely bought in town from the very same retailer as ours came from—I betcha Weakly Watson's (They've been there at the same building since the 1870s.) It's a wonder these windows are still unbroken...lead glass must be pretty tough.
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“I gotta new rule, y'all,” I speak up, “We don't tear-up nothin' if we can help it. We're gonna be like archaeologists checking-out a new ruin. Everything will be done careful-like. No more shootin' up stuff. Alright?”


Everybody nods and says alright—all except Jackie, that is.



“That beings careful is OK, but it ain't gonna make no difference to a state trooper or Texas Ranger...if that's whut you're thinkin',” he says. “We git caught muckin' around in here, we're going to jail for breakin' and enterin'. That's a felony in Texas, youngsters, no matter which way you slice it. Law don't care if yur nice and tidy doing a crime or not. We're already crooks for trespassing anyway.”


“But nobody lives here.” retorts Tommy.



“Nobody lived at that big bank that my uncle Mac and his gang robbed in San Angelo, neither. They're all down at Huntsville doin' fifteen years right now. Besides, how are we gonna git in the house 'thout breakin' a window?”

“How 'bout turning the doorknob, Sherlock?” says Bobby Sue as she reaches over to the huge brass handle, turns it, and pushes open the right-side door. “It ain't breaking and entering if the door is open and you announce your presence before walkin' in. Old Frontier Law since the days of the Texas Republic. Duh.”

Well, we just look goggled-eyed at Bobby Sue. She sticks her head inside and yells, “Yoo-hoo. Anybody home?” She puts her cupped hand to her ear and pauses, dramatically listening for a rogue reply which never comes. Then she turns to us. “Nope. Nobody home. Now we claim Shelter Law to get out of the weather. Ain't no need for crime, 'less yur tryin' to be a desperado from Del Rio.”


“Ladies and gentlemen,” I say, “Shall we get out of the rough weather...?”
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Chapter 10
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In we walk. The smell of stale, moldy air hits our noses. Brian starts to sneeze at once. He's got allergies. Without any ado, he pulls out a little plastic bottle of nasal spray from a pocket and sniffs a squirt into each nostril.

“Anybody want some?” He asks as he offers the bottle around. “It's good stuff. Makes your head feel fluffy, too.”

Jackie takes a couple of snorts because he'll do anything for a buzz, but the rest of us pass it by. I don't cotton to other people's snot going up my nose. We gather at the dusty foyer. Right away we see that we haven't been the only visitors, for there are old footprints all over the floor. Shoes, boots, sneakers, tire-tread huaraches, you name it—alongside a jillion skittering track of mice, rats, cats, coons, and Lord knows what else. However, none of the human prints looks recent on the semi-smooth, wood-plank floor.
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Yeah, even with the dirt of over twelve years of neglect, you can tell that this place was made with high quality lumber and stuff.


“Bobby Sue?” asks Tommy, “How'd you know them doors was gonna be unlocked?”



“First off, them doors have old deadbolt locks that take old-tyme skeleton keys,” she answers. “You can see the bolt across the middle space between the doors when it's locked. I didn't see one, so I knew it was probably open. Second, it just made sense: Mexican wetbacks ain't gonna bother locking up after themselves. And cops won't, neither, whenever they check on the place...which would be seldom. Where are the keys? It's stupid to lock up an abandoned building out in the country—rogues and bikers and drifters will just smash their way in. Open doors mean less vandalism. At least that's the theory.”

“Humph. Never thought of that...,” Tommy replies as we all nod and raise our eyebrows. Learn something every day.
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