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TO THE READER

EXCEPT FOR three related stories published in 1991 in The Foreseeable Future and one college story never published, the fifty stories gathered here are what I’ve written in adult life by way of fiction shorter than the novel. Like many children raised among books and compelled to write, I began with the story in adolescence—“The Ring,” a supernatural tale finished and illustrated with a snaky death’s-head in 1948. The oldest story here though is “Michael Egerton” from 1954; the newest is “An Evening Meal” from 1992. Half of the fifty appeared in my prior volumes, The Names and Faces of Heroes in 1963 and Permanent Errors in 1970; then for almost twenty years I attempted no stories. Apparently the narrative and lyric forces that had surfaced in stories moved instead into poems and plays; and by a principle of mental physics, those forms consumed the available energy. But once I needed—for unknown reasons in a new and radically altered life—to return to the story, it opened before me like a new chance.

It’s often remarked that, while the story’s technical and emotional demands are more strenuous in some ways than the novel’s, its short distance is paradoxically the event first entered by most young narrative writers. The choice is understandable. A young writer’s perspective and stamina, his literal breath, are short and can hardly sustain a longer trek. The knowledge and reflection over which he has sufficient depth of command are recent, often unconfirmed by repetition and are mostly deprived of the long submergence which fiction wants in the shaping dark of the unconscious mind.

So while the good story is a hard event, its prime needs prove to be the young writer’s birthright since first it demands a shortsighted eye, an eye set on the foreground, and a close-bounded subject. If for me the broad subject of novels has been the action of time—its devastation and curious repair—the story has charted briefer stretches of concentrated feeling, and it always speaks an intimate language. Because of its single-minded intent and the narrow ground from which it looks, the story is more likely than the novel to issue straight from a writer’s home—the crow’s nest from which, at the rates of his body, he gauges the riptides between him and land. So the story shorter than, say, fifty pages is the prose narrator’s nearest approach to music—duo, trio, quartet, serenade, dance or the deeper reaches of song: the lean lament or ballad of hunger, delight, revulsion or praise.

A collection like this then, from five decades, will show a writer’s preoccupations in ways the novel severely rations (novels are partly made for that purpose—the release from self, long flights through the Other). John Keats’s assertion that “the excellence of every Art is its intensity” has served as a license and standard for me. From the start my stories were driven by heat—passion and mystery, often passion for the mystery I’ve found in particular rooms and spaces and the people they threaten or shelter—and my general aim is the transfer of a spell of keen witness, perceived by the reader as warranted in character and act. That aim inevitably feeds a hope that any sizable group of stories will be consumed by the reader at a measured pace—one that grants the form’s tendency to fever and its risk, in the hands of any writer, of inducing exhaustion (a reason the story has often been unpopular with American readers; however limited their time, they mostly choose a less probing novel).

To sort old stories is to meet selves, lost or long-since abandoned. Like a search through old snapshots, such a look back soon calls for change—temper that young man’s burdened frown and the dialect of his early compulsions, the words and grammar that once were common as lines in his hand but that now look strange. Far more closely than in the novels, these stories clung to the shape of the ground my life was crossing at a given time. Some of the ground was rough underfoot and tested whoever I was that month. I’ve resisted the chance to remake those selves. The man who wrote half these stories is no longer me, but I was once him. He did what he meant, and I’ve left him at it.

With only a few corrected proof or spelling errors—and with no attempt to reconcile my evolving attempts at a clear minimal system of punctuation—the older stories stand as they first appeared in volumes. Throughout, at this late point, I note the recurrence of a few indelible sights, names and actions, that struck me early and have followed me always. Most of the recent stories have undergone the useful discipline of magazine appearance and stand here, minus editors’ quirks. All of them stand in a new order—one which attempts an alternation of voices, echoes, lengths and concerns that would prove unlikely if I held to the order of prior volumes or set the stories by date of completion. My hope is the reader’s well-tended pleasure.

Finally the seven stories in The Names and Faces of Heroes were dedicated to the memory of my father Will Price, to my mother Elizabeth Rodwell Price and my brother William. The eighteen stories in Permanent Errors were dedicated to Eudora Welty. The force of those thanks is strong with me still. In its new order, and with many new stories, this volume bears its own dedication.

R. P., 1993


FULL DAY

EARLY AFTERNOON in the midst of fall; but the sun was behind him, raw-egg streaks of speedy light from a ball-sized furnace in a white sky. Buck even skewed his rearview mirror to dodge the hot glare that would only be natural three hours from now. Am I nodding off? He thought he should maybe pull to the shoulder and rest for ten minutes. No, he’d yet to eat; his breakfast biscuit was thinning out. One more call; then he’d push on home, be there by dark. But he took the next sharp bend in the road; and damn, the light was still pouring at him, redder now.

Buck shrugged in his mind and thought of a favorite fact of his boyhood—how he’d searched old papers and books of his father’s for any word on the great Krakatoa volcanic eruption in 1883. He’d heard about it years later in school—how an entire island went up that August in the grandest blast yet known to man. The sea for miles was coated with powdered rock so thick that ships couldn’t move. And for more than a year, sunsets everywhere on Earth were reddened by millions of tons of airborne dust. Buck’s mother would tell him, each time he asked, that the night before her wedding in 1884, the sunset scared her worse than his father did.

Like boys in general, he’d consumed disasters of all shapes and sizes but only from books and the silent movies of his childhood. Otherwise he often thought of himself as an average tame fish, safe in his tank. He’d missed the First War by only a month and was several years too old at Pearl Harbor; so even now, at fifty-three, he’d never witnessed anything worse than a simple crossroads collision, one death with very little blood. He suddenly saw how the light this afternoon was similar to that, though hadn’t he watched the wreck in springtime? Early April maybe—surely dogwood was blooming.

Buck had sat at the Stop sign in what felt like a globe of silence and watched, slow-motion, as an old man plowed his toy Model A broadside into a gasoline truck, which failed to explode. Buck had got out and joined the young truckdriver in trying to ease the trapped old man (a country doctor, named Burton Vass, crushed by the steering wheel). Awful looking as he was, pinned into the seat, Dr. Vass wouldn’t hear of their trying to move him till an ambulance came. But a good ten minutes before it appeared, the doctor actually grinned at their eyes. Then he said “I’m leaving” and left for good. So yes, Buck was maybe a fish in a tank. Whose tank? he wondered. But since he mostly thought about God in his prayers at night, he dropped the question now. God knew, he spent his life in a tank, this Chrysler gunboat, working to bring electric ease to country wives—stoves, steam irons, washers, freezers, fans.

He turned the mirror down again and tried the sun. It was now even stranger; and the leaves, that had only begun to die, were individually pelted by light till they shivered and flashed. Buck slowed and pulled to the narrow shoulder by a tall pine woods. He’d pushed too far but, on the back seat, he had a wedge of rat cheese, a few saltines and a hot bottled drink. That would calm his head.

The next thing he knew, a voice was speaking from a great distance, toward his left ear. It’s nothing but your name. You’re dreaming; dream on. But the voice was only saying Sir? Eventually a second voice, young and hectic, echoed the word—Sir? Please wake up. Something in the pitch of the please helped him rouse. But he didn’t reflect that the tone of the voice was much like the younger of his two sons at home.

It was almost night; he thought that first. But then he realized his eyes had cleared. It was dimmer, yes; the sun was tamer. He glanced at the clock—a quarter past four.

Then from as far off as in his sleep, the older voice came at him again, “Are you all right?”

He looked to his left and was startled to see a woman and a child. Young woman, boy child—maybe thirty and ten. They were two steps back from his side of the car; but at once their faces made him want them closer, though both were tense with doubt and fear. He lowered the window. “Good afternoon.”

The woman was the one who retreated a step.

Fearless, the boy came on to the car.

Buck could have touched him. But he settled for touching the brim of his hat, a worn World War II bomber’s cap. “Was I snoring too loud?”

The boy said “I’m Gid Abernathy. No sir, I just thought you were dead.”

It struck Buck cold. He actually put a hand out before him and flexed his fingers; then he worked them quickly one by one as if at a keyboard, running scales. He smiled at the boy. “Thanks, Gid, but not yet.”

Gid’s worry wasn’t spent. “The schoolbus sets me down right here. Ten minutes ago, when I got out, I saw you slumped at the wheel and all; so I knocked on your glass and you didn’t budge. I even tried to open your door—”

Buck noticed that oddly he’d locked it on stopping, a first time surely. It didn’t strike him as brave or risky that a child tried to help so trustingly. This time and place—1953 in the coastal plain of North Carolina—were slow and safe; everybody knew it and moved accordingly. Gid was curious and very likely kind, not heroic. Still Buck thanked him and started explaining how tired he’d got from skipping lunch. He should have known not to mention hunger in a woman’s presence, not in those times. Maybe in fact he did know it and, half-aware, brought down the rest of the day on himself.

The woman was wearing a clean house dress with short sleeves that showed her strong, but not plump, arms. Her face was an open country face; surely she also had never met with harm or deceit. While Buck thought that, she stepped up slowly through his thoughts and rested a long hand on Gid’s bony shoulder. “I’m Gid’s mother, Nell Abernathy. He always eats an after-school sandwich. I’ll fix you and him one together, if you like.” It seemed as natural, and she seemed as ready, as if they were in a cool kitchen now and she were slicing homemade bread and spreading butter that her own hands had churned.

Buck fixed on the best of her homely features. She had an amazing abundance of hair, not the new rust-red you saw so often now since the war but the deep auburn you imagine on women in daguerreotypes, the hair that looks as if each strand bears a vein that pipes blood through it. He’d never seen the like in his time; and he wanted to say so but thought it would sound too forward, too fast. He felt he was smiling anyhow and that now was the moment to say his own name, open the door and stand up at least. But while his eyes had cleared in the nap, he suddenly wondered if his legs would obey. They felt long gone, not asleep exactly but not all there. He tried it though.

A half-hour later he’d drunk buttermilk, eaten a thick tomato sandwich on store-bought bread and said what he thought would be goodbye to Gid. Gid said he was due at a touch-football game a mile due north in the woods from here. As he shook Buck’s hand, the boy made his plan sound natural as any town child’s game. Only when his thin short gallant frame had shut the porch door and run down the steps did Buck recall his own country boyhood. Whoever played football in the woods? But he quickly imagined a clearing big enough for two pygmy teams. And for the first time, he thought of a father, Who’s the man around here? Is he dead, run-off or still at work? But it didn’t seem urgent to ask for him yet.

So he looked to Gid’s mother, here at the sink four steps away. Her back was to him, and he knew on sight that now she’d literally forgot he was here. Plain as she was, she was that good to see, that empty of wishes for him to perform. All his life he’d tried to show women the boundless thanks he felt for their being. From his long-dead mother on the day he was born, to Lib his wife just yesterday morning, Buck tried to tell each woman who helped him the strongest fact he knew in life, You’re reason enough to stay on here. He honestly felt it and toward most women. To be sure, he knew there were bad women somewhere; he’d never met one. So he always meant the praise he gave them, mostly selfless praise with no hopes of any dramatic answer. And here past fifty, still he fell in love several times a month, with a face in a diner or crossing the street ahead of his bumper or dark on his back in a hot hotel room, staring at nothing better to see than a ceiling fan and old piss stains from the room above. He knew, and still could cherish, the fact of love-on-sight whenever his mind saw a winning girl; it would gently lie back on itself and tell him, Buck, rest here for good.

Not that he had. When he was twenty-seven he married Lib and had touched no other woman since, not with a purpose warmer than courtesy. That never stopped the joy or his ceaseless thanks. Hell, women had not only made him but named him—Will from his mother, Buckeye in childhood from his favorite sister. Now he fished out his pocket watch—quarter to five, Lib would be starting supper. He’d be half an hour late, no major crime. He folded the paper napkin with a care due Irish linen, and he said “I’m going to be late for supper.” But his legs didn’t move to stand and leave.

Buck’s guess had been right; Nell jerked at the sudden sound of his voice and looked around, wild-eyed for an instant. But calm again, she said “You sure?”

“Of what?” Now his legs were trying to stand.

“That you can make it home?”

“Do I look that bad?”

She took the question seriously enough to move a step toward him and study his face. “You look all right. I just meant, you being dizzy on the road and sleeping so deep in the car when Gid found you—”

He was upright now but his head was light. “I could drive this last stretch, bound and blindfolded.”

She looked again and said “You may have to.”

Buck meant for his grin to force one from Nell. But no, it didn’t work; she was solemn as church, though better to see. Could he look that bad? He tried to remember where his car was parked. Had he driven on here from where he pulled off? Had he left it there and walked here with them? And where was here? He looked all round him—a normal kitchen in a well-worn house, maybe sixty years old, a high dim ceiling, heart-pine floor, white walls smoked to an even gray. He said “Did we leave my car by the road?”

Nell seemed to nod.

So he looked to the door that Gid had walked through and aimed for that. At first he thought he crossed half the distance, but the final half then doubled on him and kept on multiplying the space till each further step was harder to take; and he thought his feet were sinking through the floor, then his calves and knees, his waist and chest, till even his mouth had sunk and was mute before he could call on Nell or God or the air itself for strength or rescue.

It felt like a healing year of nights, endless dark with heart-easing dreams. But when his eyes opened, it looked to Buck no darker than when he had tried to leave the woman’s kitchen. He heard a clock tick, it was near his face, it said five forty—a black Big Ben, with the bone-rattling bell that he used to wake up early to beat. His mother solemnly gave him one, the day he left home for his first real job. But surely he’d told Lib to chuck it, years back. Or was he doing the thing he’d done so often lately—dreaming he was young, in his first big boarding house, strong as a boy, with the body to prove it in daylight and dark?

He was lying on his stomach on some kind of bed, under light cover. With both dry hands, he felt down his length from the top of his butt to nearly the knees. All that skin was bare; and upward, the sides of his chest and shoulders were warm but naked too. And when he felt beneath himself, his dick and balls were warm and soft. Still what surprised Buck was the calm soul in him—no fear, no regret in a mind as fearful as any not locked in a state institution. He shut both eyes and gradually searched the sheet beneath him, far as he could reach. His right hand soon met a block that was big but soft. His fingers stopped against it.

A woman’s voice said “You know you’re safe.”

Buck’s eyes were still shut. In the hope of knowing whether this was a dream, he thought In three seconds I’ll open my eyes, I’ll look straight ahead, then shut them again. He counted to three, looked, saw the same clock—five forty-two—and shut them again. It proved he was alive, awake and sane, though apparently stripped in a woman’s bed. Nell, he finally thought of the name; then the memory of her face. He firmly believed he still hadn’t touched her. Two things may have happened. I fainted, somehow Nell got me in here, but why am I stripped? Or I’ve been here days, maybe years, and am sick.

He had not been prone to wild thoughts, not in his life till now at least; and he halfway liked it. He suspected he smiled. But Gid—oh Christ. Is Gid on hand? Buck tried to see if his hand could lift off the pillow—yes. He held it up and listened to the house. No sounds at all, not even from Nell. He settled back, brought his right hand to his face and felt for beard—the normal stubble of late afternoon. So he told her “It feels very safe. Thanks, Nell. But did I collapse? Am I someway sick?”

She had seemed to sit on the edge of the bed, facing out from him toward the door—Buck saw the open door and a blank hall beyond it. And now she gave no sign of moving, surely not toward him. She said “You had a little sinking spell. You may have blanked out, but you didn’t fall hard. I helped you in here. You slept half an hour.”

“With you here beside me?”

“I just got back,” she said.

“From where?”

“The phone. I called your wife.”

“How do you know her?”

Her voice was smiling. “You’ll have to excuse me, but I searched your pocket and found her number. I didn’t know what—”

Buck said “Don’t worry. But what did you say?”

“That you stopped by here, just feeling weak. That I thought you’d be back on the road soon, but did she know anything I ought to know?”

Buck almost laughed. “Such as, am I a killer?”

Her voice stayed pleasant. “Such as, do you have seizures? Are you diabetic?”

“What did Lib say?”

“Is Lib your wife? She said you were normal, far as she knew, just maybe exhausted.”

Buck smiled but, on its own, his mind thought Exactly. Nobody but Lib’s allowed to be sick. Lib was having what she herself called “the longest menopause on human record.” Good-hearted as she was till five years ago, in the midst of that winter—with no word of warning—she suddenly balled up tight as wax till, for weeks on end, Buck could hardly see her, much less touch and warm her. Next she seemed to grow in-turned eyes, set all down her body, to watch herself—her own long stock of pains and self-pity, when he’d been the famous complainer so long.

By now they could sometimes laugh about it; and everywhere else in her life with others—their sons, her friends—Lib seemed to be waking from a long hard dream. She’d yet to welcome him truly back. And even if she did, the harm was done now and might never heal. She’d turned from his care and need so often that Buck was permanently lonesome in ways he hadn’t felt since boyhood, roaming the deep woods north of his house and pressing his lips to dry tree-bark, just for something to lean his body against, some living thing to know that young Buck was clean and warm and could be touched with pleasure.

His right hand had stayed where it found Nell’s hip. Three layers of cover kept them apart; he’d never probed or tried to stroke her, and she’d never pressed back into his fingers. As he went on waking, he began to like their balked contact. It gave him a trace of the friendly warmth of his sister Lulie, who was less than one year older than he and with whom he’d slept till his sixth birthday—pups in a box, warm and moving like a single heart.

He thought the next question and asked it clearly, “Whose room is this?” Before Nell could speak, he thought of the several answers he dreaded—her husband’s and hers, even young Gid’s. Not that he feared their linen and blankets, he just hoped to be in an open space, one he could rest in from here on out. He felt that happy and it sprang up through him in a peaceful flow.

Nell said “My father built this bed, oh sixty years ago. He and Mother used it, all their life together. She died and he came here to live with us, brought nothing much but his clothes and this bed. He helped us a lot till he went, last winter.”

“He died?”

“Pneumonia.”

“So it’s you and the boy, on your own now?”

“Seems like,” she said. She gave a little chuckle as if she sat alone on the moon and watched her distant amazing life.

“How do you live?”

She laughed out brightly. “Like squirrels in the trees! No, I sew for people. Gid works in the summer, on the next farm over. My dad left us a small piece of money. We do all right, nothing grand but enough.”

Then the lack of a husband and father was sure. I’ll ask to stay. Buck understood that the thought should have shocked him. It didn’t. The calm poured on through his chest, and for several minutes he napped again. When he came to, his right hand was back by his side; and he spoke without looking, “Why am I naked?”

She said “Remember? It was your idea. You had a little accident, when you blacked out.”

“Oh God, I’m sorry.”

Nell said “Forget it. It was just in the front, a spot the size of a baby’s hand.”

“Did I wet my shirt too?”

“Not a bit,” she said. “That was your idea; I tried to stop you.”

Then I have to stay.

She said “I’ve got you some clean clothes out.”

“You’re a lightning seamstress.” But then he thought Her husband’s clothes.

“My dad’s,” she said. “You’re his same size.”

“I couldn’t accept them.”

“Oh he’d be thrilled. He couldn’t bear to waste a half-inch of string. And Gid’ll be way too tall when he’s grown.”

“You good at predicting the future?” Buck said.

She laughed again. “Height runs in his family, most of the men—”

Buck rushed to stop her before she clouded the good air between them with a useless name, “I’ll be much obliged then, for one pair of pants.”

Nell said “They’re laid out here on the chair, khakis as clean as cloth ever gets and a clean pair of step-ins. I’m bound to go now and start our supper. You think you feel like trying to stand?” She seemed unhurried but as bent on leaving as if a walk to the dark heart of Africa faced her now.

Never, no mam, I’ll lie right here. But he tried to move both legs and they worked. And his eyes were clear. All that refused was his mind, Stay here. You’re actually needed here. Not so, she and Gid are doing all right. Ask her though; just see what she says. Buck heard his voice say the reckless thing, “Nell, what if I said ‘Please let me stay’?”

He expected she’d wait to think that through. And at once she rose from the edge of the bed and took three steps on the bare wood floor. Then she said “We had this time, here now. Your own supper’s cooking, up the road, this minute.”

As her low voice moved, Buck knew she was right. She seemed to know much more than he remembered; whatever had happened, if anything new, it hadn’t changed the tone of her voice. So at least he could trust that he hadn’t been cruel or made a promise that he couldn’t keep. Then he saw his course clearly. The decent thing was to try standing up, getting dressed, saying thank you and heading on home. So he turned to his side and threw off the cover. He saw his bare body; then said “I’m sorry” and reached again for the sheet at least, to hide his lap. For the first time, that he remembered here, he looked toward Nell.

She stood by a tall mahogany wardrobe and was half-turned away, lifting a bathrobe from the high-backed chair. She was naked as he and had been naked all that time she was near him. Before she could cover herself, Buck rushed to print her body deep in his mind. She was still young everywhere, with firm pale skin and no visible scars (Lib’s side was pocked by the cavernous scar of a ruptured appendix). And the hair of her crotch was the same high color of life and health that she showed the world on her striking head. Then she was hid in the faded robe; and with no further look or word, she brushed on past him and left the room.

Buck went to the same chair, found his pants in a clean ragged towel, his shirt on a hanger—Nell had managed to iron it—a pair of blue boxer shorts and the khakis she mentioned. He put on his socks first, the shirt, then the pants. They were stiff with starch and two inches short. He thought of his mother’s old comic greeting for outgrown pants, “Son, I see you’re expecting high water” (they lived twenty miles from the Roanoke River, a famous flooder).

Was this time-out, here under this roof, some high-water mark in all his life? With the tender mind and heart he got from his mother at birth, Buck had wanted an unadventurous life. And except for Lib’s three awful labors (two live boys and one dead girl), he’d virtually got it. His chief adventures had come in his head. Alone on the road, he sometimes lived through active nights with imaginary women. But mostly he still enacted each possible threat to life and limb, any time his family stepped out of sight. And his own body, strong till now, had always seemed a rickety bridge over too deep a gorge for a confident life in some place hard as the present world.

So sure, whatever had happened here—if nothing but what Nell owned up to, a fainting spell and a half-hour rest—was like a splendid volunteer, the giant flower that suddenly blooms at the edge of the yard, where you least expect, from a secret hybrid in last year’s seed that has bided its time. When he’d tied his shoes, he stepped to the dark old mirror and smoothed his tangled hair. Nothing visibly changed, not to my eyes—and who knows me better? Well, Lib but she won’t see this time, whatever happened here. And if anything did, it was gentle and finished. He could hear Nell drawing water in the kitchen. In less than an hour, if fate agreed, he’d be in his own house, among his first duties. He bent again to the peeling mirror and awarded his face a final grin. Then he went out to thank Nell Abernathy for one happy day.

In four months Buck will die from a growth that reached decisive weight in his body this full afternoon and threw him down.

His elder son has made this unreal gift for his father on the eighty-ninth passing of Buck’s birthday, though he died these thirty-five years ago. 


THE WARRIOR PRINCESS OZIMBA

SHE WAS the oldest thing any of us knew anything about, and she had never been near a tennis court, but somewhere around the Fourth of July every year, one of us (it was my father for a long time but for the past two years, just me) rode out to her place and took her a pair of blue tennis shoes. (Blue because that was her favorite color before she went blind and because even now, opening the box and not seeing them, she always asked “Is they blue?”) We did it on the Fourth because that was the day she had picked out fifty years ago for her birthday, not knowing what day she had been born and figuring that the Fourth was right noisy anyhow and one more little celebration wouldn’t hurt if it pacified my father who was a boy then and who wanted to give her presents. And it was always tennis shoes because they were the only kind she would put on and because with her little bit of shuffling around in the sun, she managed to wear out a pair every year. So now that I was doing it, the time would come, and Vesta, who was her daughter and had taken her mother’s place and who didn’t have much faith in my memory, would look up at me from stringing beans or waxing the floor and say, “Mr. Ed, Mama’s feets going to be flat on the ground by next week,” and then I would drive out, and it would be her birthday.

My mother goes out very seldom now, so late in the afternoon of the Fourth, I took the shoes and climbed in the broiling car alone and headed down the Embro road where she lived with Vesta and Vesta’s husband, where she had lived ever since she took up with Uncle Ben Harrison in the Year One and started having those children that had more or less vanished. (My grandfather asked her once just when was it she and Ben got married. She smiled and said, “Mr. Buddy, you know we ain’t married. We just made arrangements.”)

All the way out there the shoulders of the dirt road were full of Negroes dressed up in a lot of lightcolored clothes that were getting dustier by the minute, walking nowhere (except maybe to some big baptizing up the creek) slow and happy with a lot of laughing and with children bunched along every now and then, yelling and prancing and important-looking as puppies on the verge of being grown and running away. I waved at several of the struggling knots as I passed just so I could look in the mirror and see the children all stop their scuffling and string out in a line with great wide eyes and all those teeth and watch my car till it was gone, wondering who in the world that waving white man was, flying on by them to the creek.

There was still the creek to cross that I and a little Negro named Walter had dammed up a thousand times for wading purposes. It would follow along on the left, and there would be that solid mile of cool shade and sand and honeysuckle and the two chimneys that had belonged to Lord-knows-what rising from the far end of it and the sawdust pile that had swallowed Harp Hubbard at age eleven so afterwards we couldn’t play there except in secret and always had to bathe before going home, and then on the right it would be her place.

About all you could say for her place was it would keep out a gentle rain, balancing on its own low knoll on four rock legs so delicate it seemed she could move once, sitting now tall in her chair on one end of the porch, and send the whole thing—house, dog, flowers, herself, all—turning quietly down past the nodding chickens and the one mulberry tree to the road, if she hadn’t been lighter than a fall leaf and nearly as dry. I got out of the car without even waking her dog and started towards her.

She sat there the way she had sat every day for eight years (every day since that evening after supper when she stepped to the living room door and called my father out and asked him, “Mr. Phil, ain’t it about time I’m taking me a rest?”), facing whoever might pass and the trees and beyond and gradually not seeing any of them, her hands laid palm up on her knees, her back and her head held straight as any boy and in that black hat nobody ever saw her without but which got changed— by night—every year or so, a little deaf and with no sight at all and her teeth gone and her lips caved in forever, leaving her nothing but those saddles of bone under her eyes and her age which nobody knew (at times you could make her remember when General Lee took up my grandmother who was a baby and kissed her) and her name which my great-grandfather had been called on to give her and which came from a book he was reading at the time—Warrior Princess Ozimba.

I climbed the steps till I stood directly in front of her, level with her shut eyes and blocking the late sun which had made her this year the same as every year the color of bright old pennies that made us all pretend she was an Indian when we were children and spy on her from behind doors and think she knew things she wasn’t telling. I wasn’t sure she was awake until she said, “Good evening to you,” and I said, “Good evening, Aunt Zimby. How are you getting on?”

“Mighty well for an old woman,” she said, “with all this good-feeling sunshine.”

“Yes, it is good weather,” I said. “We’ll be calling for a little rain soon though.”

“Maybe you all will,” she said, “but it’s the sun and not the rain that helps my misery. And if you just step out of my light, please sir, I can take the last of it.” So I sat down on the top step by her feet that were in what was left of last year’s shoes, and the sun spread back over her face, and whatever it was my great-grandfather thought the Warrior Princess Ozimba looked like, it must have been something like that.

When she spoke again it seemed to confirm she knew somebody was with her. “I been setting here wondering is my mulberries ripe yet?”

I looked down at her knobby little tree and said “No, not yet.”

“My white folks that I works for, they littlest boy named Phil, and he do love the mulberries. One day his Mama was going off somewhere, and she say to him, ‘Phil, don’t you eat n’er one of them mulberries.’ So he say, “No ma’m’ like he swearing in court. Well, I give him his dinner, and he go streaking off down the back of the lot. That afternoon I setting on the kitchen steps, resting my feets, and Phil he come up towards me through the yard, no bigger than a mosquito, and ask me, ‘Aunt Zimby, what you studying about?’ I say to him I just wondering if them mulberries back yonder is fit to eat yet. And he don’t do nothing but stand there and turn up that face of his, round as a dollar watch and just as solemn but with the mulberry juice ringing round his mouth bright as any wreath, and he say, ‘I expect they is.’”

I thought she was going to laugh—I did, softly—but suddenly she was still as before, and then a smile broke out on her mouth as if it had taken that long for the story to work from her lips into her mind, and when the smile was dying off, she jerked her hand that was almost a great brown bird’s wing paddling the air once across her eyes. It was the first time she had moved, and coming quick as it did, it made me think for a minute she had opened her eyes with her hand and would be turning now to see who I was. But the one move was all, and she was back in her age like sleep so deep and still I couldn’t have sworn she was breathing even, if there hadn’t been the last of the sun on her face and the color streaming under the skin.

I sat for a while, not thinking of anything except that it was cooling off and that I would count to a hundred and leave if she hadn’t moved or spoken. I counted and it seemed she wasn’t coming back from wherever she was, not today, so I set the shoe box by the side of her chair and got up to go. Vesta would see them when she came at dark to lead her mother in. I was all the way down the steps, going slow, hoping the dog wouldn’t bark, when she spoke, “You don’t know my Mr. Phil, does you?”

I walked back so she could hear me and said No, I didn’t believe I did. There was no use confusing her now and starting her to remembering my father and maybe crying. Nobody had told her when he died.

She felt for the tin can beside her chair and turned away from me and spat her snuff into it. (She had said before that if she was going sinning on to her grave after dips of snuff, it was her own business, but she wasn’t asking nobody else to watch her doing it.) Those few slow moves as gentle and breakable as some long-necked waterfowl brought her to life again, and when she had set her can down, I thought I ought to say something so I got back onto how nice the weather was.

But she held her eyes shut, knowing maybe that if she had opened them and hadn’t been blind anyhow, she would have seen I wasn’t who she had expected all year long. “Yes sir, this here’s the weather you all wants for your dances, ain’t it?”

I said, “Yes, it would be ideal for that.”

“Well, is you been dancing much lately, Mr. Phil?”

She seemed to think she was talking to me so I said No, there wasn’t much of that going on these days.

“You a great one for the dancing, ain’t you, Mr. Phil?” All I did was laugh loud enough for her to hear me, but she wiped her mouth with a small yellow rag, and I could see that—not meaning to, not meaning to at all—I had started her.

She began with a short laugh of her own and drummed out a noiseless tune on the arm of the chair and nodded her head and said, “You is a case, Mr. Phil.”

I asked her what did she mean because I couldn’t leave now.

“I was just thinking about that evening you went off to some dance with one of your missy-girls, you in your white trousers looking like snow was on the way. And late that night I was out there on you all’s back porch, and it come up a rain, and directly you come strolling up with not a thing on but your underwear and your feets in them white shoes you was putting down like stove lids, and there was your white trousers laid pretty as you please over your arm to keep from getting them muddy. Does you remember that, Mr. Phil?”

I said there were right many things I didn’t remember these days.

“The same with me,” she said, “except every once in a while …” A line of black children passed up the road. They every one of them looked towards us and then towards the older tall yellow girl who led the line and who had been silently deputized to wave and say, “How you this evening, Miss Zimby?”—not looking for an answer surely, not even looking to be heard, just in respect as when you speak to the sea. “… What put me to thinking about Mr. Phil is it’s time for me some new shoes.”

And there I was with the shoes in my hands that I couldn’t give her now and wondering what I could do, and while I was wondering she raised her own long foot and stamped the floor three times, and there was considerable noise, as surprising as if that same bird she kept reminding me of had beat the air with its foot and made thunder. Before I could guess why she had done it, Vesta came to the front door and said, “Lord, Mr. Ed, I didn’t know you was out here. Me and Lonnie was in yonder lying down, and I just figured it was Mama going on to herself.” Then she said louder to Aunt Zimby, “What you call me for, Mama?”

It took her a little while to remember. “Vesta, when have Mr. Phil been here? It ain’t been long is it?”

Vesta looked at me for an answer but I was no help. “No Mama, it ain’t been so long.”

“He ain’t sick or nothing is he? Because it’s getting time for me some new shoes.”

“It won’t be long, Mama. Mr. Phil ain’t never forgot you yet.”

And that seemed to settle it for her. The little tune she had been thumping out slowed down and stopped, and next her head began to nod, all as quick as if she had worked the whole day out in the cotton and come home and fixed everybody’s supper and seen them to bed and pressed a shirt for Uncle Ben who drove a taxi occasionally and then fallen dead to sleep in the sounding dark with the others breathing all round her.

Vesta and I stayed still by her till we could hear breathing, but when it began, small and slow, I handed Vesta the shoes. She knew and smiled and nodded, and I told her to go on in and let her mother sleep. I stood there those last few minutes, looking through sudden amazed tears at all that age and remembering my dead father.

Evening was coming on but the heat was everywhere still. I took the steps slowly down, and as I expected the old dog came up, and I waited while he decided what to do about me. Over the sounds of his smelling there came a crowd of high rushing nameless notes and her voice among them, low and quiet and firm on the air, “You can see them little birds can’t you, Mr. Phil? I used to take a joy watching them little fellows playing before they went to sleep.”

I knew it would be wrong to answer now, but I looked without a word to where her open eyes rested across the road to the darkening field and the two chimneys, and yes, they were there, going off against the evening like out of pistols, hard dark bullets that arched dark on the sky and curled and showered to the sturdy trees beneath.


THE ENORMOUS DOOR

THE MONTH I was twelve, my family moved to a much smaller town than we’d lived in before. It was late in the Second World War; and in such a stable place, there were no vacant houses for the four of us. So we rented four rooms on the second floor of the small but rambling three-story hotel. My parents, my baby sister and I all slept in one bedroom; and though I’d long since discovered the pleasures waiting in my smooth body, at first I enjoyed their company. It reminded me of the ancient stories I’d grown up reading—everybody sleeping on the floor of a hut, even the animals (we had a beagle), and tasting each other’s sighs in the night.

From the word go, I loved the air of mystery in the building. The stationery proudly and rightly proclaimed “Sixty clean rooms and a first-rate kitchen.” Since my mother was a reluctant, though tasty, cook, we often ate in the tiled dining room. The good and copious country food was served by elderly black men, whose courtly air of self-respect and condescending wit would qualify them for any post today where bemused dignity is the trait desired. But my favorite part of our stay, from the first, was all those doors—sixty oak doors with brass knobs, locks and numerals, plus whatever secrets their tenants enacted in one-night stays or the thick walls’ memories of lonely men inventing the ways to bear their lives.

When I had nothing better to do, I’d slowly patrol the carpeted halls. I’d never quite stop to peer or listen; but if I heard a muffled voice behind a door, or even the scrape of a wire coathanger, I’d find a way to pause. I’d discover I needed to tie my shoes, or I’d lean to give my socks a good pull. Sometimes a claustrophobic man, or one so lonely he could stand it no longer, would leave his door cracked open to the hall; and then I’d make an extra pass, even slower than the first, to watch him open his pint of bourbon and take a long swallow, then frown at the taste.

Like many boys on the near edge of manhood, I had one constant flaming question—What are grown men like, truly, in secret? (I’d already given up on understanding women). I needed to study the make of men’s bodies, chiefly the distribution of hair on faces, chests, armpits, groins, legs. I needed to know if any one of them but me had learned to use himself as I did, for the furious moment of self-ignition to which I was harnessed in joy and bafflement.

By the end of our second month there however, my hope of enlightenment was dying. The main cause was, I’d got no single useful look at a man’s whole body, a man not too much older than me—say, fifteen or sixteen. Men that young didn’t travel alone, and if they did they were sleeping in ditches. I doubt that my need, so early, was erotic. I’d have streaked for home like a shot dog if any human being, of any gender, had offered to touch me below the waist.

In one more laser-focused way, I was hot to find a truthful glimpse of the adult world—the glimpse (I knew the secret was simple) that would say I could leave the powerless trap of dumb childhood. But all I got in the first two months were a few cold glimpses of slack-gut Bible salesmen in their undershirts, scratching at themselves, and one old circuit-judge’s bare feet as he sat exhausted on the edge of his bed and gazed my way in a smile I met with the pure revulsion that only a child in first adolescence can bear to sustain. If he could have known the force of my hate, he’d have vaporized in a puff of haze.

So maybe it was good luck in more ways than one that, about the time I was losing hope, my parents decided I needed a bedroom. They granted that four in a room was a crowd and I agreed. But I was still so locked in self-absorption that I thought they were being kind to me. It was years before I understood they were longing for privacy of their own. And before they told me, they had the solution. We’d rent the single room, without bath, across the hall from our main door. It did have a running-water sink and a bedside phone from which I could call them at the slightest need. Would I be afraid alone?

My relief and the thrill of a risk were so instant that I leaped at the chance. But after my father had seen me to bed on the first dark evening and shut my door—nobody locked doors in those safe days—I had second thoughts. Cold fears, to be honest. My fears at the time were all collected round the question I’ve stated. What hope on Earth did a boy like me have? I was slow at school, except for arithmetic. I was scaldingly shy with children my age, though a hit with adults, and a failure at every team sport I tried, though alone I could cut the air like a shaft; and speaking of which, I was also an archer, fast and true.

But when I lay dark that first night alone and faced a ceiling that might as well have been infinite space, for all I could see, my panic soon swelled for another round of the bitter certainty that I, of all the boys I knew, would stay a child. I’d wind up as one of those moonmen you see on the street, forty years old but with baby-soft skin and no trace of beard. Under my arms and across my groin, I’d be as hairless as a picked chicken. And every word that left my mouth would sound as if it barely escaped from a miniature can, that boxy and high. All the gates that boys pray to pass through—the tall gates opening inward on women and their hospitable good-smelling bodies—would stay as shut as they were tonight, though I’d see them above me everywhere I turned.

Half an hour of flinging in that direction, and I was ready to reach for the phone and yell for company. I knew better than to barge back in on my parents; they’d even moved my sister’s crib to the kitchen when I left. My father was the finest man alive, but he had his limits. Beyond them, he never got mad or mean; he walked away slowly, looking very much like a would-be suicide bound for the bridge. If I called now, he’d come.

He’d check my closet, look under the bed and swear I was safe. He’d even lie down on the bed beside me and wait till I slept, if I asked that much. But since I’d never confessed my fear, and he’d volunteered no word of manly assurance, I couldn’t speak now. He’d leave me at midnight, sadly confirmed in what I suspected was his new fear—this son had stopped and would not be strong enough to guard his old age, which he often laughed about as my duty.

But another ten minutes and I actually had the heavy old-time earpiece in my hand. Before the senile desk-clerk could answer, I heard a line of beautiful music, in a man’s clear voice maybe six feet away. I knew two useful things at once—it was not my father, and it meant me no harm. I lay in a warming pool of calm and listened closely. I must have been nearer to sleep than I thought since, try as I did, I couldn’t come up with a name for the voice, not to mention the tune. But that didn’t scare me. Though the voice was a deep clear baritone, it went on carving the air between us in kindly shapes.

In maybe five minutes, I thought I could trust my legs enough to get up and try to find the man. On my bedside was a gooseneck lamp; but in my bravest choice so far, I didn’t turn it on. I let my bare feet roam about to find where the voice was strongest or—whoa now!—the actual mouth that made it. The risky thrill had me glowing in the dark.

No luck though—nothing. I’d got as far over as the door to the hall, so I laid my ear against it. Maybe some young man was singing out there on the second-floor landing. In a dry town and county, there were still cheerful drunks; I’d seen more than one already in the lobby, mostly tired salesmen with sample cases. They’d mill around in the public space, praising the old-maid switchboard lady who quit at nine or calling me over to flip me a quarter for no better reason than that I might have parted my hair in the middle for comic effect or to give me a harmless pat on the butt and say something useless like “Be a finer person than me now, son.”

When I heard nothing from the second-floor landing, I even silently cracked the door and looked across to the old leather chairs and the amber lamp—empty and sad. It was only when I’d shut myself in again and stood in place for my eyes to reopen that I saw the small light in the opposite door. By then the singing had stopped entirely. I’ve failed to mention an adjoining door between my room and the next room’s bath. It was firmly locked of course from both sides; but now I discovered that somebody, sometime, had bored a hole low in the panel of the door.

The hole was no bigger than a robin’s eye; it was about hip-level to me, and I was tall for twelve. Before I got down anywhere near it, I thought of how good an idea it would be. Young as I was, I well understood how one man could want to watch others in secret. I calculated, correctly I think, that the hole was drilled from my side inward—anyone looking from the other side into my room would have seen nothing more exciting than a door to the hall.

In the time it took me to work that far, the song recommenced with deeper swoops and sudden high lunges. At once I could feel its waves through the space. The young man was now in the bathroom beyond me. The lighted pinhole was aimed at him. The fact that the hole was still shining bright must mean that he was not looking through at me.

Still, crouching as I did and duck—walking three long steps to the hole was as reckless a deed as I’d put on permanent record till then. I started looking with my eye held back, five inches away. I could just see movement, something fast and white that flickered in the air. To close the gap and press my face to the actual wood was a further leap on the order of tasting a flaming sword. I closed the gap with chilling pride and waited for my eye to focus itself.

A man, buck-naked, was standing less than a yard away. I could see his body from the hipbone down. He was drying himself with a small white towel, and yes he was singing on and on. Now I could hear occasional words. Or a single word, over and over—Darling at several pitches and speeds, mostly deep and slow. Now there were also quiet stretches when his voice would soar in a wordless line that sounded the way the best birds look.

Those moments, I’d think of days I spent alone in deep woods, near our last town, times when I dreamed that people had vanished—painless but gone—and that now I was welcome to choose my life with nothing to see me but small wild beasts and the rare meat-eater, stronger than me but not as quick. In maybe three minutes, the man bent over to dry his feet. The hair of his head was thick, black and stiff as horsehair; but still his eyes and mouth were hid. Only enough of his arms were clear to show him, not just an agreeable singer but young and long-limbed, with firm tan skin.

There at my chink on a whole new world, I managed at least a quick thanksgiving to whatever power had answered this much of my need. Now all that was left was some deed or characteristic act which would prove that this partial masculine body was a preview of mine, a credible promise that I would also grow with the years.

But he only took one step in my direction, turned to face me and held rock-still. At first I was disappointed and hoped again that he’d act. Young as I was though, in an innocent time, I had no specific deed in mind, surely no blatant sex show. In fact, afflicted as I was by the mindless tumescence of a growing boy, there at the door that night, my parts were in unaccustomed abeyance. Not because I was scared—it was just my mind that burned with the sight. And in a few seconds, my mind understood the gift he was giving—for now at least, a warm anatomical model before me, almost in reach if the heat of my eye had widened the chink as it might have.

His penis was a good deal bigger than mine and also calm. The hair above it was black and wiry as African hair, though he had to be white. Like a great many boys (I’ve since discovered), my main anxiety resided in the hair. I knew I had a penis and balls that promised to grow; but would I eventually sprout this hair, in the true man’s place? I tried to see how it differed from the texture of hair on my head. But aside from the curl and the wiry shortness, I got no closer to certainty.

The odd thing was, he didn’t seem to know what a treasure he owned. He seemed to be drying the whole miraculous region absently, like an elbow or foot. But then he dropped his towel to the floor and spent the better part of a minute giving his parts a thorough inspection. I had no knowledge of syphilis then or even crab lice, so he may have been making a sanitary check. Whatever, he found no cause for alarm. His prying hands went back to his sides, and again he just stood frankly before me.

But was he standing here for me? Did he know I was near? Had he drilled the hole in the door himself, that afternoon? And who could he be? I’d seen no body this young and strong anywhere but the bathhouse at our swimming pool, and then I was always rushing to hide my own white skin. I suddenly thought of a possible answer. I could go to my phone, call down to the desk-clerk and quietly ask who was in 211. I stood up to go before I was balked by the child’s steady fear, He’ll think I’m dumb and laugh and tell everybody.

So next I told myself, “Go to sleep. You’ve got school tomorrow, and you’ll be worn out.” By then my mind seemed ready to be sensible; and I had actually touched my bed when the song recommenced, still nearer but somehow higher and milder. I had read a boy’s version of The Odyssey and knew about the sirens’ song. I even covered both my ears; but the voice came through, as piercing and magnetic as before. The light from the hole was a little dimmer but I knelt again.

What was in there now was entirely different. It stood where it was the moment I left. And the size and lines of its body were the same—a male human shape, larger than me but no great giant. The change was, it no longer showed tan skin. It had put out a stunning coat of plumage. The best I could see, his feathers grew in all kinds and sizes, from stiff wing-vanes to the softest down; and they all aimed upward on the body in colors that far outclassed any peacock I’d seen. I recalled a painting in The National Geographic of Montezuma and his noble lords, dressed in robes of the finest bird-feathers, whole tribes of birds killed off in the making.

This was no robe though; this was the actual skin of some creature unknown to science, not six feet from me. What had started as a strong but normal young man had just now changed his skin into this. Even the groin I studied was now all feathered in green and gold. And what had been a man’s calm penis was a single winglike thing, flared up boldly toward a face I couldn’t begin to imagine or hope to see. Yet strangely again, I felt no fear. And the human words it had sung before were now just notes in a seamless melody.

If this had happened six years ago, before I started school and tamed my mind, I’d have watched all night, or fallen asleep upright at the chink or died from prolonged exposure to the man-bird or flown with it some place better than this. But foolishly rational as I’d now become, I came to a common adolescent conclusion—This is some kind of trick, intended to show the entire world, in garish red, what a fool I am. I took a last look as the song went softer still and higher and the gorgeous fraud began to lean forward, on the absolute verge of showing its face. Then I got up again, went to my bed and hid myself to the ears in cover. Wildest of all, I’d seen so much that I even managed to sleep fairly soon, though the voice never quit while I was conscious.

In that town then, all twelve grades of school were housed in one building. I was in the seventh grade; but the next day at lunch, I heard the news that, over the weekend, the high-school math and physics teacher had suffered a stroke, was paralyzed and had been replaced by a man from Raleigh, named Simon Fentriss, just out of college. As soon as I knew, I began to hunt for him. Could he be my neighbor? But he wasn’t on view at the teachers’ lunch table. Nobody my age knew anything about him but his name; and only the wildest girl knew that much—Amantha Perry, with the premature breasts that everybody loved like a cause for pride that our class owned such a natural wonder.

I kept my previous night a secret; but the minute I got to the hotel that afternoon, I walked to the front desk with all my courage and asked if Mr. Fentriss was back?

The clerk said “I haven’t seen him come in yet. He could’ve slipped past me though and be upstairs.”

“In 211?”

“Right next to you, yes.”

So the man I might take algebra from, two years ahead, was a curious trickster who practiced at home to fool more than me. I dropped in to let Mother know I was safe, then said I’d get right down to my homework in my new room. What I did though was actually lock my door, lie on the narrow bed and stroke my body to the ready relief it eagerly gave me. Then I fell straight to sleep, recovering what I’d lost in the night.

The room was nearly pitch-dark when I woke; my luminous watch said five-thirty. And through the adjoining door, I focused on the sound that had waked me—water filling a basin. I crept to the door and tried the hole. Two legs in dark-brown corduroy trousers and heavy brown shoes, the waist of a sweater and again the flash of a towel, drying hands. It all constituted a sight as normal as bread on a table, no song, no word.

But back in my room, the evening and night continued normal. He played his radio but kept it low, he made a short phone-call that I couldn’t hear, he peed maybe twice. In everything, far as I could see, Mr. Fentriss moved like the model I’d asked for—a competent grown man, young enough to watch. And when he brushed his teeth at eleven, he was wearing light-blue boxer shorts on normal skin, though shaggier than mine.

After I heard him switch off his lamp, I also quit and climbed into bed. As I crouched up to sleep, I told myself to face the serious possibility that I might have dreamed the night before, might have put myself through fantastic hoops—a bird-man-neighbor—to celebrate my first chance to meet a whole dark night with no blood-kin in the sound of my voice.

[image: Image]

The next few days passed similarly. I never saw him in the hall, the lobby or the dining room. But the bottom half of him, through the chink in the door, went on being so natural and tame that I quickly lost my taste for spying. And when Amantha rushed up on Friday, pointed across the lunchroom and whispered “Ain’t he fine?” it took me a second to know who she meant. Simon Fentriss—I swear both names spoke out in my head as clear as gongs. And by the time my eyes set on him, he was facing me from ten yards’ distance, past ten dozen children in the usual noontime barely contained riot. When our eyes met, I sheered off quickly and waited till old Mrs. Root spoke to him; then I got a long look.

The way some people can guess your weight to within three pounds, I’ve always been good at fixing ages. Only the richest plastic surgeon can hide you from me. And here I’m speaking of the 1940s, four long decades before such doctors had got this far off the beaten track. Simon Fentriss was twenty-four; he must have been in the war and finished college a few years late.

He had a strong face with the Indian skull I hoped to have—high cheekbones, a jaw you could make points with. The stiff black hair started high on his forehead; and though it was combed, it looked coarse and strong. In all, I thought he had the power to last for decades and work his will, both of which were my aim. Then his wide mouth opened on a long kind laugh. Nobody had laughed with old Mrs. Root in living memory, and she plainly liked it. After that, he didn’t look my way again.

And I felt easier thinking he found my eyes by chance. But within five minutes, the way you do for the rest of your life, I picked Mr. Fentriss as my next magnet, the thing I’d try to grasp in secret and gain a man’s power and knowledge from. You could call it love and be nearly right; I’ve loved only two people more than him in all the years since.

Yet I never met him, never shook his hand, though I did once brush his coat in the hall. I tried many times to draw his attention, in the lobby mainly; and he’d grin and nod as if I might have been a thriving houseplant or a Shetland pony, not the partner to the secret power of his manhood. Today boys twelve years old start babies on girls every minute, but back then we stood in shadows till they called us and asked our names. So I never spoke more words to him than “Hey”; and Mr. Fentriss never called me once, not by name as I hoped. I couldn’t ask Mother to invite him to supper; and in two more months, Father found us a house and moved us out of the hotel for good. Before I was old enough for algebra, we left the whole town and moved to Kentucky. But one more night truly happened and it changed me.

Within a month of coming to town, Mr. Fentriss began having weekend dates. There were few unmarried women around, of his age and station; but he seemed to take them up one-by-one and give each a whirl. A whirl back then consisted of a trip twelve miles southwest to the next-larger town, a steak-supper there in the Glass House Restaurant, a movie maybe or (in summer) a dance in a big tobacco warehouse and whatever fun you could manage to take between then and driving her home at dawn.

Most Friday nights I had no more to do than any other night, so I’d stay close to my room and hear Mr. Fentriss dress for his date. It gave me ragged scraps of feeling what a man might feel with a whirl in prospect and nothing to stop him. I’d mostly lie on my bed and listen, having given up watching him, early on, since nothing had happened after that first night. And anyhow he hadn’t sung one more note of audible music nor said a word, much less turned into whatever he was that first fine night. So listening to the sound of water was enough and the slap of his large bare feet on tile.

By that far along in his preparation, the simple sound of his moving feet would be enough to sling me far, on a golden thread way over the ground, where I could trace my whole life’s path—a tall man making his dignified way, leading his wife and dependent children and earning respect. In flight, my body would stiffen and beg for the lightning moment my hand could give it, the finest drug on Earth and free. By the time Mr. Fentriss was ready to leave, I’d be serene as the Dalai Lama, gazing down on my homemade Himalayas of snow and dazzling white birds, riding the lustrous columns of air toward safe night and rest.

Then I’d join my family to play board games or three-handed bridge, with all of us tuned to the radio. By quarter-past eleven I’d always manage to say I was tired and head for my room. Each Friday I vowed I’d stay awake till Mr. Fentriss got back in and showed whatever he’d learned or won, in the hours of dark, from whatever girl or woman he’d found to bear his weight or spurn his touch.

But I almost always managed to sleep before he turned the key in his lock (more than once, when he was out, I tried his door handle). A time or two I woke to hear him brushing his teeth. My radiant watch might say three-thirty or, once, past five; and I’d lie awake as long as I could—a few stunned seconds—to check for music or any trace of song. I’d always hear water and sometimes the jingle of coins on his bureau. Once I thought I heard the beat of his iron bedstead as he lay down and used himself in whatever masterly way men employed. But even at the hint of that much news, I was too young to dredge myself upright from the bogs of sleep and rise to search what I could see of his legs and crotch for my own fate.

There was one last chance though, the weekend before we’d leave the hotel; and by various means I struggled to keep myself in the shallows and welcome him back in a secret alert. My father was an abject coffee-fiend and would always let me drink along with him whenever I asked. So with supper that Friday, I drank a good deal. And I stayed with the family till nine o’clock before bowing out. When I went to my room, I took a hidden tablespoon of dry ground coffee that I laid by the bed. I set my Big Ben alarm for midnight. Then I cut off the lamp and, high as I was, I managed to rest. It was not sleep exactly but a good kind of waiting, with snatches of dream in which again I was sure of my step as I led two sons that looked like me on a rocky path toward a broad clean river.

When the bell went off, I caught it at once. I said an earnest word of thanks to the god of sleep; then got up, washed my face at the basin and also peed. Any traveling man then, in the days of scarce toilets, understood that a basin with running water served nicely, provided you ran hot water once you finished. Then I fished my book from under the mattress, got back into bed, packed a big pinch of the coffee grounds into my lower lip and started to read, for the hundredth time, the most exciting words I knew.

The book was the only thing I’d stolen till then in my life. Two friends of my parents lived on the third floor, overhead. They had just got married the previous summer, and one of their wedding presents was a book called Sacred ]oy: The Marital Beacon. I’d caught sight of its orange binding on visits upstairs, and a glimpse of its color and four-inch thickness was enough to thrill me dangerously. It was famous among the rare sex guides of those dark days for medical candor combined with a radical view of the “beauty” of sexual congress. Until moving here, I’d never seen a copy outside bookstores, much less run the risk of owning one. So hard temptation seized me; and one weekend when our friends left for Myrtle Beach, I walked in, seized it and hid it in my room. I figured they’d be bashful at owning a copy and wouldn’t complain. So far I was right.

Whatever guilt I knew I should feel, it drowned the moment I cracked the pages. The paper was that old cream-colored stock I loved so well, fat and rough to the touch. I couldn’t know then how fast it was on the way to dissolving in its silent acids (slower than me, come to think of it now); so all I felt was the almost terrifying blaze of discovery—sacred joy!—as I ate the pages in a first quick skim. Here were actual words I’d dreamed of hearing and guaranteed genuine drawings of parts that I’d seen nowhere but bathroom walls in brutal guesses by fools no better informed than me. The thought that I had it in my own hands, in a private room with a lock on the door was almost more than a twelve-year-old could handle back then.

I’d sometimes check five times a day to see if it still lurked under my bedding. And when I’d be with my parents and sister, I’d lapse into moments of shaking fear—the book would burst into sudden flame and gut the building, charring us all. Or worse, we’d hear footsteps on the stairs; and the sheriff would enter to chain me for larceny. But I never returned it; and strangely our friends never mentioned the theft, though I knew everybody was sure who did it.

Still that last night, I counted on it as my best insurance of staying awake for Mr. Fentriss. In the weeks I’d owned it, I ricocheted wildly through random sentences, too thrilled by my luck to read in sequence and pausing only to drain my pressure. Now I’d turn to page one and force myself to read straight on, with care not to sap my strength too soon. It was not a bit easy; the early chapters were about the virtues of youthful chastity and what unmappable joys await the virgin pair who meet at last on a blossom-strewn matrimonial couch. But I stumbled through the placing of “tapers” at safe yet strategic points round the bed, the moment of unison thanks to God, the exquisite patience required of you the groom, the tender use of your ample hand to coax her gates as wide apart as care can bring them, then your sadly noble conquering thrust and the hours of nurture incumbent on you as she learns to bear this lifelong breach that precedes your fertile life together in God’s great family.

It got so anatomically vague that even I found myself half nodding; so I skipped to the third chapter, “Oral Tradition,” and was back on form in very few moments. It was near two o’clock when the sound of a turning key alarmed me. Had I locked my door; was Father coming in? I hid the book and reached for my light before I realized the lock was not mine. Simon Fentriss was finally back. I seldom let myself say both his names; but in that charged moment, they sounded so clearly I feared I’d said them. I went on and killed my light anyhow. Darkness would make these last few seconds of wait more exciting. And I’d stay in bed till I heard his bathroom light switch on. He was one human being who never performed his toilet in the dark.

I never heard it. His entry to the bedroom had been nearly silent; and as I listened, the silence deepened. No old hotel, built mostly of wood, can keep quiet long. The more nights you stay, the better memory you get of each noise. Just in my short time alone, I’d learned the voice of every board in the two flights of stairs outside my door. You could have landed by silent helicopter on the twelfth step on the third-floor stairs, I’d have caught you blindfolded. And I knew not only the boards and tiles but the two kinds of carpet in Mr. Fentriss’s rooms. I could tell, just by the sound of the soles of his feet, each time he forgot to lay down a bath mat. On my last night, there were no sounds at all. Not while I waited.

But lying in the dark was a big mistake. In that much empty black stillness, I slept. Any other boy, with a lipful of coffee and a brain aflame with imagined Joy—rosy girls astride hard boys—would have waited it out. So all I know, thus all I can tell, is what I’m still convinced occurred, and not just in the chemical-dump of my brain that night. No vision from dreams, no handmade picture, has stayed with me the way every line and color has stayed, every move and smell of what was showed me at some real point on the clock before dawn.

What finally woke me was the voice again. By the time I knew I was conscious however, the pitch had risen till it seemed more like a separate flying thing, a small silver plane at a perilous height, than anything made by a human body. And it sounded farther away than before. I tested the air for any hint of danger. It felt well-intentioned so I got up, crept to the door and knelt.

What was there was the feathered man again, a grander thing than I remembered—no man at all now. It was on its own knees, facing away; but this time at least I could see the head, if only its back. It bore a thick crest of peacock green that was laid down now, though it twitched with a feverish life of its own and threatened to rise like a giant cockatoo’s roused glory. The song was still in the air between us but was no more a song now than this thing was Simon Fentriss in feathers.

I was almost sure the thing was working—eating slowly or dancing in place. Its arms or wings were wrapped round something beyond it, but its torso hid whatever they held. In ten more seconds, it began to shiver in graceful waves that it seemed to control and that caused no pain. Till then I’d never seen a hummingbird stall in place yet spin its wings too fast to see. When I finally saw one, I thought back to this night and this thing’s waves. As it went on trembling, I started wanting to see its face, if any such thing could have a face.

And in another moment, the voice quit. As if my hope had just now reached it, the great head turned with a glacial slowness and looked my way. There were eyes, to be sure—they had to be eyes—and an open mouth that gradually made what human smiles attempt to make, a warning sign of joy so strong it threatens to spill and flood you both. But all the skin was covered with feathers the size of dimes, set like gilded scales on a fish.

It was then I knew I was seeing an angel. Since it looked unlike anything I’d seen in pictures of angels, I must have been told somehow in the instant, some wordless way. Though I lacked the time and the words to think, I understand now that it was, past doubt, a being sent as a bridge to me from whatever god intended my life. Was it here to show or teach me things, or would those round eyes draw me now through the wood of the door and use me also?

In a whisper but clearly, I said the word “Please.” I had no idea what I meant; but as scared a boy as I’d been for years, I now committed my first brave act. I gave in freely to what came next.

I think it made the slightest nod; and then it moved a few inches to the right, still watching me.

Both its arms were holding a woman, an actual woman of skin and hair. Whatever its mouth had done to her, it had not been harm, not where I could see. She was standing upright, aimed at my door; and I could see the whole midst of her body, from under her breasts to nearly her knees. She was young and firm and, while I knew she was as earthly as me, I also granted with wild delight that she was better than any girl I’d dreamed and loved when reading my book. The pyramid of curls in her groin was the same bright gold as the angel’s face.

I never saw more of her body than that, for next the angel drew itself back against her. With occasional high recollections of song, the body resumed its waves that—for minutes longer—I went on understanding as joy. But soon in every plume and vane, it began to burn with light, not fire.

Again I suspected I ought to be scared but I wasn’t. I held to my one fact—an angel was here, to give me this. If I burned away in sight of his dance, then at least I’d stayed like a man and borne it.

I well understand that veterans of the movies will yawn at this as a down-home version of Star Wars, with sex. But when it happened next-door to me, Star Wars was more than thirty years off; and sex in space had not been invented, though angels had. What I saw, I saw. And now it was ending. The waves became eventual shudders; and with the one high soaring voice, there was now a second in skewed but winning harmony.

I knew some destination was near. But the point it all was climbing toward was screened by light, no doubt with mercy to me. As the trembling angel and his real woman climbed, the light kept streaming from inside his body; the voices kept flying, till all I heard was one joined voice. And all I saw was a single great pulse at the core of the burn.

I thought of the still-live heart of a dog I once saw hit in the road, too hurt to live but struggling on. I bore that too. I may have even spoken again; what I felt anyhow was all grades of thanks. Something huge, far past any power I knew, had done this for me. Or near me at least. And had kept me brave enough to stand and learn it. By the time I said what little I said, the flare was cooling and I was tired.

But I stayed in place. No twelve-year-old I knew till then—even Jesus at the same age, preaching in the Temple—had been entrusted with this big a secret; if so, he kept it. I must see this finished. So over maybe the next three minutes, the light leaked off and my sight cleared. Then I could see what was left in the room, which was once again Mr. Fentriss’s bath—him and the same young woman, both real, both naked as newts.

I wanted to know her name and face; I had a suspicion she might be the ninth-grade world-history teacher, Miss Watkins from Kansas (she’d washed up here as the war slowed down and let her out of the WACS at Fort Bragg). If so, Miss Watkins was as good to look at, by day, as here. Her face though far outshone her midriff, as I could attest to myself in private for the rest of the year.

Their bodies looked understandably tired, with a few sweat trails. And their visible muscles were slack from whatever work they’d been part of. Was it them after all? Had they, two average public school teachers, been converted to heat and light as a demonstration for one hot boy and then cooled back to safe blood-heat, all in maybe five minutes in a wood hotel that somehow survived?

Could be. Whatever the answer, they were there that night as sure as the angel. I knew when I stood up, went to my bed and switched on the lamp—the palms of my hands were bruised dark purple, though I’d felt no pain, where my fingernails gouged at the pitch of the act. And those eight cuts became my license to watch Mr. Fentriss the best I could. Like a starving hawk, I watched his movements every chance I got. The same with Miss Watkins but not so closely, since I couldn’t swear to her having been there near me that night. The only times I managed to see them were moments in the lunchroom, near-passes in the halls. But I never brushed either of them again, and even at lunch they never so much as glanced my way from their chilling plates of macaroni-and-cheese with green beans. And of course I never looked again through this fine door that had shown me so much.
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The coming Easter my parents planned to visit our friends in the Shenandoah Valley. I begged to stay home. I was thirteen by then, and what I dreamed of was taking ten dollars out of my savings and renting room 209 for a night and searching again. I had no expectation, or wish, to see a further round of wonder. They laughed in my face, and I drove off with them to watch chained bears at mountain gas-stations and a fat old Indian that charged to pose with you. But as long as we lived in that same town, it hurt my mind like a stove-in skull, how much I hoped to understand what the angel meant—I knew it meant, no question it didn’t. And was that girl a messenger too but allowed to look human to brace my courage?

As I write this tale, I’m sixty years old—money in the bank and proud of my work that I pray to do till the night I die, a much-missed wife who died two years ago dreadfully of cancer, a son and daughter in driving distance with their own good children who bear my presence at Christmastime as if, in all they plan to do, their grandfather matters seriously.

I know I do. And now you know, having read this far. I’m the last man alive, so far as I’ve heard, to whom a god unquestionably came and showed the sacred joy that waits in any human body, if it has the wild courage to find its adjoining door and kneel to its chink or drill its own and wait there bravely—or scared to the bone—till at least one normal other body spreads its secret reckless beauty to taste and eat.


A TOLD SECRET

I DOUBT YOU KNOW how that hour ended, though it’s in your mind through this long pause. After we’d choreographed our limbs through so much perfectly aimed free-flight, we understandably slid off to sleep. And while we were out, the sun that had been so fine all day worked round to the window and found our bodies. Half an hour before, we’d have overmatched its glamor and heat. But sleeping, I cooled; so the light was welcome down my bare side. I woke at the touch and for maybe ten seconds was simply thankful, a frozen child, for unblocked light. Another pause and it came to me, plain and incontestable, Nothing will ever be better than this—thirteen years on, it’s true as it was.

Then I heard your breath and—though I was on my side, turned left—I knew you were still out. I generally took any chance to watch you truly asleep (your eyelids seemed the thinnest scrims on the last few secrets you maintained; I spent long stretches, hoping to read them). But that afternoon I dreaded to see you frowning or worse. I’d read, thrust up in banner type, the blatant claim that our meeting had counted less with you than me.

I even lay and punished myself the common way, inventing words for your shut mind and scrawling them on my own mockup of the back of your eyes—He’s crashed the last gate and ruined me. All I can do is beg for his death. 

I understand I’m more than half wrong. You’re a free adult; you’ve let me cross a full continent to be here. You own the keys to this room, not me—they lie in reach of both your hands, beside your pillow. I dumbly multiply the proof—your sheets and quilt; even the mice behind the walls above our nights are your guests here: you could trap them out.

So maybe five minutes later, I turn, slow as the nearest glacier north. Ten inches apart from your face, I hold, hardly breathing but scenting at once the native health of your actual skin. Friends of Alexander the Great report that he gave off, day and night, the clean odor of mountain thyme—the natural gift of a generous soul, unknown on Earth till then except in the wake of a vanishing god. Twenty-two centuries, eight thousand miles west, I smell off you the same dry gift, a lure you’re helpless not to spread.

Your still shut face defeats all fears—no frown, no smile: a peaceful, entirely unreadable calm. Behind this cabin, Mount Hokum above us, starved wildcats wait this instant for dark to scrounge our foulest rancid scrap. They’d tear and grind your peaceful hide to the final bone; but here you lie, serene as slate. And all my hawk-eyed apprehension can find no chink in such frank trust.

I risk your name a time or two—not whispered, not loud—but you stay gone. And I wait, peaceful now as you, in hopes of nothing but your next breath, the sight of your eyes when your mind decides to see a world not made by you.

A quarter-hour, twenty minutes, still gone, serene. My dry mouth starts to beg for water. Standing, walking, will surely rouse you. So I wait a last moment and know a last move. Entirely quiet, I rise to an elbow, reach and lift the old-gold hair from your right ear and say the best gift I ever gave. Silent, I say Because of now, this perfect day—because of what you are and spend, believe one fact if all else fails: you’ll live with me long past our separate crushing graves. 
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Thirteen years on, I tell whoever reads these lines. Gone, unspeaking, still again, will you wake now, read and find the promise I planted then and say at last you know it’s true?


WATCHING HER DIE

MY FATHER’S last aunt moved in with us when I was ten and she was a thousand. Eighty-three, to be truthful, and virgin pure but sadly broke down. She’d lived near us, in her family home, all her life and mine. Only when she tried to rise one morning, stepped through a wormy board by her bed and stayed there trapped till my father found her just before supper, did she even consider giving up the old house.

Pure as she was, she’d raised my father when his own mother died; but once he got her foot unstuck, even he had to put the truth to her plain. “Dear Lock, time’s up. You’ve outlived your house. We offer you ours.”

Aunt Lock knew we did no such thing. Not if we included my mother, which it had to. Mother had dreaded Lock’s arrival from the moment my father proposed. She always said “He popped the question, then showed me the fly in his ointment—he was duty-bound to see Miss Lockie to the grave in kindness, assuming he or anybody outlived her.” To explain that my mother was known, statewide, as loving to a fault and a martyr to kindness is a quick way to say what Lock was like by then anyhow, that far gone in time.

Her short legs were bowed as any hoop. She stammered every word; and she understood less than any two geese, though she didn’t know it. She thought she specialized in God and healing. You’d run in the house with a bleeding hand; she’d seize your wrist and say “Lick it, son!” When your mother protested that spit might infect it, Lock would tell her “Child, watch the animal kingdom. They lick everything that hurts and it heals.” She’d of course known several people who cured the last stage of cancer with timely licks from a warm wet tongue, preferably their own.

With all the facts Lock knew about God, she was oddly silent in public with adults. It was mainly with me that she let them slip, when my parents were absent. I had the standard childhood way of avoiding my parents when I felt unhappy. Like other children I’d walk off alone or seek out somebody neutral but kind—like a maiden aunt in the dim back-room of the busy house. I’d lie on the hooked rug Lock set by her bed and let her pour what dammed up in her when my parents wouldn’t listen. It was frequently memories of my father’s boyhood. I asked for them often, not understanding I was near the age when I’d start being a man myself and would need to know how another boy managed to grow and make his own son.

I doubt Lock comprehended that, having changed so little through the length of her span. But something would make her tell a brief story about Dad’s mischief and then let a quick strange moral appear in the empty air like a quirky motto stitched on a sampler. She’d tell about the time he stripped the setting from the supper table, plates and all, hid them in the sideboard and ran for the woods while the family were coming from the porch to eat. Once she described the empty table and the ten baffled faces, she might draw a feeble breath and say “God showed him tricks like that every day.”

She’d never explain but move back to telling how warts were cured by words alone, in new-moon light. I doubt she expected me to think for an instant about God’s purpose in teaching Dad tricks, but of course I’d think of little else for the rest of that day. And the several times she let me know how “God has promised I will not die”—no explanation— I turned the promise over all ways from there on out, for her life and mine. I’d seen a child die on the street beside school, and I felt no need to share the fate.

Those words about death were almost the strangest, except for the time I confessed to torturing a boy with a withered arm at school—I twisted it hard and watched his face. Lock heard me tell the whole miserable act; and when I expected at least a scolding, she almost smiled, looked far out the window and said “Keep it up if you need to—worse, if you must. You’re making him better than you by far.” So altogether from the day she joined us, Lock became even more a part of my mind than the rest of my family (I’ve acknowledged my parents, plus I had two sisters older than me).

In addition, more than anyone else I knew, I could always find her. Her room was behind a dark brown door right off the kitchen; she was generally there in a green rocker or—on a dry day when her asthma let up—she’d be on a walk through the deep back yard that passed through carefully tended grass into thick ranks of scarlet sage and then into pines, far as any strong boy could hope to walk, much less an old woman on miserable legs.

It was such a day, I’m recalling now. Mid-October, a spotless sky and air as dry as a bona-fide desert, though pleasantly cool. Despite all that, I’d had a miserable day at school. Because of the strange way Lock responded to my old confession of cruelty, I’d left the crippled boy alone. He’d even started bringing me gifts of dried fruit from his father’s store on the edge of town where white-trash houses shaded into black with no firm line except in blood when a trespass occurred. Peaches, apricots, pears and figs. I didn’t care for them; but I didn’t say so, just gnawed them at recess along with the boy and watched him grin.

Yet on that grand October day for no discernible human reason—a day for brave deeds—I suddenly saw my hand reach out, take that boy’s arm and wrench it behind him till I heard a serious crack on the air. The boy said not a word of complaint, though silent tears rolled down his face; and his eyes never blinked. Then I watched him walk to the edge of the playground by himself and slowly test if his arm was broke. His back was turned but, just by the slowness of how he moved I could guess the pain and the tears still rolling. His arm moved finally, straight out beside him like the school patrol; and then he just walked down the sideline and turned at the street and headed home, a quarter-past noon. As it turned out he stayed gone four more days.

By three forty-five on the guilty day, as I walked home, I knew I should climb to my white room, fall down on my back and beg the Lord, who’d memorized my meanness, to pardon me someway without demanding I find the boy and beg him first. His name was Zollicoffer Phipps, called Zollie. But since my path led through the back woods, I was deep in the cool shade, stroking through twigs and abusing my soul, when—Lord!—I heard my name out loud.

“Dalton Burke” in a high soft voice but keen as a sunbeam.

I stopped cold and tried to guess was it human. I’d had more than one communication from the unseen world, years before I was ten; so I had some grounds for judging the matter. But in five more seconds, I couldn’t decide.

“Dal? Answer me.” I’d also been asked to answer before by unseen voices that never spoke the question. But something made me guess it was a woman, even a girl—where the hell was she? (I’d started to cuss). I turned every way. Just thicker leaves and deeper shade on every side. All my life, what I can’t see, I seldom address; so I held my tongue.

“D-Dal.”

Aunt Lockie out this far alone?

Exactly that, though it took awhile to find her. Ten yards away in a neat clearing I’d never noticed, Lock sat on a huge uprooted oak. It looked freshly killed. The roots were still damp, but we’d had no wind or lightning for a month. Anyhow it had landed at the right height for Lock. She was firmly seated, holding a limb; and for once her small feet touched the ground—in chairs they tended to dangle useless. She was cool as the day and not even panting, so I figured she’d been back here a good while. That, and the distance she’d covered, made me think she’d wrangled with Mother, badly this time. So I moved on closer. “You waiting it out?”

Lock even smiled and refused the question. “I’m ’fust-rate,’” she said, one of her numerous old-time replies that gave me a fit when school friends were near, though many of them had similar antiques in their own back rooms. In general back then children knew many more old people than now. Living near them, having to kiss and greet them, we learned far more about the speed and goal of life than children today. But I honestly doubt it made us gladder to know them or kinder. Anyhow there was nothing Aunt Lock had done that was really first-rate— or so I thought then—except raising Dad, and that was behind her.

That opened a path for me to say “I’m worse off than I’ve been in living memory.”

Mother would have laughed at the solemn phrase; but Lock took me as she’d taken my father, dead-earnest at all times, even when we teased her. So now she pointed to the dry ground below, and when I sat she said “What’s your plight?”

I told the whole story in her own way. Lock couldn’t just say “It happened one afternoon last week.” She had to back and haul a good deal to establish the day, the hour and weather. Then she’d dress whatever rooms were involved and give you descriptions of everybody with such precision that years ahead you could pick them out from an angry mob. I told her every fact she didn’t know since I left her at breakfast—the disappointment I’d had in reading class and all the other extenuators. Then I painted my crime in grim detail and said “I’ve mentioned excuses, Lock. They don’t count, do they?” I hadn’t looked straight at her eyes for a while; and even when she started, I couldn’t look.

She said “Very much to the contrary, Dal, th-they all count against you.” From then on she barely stammered again. She’d given me lengthy thumbnail sermons before on a lot more subjects than the powers of spit, but nothing had prepared me for what came next. She said two or three more sentences on the no-count nature of childhood meanness. Then she took a brief silent pause.

I risked a glance at her, but she was faced straight out beyond me at nothing but leaves, far as I could see.

Then still looking off she seemed to take a wide left-turn in her mind. She said “Now I’m asked to die for you, son.”

She’d long since learned not to call me son; it riled my mother. So trying to grin, I said “I’m Dalton, your favorite great-nephew. And Dalton’s asking for no such thing.” Jokes from Lock were scarce as snow, but I thought somehow she was teasing me. Young as I was, I knew about Jesus dying for the entire human race; but I couldn’t think Lock was meant to follow him. Bad as I felt about Zollie’s arm, I didn’t quite see myself in Hell. So I said “Lock, I’ve been died for, remember?”

At first she nodded. Then she thought awhile longer. By now she’d all but proved she was listening, so I watched her closely. She was not watching me; she still faced the woods. And with every second her face got paler and her skin got thinner. Soon a thousand hairline veins stood out in her spotty brow and down her throat. They turned dark purple as if her blood was desperate for oxygen, dying fast. In the space of two minutes, that seemed like a month, I had to believe my great-aunt was dying because she was asked.

She was somehow dying because of me and the cruel acts I couldn’t stop doing, young as I was. Strangest of all, the change didn’t scare me, though I finally said “Aunt Lock, hold back. You said God promised you’d never have to die.” If she heard, it made no difference at all. So I finally made the painful offer I’d tried to shun. I said “I’m to blame.” Still no good; she was past my reach.

By then her eyes had drifted shut, and soon they also started to die. The lids, that were always paper-thin, went nearly transparent till I could see the ghost of her pupils gazing through—thank God, not at me. And her lips, that had also thinned, drew up in a thorough smile of a sort I seldom saw on Lock unless my father bent to kiss her on Christmas morning or at the supper he always cooked for her birthday. More than once Mother said “Miss Lock’s never known a whole happy day; and she means us to share her discontent.” So while I estimated that her death was less than a minute ahead of us now, I asked “Are you happy?”

Any other time she’d have stammered badly at that big a question. And she did wait so long I thought she was gone. Then a voice, from farther out than she’d gone before, said plainly “Happy? No. But I’m honored, yes, and glad to serve.” Another long wait while every cell of her skin went still as the dead oak she sat on.

I thought “Any second, she’ll pitch over on me.” And I braced to catch her.

But one more time that far voice spoke. “Shut your eyes now, son, and count to a hundred.”

I not only shut my eyes; I bent way down and hid my face in my folded legs. I figured when she fell, I could roll her aside. Then I counted slowly. As always I got confused in the 60s and backtracked some; but from 95 on I spoke the last numbers. I thought if Lock was hearing me still, she’d say what next when I got to 100. But no word came, no sigh, no breath. Even the leaves all sounded dead. I shouldn’t have been the least surprised since I almost never prayed anymore. I kept the decision a private fact; but at nine, I decided God had more work on his hands than my slim business. Still that October afternoon again I spoke out loud once more, “Sir, help me please.” Then I looked.

I’ve said Lock never played tricks on us, but even the greatest actor on Earth couldn’t have imitated death this well. I’d seen two old greatuncles dead and a friend of mine in the wreck of his bicycle near our school. Lock was dead all right; and I still wasn’t scared or thinking ahead to what I’d tell my mother now, not to mention Dad when he got home. I put one finger out toward her, waited in midair to see if she’d flinch, then went the whole way and touched her wrist where it still gripped the limb.

Up till today she’d kept a steady heat, lukewarm and weird, like standing oatmeal; so I’d always shied off feeling her skin except when she absolutely required it. Now though she was cool and not weird at all, peaceful really. My finger stayed on her flesh so long, I felt her go maybe five degrees cooler with not a trace of pulse or twitch.

I stood up finally and stepped well back. No way on Earth I could get her home now with my schoolbooks and lunchbox. But I should stretch her out or she might fall—any breeze would tip her down in a heap. That’s when I suddenly thought I should listen, listen at least as hard as Lock. Whatever voice had spoken to her might have some useful advice for me. Children this side of the early teens are still smart enough to know such things. I put both hands down calm at my sides, shut my own eyes and tried to slow my heart. It obeyed so soon that, for one cold instant I thought it was stopping too. But I stayed in place; and next I heard it thudding onward, slow but trusty.

Then a voice, the same old voice I’d heard in early years, said “Leave her here, boy. She’s where I want her.” I held on a good while, hoping it would offer some word on where I should go next, who I should hunt down and what I should say.

And eventually, once a crow had called, the voice said “Now you are free again; she saved your skin.”

My mind was suddenly clean as a washed slate. I tried to think of my name but couldn’t. I knew just one thing, Haul your rusty ass out of here. So young as I was, I hauled it home.

Mother was out, my sisters were on a field trip to Raleigh, the cook wouldn’t be back till five o’clock. Dad, being a doctor, might come in early or not till past bedtime. For once I hated the house being empty, but I still wasn’t what you could truly call scared. I believed the voice. I knew not to worry now about Zollie. He’d been repaid already by whoever ran the show, this peculiar day. Someway tomorrow or by Thanksgiving I’d make my amends. He and I would be friends for life; I’d be his protector.

In my own room though, my private belongings began to wake me. Familiar objects, like a Barlow knife and a silver dollar from the year I was born, stared back at me and saw my shame and my wild rescue. An actual human being just now had volunteered to be my scapegoat and pay some debt I owed to justice. I had felt bad enough just on my own; but nothing had made me understand how hard the sky or the voice behind it viewed my cruelty and all such acts here and elsewhere always. Being not just young but normally human, I hoped the voice would let me lead my parents to Lock and say no more than that I’d discovered her, coming from school, dead there in the woods. And since the last place I’d said a prayer was in my bed, I lay down there, got still again and asked if I could take my father to the woods and not explain why Lock died on me.

I thought the voice was ready to speak, but no word came that I could hear.

I told myself the answer was Yes. I still think it was.

The cook came in a while later and worked on, singing so high she woke the local bats before sundown. Soon after five Mother was suddenly downstairs with her, laughing and saying “No, no, no.” I stayed in my room and finished my homework, praying that Dad would turn up shortly, then would climb up to take his evening leak and check on me. I honestly think, till the day he died, he thought I’d evaporate some unannounced morning between the time he left me at breakfast and touched me upstairs again at six. I’d known forever he prized me more than both my sisters, I understood my disappearance would ruin his life, I mattered that much in all his plans. But I wouldn’t know why till I had one satisfactory child of my own, the green-eyed daughter who rewards me still.

When I heard Dad finish washing his hands, I was still on the bed. I rolled to the wall and balled myself up to look like sleep.

He came in anyhow, sat on the edge and tapped my hip. “Sarge, you sick?”

Just before I had to respond, I suddenly wondered if that was it. Was this whole afternoon some kind of sick dream? Was I laid up now in a hospital bed with a record fever, a puzzle to science? Was I the dead person and this was eternity? Had Zollie gone home and prayed for justice and all I was going through now was just my strange but fair deserts? I’d been saved though; I still trusted that. So I turned to face Dad and said “No, tired.”

Dad studied me to test my honesty. Then he nodded. “School-tired.” He had disliked school as much as me, and he always said how amazed he was that he spent thirty years on something that bitter. Whatever, it had made him a first-rate surgeon, widely sought. Next he sat on quietly, watching his hands. He had told me more than once lately how much he was hoping they’d last him out till he had to retire. He thought sometimes they’d begun to quiver.

So I whispered clearly “Stop looking; they’re still.” It made me think of Lock dead of course, but I kept my secret.

He searched my face again and then laughed. “You know too much.”

I said to myself He’s righter than ever but I laughed too.

“How’s Lockie feeling?” That was nothing strange. He knew how Lock and I most afternoons listened to the radio from four to five— “The Lone Ranger,” “Terry and the Pirates.” Lock’s favorite was “The Phantom,” who knew “what evil lurks in the hearts of men.” Every day without fail, Dad would see me first and ask about Lock—had we liked our programs? If I said yes and that Lock was normal, he could put off paying a before-supper visit to her back room and risking Mother’s temper.

With him I always knew I could reach for the truth at once, no fooling around. I told him “You need to see something right now; but don’t ask questions, not yet at least. Let’s get downstairs, quiet as we can, and out to the woods.”

The way he replied was the reason I’d loved him all my life and honor him still, long past his presence. He said “Then lead me.”

Silent as braves we got outdoors, on through the yard and into the trees without so much as a yell from Mother, though she had to be watching at the kitchen window.
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When we were a good ten yards into thicket, and our backs were hid, I stopped and faced Dad. I even asked him to step back a little. “I need to tell you something hard.”

He’d after all had people die in his hands, his literal hands; so his face didn’t frown, and he stepped well back.

When he pulled a red dogwood leaf to chew, I suddenly thought I’d spare him the mystery, Lock’s awful merciful words before leaving. I said “Aunt Lockie has passed away. I found her body back deep in here when I came home from school. Her heart just stopped, no sign of blood. I couldn’t lift her. She was peaceful and safe, so I didn’t tell Mother but waited for you.”

My father was strong on the order of iron, strong but ready to love what he loved. I’d seen him cry only once till then when a girl child died as he touched her heart to repair a valve. He climbed to my room that terrible evening, not stopping for Mother, and sat on my bed and said “This one finger touched her heart—for the first time, son, to give her the life she ought to have—and it stopped, stock-still.” Here in the woods though, dusk coming down, he let my news pass into his eyes. Then he looked back awhile.

I thought he was hiding his grief this time—Lock was his mother to all intents—and I said “Don’t mind. I won’t tell a soul.”

But he faced around and was smiling a little. He said “Have you told me the real truth, Sarge?”

I must have looked troubled.

“She’s not been killed? You said no blood—”

I raised my hand in the standard boy’s oath. “Sir, she’s peaceful.” That much was true.

Dad was no sunny-sider; he tended to frown. Till now I’d never heard him say any death was a blessing. I thought he meant Mother; it would finally lift the load of poor Lock off her mind and back. I nodded. “That’s why I didn’t tell Mother. I saved it for you.”

Dad shook his head and waved me off; I’d misunderstood. What came next was the hardest thing he ever told me. “I’ve waited for this through long years now.” He looked inward past me and stepped on forward to take the lead for maybe five yards. Then he recalled he didn’t know where she’d be. I would need to guide him.

He’d never conceded that job to me, not till that moment; but I stepped forward proudly. As I passed him I touched his arm for an instant. “It’s not bad, I told you—not one scratch or bruise.”

As we went it suddenly dawned on me some dog might have found Lock and mauled her face. So I moved on faster than he usually walked, to get there soon enough and warn him back if her body was changed. For at least five years, I’d forged alone through these same trees, trying to imagine I was threatened by Indians and vicious beasts, all barely hid an arm’s reach off. And I always tried to imagine bravery, how to walk toward what might be my death without the hair of my neck rising cold. Finally that dusk—with Dad behind me, trusting my knowledge—I was truly fearless. My blood ran warm and steady and smooth as an August river, and the hundred-yard trip seemed longer than Lewis and Clark’s whole cross-country trek.

By the time I reached the edge of the clearing, the evening light could barely get through the circling pines. But right away I felt relief. Lock was still upright on the fallen tree, her eyes were still shut, one hand was holding the small limb for balance. I knew a single gust or a hard footstep might tip her forward in a heap on the ground, so I waited in place till Dad caught up.

Faced with a problem, he mostly reacted speedily. Now though he waited silent on my left.

I looked to his profile, and at first he wouldn’t face me.

Then he relented and his gray eyes were calm. He all but whispered “Sarge, you’re wrong.”

I quickly tried to guess his meaning—what else was this old lady but frozen in rigor mortis by now? What had I misunderstood?

Dad reached across the gap between us, took my hand and slowly walked toward her.

In my eyes anyhow Lock seemed to quiver as fast as a hummingbird’s wing, a visible blur. I figured the force of our gentle footsteps was reaching her body, but it hurt to see, and I must have pulled back on Dad’s hand a little.

Anyhow he turned me loose and went on.

I stayed where I stopped, maybe ten feet back.

Dad slowed his pace but went right to her.

She was dead as ever, to my mind at least. Even the bird’s-wing blur was still. For the first time I saw what you see on death masks— whatever fears and pains they knew, the dead faces of famous men, like Napoleon, are smooth as children. Maybe death is that easy. Or more likely maybe, before they can mix the plaster and make your mask, the pull of gravity eases the lines of fear and age, leaving you young and hopeful again. My great-aunt didn’t look young or glad; but she did look tranquil, a whole new thing in the years I’d known her. I saw Dad’s hand reach out toward her hand; and I thought Lord God, she’ll powder to dust. I’d read about ancient maidens who powdered when their perfectly lovely corpses were touched. Nothing happened though that I could see. He’d only laid two light fingers on her, and soon I figured he was hunting a pulse.

The fingers rested gently on her wrist for a good long while. Then he seemed to shake his head in sadness. But next he drew back and almost whispered “Dear Lock, it’s me.”

I’d never heard him say dear till now. Mother told me once “He’d die for us both, but he won’t say darling like everybody else.” All I could think was If he’s glad she’s gone, why’s he trying to wake her? I thought he was trying to pay his respects, to show he was there and honored her body. Then I knew we would have to call for help, strong men with a stretcher. I stepped on to Dad and quietly said “Before much later, we need to get help.”

He waited a moment and said “We may have the help we need.” With his hand still on her, he whispered “Dear Lock, now answer me.” Then he said “Please. This moment.”

And over what felt like the next ten years, Lock came on back. Almost no daylight was reaching us, but I thought I could see the color of blood creep back through her face. I knew I could hear the creak of her breath till finally her eyelids quivered fast, and then she was looking up at Dad.

He didn’t speak but offered his other hand.

At first she didn’t take it. Her eyes searched round till they located me. She didn’t quite frown, she surely didn’t smile, she gave a slight nod. Then she took Dad’s other hand and gradually stood. He looked and acted like the olden beau she never had or the ideal son she claimed he’d been from the day he was born. They passed right by, touching me nowhere, and walked till they reached the thicket again. Lock stopped there and, facing just the woods, she spoke out plainly “Are you taking me home?”

Dad said “I am.” They both moved on and I fell in behind them.

But I stayed close enough to hear that, every few yards, Lock would speak—short phrases about the leaves, the light, the weather. I’d never heard her say so much when she and I walked; her breath was too precious.

It seemed her breath was sufficient now, though she stammered some. We were all the way out the far edge of the woods with the house there before us—the kitchen lights—when Lock stopped once more and said a whole sentence. “It’s bound to be time to eat and I’m hungry.“

Till then I’d never heard Lock mention hunger; she ate a lot less than a hand-sized bird. So I stood in place and watched Dad lead her on to the house and up the back steps, slow as ever.

I was baffled beyond description of course. But I had the bare minimum of sense to wait and fix their picture deep in my mind—a son and his mother somehow alive and certainly changed. At the time I wasn’t thinking I’d need the picture ever again. I didn’t plan to store it buried in hopes it would bloom someday with news and hope. But here this instant I could take up a pen and draw them for you—Lock and my father—clear as I saw them, though full dark had very nearly fallen between us. All these years later I bring it up on the screen of my eyes more times than most memories.

Whatever happened, what changed in Lock from that night onward was seen by nobody else but me. All her worrisome traits stayed with her right on—the stammer, the ugly marks of age, the draining worship she paid my father were strong as ever. With all the strangeness of those dim hours in a single day, neither Dad nor Lock ever brought it up in conversation, public or private. It might just have been a long dream I had to punish myself for the vicious maddog kenneled inside me, hot to lunge. Did Lock really suffer some brand of death? I had no medical implements with me of course, but even now I’m ready to swear that she wasn’t breathing when I left her upright that afternoon. Or was she merely fooling to curb a boyish tendency in me?

Was it all Lock’s idea, or was she truly driven on by an unseen judge? If it was some brand of practical joke, it was the first and only such in a long solemn life. If death truly seized her, the way I saw it, then who brought her back—my dad with a touch and one loving word or the unseen judge maybe changing his mind? Dream or fact, it serves Lock’s purpose of punishing me, to this minute now when I tell the story; and I’ve had maybe more occasions than most men to punish myself, again and again for common meanness, by simply calling back to mind the sight of a woman dying for me.

There is one fact I can still bring forward to prove that afternoon’s story true, a chain of actions and deeds that happened to sane human creatures other than me. From that time forward, though she’d talk with me as before in public—at meals, in rooms with my parents or sisters—Lock never addressed me in private again, not so much as a yes or no. Even in public where she often addressed me as before, she never spoke my name, not once. I’d come home every day from school at four, turn on the radio and lie on the rug. Lock would hear the sound and come in from her room—slow and creaky, rolling on her bowlegs like some old sailor—to take her chair and hear our shows with no single word. She’d smile, laugh or frown in accord with the story. She’d meet my eyes as often as ever, always kindly. She’d darn any wornout sock I brought her; she’d still lean down and scratch my scalp as the plots tensed up in our radio shows.

But that was the only way we touched, from then till her second and last departure. I was never again compelled to kiss her powdery whiskers; never smelled her musty neck again, for all our laughter—and we laughed a lot. At first I thought of ways to scare her—to call the firetruck or claim my head had burst into pain like a gasoline fire and would split any instant and scald us both. I held back though and learned to respect her, the way you’d trust a St. Bernard that saved your life but was naturally mute.

That much of my great-aunt was dead to me, shut up and gone. It made me think of a thousand questions only she could answer. They all pertained to my father’s youth, things he’d never tell me—what he was weak at, ways he failed before he got so strong and fearless. Finally though I had to believe Lock had told me the last hard thing to know. And she’d told it plainly in real daylight in actual woods the final day I was outright fierce. You can somehow choose to pay the debts of a needy boy or other grown soul if you have that much to give and are willing.

Lock died again, for what I assume was the final time, eight quick years later when I was away—my first year of college. Dad’s letter said she went in her sleep, no trace of a struggle, ninety-one years old. At first I thought it was the worst kind of death; no living soul could truly mourn her. For years the thought seemed perfectly sound. But then I got my adult life and the ones I cherished, my daughter chiefly.

And the year I was fifty, a business trip took me back to my hometown for several days. The last evening, with time to spare, I found our house. We’d sold it fifteen years before when Mother died. Still it was in better shape than me, fresh-painted though empty—a weathered sign For Rent in the yard. I had the good sense not to look in the windows, but I found myself walking straight for the woods.
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